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A Treatise on Yihua: An Aesthetic Justification of Why Zhishi Preceded

Xiangxing in the Development of Chinese Characters

LUO Dongqing

Abstract ; In this paper, we argue that the formation of Chinese characters began from yihua — Iij ( lit-
erally one draw, i. e. the stroke“—"and drawing). This way of Chinese character formation embodies
the essence of the method of zhishi 53+ (ideographic writing) and constitutes the aesthetic motivation
for the idea that zhishi emerged earlier than the method of xiangxing %2 ( pictographic writing). The
stroke of“—"not only indicates the abstract idea of the number “one” but shows the concrete image of
geometric intuition as well. The geometric foundation of the stroke, as an expression of the categorical

intuition of the zhishi method, is where the reason why zhishi preceded xiangxing lies. That is to way,

OERFBAUHE:“FX M F N, FRELRL X FBAHFRE), E NS G (F4% PEF4E FRAN), &
H WA 1 ,1956 4,5 14 T
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in characters formed by the zhishi method, the category transcending our sensation is displayed in a
perceptual form, and the category of Chinese consciousness is visualized in an image. In addition, the
object indicated by the stroke“—"may have originally been one of our fingers, which was then extend-
ed back to the number of“one” , i.e. itself. This shows that the method of zhishi, as an embodiment
of categorical intuition, possesses self-referentiality or reflexivity. The geometrical understanding of
ancient Chinese people is embodied in various buildings and artifacts and the most important element
in their achievement is based on the configuration principle embedded in the notion and practice of“yi-
hua”. In Zheng Qiao’s Qiyi chengwen tu F— i, 3C & (literally start from “—" and become text and
picture, i. e. a picture and text starting from the stroke“—"")and Shi Tao’s Huayu lu [j1F 5% (literally
painting words collection, i.e. a collection of remarks on painting) , the fundamental position of the
concept of “yihua” and the topological transformation of the stroke“—" are discussed, expounding the
role of the stroke “—" in constituting® everything”. The stroke“—"is therefore related to the*line” in
geometry, but hua @ ( drawing ) describes the specific form of Chinese characters in an iconographic
way. “Yihua” is especially important in that yi precedes hua, which implies the reason why“zhishi pre-
ceded xiangxing”. Both Chinese and Western cultures have a tendency to metaphysically change the
concept of“one” , but the Chinese character—" uses geometric and pictorial methods to visualize the
meaning of Dao ifi (aka Tao, literally the way) , which is different from Western phoneticism embed-
ded in its logos. Therefore, the relationship between the concept of yihua and Dao is that the element
of yi almost equals what Dao means and the element of hua depicts the notion of Dao in a pictorial but
vague manner. An examination of this relationship can help us better understand the aesthetic implica-
tions behind the Chinese characters.

Keywords : yihua; categorical intuition; geometric connotation; iconology; topological transformation;
Dao
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