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The Chinese Character §ji: A Case of Etymological

and Genealogical Studies on the Core Concepts in Chinese Ci Poetry
ZHU Chong-cai

Abstract: Wan-yue i#y (elegant and restrained ) is one of the core concepts of Chinese ci poetry.
The rich implication of the Chinese character i (wan) can be detected from its membership of the
character family consisting of 0 (yuan), %6 (wan) and i (wan). Originally, the character 4
meant “lie down” which was engraved, as an ideograph, on the animal bones and bronze wares in the
image of one or two persons lying down. Later, it obtained such meanings as “bent”, “curved”,
“round” , and “revolving”. The character ¥, which was made by adding to 4 the radical ~+ which
referred to a room, was extended to take such meanings as “deep”, “quiet”, “sad”, and “clear”.
The character #ii, with adding the radical Z¢ (nii) to the root %F, gained such meanings as “obedi-
ent”, “beautiful”, and “lovely”. In the Chinese language, the %@ family characters including %@,
i, B8 (wan) and 4% (yuan) can form a lot of two-character words and four-character idioms, which
can be used to describe and comment on ci poetry. In this way, there appeared the word wan-yue Wi#]
which constitutes one of the core concepts of ci poetry studies. The 4 family characters and the words
and phrases closely related to them, bearing a strong connection with such characters as %§ and % in
shape, are usually distributed and used in specific contexts to convey rich aesthetic meanings.

Key words: i (wan) ; studies on ci poetry; etymology; aesthetics of Chinese characters; genealogi-

cal analysis
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