CANG JIE AND THE INVENTION OF WRITING:

REFLECTIONS ON THE ELABORATION
OF A LEGEND

FRANCOISE BOTTERO

The Chinese have traditionally drawn on one or several stories to explain the
origin of their writing.' Cang Jié¢ £ %H” is known in China as the scribe who
invented writing, after observing the marks left on the ground by birds and
animals. Modern specialists of the Chinese writing system all agree to say
that this is only a legend,’ but the history of the legend of Cang Jié is
nevertheless interesting to retrace for several reasons. The theme is relatively
well-documented, and allows us to understand how the legend was
constructed and became established; it also provides us with a 'window' into
how writing was perceived by the different authors who have referred to it.
This legend broaches the fundamental problem of writing. Ancient Chinese
authors recognized the importance of this topic, and sought to explain the
origin of writing within their own conceptual framework, or to give it a
particular role, before they considered it to be at the very heart of the
government.* This is what we will see in the citations presented in the
following pages. At the same time we will be able to understand how, having
fluctuated in different directions depending on the authors, the legend has
benefited from the written form to become propagated and almost rigidified
since the Eastern Han.

" For the different legends on the origins of Chinese writing, see, for example, Tang Lén
1979:54, Sun Junxi 1991:20, Zhang Yujin & Xia Zhonghua 2001:52.

% The name is written as often with the component 'grass’: &, as without it: £.

*See, for example, Tang Lén 1979:51 et seq.; Stn Jinxi 1991:17-18, Qid Xigui 1988:28
(English translation:44). It is interesting to note that, according to Qid, writing was invented
by the labouring classes, but that, later, shamans and diviners, who were serving the
governing classes, must have played a part in its development.

* This is what we will find in Hudindnzi 20 and in the Shuowén 15, cf. Infra:143, 149-153.
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Cang Jié, the inventor of writing?

Cang Jié's name first appears with Xitnzi in the 3 century before our era.
One needs to note however that Xinzi (c. 298-235 B.C.) mentioned Cang Jié
not as the inventor of writing, but as someone who appreciated it and was
deeply involved in it:

HIFEERR - TMEHEBEE > St FRERR MEBBEEE - =
Hi, o

Thus, those who have been fond of writing have been many, yet that Cang Ji¢
alone has been remembered is due to his unity of purpose. Those who have been

fond of husbandry have been many yet that Houji alone has been remembered is
due to his unity alone.’ (Knoblock 1994 vol.3:107)

In this passage, Cang Jié is presented alongside other mythical heroes such
as Houji 5, Kui ZE and Shan %%, to whom one owes the sowing of seeds,
music and the sense of duty (all essential features for social life). This
suggests the major importance that Xunzi attributed to writing. But, at the
same time, one should note that in the following part of the text Xunzi
mentioned Chui f, Fiy6u %, Xizhong Z /11, and Chéng Du 3 ft whom
he considered to be true inventors (of the bow, the arrow, the chariot, or the
harness), while he insisted that it was not they who mastered the arts of
archery or charioteering, since mastery of these techniques or arts required
concentration and perseverance.

fEVES » IR - ARG+ ZMEE » SRALMERE - TEICHR
ffl > Bty S - REEWMEEREH -

Chui invented the bow and Fiy6u made the arrow, but it was Yi who excelled in
archery. Xizhong invented the chariot and Chéng Du discovered how to harness
horses to it, yet it was Zaofu who excelled at charioteering. From antiquity up to
the present day there has never been anyone who has been able to excel in two
fields at the same time. (Knoblock 1994, vol.3:107) (F.B. modified)

In other words, for Xunzi, there was a clear difference between creation and
mastery of an art or a technique; Cang Jié did not come under the category of
the inventors, but of those who committed themselves or assiduously
practiced a specialization.

Han F&i (c. 280-233), who studied with Xinzi, returned to the theme of
Cang Ji€ whom he presented as the inventor of writing:

HEEHIFESR  AREHEINL - WRBZL  ARZHEEH - JhEH

> Xuinzi jijié HjFHM% 15 Jié bi fi#ili, 1988:401.
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E DL (E)HIZ 2R o (Hdn Féi zi xin jiaozhit 49: 1105)

In ancient times, when Cang Jié invented writing, he signified that which turns
around itself by (the character) si 4 'selfish, personal', and turning one's back
against 'selfishness', he designated with (the character) gong 2% 'public'. ® Cang
Jié must have known about the opposition between 'selfishness' and 'public'.

To show how opposed were the notions of 'public' and 'personal', Hdn F&i
referred to the writing system evoking briefly he who had invented it and
who had consciously reproduced this opposition in the very representations
of the graphs. One can see here the idea of a profound correspondence
between written signs and reality.’

In the Liishi chiingiii (239 B.C.), under the patronage of Lii Buwéi, Cang
Jié was also regarded as the inventor of writing. This time, together with
Xizhong, Houji, Gaoydo, Kunwu and Glin of Xia, he was one of a group of
six men whose inventions were outstanding.®

SRR - BEEEE  FRIER - REEN - BEER - ZREW - 1S
NEFEE SR - RTIETEIEH o (Sheén fen lan 17: Jin shou 4538 © BSP)°
Xizhong invented the chariot, Cang Jié writing, Houji plant cultivation, Gaoydo
corporal punishment, Kiinwid ceramic vessels, and Giin of Xia city walls. What
these six men invented met needs, nonetheless they are not part of the Dao of
ruling. (Knoblock 2000:413)

Just as for Xunzi, writing retains its 'civilizing' role and Cang Ji€ is only a
man, but now he belongs in the category of inventors, those on whom a good
ruler can depend for governing.

A bit later in the same chapter, the text mentions a list of 20 officials
(guan 'F) who assisted the ruler in governing, thanks to their inventions (of
the 60-day cycle, of the calendar, of different forms of divination; of
clothing; of bows; of the market; of fermented wine; of houses; of boats; of
wells; of mortars for grinding grain, of the harness; of driving the chariots;
of domesticating oxen; of charts; of medicinal treatments and divination
stalks).'” Among these, one finds a certain Shi Hudng 5 who was

% Han Fei relies on the 'ancient graph' si f., 'selfish, personal', which is more or less written
like /v, to show that the two graphs representing the words 'selfish, personal' and 'public'
express this opposition of meanings in their graphic structure. According to Han Fei the graph
for the word 'public' is built up from the components 'to turn one's back' and 'selfish, personal'.
" This perception of the script recalls the famous examples of the interpretation of graphs in
the Zudzhuan such as: "Thus from the graphic point of view, when one inverts 'correct' one
obtains 'fall short." (Zuodzhuan 24 Xuan Gong 15, SSJZZ:1888a). See Bottéro 2004:15 et seq.

% Note that only the names of Cang Jié and Houji are taken up from the Xiinzi.

? Liishi chiingiti jigo shi 17, Jin shou F57:1051.

19 Liishi chiingiii jiao shi 19 Wu gong 771573:1078.
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described as the author of charts: 5 2 {E[E. Modern commentators identify
Shi Hudng with Cang Jié basing themselves on the fact that Gao You &%
(168-212), in his commentary on a passage of the Hudindnzi invoking Shi
Hudng (see below), combined them together into a single person.'' Yet
neither their names nor their inventions (‘charts' and 'writings', respectively)
coincide with each other.'” Indeed it is hard to see why it would be a matter
of one and the same person.

As Chén Qiy6u has pointed out, this chapter of the Liishi chiingii
presents theories of the so-called Legalist school. In other words, it is
interesting to note that up to this time, the legend of Cang Jié, inventor of
writing, seems to have been confined to the milieu of the Legalist school, or
at least to have been of interest only to them — which is certainly not
contradicted by the next author we will consider.

Towards 213 B.C. Li Si &= (c. 280-208), the minister of Qin Shi hudngdi
Z= I B 7, wrote a 'manual of characters' in 7 sections, Cang Jié pian &8
f," in order to propagate his policy of unifying writing, which fell within a
more general context of the suppression of regional particularisms. From the
first sentence of his text, LI Si repeated the formula "Cang Jié invented
writing" 7 #H{EZ. Unfortunately we do not have the full text of Li Si but,
from manuscript fragments of the Han period - dating from 90 B.C. to 30
A.D. - that were discovered in Juydn & in the 1930s and, particularly, in
the 1970s,' the subsequent text stated that writing was invented by Cang Jié
in order to provide instruction to later generations.

"' See Chén Qiy6u and Ma Xulin in Liishi chiingiii jiao shi:1084, note 21. The legend of
Cang Jié, at the same time scribe of the Yellow Emperor and inventor of writing, was solidly
established in the 2™ century, with the result that, in his commentaries on the Hudindnzi and
the Liishi chiingiii, Gao You &% (168-212) quite naturally associates Cang Jié with Shi
Huéng and describes him as a scribe of the Yellow Emperor.

12 According to M& Xuldn (ibid), shii & and i [& represent the same thing. But Tang Lan
(1979:52) observes that the famous sentence, J1 H [E] 7% H 2 "The Yellow River has produced
the Charts and the Luo River the Writings", shows that these two terms had different
meanings, see infra:147.

" The Hanshii 30:1719 and the Shuowén 15A (Shuowén jiézi zhu 15A 10a) say that Li ST's
text was followed by Zhao Gao's it 5 Yudnli 7% fE in 6 sections, and by Hiwd Jing's i H4l
Béxué 152 in 7 sections to form what was also called the Cang Jié pian in 20 sections.
During the Han time, the whole text was modified and expanded to 55 sections with 60
characters each. See Bottéro 2003:101 ef segq.

" That is to say, along the Edsin gol river in western Mongolia, to the north of the Zhangye
JE#E and Jitiquan R districts, during the 1930 and 1972-76 archeological excavations. See
Lio Gan 1960:75 and Wénwu 1978 1:1-13.
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EEfEE DB 47 BRSO G

HENE wHEE sHERE O BEEEE ORI RER

vlEEsS R AMER BEEE EREED

Cang Jié invented writing to instruct the following generations. The young
children politely receive instruction, '® they are diligent and cautious, apply
themselves to recitation and memorization, without resting day and night. If they
want to serve and become scribes they will have to surpass the others in
accountancy and administration, and it is by standing out in the crowd that they
will be distinguished from the others. At the beginning it will be hard work, but
in the end there will necessarily be gratifying satisfaction. Diligence, loyalty and
discretion will be rewarded [...]"

Since the Cang Jié pian was revised during the Han dynasty, we cannot be
certain that this passage came only from the hand of LI Si. Nevertheless, the
first sentence "Cang Jié invented writing" provided the title that was
registered in the Hanshii, and therefore, should not according to me be put
into question. In other words, for Li Si as for Hdn F&i and the Liishi chiingii,
Cang Jié was clearly the inventor of writing.

As one can see in his well-known memorial to the Emperor Qin Shi
hudngdi," Li Si explained how the scholars were denigrating the present,
basing themselves on the ancient texts, and how threatening this was to the
Emperor. Li Si1 here shows his ambivalent attitude towards writing. He
feared what could be transmitted through writing, while at the same time
using it to impose his law. He wanted to stop the scholars having recourse to
the ancient texts,'"” by suppressing them or at least suppressing the most
disturbing ones, namely The Book of Odes, The Documents, as well as The
Sayings of the Hundred Schools.”® Li S1 was therefore aware that writing was
a powerful tool of transmission, promoting critical reflection. But he also
recognized it as an instrument for training those who would be able to serve
the government. This is why, despite his radical laws, he would not prohibit

15 See Hu Pingsheng 1996:33.

' In the postface of the Shuowén (SWJZZ 15A 20b) Xii Shen criticises mediocre scholars who
pretend that the Cang Jié pian was the work of an ancient emperor revealing magical powers,
basing themselves on the sentence TR as meaning "The young son receives the
imperial decree" (zhao &f being understood as gao &%).

"1t is not easy to understand this last part since the last four characters are missing.

'8 Shiji 6: 254 and 87: 2546.

“In Li Si's biography (Shiji 87:2546), Sima Qian adds a critical commentary on the
confiscation of these texts: 4 S W[ H K » IKFFEH H R A LURELE - (ER T LI IE
4> "The First Emperor approved this proposal and accordingly confiscated and did away with
the Odes, the Documents, and the Sayings of the Hundred Schools in order to make the
common people ignorant and ensure that no-one in the empire used the past to criticize the
present."

2 As STmia Qian F]E & says (Shiji 6:255), the official histories other than those of the Qin
were also suppressed.
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writing since it was clearly an indispensable practice of his period and his
policies,” and he encouraged those who wanted to study the law to take state
functionaries as their masters, trained, at least in principle, in the graphic
norm of the Qin** (already used by the State of Qin before 221 B.C.).”

A little less than a century later, in the Hudindnzi {1 (139 B.C.), Cang
Jié was still considered the inventor of writing, but his invention had created
some curious phenomena:

HHEBHEEMRNE » BN AR lFHMESZE - MEER © el
LML o

In ancient times, when Cang Jié invented writing, Heaven rained down millet
and ghosts wailed at night; when Bdyi invented wells, dragons climbed up to the
dark clouds and demons made their home in Kiunlin. The more that knowledge
increased, the less concern was shown for inner virtue. 2

Strangely, it was not men themselves who were worried about the invention
of writing but the ghosts. The relationship between the ghosts and writing is
particularly interesting. The fact that they were disturbed by the invention of
writing, just as the dragons (who lived in the valleys) were troubled by the
digging of wells, suggests that writing had a certain power over them or at
least intruded on their territory. Different interpretations of these phenomena
have been proposed.” According to Gao You, the ghosts started crying

2! The civil and judicial administration of the Qin is known for its high level of development
and for having therefore led to a much more rapid graphic style /ishi £33 (SWJZZ 15A 10b).
As Jacques Gernet has noted : "Dans I'administration, c'est par le recours a 1'écrit (rapports de
gestion, inventaires, états quotidiens...), aux calculs, aux modes de preuves objectifs (sceaux,
insignes en deux parties dont le rapprochement suffit, par la coincidence des marques, a
révéler l'authenticité) que doit étre assurée la stricte exécution des ordres." (Le monde chinois
1972:88).

22 Nevertheless, as noted by Ban Gu (Hanshii:1721) and Xl Shén (SWJZZ 15A 13b), the
original text of LI S1 presented many ancient graphs, which would mean that Li Si's reform
would not have been so radical as had been claimed.

2 This policy certainly encouraged the teaching of the Chinese writing. The fact that several
fragments of the Cang Jié pian have been found in both the north-west (near Dunhuing and
western Inner Mongolia (c¢f. Fukuda Tetsuyuki 1993) as well as in the south of China (in a
tomb in the Anhui province, dating from 165 B.C. (see Hu Pingshéng and H4n Zigidng 1983,
and also Fukuda Tetsuyuki 1989) confirms the very widespread use of this text throughout the
whole territory of China, at least during the Han period.

# Zhang Shuangdi 5& & Hudindnzi jiaoshi 1997, ch. 8 Bén jing xun Z<457:828.

»® As we will see later (see infra:147), Wang Chong denies, for example, the causal
relationship (Lanhéng jidoshi 19 Gdn xi pian [ 55:249-50), and suggests that it was
perhaps the ¢i 5, which, through its ability to imitate human forms and sounds, was able to
make people believe in the wailing of ghosts (Linhéng jidoshi 65 Ding gui pian ] 7.5 :940-
41). While Gao You (in a commentary attributed to him, although some attribute it to XU
Shen, cf. Acker 1954:63 note 1, see below) explained them in the following way: 7 SH 45 #7 5
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during the night because they "feared they would be impeached".*® But it is
hard to see why the ghosts would be impeached by written documents and
why this would not also affect men.

As Anna Seidel has emphasized, the representation of demons and the
fact of calling them by their names were ways used long before the Han
dynasty to keep them at bay and would become a central concern in Taoism.
The invention of writing could therefore have played an apotropaic role,
equivalent to that of certain images used to ward off the demons.”” But even
if, as Anna Seidel has pointed out, the list of gods or of demons found in the
famous Han Apocrypha texts, Chénwéi i##%, must have made the demons
howl, it is surely not simply because of writing them. I think it is rather the
fact of naming them or reciting their names that first gave men power over
them and helped keep the demons at a distance. In other words, these forms
of defense against the demons were not strictly speaking the prerogative of
writing. This is why I think we have to look for an explanation which is

PR3 o i ER - QIRERATA o REMBTAENEAER - BEHHEZ MG #ET 2 A - R
FIHNG B - WA R o AT Y » Mg S8 (Hudindnzl jiaoshi 1997:831, note 13)
"Ts'ang Chieh, upon observing the patterns to the tracks of birds, invented written documents,
whereupon deceit and artifice sprouted forth. Once deceit and artifice had sprouted forth,
people ignored the basics and busied themselves with the peripheral. They gave up the
occupation of farming and turned their attention instead to the gains from awl and blade.
Heaven knew of their impending hunger, and so made it 'rain millet' for them. Ghosts feared
they would be impeached by written records, so they 'wailed in the night'" (translated by
William Boltz 1994:132). In the text of the Lidai minghuaji FEAHAEEEC of the Tang (847),
Zhang Yanyuan 55 =& explained these phenomena in the following way: @ &~ g8 H i
R BE "Supernatural beings could no longer hide their shapes, therefore the demons
howled at night" (translation by Acker 1954:63). It seems to me that this interpretation of the
demons' fear is due to some typographical errors that slipped into Gao You's commentary
(attributed to Xii Shen by William Acker (1954:63 note 1): .24 23 3 fi1Zl "The demons
feared that they also might be engraved in books" instead of: WALAZEILATZ) "Ghosts
feared they would be impeached by written records." As Boltz has pointed out, since some
time before the 11" century, the commentaries of Gao You and Xii Shén were merged, it is
difficult to know what came from Gao You and what came from Xu Sheén. However, we can
note that, in the postface of the Shuowén (SWJZZ 15A 1b, see infra:14-15), Xt Shen had a
somewhat different vision of things, since he included, for example, the marks left by animal
paws as well as birds' feet, and considered that the consequences of the invention of writing
were on the whole positive since this made the administration of society possible. Gao You
(ibid) also proposed another interpretation when t0 % 'hare' is a textual variant for gui
'ghost': hares, being afraid that their pelts would be used to make brushes and that their lives
would then be taken away from them, started wailing at night. Finally, we could ask ourselves
whether the name of Cang £, which means 'granary' or 'to be engaged in storing grain', did
not simply suggest this idea of the raining of grain.

% See William Boltz's translation in the preceding note.

77 Anna Seidel (1983:320) (also discussed by Boltz, 1994:133) mentions the famous example
of the Zuozhuan 21 Xuan Gong 3 (SSJZZ:1868b) with the nine tripods on which strange
creatures were represented in order for the people to protect themselves from them.
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closer to the particularities of writing. Writing is by its very nature
permanent, as opposed to speech (which is effective in the immediate
present), but writing is also capable of recalling what is no longer present, or
of hiding what is present. These elements result in writing having a subtle
relationship with the invisible world. One can ask if it is not through its
interaction with the ancestors, the facts about whom and whose actions one
can later read about, and with the descendants to whom, for instance, wishes
can be transmitted, that writing would not encroach on the world of ghosts
and would thereby confer on the world of the living a power over the world
of the beyond.”

In any case, we see here an original idea of the consequences of the
invention of writing which differs from those proposed by previous authors
and which is all the more interesting for betraying an approach that freely
incorporates popular beliefs, to which we are so partial.

In another chapter (19 Xii wit xun &#53)) of Hudindnzi, Lid An 2%
(c. 179-122) refers to Cang Jié but also to Shi Hudng. Cang Jié remains the
one who invented writing:

HE O BEEE > ABUEIE - HIE A R - BIKE - A
Ho N AFE - WHEMCE - BHEZE - SAE—F g - JEaE—
NTiEHEZ >

In ancient times, Cang Jié¢ invented writing, Réng Chéng created the calendar
system; Hi Cdo made clothes, Houji ploughed and sowed seeds; Yi Di invented
alcohol, and Xizhong constructed chariots.

Meanwhile Shi Hudng is described, a bit earlier in the text, as someone who
was able to write as soon as he was born: % 2 E [ HEE. * In contrast to the
sentence of the Liishi chiingiii, mentioned earlier (% 2 {F[&l), here the
character ti 'charts' was replaced by shii & 'writing', which, however,
designates a completely different reality. Moreover, here it is not a question
of invention but innate knowledge.’' This did not stop Gao You in his
commentary from identifying Shi Hudng with Cang Jié¢ and adding that he
was called by this name (Scribe Hudng) because he knew how to write down

2 If, on the other hand, ancestors or ghosts alone could use all sorts of (written) signs to
communicate with the world of the living, the invention of writing would change the situation
and make men intrude on their territory.

¥ Zhang Shuangdi, Hudindnzi jiaoshi 1997, ch. 19 Xii wa xan {&£%5311:1982.

% Zhang Shuangdi & # &t Hudindnzi jiaoshi 1997, ch. 19 Xid wi xon 1555:1:1979.

' Note that Shi Hudng is presented in this passage with other heroes either born in a
marvellous way or possessing extraordinary features.
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texts.”” Since the names of Cang Jié and Shi Huéng appear in the same
chapter, it is possible that there were two traditions for explaining the
invention of writing in this period: one presenting Shi Hudng as knowing
how to write at birth; the other attributing the invention of writing to Cang

Jié — unless shii & 'writing' is a mistake for hua = 'drawing'.”

Finally, a third mention of Cang Ji¢ in the Hudindnz{ is just as interesting
because it promotes the role of writing:

BHECOEED - DERREEY  HEEE > BERUAT - HFHEHUE
%E o (Hudindnzi jiaoshi 1997, ch. 20 Tai zii xun Z&JE5): 2059)

When Cang Jié first invented writing, it was used to govern the officials, to lead
and to organise all undertakings. With it the simple-minded were able not to
forget, and wise men were able to record distant history.

Writing makes government possible, but it goes beyond this pure
administrative function since it allows people lacking talents to keep a
memory of (recent) things and those who are talented to recall ancient
events, present them and possibly inspire others. The Hudindnzi here
elaborates an original idea about the different personal use of writing and
widens our horizon of the conceptions of writing during this era.

We now need to mention the Shibén 1A, a work that has unfortunately
been lost since the Song dynasty, but which was said to contain 15 chapters
and was used by Simi Qian in the compilation of his Shiji.”> Several authors
mention it, for example the six we will consider here.

a) Jid Gongyan B /\Z (7" century) mentions it in his commentary on
the Zhouli Waishi FE1E4% . tHARVEZ & #EE S F°° "The chapter on the
inventions of the Shibén says: Cang Jié created writing".

b) In the first chapter of the Gudngyin J&#E (1011 A.D.),” one finds
under the character shi 2 the following citation: tHAHHFEEHIEE
"The Shibén says: Ju Song and Cang Jié invented writing"; and there is

2 Hudindnzi jiaoshi 1997:1979, note 42: 1 & » 5 o A0 WS - M > AR E >
g HEEE o It is remarkable that X Shén who also wrote a commentary on the Hudindnzi
does not mention Shi Huéng in the postface of the Shuowén.

# This is suggested by Tang Lén (1979:53), basing himself on a quotation of the Shibén {7
the drawings by the scribe Shi Huéng: 5 £ {EH, but I could not find this quotation!

* Compare with Xii Shén's text and the Xict, ¢f. infra:15

3 See Hanshii 30, Yiwénzhi:1714 and Hanshii 62:2737.

% Shisanjing zhushi, 1980:820C.

7 Xinjiao Song bén Gudngynn, T4ibéi: Héngye wénhua #tFEC 1, 2001, shang ping £,
rhyme 9 yii £4:66 and 68.
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almost the same passage under the character ju {H: AR = IHFHE HHIEE.

¢) In the 57" chapter of the Wénxudn 3 (6™ century), we find in the
commentary of the Eulogy Song Xidowii Xuan Guiféi 1éi HRZ5HE 05
the following line: H:AH : B 2 {E "The Shibén says: Shi Hudng
invented pictorial representation”, with (2"-3" centuries) Song Zhong’s
explanations: JRHEH : HE ~ EHipHEM - BEFEEY %W "Song Zhong
says: Shi Huang was Hudngdi’s minister; #i means to draw creatures and
images".

d) According to Tdng Ldn (1979: 53), the Yiwén léiju E S FETE (625
A.D.) includes the following sentence from the Shibén: ¥ E2{FZ "Shi
Hudng invented drawings", but I personally have not been able to locate this
quotation.

e) Kong Yingdd fL3H%E (574-648), in his commentary on the preface to
the Shangshii which was written by Kéng Angué f,%¢ [, considered that
the idea of Cang Ji€ being the inventor of writing came from the chapter on
"The inventions" Zuopian 1Ef& of the Shibén and he quotes: {H K45 E/E
» BHEEZE "According to the Shibén, Shi Hudng invented charts (or
pictorial representation) and Cang Jié€ invented writing".

f) Finally, in the 235" chapter of the Taiping yildn K F-H'E of the
Song, one finds again the same citation as in the Wénxudn, with the same
commentary by Song Zhong: tHARH ~ S 2AE[E o SR B E - Hiy
ERERNTECE-EV/E Sl

The Shibén therefore presented Cang Jié as the inventor of writing,*' and
Shi Hudng as the inventor of the #i 'charts' or 'pictorial representation' (and
possibly of the hua 'drawings'), but clearly not of the sh# 'writing'. Note that
in the Gudngyan, another protagonist Ju Song JHiH is accredited with
inventing writing with Cang Jié.*

* See Xiao Tong 1931, Weénxudn 57, vol 11:103.

¥ Shisanjing zhushir, 1980:113b.

“ Taiping yuldn, 1960, vol 2:1114 (235, 4a).

I Tt is probably the sentence & #H{EZE and not & #H %% 35 that was the original formulation
in the Shibén since the expression weénzi did not become common until the Shuowén jiézi
(Bottéro 2004:21).

“2 ]t Song JH.EH is also mentioned in the Féngsitong JA A 7E (c. 200 A.D.) of Ying Shao JiE
A. This text is quoted in the Hou Hanshii (9:379, see also note 3) in the following passage
about JU Jun JH{f%: "The Fengsiitong A (A4 says: "Ji {H is a clan name. Ji Jan was a
descendant of the scribe Jii Song JH#H of the Yellow Emperor." Weéi Héng {5 (3™ century)
also quotes Ji Song in his Sirishi shi VUFEEF: HIEFT - QIFIEY) o BiHE - EHEER
VEEF DIRAEHE - ZHIE S P LUE E. "In the past, during Huéngdi's time, basic rules were
established and things created. There were Ji Song and Cang Jié who first invented writing
and (written) contracts to replace knotted ropes." In other words, Jii Song JH7H should not
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Cang Jié &, the scribe of Hudngdi 57, the Yellow Emperor

The association between Cang Jié and 'the Yellow Emperor', Hudngdi
77 dates from the Han period.” Wéng Chong E 75 (27-97) refers several
times (22 times) to Cang Jié in his Luanhéng.** He first introduces him by
way of secondary literary sources, certainly not studied by the scholars, but
in which Cang Jié had been described as a person possessing four eyes and
consequently occupying the function of scribe for the Yellow Emperor.*’ In
chapters 15 and 49, Wang Chong returns to the idea that when Cang Jié
invented writing, he modeled the characters from reality.* But when the
written names assigned to legendary heroes such as ji i fail to correspond
to events depicting their birth, Wang Chong questions the legends
surrounding the heroes rather than criticizing the characters used to name
them:

REZE - BRET - BHIEE - BEEMAHE o £FERAR o I
M 2T £ Ty RS JEEE 2 E  PEAE - BEIEEN -
(Lunhéng jiaoshi 15 Qi guai pian 77 1%5%:163)

With ideas that 'lose the way' we should return to the written words. When Cang
Jié invented writing, he related it to events. Jiang Yuan walked on the giant's
footprints. 'Footprint' refers to 'basis', the clan name therefore ought to be 'H:'
with '£' below [that is ji %£]. But the character with the 'woman' component and
yi 'la' [ji #] is neither the character ji 'basis' nor ji 'footprint'; since it does not
correspond with the original event, I suspect it is not the reality.

As other authors cited earlier, Wang Chong on four occasions associates
Cang Jié with Xizhong Z {1, the inventor of the chariot (chapters 36, 46,

have been prior to the Han. According to Tang Lan (1979:52), Ji Song JH5H represented Zh
Song #i:, which is another name for Zhd Réng i .

# According to Kaizuka Shigeki (1981:5), Han Fei is the first philosopher to mention
Huéngdi #7% the 'Yellow Emperor', but he did not associate Cang Jié with the 'Yellow
Emperor'.

* Lunhéng #ifiT chapters 11, 15, 18, 19, 36, 38, 46, 49, 55, 65, 70 and 84.

* Linhéng jiaoshi 11 Gii xiang pian "BHHE:112: FHREEHB LT RELX - JEEEFRR
WM IE— o EEHIUE » AFET Y "As far as the secondary records and common books
written on bamboo and silk are concerned — these are not what scholars read and they are
quite numerous — Cang Jié had four eyes and became the scribe of the Yellow Emperor."

O KEh o BEATAE  BEAZ LY (8D A (ED) ZF Lanhéng jidoshi 49
Shang chéng pian F#&kis:715) "Now insects are the product of the (vital) energy gi of the
wind. Cang Jié knew it, therefore he formed the character 'wind' with (the components) fin
'all' and chong 'insect'." One finds again here an ancient vision of the characters and their
graphic interpretation that was already present in the Zudzhuan but also, as we have seen, in
the Hdnfeizi, cf. supra note 7.

1 Lianhéng jiaoshi 46 Shiin gii pian IE5% 5 :691.
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55 and 84):

SEEES o HARESE ARG SCE EIRES R 7 S T A
st ? fEE - A (FE) 7 EIRFEREATAE - SRt - JEth o EEEE -
SgEt - IEH - BEIES - ZMEE - 5 H - AR RS ? 2
T AEE ? SCRAIAE o SCERTE R - RITAA - IR i@ o
(Lunhéng jiaoshi 36 Xié dudn pian %655 :576)

State employees live inside the city walls, ride in chariots when going out, and
cope with documents when sitting. Which king first built city walls? Which
artisan first made chariots? Where was the place for first breeding horses? And
who invented writing? It is difficult to know who first built city walls, and where
horses were first bred, for it is too far in the past. It is easy to know, who
invented chariots, and who invented writing, hence one will certainly reply:
"Cang Jié invented writing, and Xizhong invented the chariot." But if one goes
on to ask: "What inspired Cang Jié to invent writing, and what incited Xizhong
to invent the chariot?", one again does not know. These are what the civil
officials should know, but do not know, and it is also the officials' fault not to
extend their own knowledge.

In other words Wéng Chong considers that the invention of writing, like that
of chariots, did not go back as far as the building of the city walls and the
domestication of animals. The fact that he asks himself what could have
triggered the invention of writing is particularly interesting. But he answers
this question later, in chapter 55 Gdn Iéi pian:

DARLRSER T AN 263 - WEET A A2, RIFLUSERar A iH - DIZEE Z
oo Z{PRIEE - ML B o (Lanhéng jiaoshi 55 Gdn léi pian [&3E
T 800)

It is through the observation of bird's footprints that [Cang Jié] understood how
to form writing, and it is through the observation of Féi péng flowers that
Xizhong understood how to make chariots. Heaven did not use bird's footprints
to command Cang Jié, nor Féi péng flowers to order Xizhong; it is Xizhong who
was touched by Féi péng flowers and it is Cang Jié who was inspired by bird's
footprints.

In chapter 84, the author of the Linhéng indicates clearly that the role of
writing is to record the facts:

Bz & - LIAE > Zh2 5 WEIHE © (Lanhéng jiaoshi 84 Dui zuo
pian $1{ER:1184)

The writing (invented by) Cang Jié has been used by people to record events, the
chariot (invented by) Xizhong has been used by people to transport themselves.

Wing Chong also repeats the story, already described in the Hudindnzi, of
the raining of grain and of the ghosts wailing at night following the invention
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of writing by Cang Jié (ch. 18,* 19, 65). He uses this story to criticize the
supposed causal relationships. The traditional explanation was that disorder
appeared with the invention of writing. But the invention of writing by Cang
Jié was not really different from the creation of the Charts and the Writings
by Heaven and Earth, and these were considered as beneficial events. So
there was a contradiction in thinking of the invention of writing as
something negative. If it is true that grain had rained down and that the
ghosts howled at night, it is certainly, for Wang Chong, a matter of chance
that these events were co-incidental with the invention of writing. But it is
also quite possible that it was the vital energies gi which, through their
ability to imitate human forms and sounds, could have convinced men to
believe that the ghosts had wailed at night.*

HET BEFEE - R B o I F 3 HmEL R éﬁzﬁlﬁwé ’
BORRMSE ~ R o RERWH - BER - Tl - SHESHEFE
oo RWHE - % HE o EWHEZEED o EEXEESEHEFFEE
(F) R 2 RMAES - BT - RERME - f5EEEHE 1EJ
FEAE - TR SR SR 2 7 R BN E - A HEE - JEh
RAENEE - MFERJEMBLLE ? SR EEEES - RENK - B
R TR > RMREEHA o HREEME > AFEFEEAMZR
JESE M ENE o (Lunhéng jiaoshi 19 Gdn xii pian J& i 55 :249-250)
The transmitted texts say that when Cang Jié invented writing, Heaven rained
down grain, and ghosts wailed at night. This is to say that as soon as writings
flourished, disorder began to gradually appear. Hence the evil prodigies, which
caused Heaven to rain down grain and ghosts to wail at night. Now, that Heaven
rained down grain and ghosts wailed at night, that is true enough. But to say that
[such phenomena] came in reaction to Cang Jié's invention of writing, that is a
falsehood. Now, the Yellow River produced the Charts, and the Luo River
produced the Writings. These are auspicious signs that come in response to sage
emperors and enlightened kings. How were the texts of the Charts and the
Writings and the documents with the characters invented by Cang Jié any
different? Heaven and Earth made the Charts and Writings; Cang Jié invented
the characters. His deeds were the same as those of Heaven and Earth, which

CHWAMLKENRELEE T RNRENX » BEEEEESE KW - AR LK
EEZF%D% KA R F 2 8 (Lunhéng jiaoshi 18 Yi xi pian $fE%:221) "Those among
the experts in discourse who write in books all say: 'For Heaven to rain down grain is
inauspicious'. The written traditions say: 'When Cang Jié invented writing, Heaven rained
down grain, and the ghosts wailed at night.' As to this response, perfectly in accordance with
an evil event, why would Heaven employ a method with ripened grain?"

© RBTEEE  RRR o RAERAEMR » MITREER AT R » MALIZSR (Lanhéng
jidoshi 65 Ding gui pian 5] 58.75:940-41) "And when Cang Jié invented writing, the ghosts
wailed at night. Since vital energies gi have the ability to imitate human sounds and cry, and
also have the ability to imitate human shapes and become visible, people believed that it was
the ghosts that had wailed at night."
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means that he was in accord with the spirits. What wrong, what evil was there, to
cause evil prodigies such as the raining of grain and the howling of spirits? If the
spirits of Heaven and Earth had not wanted humans to have writing, then it was
wrong of them to produce the Charts and the Writings. And if Heaven did not
mind that humans had writing, what evil was there in the invention of writing
that would bring about such an evil prodigy? Perhaps, at that time, right when
Cang Jié invented writing, Heaven happened to rain down grain and the ghosts,
by chance, wailed at night. But such phenomena have their own causes. People
at that time, considering that they occurred in response to writing['s invention],
then said that they were a sign of the chaos engendered by the invention of
writing, that they were acts in response to events.

Wiang Chong finally refers to the manual of characters that is called Cang Jié
and the books of ars minor,” and tells us on which day Cang Jié died:

NEE (F) HANH > ZEHELIN HIE (Lankéng jiaoshi 70 Ji ri pian #H
$7:995-996)

Moreover, those who study the writings consider the bing days taboo, and say:
Cang Jié died on a bing day.

Drawing from secondary literary sources Wang Chong provides us with a
great deal of information about Cang Jié, even more extensive than the
preceding authors. He enables us to get a clearer idea of the legend of Cang
Jié as it existed in the 1* century of our era and to understand how it had
developed: Cang Ji€¢ became the scribe of the Yellow Emperor; he had been
inspired by the marks left behind by birds to invent writing; and he was
assigned a specific day to commemorate his death. Finally, according to
what some said, he even had four eyes. As for writing, this was seen as a
means of recording events and remained tied to symbolizing reality.

A few years later, in the Shuowén ji¢zi (100 A.D.), Cang Jié was
confirmed in his function of scribe of the Yellow Emperor, but Xi Shen
incorporated him in a well-defined chronological sequence. We learn that
Pdo Xi JE#% first invented the trigrams; then that knotted ropes were used
for governing, during the time of Shén Nong; and that it was subsequent to
this that Cang Ji€ invented writing.

HHEERRZERTE o MRIEIRR R - FRIBRE R 355 B S8 i
ZH o JTHGH B EIGEY) o WRIATES \ED o P DIFEE R o Rt R KA 2
o MAHSE o FREEEMMBITE - &7 2 8 RSB 2 RE 2B

% Lunhéng jiaoshi 19 Bié tong pian HiEE:603: REHHZZE » N2z E » X FHE "The
Cang Jié chapter is a text for learning how to write, in which all the characters have been
included."

3! As I will mention it below, this passage is taken from the Yijing Xici (Shisanjing zhuishui:
86b).
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SrEUZ MRS o PUEE R o HITLIXA] » LIS » EHGER o (R
BT ERE) "EXEEBCREZFNIE . (BFHUIEEL T o J5FEH
&y M o (SWJZZ 15A 1a-2a)

In ancient times when Pdo X1 ruled over the world, looking up, he contemplated
the images in the sky, and looking down, he observed the laws on the earth. He
observed the markings on birds and beasts and their adaptation to their
environment. Close to him, he was inspired by his own person; at a distance, he
was inspired by all creatures. Then, he first created the Eight Trigrams of The
Changes to transmit the aspects of the Laws (of the Universe). Later, Shén Néng
used knotted ropes to govern and administer state affairs. Professional
occupations proliferated, ornaments and artefacts began to develop. Cang Jié, the
scribe of the Yellow Emperor, observing the traces left by the feet and paws of
birds and beasts, understood that they could be differentiated by their distinctive
principles. He invented writing and (written) contracts. Officials could be
governed and products could be controlled. He probably derived this from the
guai hexagram. "Guai: exhibit at the royal court" means that it is the written
texts that transmit the teachings [of the ancients] and manifest education at the
king's court. "It is the means by which benefits dispended by the gentleman reach
those below. When one acts according to virtue one observes what is forbidden."

Whereas the first paragraph is taken from the Yijing Xici, Xt Shen has his
own way of elaborating the story. In the Xic7, it was Pdo Xi or Fi Xi who
invented knotted ropes to make nets for hunting and fishing and it was Shén
Nong who used them for governing. But it was the Sages of antiquity who
replaced the knotted ropes with writing:

HEEMRZERTE o MRIEIRR K - HRIBRE R - BUR B S i i
ZH o THUGE BIERGEY) o RBIATE/NED o DUBMHIZTE - DS
15 o VEAHART ol B DUH LA o BIGERE o > [] LdASAEmE « mItEA
Gy LIEF o HH LA o EERLIEE o HEGEER o

In ancient times when Pdo X1 ruled over the world, looking up, he contemplated
the images in the sky, and looking down, he observed the laws on the earth. He
observed the markings on birds and beasts and their adaptation to their
environment. Close to him, he was inspired by his own person, at a distance, he
was inspired by all creatures. Then, he first created the Eight Trigrams to
communicate with the powers of spiritual enlightenment and to imitate the nature
of the myriad creatures. He invented knotted ropes to make nets for hunting and
fishing. He probably derived this from the /7 hexagram. [...] In high antiquity,
people used knotted ropes to govern. Later on Sages replaced them with writing
and (written) contracts. Officials could be governed and the people could be
controlled. He probably derived this from the gudi hexagram.

52 Cf. Yijing 'guai', SSJZS:56c¢.

53 Ibid. In the Yijing the text is slightly different: &7 DIt K% F o JEEEH|S. o
* Yijing Xici B, SSJZS:86b.

 Yijing Xici B, SSJZS:87b.
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The text of the Xici does not specify which of the Sages of antiquity had
replaced the knotted ropes with writing, but Xt Shén declares that it was
Cang Jié, the scribe of Hudngdi, who had invented them’®. Besides, Xli Shén
proceeded to explain how Cang Jié first had the idea of writing: whereas Fu
X1 had been inspired by the markings on beasts' and birds' bodies to create
the eight trigrams, Cang Jié himself was inspired by the traces they left on
the ground.” In other words, in his postface, Xii Shén shows that Cang Jié
modeled his ideas on Fd Xi to create writing and that, as with the trigrams
and knotted ropes, writing was used for governing.”®

As for all the inventions enumerated in the Xici, writing was inspired by a
hexagram: guai. Xu Shen adheres to the idea that the Changes were at the
origin of all the inventions that are fundamental for the culture. He falls
under the tradition of the Xic/, but also elaborates on the origin of writing in
his own way, since too little had been said about it. Just as stated in the
Hudindnzi, the Yijing Xici (SSJZS:87b), or in the Hanshii (30:1720), Xt
Sheén asserts that writing made administration possible, but he insists on the
fact that the texts allow the propagation of the teachings of the ancients, the
enlightenment of the court and the cultivation of moral integrity — What
absolute faith in the transmitted texts!

His originality, compared to earlier authors, is that he advances the idea
of writing as trace: traces left by birds, as Wang Chong had already said, but
also and above all, traces of the past and traces for future generations:

BN T HLEZAR o TEZIA o BIART IS - AT LG o 7

It would appear that written characters are the foundation of the Classics and the
Arts, and the beginning of the royal Government. It is the means by which old
generations transmit to younger generations and younger generations know the
old generations.

Finally, and most significantly, the author of Shuowén goes much further

5 Note that in the Hanshu (30:1720), Ban Gu who is known to have based his Treatise on
Literature on Lit Xin ZHK's catalogue of the imperial library gives exactly the same sentence
from the Yijing Xici (cf. above note 55). But unlike Xii Shén, Ban Gu does not say who
invented writing. Therefore XU Shén who was indirectly Lid Xin's disciple obviously
innovated here by presenting Cang Jié as modeling his ideas on Fu X1 and inventing writing.
According to Xu K&i (53 i 72 {F 29, 1b-2a, 1987:285-286), X1t Shen indicated who used
the knotted ropes and which Sage invented writing because the Yijing stated that at the death
of Fi Xi, Shén Nong replaced him and that when the latter died, it was Hudngdi who
succeeded him. But in fact Xl Shén says much more about this than the Xici.

7 In other words, this looks like a reply to the question asked by Wang Chong in chapter 36:
B G /FE quoted above:146.

8 This is confirmed later in the postface (SWJZZ 15A 21b), see the translated text below
corresponding to the note 59.

% See Shuowén (SWJZZ 15A 21b).
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and describes the historical process of the creation of written words:

BHEZOIFEERERIPHGEZ S » R B CF

When Cang Jié first invented writing, it is presumably because he copied the
forms according to their resemblances that they were called wén 'patterns'. Then
forms and pronunciations were added to each other, so they were called zi
'written words'. (SWJZZ 15A 2a)

In this very significant passage that is usually poorly interpreted,”” Xii Shén
explains that there were initially simple graphic representations, before
language could be recorded. In other words, sketches of reality preceded the
writing of words to describe this reality. And it was by associating a word in
the spoken language to each of these images that writing came to record the
language.

Conclusion

Cang Jié was definitively proclaimed as the inventor of writing by the
disciples of Xinzi, and soon became the scribe of the Yellow Emperor,
inspired by the traces left by birds, as we have learned from Wang Chong
and Xu Sheén. We could pursue the search for information about Cang Jié
through the subsequent centuries, but we would not learn much from this.
We would obviously see that there were conflicting views on the dates to
assign to Cang Jié: whether he lived before or after Fd Xi.®' But Xii Shén's
postface already allows us to understand this, since he imposed a strict
chronology and suggested that Cang Jié used Fi Xi as his model for
inventing writing. We would also see in later texts that there were certainly
different schools attributing the invention of writing to different persons:
Cang Ji¢, Shi Hudng, Ju Song. Here again we can infer this from the fact that
these names appeared before Xu Shen, but Xt Shen only retained one of
them: Cang Jié. Moreover the author of the Shuowén jiézi also provides us
with a tangible way of creating characters: observing nature and the indices
it reveals to those who know how to see them.

According to the documents which we have access to, the question of the

5 Cf. Bottéro 2004.

8! This is what Kdng Yingd4 writes in his commentary to the preface to the Shangshii, SSJZS:
113b. Generally, as the centuries advanced, Cang Jié was considered to have lived at an
increasingly early period, receding further into time immemorial. Indeed, according to Cai
Yong %2 E (132-192) or Cédo Zhi E 1 (192-232), Cang Jié was a king in ancient times, and
according to Zhang Yi iR#H (3™ century), he went back 276,000 years. Note however that
Shén Dao HF] (350[?]-275[?]) had already considered him as predating Pdo X1: 7 &H 1E J&d 12
ZHi.
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origin of writing did not go further back than the 3" century before our era.
And this is perhaps not by chance. Firstly because a more personal practice
of the act of writing was needed to understand its importance; but secondly,
because any reflection on writing would have been inconceivable without
the need to also question its role and place in society and government.*
More than any others, the 'legalist' Han F&i and Li S1 seem to have satisfied
these conditions and to have understood the importance of writing: the
former quite likely for physical reasons (he was a stutterer),” the latter for
political reasons (the need to control all the conquered territories). But it is in
the Hudindnzi that the role of writing seems for the first time to have been
explicitly defined in terms of personal use as well as administrative
usefulness. The idea that writing allows the functioning of the government
was then developed by Xt Shén who insisted on the importance of the texts
and the teachings their convey for moral integrity. With the Han dynasty
writing is definitively at the heart of government.

The different versions of the Cang Jié legend up until the Han dynasty
also suggest the richness of approaches and interpretations which prevailed
before they became chrystallised in the Shuowén. They evoke, vaguely and
from afar, the different versions of the transmitted texts that can be found,
here and there, in the tombs before the Han. They give us a glimpse into how
ideas circulated, developed, and varied depending on who was one's master
and which texts one read, with a certain "freedom of expression" that
contributed to their burgeoning, and, above all, avoided them becoming just
carbon copies of each other.

In the end, we have been able to see how the narrative of Cang Jié's
legend was constructed and elaborated over time through the authors who
quoted the legend, each of them developing the theme according to his own
convictions, or attempting to make a particular point. Xt Shen clearly sifted
through these different versions and selected the elements which he intended
to keep, performing a sort of rationalization. By re-organizing the legend of
Cang Jié to adapt it to the context of the other legends adopted by the Han
(Fa Xi, Shén Nong, Huangdi), but also to make it more coherent and
plausible, Xti Sheén in a way played an equivalent role to that of Lid Xiang
2= (79 B.C. - 8 B.C.) and Lit Xin Z#K (46 B.C. - 23 A.D.) with respect to
the ancient texts. In this way, he contributed to establishing and imposing the

62 Subsequently, the discovery of texts in ancient characters would generate major questions
on the history and evolution of writing, and lead to the theory of the linshi 753 taken up
again by XU Sheén in the Shuowén.

8 In fact, as Jean Levi shows marvelously from anecdotes taken from the Hdnfeéizi (such as
that of the man who inadvertently records an order he gave to his servants in the letter he is
writing to the court of Yan, or that of the man from Zheng who returned home to look for the
measure of his foot to buy shoes, etc.) (1995:45 et seq.), Han Fei falls in the same lineage as
L3o Zi and "criticises the bookish practice and the absurdities to which it leads".
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legend, once and for all.**
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