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Addendum to a Study of the Character “Jie”:
With a Discussion of the Fallacy in the “Conversion”

of the Rhyme Portion of Loan Characters and of the
Origin and Basic Meaning of the Adverb “Congrong”

LAI Guolong
School of Art History, University of Florida
Institute for Advanced Study

This article discusses the decipherment of a difficult character ( m and
its variants) in Chu manuscripts. The clues for the decipherment are twofold:

first, this character has corresponding variants in transmitted and excavated
texts, such as cong U in the “Ziyi”, and zan O and chan O in the Zhouyi,
second, at least one of its semantic fields centers on the meaning of “fast/
quick.” Among many suggestive theories, I think that the initial decipherment
by Liu Lexian is right; that is, the difficult character is jie J (or O ), although
his theory deserves further elaboration.

This article first reviews the popular theory proposed by Chen Jian who
interprets the above graph under discussion as that of the graph cong U .
Chen’s theory suffers from two mistakes. The first is that he tries to explain
away the variants by employing the false method of the “conversion”of the
rhyme portion of loan characters, that is, if the initial and the main vowel of
two graphs are the same or very close, regardless their codas, they could be
used interchangeably (i.e. they are loan characters). The second is that he
equates this character directly with its corresponding graph in the transmitted
texts, that is cong 1 in the adverb congrong [1 I , and from the pronunciation
of cong (OCM*dzon) he attempts to make a connection with the graph cong
(OCM*dziin). But both his phonological analysis and graphical exploration are
flawed.

Instead, this article argues that the difficult character in Chu manuscripts
is the equivalent of the graph jie [1 in the Qin writing system. The top parts of
both graphs (* O and H ) represent a hairpin (zan O ) and are both used as the
phonetic element (pronounced the same as gie [1 , OCM*tshap). This character
went through the sound changes from [J 0 OCM*dzapl > [0 [0 OCM *dzram[]
> [ 00 OCM *tsram[] (meaning “fast/quick”) and its parallel I 1 OCM*dzap[]



>0 0 OCM tsam[] > [0 O OCM tshamU (meaning “[of a sickness] becoming
serious/critical”).

The connection between jie [1 and cong [ was the result of phonetic
assimilation (i.e. sandhi). The main vowel and the coda of jie were assimilated
by the following word rong O (OCM*lop), and it became OCM*dzon,
when the word jierong (meaning “behavior/action/manner”) changed from a
compound noun to an expressive binome congrong (meaning “act in a calm or
easy manner/calmly/leisurely”).

Through discussing the decipherment of the character jie, this article calls
for a reexamination of some of the most basic methods and assumptions in the
study of Chinese paleography. Due to the limitation of the resources they had
(mainly transmitted texts, whose diachronic layering is often not very clear),
the Qing dynasty scholars often confused synchronic homophonous borrowing
with diachronic sound change, and so they developed the method of the
“conversion”of the rhyme portion of loan characters in order to explain away
the phonological differences among the variants. Many modern paleographers,
due to the lack of basic general linguistic knowledge and the methodological
self-awareness, follow blindly the Qing scholars’ method and create more
problems rather than solve them in paleographical decipherment. With the
help of newly excavated manuscripts, whose date and location are often much
clearer, we hope to develop new methods in paleographical decipherment.

Keywords: the character jie, the fallacy in “conversion” of the rhyme portion
of loan characters, congrong, the methodology of decipherment
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