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Abstract. The ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese writing systems represent two of the most sophisticated
and complex scripts of antiquity. Although these systems developed independently, both employ semantic clas-
sifiers—unpronounced signs that categorize and contextualize their associated words. This study examines the
semiotic functions of semantic classifiers in these two scripts, highlighting their similarities while also addressing
their distinctive features. The analysis is conducted through multiple lenses, including the positional distribution
of classifiers, the parts of speech they classified, their interchangeability, instances of multi-classification, and
the semantic relations between classifiers and their host words. Furthermore, particular attention is given to
the unique role of classifiers denoting concepts of “missing ability” or “deficiency.” The article concludes with a
comparative discussion of Semantic-Semantic compounds (referred to as huiyi in traditional Chinese gramma-
tology) and their capacity to generate pictorial scenes within compound signs in the ancient Egyptian and ancient

Chinese writing systems.
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1 We are grateful to Zev Handel for making all this possible. We also thank two anonymous reviewers for their insightful
comments, which have greafly improved this study. Our thanks go to Prof. Déng Zhangying [¥5# JfE] for many fruitful
discussions. We are indebted to Dr. Jorke Grofenhuis for many suggestions on different readings in The Maxims of
Piahhotep. Any remaining errors or oversights are solely our own.
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1. Introduction?

Ancient Egyptian and Chinese languages exhibit striking dissimilarity across nearly all linguistic
dimensions, encompassing phonology, morphology, and syntax. Ancient Egyptian (3000 BCE-
1300 CE) is a branch of the Afroasiatic language family, characterized by several general linguis-
tic features, for example, the ability to be inflected in various ways and the presence of bi- and
tri-consonantal lexical roots (Loprieno 1995: 1-8, Satzinger & Stefanovi¢ 2021: 1-18). The chosen
Egyptian corpus in this article, The Maxims of Ptahhotep, is a wisdom text placed within the phase
of Ancient Egyptian known as Middle Egyptian (ME or Classical Egyptian, 2000 BCE-1450 BCE?),
but also shows later versions in the New Kingdom. Old Chinese (OC, or Archaic Chinese), refers to
the language in the late Shang dynasty (1250 BCE-1046 BCE) down to the beginning of the Qin-
Han period (221 BCE-156 BCE) in the broad sense. Old Chinese belongs to the Sinitic branch of
the Sino-Tibetan language family (Baxter & Sagart 2014: 1, Schuessler 2018). It is a monosyllabic
language, as most words consist of a single syllable corresponding to a single Chinese character in
the script. It lacks any systematic or productive form of inflection and is a flexible word-class sys-
tem, allowing words to function in multiple parts of speech without any marking (Norman 1988:
24, 105-133, San 2020: 27-66, Bisang 2023: 590). The selected Chinese corpus in this article, the
Chii Bamboo Manuscripts Excavated in Guodian, belongs to the phase of Classical Chinese (or Late
Archaic Chinese), which is the written language employed in the philosophical and historical texts
of Confucius, Mencius, Liozi, and other authors from the 5th to the 3rd centuries BCE (Norman
1988: 105-106).

Writing renders language visible and enhances both cultural memory and communication.
Writing enables the recording and transmission of information beyond time and space constraints.
Different writing systems may exhibit similarities even when the spoken languages they represent
are markedly distinct if they use the same semiotic mechanism. This is especially true for complex
writing systems, such as ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts. Ancient Egyptian scripts
encompass signs in hieroglyphs, cursive hieroglyphs, hieratic, and demotic. Specifically, our chosen

Egyptian corpus in this article is written in hieratic, in ink (with a brush), on papyrus, ostraca, and

2 All original examples from ancient Chinese scripts were collected by Yanrg Xd from the Guadian bamboo manuscripts
refrieved from the Infelligent Refrieval Network Database of Chinese Characters, developed by the Center for the
Study and Application of Chinese Characters in the East China Normal University. VWe are grafeful to Prof. Zang Kehé
[ 5 Fi1] and Prof. Liv ZhifT [#1755E] for providing access to the digitized corpus of the Guadian bamboo manuscripts.
Some examples from oracle-bone inscriptions are cited from Jisgowén Héji Wi 3CE4E (Collection of Oracle-Bone
Inscriptions, abbreviated as “H"), while examples from bronze inscriptions are cited from Yinzhou finwén Jichéng %
& SCHERR (Compendium of Yin and Zhéu Bronze Inscriptions, abbreviated as “J"). All examples from the different man-
uscripts of the Egyptian wisdom text (The Maxims of Ptahhotep) were also collected by Xu. Goldwasser supplemented
some additional examples from other Egyptian sources.

3 See Polis 2023: 10.
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a wooden tablet. Ancient Chinese scripts (1250 BCE-156 BCE) contain oracle-bone inscriptions,
bronze inscriptions, bamboo manuscripts, and signs on other writing materials such as stone, metal,
and jade. Our chosen Chinese corpus was written in ink on bamboo strips during the Warring
States period (475 BCE-221 BCE). The reasons for the choice of this corpus are discussed below in
Section 2.

Ancient Egyptian and Chinese writing systems share some important common semiotic fea-
tures. Signs in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts have three essential functions: logo-
grams, phonograms, and classifiers (Goldwasser & Handel 2024, Polis 2018, Stauder 2020).*

Classifiers in written language, as a shared feature of both writing systems, are unpronounced
signs with additional motivated semantic information about the host words (Goldwasser & Handel
2024). For instance, in the word 2@ hm.t “wife” (4389, pPrisse, 10,3),° the unpronounced classifier
N [woMmaN] suffixes to the written representation of the lexeme 2 hm.t, the host of the classifier.
The lexeme is written by a biconsonantal phonogram o hm, and the monoconsonantal phono-
gram ~ t which is a grammatical marker indicating the gender. In Ancient Egyptian, the classifier
is always in post position. The analysis of “determinatives” as classifiers was initially delineated in
ancient Egyptian scripts by Goldwasser 2002, 2006, 2023a,° Kammerzell 1993, 2015, and Lincke &
Kammerzell 2012 and subsequently expanded to cuneiform Selz et al. 2017, Anatolian hieroglyphs
Payne 2017, 2024 and ancient Chinese scripts (Xu 2024, Chén 2016, 2024; for the modern Chinese
script, see Handel 2023).”

4 Polis 2018 mentioned three other functions in Egyptian scripts: pictograms, morphograms (refers mainly o ancient
Egyptian roots or radicograms), and interpretants [iraditionally called “phonetic complements”). The last two sign func-
fions are not active in ancient Chinese scripts.

5 The source of each example in Egyptian is cited in this format: the token ID in the corresponding databases in iClassifier,
the abbreviation of the text, and its coordinates in the original text. The coordinate numbers in the citation of each exam-
ple refer to the column number of the text and the line number where the word is located. For instance, the coordinate
(10,3) in this example indicates that the word “wife” is on the 10th column and 3rd line in the papyrus Prisse.

6 For an important contribution to classifiers in Middle Egyptian with a classifier list and lists of classified words for each
classifier, see Winand & Stella 2013: 131-178. For a discussion of the classifier lists and a classifier list collected in

the Middle Kingdom text called today The Story of Sinuhe, see Goldwasser & Soler 2024.

7 Schwartz 2019 uses the terminology “classifier” for the analysis of Chinese characters.
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In ancient Chinese scripts, the character %8 I (9660, Linidé, 23,10)'° is used to write the
word “wife” (fir, OC *ba?)." In this compound character, one can see the semantic element Q_ 58
“woman” on the left-top position and the phonetic element % 7 (zhou, OC *tu?'?) on the right
position. The semantic element Q_, which is prefixed to the phonetic element, is what we call the
semantic classifier [woMAN]. Classifiers in Chinese scripts can be in different positions within the
written representation of the lexeme. In this compound sign %, the classifier [woMaN] is unpro-
nounced but provides additional semantic information for the host word “wife”.!> According to this
character, a wife in ancient China during the Warring States period (475 BCE-221 BCE) typically

belongs to the category [wWoMAN].

2. The corpus

This research is conducted within the framework of Corpus Linguistics (Biber et al. 1998, Paquot
& Gries 2020). Unless otherwise stated, all examples in Egyptian presented in the article are quoted
from the text known today as The Maxims of Ptahhotep (Z4iba 1956). There are eight extant copies
of this text (or parts of it), preserved on various materials such as papyri, ostraca, or a writing tablet

from different periods (Middle Kingdom and New Kingdom).'* The text belongs to the genre of

8 All characters in the Chd Bamboo Manuscripts Excavated in Guadian were sourced from images of ancient signs and
cropped from the Sign List of Cht Bamboo Manuscripts Excavated in Guddian (Zhang ef al. 2000).

Q In this article, the allograph in modem Chinese script (early 20th century-present, see Huéang 2014: 11-12) is pre-
sented after the ancient form as a standard transcription of the ancient form.

10 The source of each example in Chinese is cited in the same format as in Egyptian, but the coordinate numbers in
Chinese indicate the bamboo strip number in the text and the character's position within that strip. For example, the
coordinate {23, 10) shows that this character is in bamboo strip no. 23 of the text Livdé and is the 10th character in this
bamboo strip.

11 Both the sound volues of Modern Chinese (or Mandarin Chinese, for different opinions on the datfing of Modern
Chinese, see Wang 2013: 35, and Peyraube 2017) and reconstructed Old Chinese are presented sequentially for
convenience. Among the various reconstruction systems of Old Chinese, Schuessler 2009 is cited in this article for the

sake of reader-friendliness, as suggested by Zev Handel.

12 The reconsfructed sound value of the phonetic element @ *fu? in Old Chinese is not close to the sound value *be? of
the word i “wife" in Schuessler's system. However, the reconstructed sound values proposed by Baxter & Sagart 2014,
T *[tpler and #E *me.ber, exhibit a notable phonetic similarity. Several reconstruction systems of Old Chinese have
been practiced, as stated by Schuessler 2018: “Therefore OC reconstruction is fo some extent a matter of judgment that
depends on methods, assumptions, inferprefations of the material, and on the cultural background and native language
of the researcher and any other languages he may be familiar with.”

13 For the English translation “wife; lady; woman”, see the online dictionary Multi-function Chinese Character Database on
this site: hitps: //humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/ /Lexis/lexi-mf/search.php@word=%E5%AQ%AS (accessed: 20.1.2025).
We adopt the Cognitive linguistics approach, which conceptualizes words as mental representations. The conventions
of complex writing systems permit elements of these mental representations to manifest in written form through classifiers,
logograms, and Semantic-Semantic compounds, see Aitchison 2003: 41-42 and passim.

14 The copies and their approximate dates are as follows: Papyrus BM 10371+10435 (=L1)—12th Dynasty; Papyrus BnF
186-194 (=Prisse]—late 12th Dynasty; Tablet Cairo JE 41790 (=Carnarvon)— 17th Dynasty; Papyrus BM EA 10509
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wisdom texts, typically comprising “teachings” (Quack 2021) addressed by a high-ranking father to
his son.*® The total number of tokens, or occurrences, is approximately 6,300. This text was chosen
as a pilot comparative corpus to the Chinese corpus because of its contents, which are somewhat
parallel to the topics of the selected Chinese corpus. Its two primary manuscripts date to the “classi-
cal” period of the Egyptian language and script—the Middle Kingdom. The later manuscripts, dat-
ing to the New Kingdom, exhibit some significant diachronic changes in the classification, pointing
to a fruitful future research direction.'® Another research was conducted by Soler'” on another
literary manuscript from the Middle Kingdom, The Story of Sinuhe. Both texts have shown a list
of classifiers very similar to the list (based on dictionary materials) compiled by Winand & Stella
2013."® These results fit one of the central premises of Corpus Linguistics, suggesting that every text
(according to its length) will show the basic rules of the language and script of the particular system
they use (see recently Grinewald 2024: 66-69).

Most examples in this article in ancient Chinese scripts are from the Chii Bamboo Manuscripts
Excavated in Guodian (Jingmén Museum 1998, abbreviated as “Guodian bamboo manuscripts”, see
fig. 1) composed of 18 texts. They relate to the philosophical texts of Taoism and Confucianism
(Meyer 2012). The Guodian bamboo manuscripts are excavated texts containing approximately
12,000 tokens written on over 730 bamboo strips. They were found in a single tomb but exhibited
a few different handwritings. Other bamboo manuscripts come from unknown sources, and their
authenticity has been questioned by a few scholars.” The exact date of each text in the Guodian
bamboo manuscripts is unknown, but it should be prior to the date of the burial in the tomb (mid-
4th century BCE to early 3rd century BCE).*

The literary themes in these two distinct cultural contexts are not identical; however, we focus
on their similarities. Both corpora in Egyptian and Chinese convey the educational and social
expectations of decorum in these two ancient societies. They offer rules for ideal behavior with
assumed correct personal qualities, such as leadership, loyalty, and maintaining proper relations

with family. Both corpora are “moral self-cultivation” texts (Meyer 2012: 5).

(=L2)—late 18th Dynasty; Papyrus Turin 54014 —19th Dynasty and Ostraca DeM 1232/1233/1234—late 19th or
early 20th Dynasty, see Hagen 2012: 129-187.

15 For a recent study of The Maxims of Plahhotep, see Hagen 2012.

16 The full results of the classifier study on The Maxims of Piahhotep, including a classifier list, will be published in X0
forthcoming.

17 Soler published part of her results in Goldwasser & Soler 2024. A full detailed publication is included in Soler

forthcoming.
18 Winand & Stella 2013: 129, 127-178 did not provide references to texts in their elaborate lists.
19 e.g., the Shanghai collection of Chu manuscripts, see Kern 2019: 8-9.
20 See the excavation report published by Jingmén Museum 1997
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Fig. 1. A sample of classifier markings on the original Guadiain bamboo manuscripts, published by the Jingmén Museum in
1998, highlighted in red by X0. These bamboo strips are part of the text Wiixing 4T (The Five Conducts), which comprises 51

bamboo strips in total. Each strip measures approximately 32.5 cm in height, 0.6 cm in width, and 0.1-0.2 cm in thickness.
The most common classifier in this arbitrary example is the classifier | /L» [HearT/senses & EMOTIONS]. It embraces the category
of cognition and emotions and is the most prominent category in the Guadian texts (X0 2024). The enlarged image on the
right shows the word H (5T, OC *so, “think”). §87 i0» is the semantic classifier. The original logogram (xin, OC
*sans, "top of head”) functions here as the phonetic part. Yet the original semantic meaning of is still relevant fo the final

meaning of “think”.

3. The digital tool iClassifier

This research was conducted by using the digital research tool iClassifier (© Goldwasser, Harel and
Nikolaev).?' The Egyptian and Chinese texts were studied under the same research conditions and
methods. The selected texts were imported directly from the Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptiae (TLA)
developed in Berlin-Brandenburgische Akademie der Wissenschaften, and the Intelligent Retrieval
Network Database of Chinese Characters (IRNDCC), developed in the Center for the Study and
Application of Chinese Characters in the East China Normal University.*

4. Positions of semantic classifiers in ancient Egyptian
and ancient Chinese scripts

The positions of semantic classifiers in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts demonstrate

marked differences. In ancient Egyptian scripts, the semantic classifier typically appears at the end

21 For the most recent presentation of iClassifier, see Harel et al. 2024.

22 See "Credits” below.
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of words or compounds (post-position). Conversely, the position of semantic classifiers in ancient

Chinese characters is more complicated, as illustrated in the following examples.

4.1. The position of semantic classifiers in ancient Egyptian scripts

The post-position of classifiers in ancient Egyptian scripts has been examined by Goldwasser 2002
and more recently by Goldwasser & Soler 2024. Additional examples of Ancient Egyptian from
The Maxims of Ptahhotep are provided below to facilitate a comparative analysis of the position of
classifiers in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts.

As stated above, classifiers in ancient Egyptian scripts appear at the end of words. For instance,
in the word [|$ £ mdw “to speak” (3053, pPrisse, 4,4), the classifier £ [SENSES & EMOTIONS]? is
positioned at the end of the word, following the phonological information. The same classifier s
consistently found at the end of words derived from the same root mdw “to speak’, such as = £
mdw.t “speaking” (3300, pPrisse, 5,14), =15 £ mdw.y “speech” (3697, pPrisse, 7,4) and =22
mdd.wt “that which is said” (3851, pPrisse, 7,9).

As a rule, classifiers in ancient Egyptian scripts precede specific grammatical markers and
suffixes in nouns or verbal forms (Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012). For instance, in the clause
YAy mdw.n=f"It (lit. he) does not speak”* (pPrisse, 4,4), the sign ... n functions as a gram-
matical marker indicating the past tense, and the sign « fis a 3ms suffix pronoun. In this example,

the classifier £ appears before the tense marker and the suffix pronoun, following the verbal root.

4.2. The positions of semantic classifiers in ancient Chinese scripts

Myers 2019: 50-54 delineates the potential positions of semantic classifiers (called “radicals” by
him)?* within the modern Chinese writing system, drawing upon data from online databases and
dictionaries. We base our research on original bamboo manuscripts to stay as close as possible to
the original characters.

Compared to Egyptian scripts, the positions of classifiers in ancient Chinese scripts are notably

more complex and flexible. Classifiers can appear alongside other signs representing phonological

23 For the classifier £, see recently Goldwasser & Soler 2024. Goldwasser 2005 suggested that this classifier reflects the
conceptual metaphor [THE BODY Is A CONTAINER] described by Lakoff & Johnson 1980: 29-32. Speeches and acts that
engage all senses and emotions, including thought procedures, are conceptualized as dwelling in the “body container”.
Examples of words in this category, aside from “to speak”, include E@ mri “love” (4228, pPrisse, 9,5) and &=f
snd "to fear” (3805, pPrisse, 7,8), and . T k3 “think” {3532, pPrisse, 6,10), and naturally F28 wnm “eat” (3641,
pPrisse, 7,2).

24 The sentence B BT & r gr n mdw.n=F franslated by lichtheim 1973: 63 as “The mouth, silenced. Speaks
not”. The grammatical formulation n sdm.n=f even if confaining the past fense marker n, has come to be used as the

"habitual present” negation.

25 The term "radical” is not entirely identical to “semantic parts” or “semantic classifiers”. Their differences will be discussed

in future publications.
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information in various positions, such as left, right, top, or bottom of a character. For instance,
the classifier X 7K/ [waTER]? is positioned on the left in the word M T “river” (jiang, OC *krowy;
46, Ldozi A, 2,19) and the phonetic element J T. (gong, OC *kéy)? is in the right position. The
classifier & X [DAGGER-AXE/WARFARE] is located on the right in the word R W “war” (zhan, OC
*tans; 5876, Chéngzhiwénzhi, 6,14) and the phonetic element ﬁ B (dan, OC *tan) is situated on
the left. The classifier b Wi/ + [GRASS/HERB] appears at the top in the word ¥ “fragrant” (fang,
OC *phay; 3576, Qiongddyishi, 13,4) and the phonetic element X5 (fang, OC *pay) appears at the
bottom. The classifier €@ H [suN/TIME] is found at the bottom in the word B 4 “winter” (dong,
OC *tiy; 222, Ldozi A, 8,27) and the phonetic element ) 2 RS (zhong, OC *tuny) is located on the
top. The modern Chinese form of this word, written as % following the scriptal tradition of the
Qin Dynasty (221 BCE-207 BCE), no longer contains the [SUN/TIME] classifier.

Other less common positions of classifiers include half-surrounding and surrounding con-
figurations.?® For example, the classifier 5_-5 7C/1_[ROAD + FOOT/MOVEMENT] occupies a half-sur-
rounding (left/bottom) position in the word ﬁ 11t “to follow” (c6ng, OC *dzoy; 2386, Ziyi, 14,16). It
half-surrounds the phonetic part SN (cong, OC *dzon). In addition, the classifier O [] [ENCLO-
SURE] assumes a surrounding position in the word @ “solid” (gu1, OC *ka(k)h; 939, Ldozi A,
34,1). The pictorial representation of the sign U depicts a walled enclosure, symbolizing the protec-
tion of the enclosed objects.?’ In this context, the classifier is activated not only on a semantic level
but also on a pictorial level, visually encircling the element §.%

In ancient Chinese scripts, a classifier within the same word may exhibit alternative positions
without altering the word’s meaning, as observed in the word F “state, country” (bang, OC *prony).
For example, the classifier % (5. [AREA/STATE] appears on the right in one instance #@ #B (11765,
Yiicong4,6,15),and on the left (i.e., 23) in another example ::)’ ; # (826, Ldozi A,29,21). However, since
the Qin dynasty (221 BCE-207 BCE) its position is standardised on the right. The modern Chinese
version # continues the Qin tradition. Likewise, in the word % “wife” (fiz, OC *be?), the classifier
%{ %z [woMAN] is situated on the right side of the rare example ?Rl( Uit (6247, Chéngzhiwénzhi, 32,3).

26 The transcription of the classifier in modern Chinese script is 7K, but it is usually abbreviated as ¥ . The other two modern
signs, -+ and i_ mentioned below, are also abbreviated forms in modem Chinese script.

27 The pictorial meaning of the sign J is identified probably as “carpenter’s square”, see SWXZ 2014: 381-382.

28 Half-surrounding positions were analyzed by Myers 2019: 50-54 as left/bottom, left/right, top,/bottom, top/left, and
left/bottom /right, among others. He delineated the surrounding position as top/left/bottom /right.

29 The sign F inside the enclosure was a logogram “shield, solid" (g, OC *ka?) but normally used as a personal name
or toponym in oracle-bone inscriptions (e.g., S, H3826, see SWXZ 2014: 154-155). When the enclosure 1) was
added fo it, the sign & funclions as the phonetic component in the word “solid” but simulianeously takes a semantic
value in the character §@.

30  See other examples in Appendix A below. A similar phenomenon is known in the Sumerian script [Selz & Zhang 2024,
Wiagensonner 2021). Names of towns and walled sefflements are written within a surrounding wall already in the
earliest Egyptian fexts, see Kahl 1994: 109-110.
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We find the common example ‘% fir (9660, Litidé, 23,10) in the same corpus where the Q_ [WOMAN]
classifier is consistently on the left-top position as mentioned above. The left-position convention
of the classifier has persisted into modern Chinese script written as %.

However, some classifiers exhibit positional constraints influenced by their inherent semantic
meanings. For instance, in the word ﬁ % “guest” (ké, OC *khrak; 236, Ldozi A, 9,9), the classifier
~+~ ™ [HOUSE/STRUCTURE] consistently appears in the top position, and the phonetic part z\ %
(gé, OC *kak) is located at the bottom.?! In the same way, in the word ﬁ ¥J “equal, even” (jin, OC
*kwin; 551, Ldozi A, 19,23), the classifier 2= - [EArTH] typically occupies the bottom position,*
and the phonetic part I & (yiin, OC *win) is found in the top position. The classifier +- is on the
left position in the modern Chinese character %], pointing to a loss of positional constraints.

Furthermore, signs in ancient Chinese scripts have not yet been fully calibrated into squares
like those in later stages. Therefore, the configurations of classifiers in ancient Chinese scripts
exhibit diverse proportions. In certain instances, the proportion between a classifier and a phonetic
component within the same character is overtly unbalanced in the original ancient Chinese texts.
Such is the classifier @ H [HUMAN + HEAD], which occupies a right-top position in the word ):5
1% “appearance” (rong, OC *loy; 218, Ldozi A, 8,23). Here, the classifier @ is significantly larger
compared to the phonetic element 43 /A (gong, OC *klon) located in the left-bottom corner. In
another case, in the word 3 1 “harmony” (hé, OC *wdi; 465, Ldozi A, 16,23), its classifier 9 M
[MOUTH] positioned on the left-inner side occupies a much smaller proportion than the phonetic
element ?’ K (hé, OC *wii).

5. Parts of speech classified in Ancient Egyptian and Old Chinese
Nearly all parts of speech in Ancient Egyptian and Old Chinese languages can be classified by

unpronounced graphemes within the script systems (Goldwasser & Handel 2024). Comparatively
speaking, content words with specific meanings, including nouns, verbs, and adjectives, are more
likely to be classified. Adverbs and function words such as pronouns and particles are less fre-
quently classified in both scripts. The case of deverbals carrying classifiers is common in Ancient

Egyptian, whereas a similar phenomenon is unknown in ancient Chinese.

31 For pictorial consideration within this character, see Goldwasser & Handel 2024.

32 Inarare case in the Guadian bamboo manuscripts, this classifier appears on the left in the word ﬁ 8 “ruin” [huai, OC
*groih; 5542, Tangydzhidao, 28,8), and the phonefic part 3 % [hudi, OC *grii) is on the right position.

33 The character & is the modern transcription of the ancient form. In modem Chinese script, however, the word “appear-
ance” is written by the character %%, which is a loaned phonogram, and the character i is a loaned phonogrom used
to record the word song “fo praise.”
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Noun-Egyptian: In the written form of the noun Dode- wgg “weakness” (3029, pPrisse, 4,3), the
classifier - [NEGATIVE] indicates that the word “weakness” is an “example of” the superordinate
category [NEGATIVE] (for this category, see Kammerzell 2015). Another example is the noun Bi=
grh “night” (3627, pPrisse, 7,2), where the classifier T [NIGHT] functions as a repeater classifier,*

depicting stars under the sky, thus representing a nocturnal scene.

Noun-Chinese: In the noun % %)) “the young one” (you, OC *?iuh; 6301, Chéngzhiwénzhi, 34,9),
the phonetic element 4 14 (you, OC *?iu) is situated on the top and the classifier ¥ F [cHiLD] is
positioned at the bottom. This classifier establishes a schematic relation with the noun “the young
one’, as being young is an inherent characteristic of [cHILD]. In another noun ¥ “loyalty/fidelity”
(zhong, OC *truy; 2524, Ziyi, 20,9), the phonetic component £ (zhong, OC *truy) is located on
the top and the classifier ‘ﬂ' i[> [HEART/SENSES & EMOTIONS] is situated on the bottom. In this
case, “loyalty” is a good quality advocated in Confucianism and keeps a taxonomic relation to the

superordinate category [HEART/SENSES & EMOTIONS].

Verb-Egyptian: In the written form of the verb * 0\ sb? “to teach” (5331, pPrisse, 15,5), the classi-
fier %} [ACTION OF FORCE] shows a taxonomic relation with the verb “to teach”, as the word “to teach”
is an “example of ” the superordinate category [ACTION OF FORCE]. In the verb 125 sdr“to lie, to
sleep” (3034, pPrisse, 4,3), the classifier ¥4** [LIE/SLEEP] functions as a repeater classifier, depicting

the scene to lie or sleep.

Verb-Chinese: In the verb i)’i # “to teach” (jiao, OC *krauh; 4943, Tiangytizhidao, 4,8), the left part
is the phonetic element X %% (ydo, OC *grau) and the classifier } 5% [HAND + STICK/POWER] is
positioned on the right. The verb “to teach” is an “example of” the superordinate category [HAND +
sTICK/POWER] parallelling the verb * 2\ in Egyptian. Those two classifiers, § and ¥}, show that in
both cultures, “teaching” involved imposing discipline most probably also by some physical power.
In another verb 2 2 “to come” (Idi,OC *r4; 11699, Yiicong 4, 2,10), the phonetic element 3 e (ldi,
OC *r3) is located at the top and the classifier 3= [I- [FOOT/MOVEMENT] is positioned at the bot-
tom. The foot is the primary body part for movement and the classifier 2= functions as a superor-
dinate category [MOVEMENT]. Consequently, the verb “to come” is categorized under [MOVEMENT]
in a taxonomic relation. The [FoOoT/MOVEMENT] classifier is among the most prevalent classifiers in
ancient Chinese scripts, encompassing a broad category with numerous members (Xt 2024). It is a

conspicuous parallel to the Egyptian classifier A [FEET/MOVEMENT].

34 For the term “repeater,” see the fable in Section 8 below.

35  The classifier represents a mummy or a man lying on a bed, see Gardiner 1957: 447 [A55) and Goldwasser 1995:
32.

36 The two [movemenT] classifiers in Egyptian and Chinese are discussed in detail, in X0 forthcoming.
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Adjective-Egyptian: The word == md is known in an adjectival use with the meaning “deep”
(FCD: 123). It may take the classifier = [WATER]. “Being deep” is a prototypical characteristic of
water. The classifier stands in schematic relations with the host word. The adjective ngqﬁb
bnr/bni “sweet” (2253, Version 12, 4,16)* employs the classifier i [(SWEET) ROOT]. Additionally, it

incorporates the .. [ABSTRACT/DEFAULT] classifier to convey the abstract meaning of this word.*

Adjective-Chinese: In the written form of the adjective 3?6 & “deep” (shen, OC *nham; 8162,
Xingzimingchii, 23,4), the classifier » 7K/ [watER] is on the left position and the phonetic part %
%K (tan, OC *nh3m) is in the right position. The pictorial sign ,?,, depicting a flowing river, functions
as a classifier for the category [WATER] (cf. = N35 “canal” in Egyptian, see Chén 2016). The adjective
“deep” establishes a schematic relation with the concept [WATER] in Chinese as well. Other notable
attributes of water or rivers, such as ¥ 1% “clean, pure” (ging, OC *tshey; 3805, Wiixing, 8,11)* and
f% ¥ “muddy” (zhud, OC *drok; 254, Ldozi A, 9,27)," are also classified by the [waTER] classifier.*!

— |
Adverbs-Egyptian: The adverbs — 2 S\e=x 9 “here” and we= dy “here, there” (Gardiner 1957: 155,
FCD: 309)* may get the classifier == depicting a road. This classifier carries the general meaning
[ROAD & DISTANCE]. It maintains a schematic relation with the adverbs “here” and “there”, as they

represent a specific point within the broader concept of distance.

Adverbs-Chinese: In the written form of the adverb & # “most, extremely” (shén, OC *dom?;
8610, Xingzimingchii, 42,12), the classifier % X, [DAGGER-AXE/WEAPON/WARFARE] is positioned on
the right side, compounded with the phonogram /Cvf #E (shén, OC *dom?; a rare example, as most
examples typically show only phonograms).* The “sharp” feature of the weapon contains a sche-
matic relation to denote the intensity or degree of thoughts and feelings. Notably, the classifier has
not persisted in this adverb in modern Chinese script. It likely belongs to the sphere of classifiers

that stand in metaphoric relations to the host word, portraying something as “sharp as a knife”.

37 The phonogram 1 in this adjective exists in TLA but not in Z&ba's version.

38  See Kammerzell 2015 and Goldwasser & Soler 2024 for further discussion on this classifier.
39 The phonefic part is & 7 (qing, OC *tshén).

40 The phonetic part is % % (shu, OC *dok).

4] For other examples, see Chén 2024. This valuable arficle compares schematic classifiers in Old Egyptian, Middle
Egyptian and ancient Chinese.

42 ltis possible that these are two spellings of the same adverb, see Peust 1999: 101-102. We are grateful to Andreas

Stauder for this reference.

43 As a rare case in the Guadian corpus, some scholars doubt whether the element % is a classifier. 1&i 2021: 277
commented that the element % was a decorative mark in the word “most” (e.g., {'f, 8618, Xingzimingcha, 42,20)
without taking any semantic meaning. Such kind of meaningless decorative mark also appears in the word ‘7‘“* “one”
(yr, OC *?it. 7854, Xingzimingcha, 9,12) in the same fext.

167


https://www.shuowen.org/?pinyin=shu

Yanrg X0 & Orly Golpwasser

Pronouns-Egyptian: The demonstrative pronoun S N pP “that” is occasionally classified by
the == [ROAD & DISTANCE] classifier (Gardiner 1957: 85). This classifier is schematically related to
the demonstrative pronoun “that”. It potentially implies the spatial separation between the speaker
and the object referred to by the deictic pronoun “that” (for further discussion, see Goldwasser &
Soler 2024). In contrast, deictic demonstratives referring to “this” in Egyptian typically do not use
the = [ROAD & DISTANCE] classifier, for example, P4\ p? and oo pw. As a rule, “this” typically
denotes a spatial proximity to the speaker. In Egyptian, personal pronouns may show pragmat-
ic-referential classifiers referring to the gender (e.g., ¥ and @), essence (divine) (e.g., $ and @), or
status (e.g., ﬁq) of the actor (Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012).

Pronouns-Chinese: The demonstrative pronouns “that” and “this” in Old Chinese tell the same
story as in Ancient Egyptian. The deictic written pronoun R 1% “that” (bi, OC *pai?)* is attested
i)n excavated materials on Qin bamboo manuscripts (c. 200 BCE). It was classified by the classifier
? 4 [(HALE) ROADI, an abbreviation form of the classifier ¥ 4T [RoaD] on the left position, and
the phonetic part A fZ (pi, OC *bai) is located on the right. On the other hand, the pronoun § It
“this” (cf, OC *tshe?; 9933, Liudé, 35,25) is a logogram depicting a profile of a standing man with
the foot, probably indicating where he steps, i.e., “this” The binary concepts “that”—classified by
[RoaD]—and “this” that remains unclassified in both ancient cultures, are outstanding evidence of

universal knowledge organization in human society.

All third-person singular pronouns in Modern Chinese have the same sound value ta (Wang
2013: 267-269, Qiu 2013: 232-233). As a result, the classifier phenomenon is activated today in
third-person singular pronouns in written Modern Chinese, which is influenced by the gender
system in European language systems. For example, the 3ms pronoun fifl “he” is classified by A/ {
[MAN],* the 3Fs pronoun #ifi “she” is classified by Z¢ [womaN], and the third-person singular neu-
tral pronoun #ifi “it” referring to animals is classified by “* [0x]. Non-animated objects are referred
by '€ “it’, and are non-classified. When the third-person singular pronoun refers exclusively to
“God, it is written as fifl, with the phonetic part #, classified by + *[prviNg]. This classifier is
used in Chinese translations of the Bible, in reference to God. All the above semantic classifiers are
unpronounced. We learn from these examples that modern Chinese script still uses productively the

“semantic classifier” function of the script, creating new classifiers when necessary.

44 This example is cited from Shuihtdi Qinmo Zhdjicin WS HIZEEEYT i (Qin Bamboo Manuscripts Excavated in Shuihadli)
published in 1990 on the bamboo strip no. 11 in the fext Waill Zht Dao % 55.2 3. It was writlen as a phonogram }%
FZ (pi, OC *bai; J425) in the early stage of bronze inscriptions.

45 When the sign is used as a logogram, its meaning could be “human, person”. However, when it functions as a classifier
in this case, it specifically conveys the semantic value “man, male”, in contrast to the classifier Zc [woman].

46 Thesign % is the modern form of the classifier [pvine/Gop], while its ancient form [ (depicting a stone or wooden
ancestors’ tablet) was normally franscribed as 7%, see discussion in X0 2024.
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>«
>

Particles-Egyptian: Particles in Egyptian are occasionally classified. The particle T £ 12 “would
that” is accompanied by the classifier £ [SENSES & EMOTIONS] (Gardiner 1957: 180). The semantic

classifier £ in this particle may signify an abstract notion of wish or desire.

Particles—Chinese: The word % ME (wéi, OC *wi; 1095, Ldozi C,1,9) is a modal particle,* classified
by Z )= [MouTH] in the bottom position.* In this ancient example, the phonetic part £ (zhui, OC
*tui) is located on the top. The classifier [MoUTH] in this context conveys implications related to
emotions or moods (cf. £ A2 in the example in Egyptian mentioned above). It also survived into

modern Chinese script as in the character M, but the classifier is on the left position.

Deverbals-Egyptian: The verb 5 __ rh “to know” (3587, pPrisse, 7,1) classified by the classifier
— [ABSTRACT/DEFAULT] denotes an abstract meaning, while the word C@”ﬁ’ rh “wise man” (5474,
pPrisse, 15,12) derived from “to know” is a deverbal noun classified by ¥ [MAaN] acting as a category
marker. It is also a mark of linguistic (grammatical) nominalizer on the language level (Lincke &
Kammerzell 2012). The classifier [MAN] categorizes “wise man” as a member of the large superor-
dinate category [MAN]*. In contrast, the deverbal oNE hm “ignorant (man)” (3198, pPrisse, 5,9)
in The Maxims of Ptahhotep derives from the verb eN.. hm “to not know” (3520, pPrisse, 6,9)
classified by the classifier ... [NEGATION]. In both cases, the classifier ¥t acts simultaneously as a

graphemic classifier and nominalizer.

Deverbals-Chinese: A similar phenomenon is unknown in Chinese. In Old Chinese, the morpho-
logical process for subject-nominalization is suffixation. Each of the syllabic morphemes (the verbal
roots or the derivational suffixes) involved already has a conventional written form, so these forms
are simply employed unchanged to write the derived word.® For example, the verb “to learn” £
(xué, OC *gritk; 1137, Ldozi C, 3,8) was followed by the pronounced nominalizer # 5! (zhé, OC *ta?;
1138, Ldozi C, 3,9) to construct the deverbal word £:# “one who learns” (xuézhé, OC *griik-ta?).

6. Interchangeability of semantic classifiers— Alternative classification
6.1. Alternative classification in ancient Egyptian scripts

In ancient Egyptian scripts, classifier interchangeability is common (Goldwasser & Soler 2024).

For example, the verb whi “to escape, to fail” can be classified by the classifier .~ [ARM-RELATED

47 For this word, see Wang 2001: 466-467 . The translation is uncerfain.
48 It was positioned on the left, left-bottom, or rarely the right(-bottom) in bronze inscriptions.
49 For superordinate categories in the Egyptian script, see Goldwasser 2002: 29-33.

50  We are grateful to Zev Handel for this remark.

51 hitps:/ /humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/ /lexis/lexi-mf/search. php2word=%E8%80%85, in: MFCCD (accessed
20.1.2025). It was translated as “that which”, “he/she/those who.”
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MOVEMENT/ACTION]| written as S (5237, pPrisse, 14,12), or by a variant classifier - [NEG-
ATIVE] written as Sroos- (4341, pPrisse, 9,13) both in papyrus Prisse. The verb T0e- whh is a
geminated form of whi “to escape, to fail” to indicate a present participle, which is translated as “the
one who fails” The word S “to escape, to fail” is an “example of” the superordinate category
— [ARM-RELATED MOVEMENT/ACTION]| while the alternative classifier - [NEGATIVE] reveals its
negative semantic meaning. It assigns the verb to the large superordinate category s~ [NEGATIVE]
(Winand & Stella 2013: 130, 149-150).

In another example, the noun . {f}___ tni“signs of age” (6149, tCarnarvon, vso,1; 17th Dynasty)
carries two classifiers (for multi-classification, see 7.1 below): the first classifier is A [oLD] (a seman-
tic repeater) and the second one is . [ABSTRACT/DEFAULT] classifier. However, the second classifier
was replaced in a little bit later version by another classifier S [ILLNESS/SUFFERING], written as
,»?MQ]@CS tni “signs of age” (911, Version L2, 1,2; late 18th Dynasty). The classifier $3°* [ILLNESS/
SUFFERING] assigns the noun “signs of age” to a more specific category than the . [ABSTRACT/

DEFAULT] classifier. This implies that old age relates to illness.

6.2. Alternative classification in ancient Chinese scripts

Alternative classification in the Guodian corpus could be implemented using two distinct classifiers.
For example, the character of the written word Ak “desire” takes the classifier ¥ /[ [HEART/SENSES
& EMOTIONS] in 8 occurrences, e.g., %’S (ytr, OC *lok; 2177, Ziyi, 6,15), while 4 other occurrences of
this character in the corpus were classified by another distinct classifier 3 K [HUMAN + OPENED
MOUTH], e.g., ’.}3 (yu, OC *lok; 45, Ldozi A, 2,18). All occurrences in the corpus were written with
the same phonetic part /& 4 (yui, OC *lok).

In addition, in the Guodian corpus, a character could take even three classifier variants. An
intriguing example is the word “transgressions” (guo, OC *kéih), classified by three different classifi-
ers. In the example @3 18 (6359, Chéngzhiwénzhi, 36,18), the classifier Y /[» [HEART/SENSES & EMO-
TIONS] is found at the bottom position. In another example of the same word, the character ST
(1733, Ldozi C, 13,17) was classified by the classifier L 7 [ROAD + FOOT/MOVEMENT]. Moreover,
another example of this word ﬁ 1 (333, Ldozi A, 12,16) carries the classifier & I [FOOT/MOVE-
MENT] at the bottom position. The phonogram AN {V (hua, OC *hyroéih) is identical in those three
examples.

Among those three classifiers, & 1I:[FooT/MovEMENT] and L 7 [ROAD + FOOT/MOVEMENT]
both belong to the semantic field [MOVEMENT], which suggests that “transgressions” (“crossing the

line”) are actions that are against the rules of social behavior or a moral principle and are therefore

52 The sign probably represents a pustule or gland, see Gardiner 1957: 593 (Aal).

53 Compare here the verb [f A thi “to fransgress” (FCD: 300) in Egyptian, which also gets the classifier  [reer/
MOVEMENT].
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wrong. However, the classifier ¥ /[>[HEART/SENSES & EMOTIONS] emphasizes that those behaviors

may be driven by the heart, suggesting the human agency of the wrongdoing.

7.  Multi-classification

Multi-classification refers to a word that can take more than one classifier, which is a highly
productive phenomenon in Egyptian scripts. Conversely, Chinese characters are predominantly
classified by a single classifier. Therefore, multi-classification is much less prevalent in Chinese
scripts. Nevertheless, some ancient Chinese characters exhibit multiple classifiers due to diachronic

developments within the scripts.

Fig. 2. The word mnmnt "herd"” takes five classifiers of five different quadrupeds in papyrus Boulaq 17, 6,7,
in Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012.
For this kind of classification see Thuault 2020. Read from right fo left

7.1. Multi-classification in ancient Egyptian scripts

Previous studies on multi-classification in ancient Egyptian scripts reveal that up to five classifiers
(e.g., fig. 2 above) can coexist in a single word. In addition, the order of co-existing classifiers in a
word is rule-governed in most cases, i.e., classifiers that stand in schematic relations to the host
word would precede classifiers in taxonomic relation.

The written word %g@ﬁ%ﬁ| | | wh “fowler”>* shows five classifiers. The & [Duck] and
the <= [F1sH] are the patients of the activity of fowling; the ... [ABSTRACT/DEFAULT] classifier marks
a shift to the “agent classifier” mode "4 [AcTION OF FORCE] and, finally, the most generic classifier
¥t [MAN]. Here, we can see the rule mentioned above, which is seldom broken in Egyptian. In
multi-classification cases, classifiers that stand in schematic relations to the host word will appear
first, and classifiers that stand in taxonomic relations will follow next. The most inclusive taxonomic
category will be in the end (Goldwasser 2002: 16-17, Goldwasser & Grinevald 2012, Goldwasser &
Soler 2024).

In The Maxims of Ptahhotep, for instance, the word LR g d’is.w “councilor, sage”
(3225, pPrisse, 5,10) employs two classifiers. The first classifier £ [sExses & EMOTIONS] indicates

a distinguishing feature of this occupation, which stands in schematic relation to the host word.

54 hitps:/ /thesaurus-linguae-aegyptice.de/senfence /IBUBdOIaVizNZUp8tVOp 11VgQO, in: Thesaurus Linguae Aegyptlice
[accessed: 20.1.2025). Note that in this example the phonetic part of the word wh*, the boat =, adds information
to the final meaning. The action is done from a boat (Goldwasser 2024). If analyzed as a Chinese sign, this is a Ps
compound. The Phonetic part also offers some semantic information.
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Councilors and sages should think about and feel situations. This classifier encompasses the mod-
ern notion of “emotional intelligence”.>® The second classifier which represents a generic Egyptian
man ¥ [MAN], stands in taxonomic relation to the host word, denoting that a “councilor or sage” is
an “example of” the superordinate category [MAN].

Another example in The Maxims of Ptahhotep is the verb U s sk “to plow” (3706, pPrisse,
7,5). The first classifier " [PLOW] represents the instrument used in this action, demonstrating a
schematic relation to the verb “to plow”. The role of the second classifier - [ARM] probably has
two explanations: it might refer to the main body part involved in performing the action, which
is schematically related to the verb. Another more likely analysis would be that the classifier -
indicates the action “to plow” is an “example of” the superordinate category [ARM-RELATED MOVE-

MENT/ACTION] (see 8.1 below).

7.2. Multi-classification in ancient Chinese scripts

A Semantic-Phonetic (SP) compound that can contain more than one semantic component in
Chinese characters is very rare. Statistically, around 75 SP compounds with two or three semantic
components were found in Shuowén Jiézi, a dictionary containing 9353 characters, which accounts
for about 0.8 percent (Péng & Féng 2014). This classical dictionary is based on the small seal scripts
of the Qin dynasty (221 BCE-207 BCE). The dictionary, authored by Xt Shen (58 CE-147 CE), the
renowned scholar of Chinese script, represents the earliest scholarly analysis of Chinese character
structure, based on the litshii 7N (Six principles of writing).

Multi-classification in ancient Chinese scripts occurs for different reasons.® Firstly, it could be
caused by adding a more generic semantic component to an existing SP compound. For example,
the written verb % 7 “to offer” (feng, OC *phon®; 9642, Litdé, 22,13; see Qiti 2013: 155) in the
Guodian corpus is compounded by the phonetic element £ = (féng, OC *phoy) on the top posi-
tion and the semantic element ¥¥ }* [DOUBLE HAND] on the bottom position. Later in the small
seal script, another semantic element ‘* 7 [HaND] was added to the verb “to offer”, which did not
change the meaning of the word. In this case, the verb “to offer” is written as & with double classifi-
ers, 'Y ' [DouBLE HAND] and ‘*f F [HAND], both indicating a schematic relation as either a single
hand or two hands are the main body part to complete the action. However, the added classifier
could probably be considered a label of a superordinate category [HAND-RELATED MOVEMENT/

ACTION], similar to the Egyptian superordinate category - discussed above 7.1.

55  Both the nofions of intelligence and feelings are classified under the classifier £. For "Emotional Intelligence”, see

Goleman 2020.
56 For more discussions of multiple semantic elements in Chinese scripts, see Qi 2013: 154-156 and Zhang 2006.
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In addition, multi-classification could be formed by adding a phonetic sign to a Semantic-
Semantic (SS) compound*” or even a Semantic-Semantic-Semantic (SSS) compound. For instance,
the word E “treasure” (bdo, OC *pti?, see SWXZ 2014: 593-594) in oracle-bone inscriptions was
written as @ (H3919), composed of three semantic elements: m “house” (midn, OC *men>®), 2;9
“shell (money)”** (béi, OC *pdts), and Tt “jade” (y11, OC *yok), which depict prototypical treasures
stored at a house. Gradually, a phonetic sign 'i‘ 1 “vessel” (fou, OC *pu?) was added to the SSS
compound @. In bronze inscriptions, we find the same word written as @ (J2144).%° 1f ’i,‘ is
considered as a phonetic part, the written word @ “treasure” shows in bronze inscriptions three
semantic classifiers, namely Y [HOUSE], 3 [JaDE], 89 [SHELL/MONEY/WEALTH], classifying the
phonetic part i‘ . However, the phonetic sign ‘i‘ “vessel” probably contained also an additional
semantic meaning of “vessel” that could be part of the treasure. If so, this new character can be
considered as an SSSPs.®! In the later Chi bamboo manuscripts, the word “treasure” was written as
§ (Baoshan 221).%* It was composed of the same three semantic elements (A~ [HOUSE], F [japE]
and ﬁ’ [SHELL/MONEY/WEALTH]) and one phonetic/semantic element 4 “vessel” (see additional
discussion on this word in appendix A below).

Moreover, a transformation of a semantic element in an SS compound could result in
multi-classification, such as the word 82 “sage” (shéng, OC *lheyh). It was written as % (H14295)
in oracle-bone inscriptions,® which was composed of three semantic elements: § “a standing man
(face to the right)”, 3) “ear” and & “mouth”. The SSS compound character ;DQ depicted a person

having a prominent ear and mouth, referring to “a person who is hearing when someone is talking,

57 Boltz 1994: 71-72 thinks that SS compounds do not exist in Chinese scripts. He believes that at least one of the

elements in an SS compound serves as a “phonetic indicator”, see the discussion below in Appendix A.

58  The reconstructed sound value is cited from Zhéngzhang's system from the website Guoyin Xidojingti & /N5 hitp://
kaom.net/ny_word8.php (accessed: 20.1.2025).

59 During the Shang dynasty, shells served as a form of currency (Dai et al. 2022: 1).

60 A procedure of adding phonological elements to logograms probably to ascertain a correct reading is a common
diachronic development in Egyptian. In fig. 4 in appendix B, the » nw vessel is added as a phonetic element to direct
the reader more firmly to the reading nw "hunter”. In the Egyptian case, the iconic meaning of the vessel should be
dropped. The Chinese example is way more sophisticated. The meaning of the vessel 4 must not be dropped and can
be taken pictorially to be part of the elements that make the treasure in the house.

61 For all possible variations of this compound in ancient Chinese scripts that could not be discussed here, see Gowénzi
Leibian 7 3CFERR (Cao & To 2008: 308).

62 This example is cited from Baoshan Chjicin ‘@ L% (Cho Bamboo Manuscripts Excavated in Baoshan) published in
1991,

63 In oracle-bone inscriptions, the character used to write the word “sage” is not well attested due to damaged or limited
confexts. The character é% was attested for recording the written word #i “hearing”, which normally was written as (}‘;
(H5298), see the discussion in appendix A. However, it is widely accepted that the character 3% is the form created for
the word “sage” (see SWXZ 2014: 840, Ii 2012: 1047). We are grateful to Dr. Yuén Lingiéng [ 5] (Insfitute of
Chinese Language and Literature, Southwest University, Chinal for this remark as well as many discussions in the seminar
on oracle-bone inscriptions led by him during the autumn semester of 2024.

173


http://kaom.net/ny_word8.php
http://kaom.net/ny_word8.php

Yanrg X0 & Orly Golpwasser

which best defines the ideal “sage”. Being able to listen to complaints (ear) and being able to advise
others (mouth) is the essence of the sage concept in ancient cultures (Chén 1986). What seems to
be a deliberate prominent size of the ear above the man may indicate the crucial ability to listen
carefully (Li 1982: 3519, Qiu 2013: 132). From the bronze inscriptions on, the semantic part ? “a
standing man” changed into 21 “a person standing upright (face to the left)” (e.g., g J271). The com-
pound character ? is composed of two semantic parts E H [ear]®and ¥ 0 [MouTH], while the
element 2“2 person standing upright” (ting, OC *lhéy?) functions as a phonetic element. Thus, the
character @E{ changed from an SSS compound into an SSP compound. In the new character ?ﬁ, E
[EAR] and ¥ [MoUTH] could be analyzed as two semantic classifiers. Yet one cannot ignore the addi-
tional semantic information carried by the new phonetic element 1. The sage is indeed an upright
man! The phonetic part possibly carries some additional semantic information and thus should
be described as Phonetic (+semantic). So, we actually have a combination of two (+one) semantic
elements and a clear phonetic element (SSPs) in this character. Moreover, the combined character
f;{ shows pictorial sensitivity to the semantics of the three components that make the sign. The “ear”
and the “mouth” appear on the upper part of the character, respecting their relative position in the
human body. In the Guodian bamboo manuscripts, the word is written in the same way as an SSPs
compound character, for example, % Y (68, Ldozi A, 3,13). It consists of two semantic parts, 9 I

[Ear] and @ [1[mouTH], with a phonetic/semantic element Ya person standing upright”.

8. Host-word and classifier relations in semantic classifiers

Several possible semantic relations exist between host words and their classifiers, such as taxo-
nomic, taxonomic-repeater, taxonomic-metaphoric and various schematic relations (Goldwasser
2002: 15-18). Goldwasser recently published a host and classifier relations table in the Egyptian
script (Harel et al. 2024). To compare the possible classifier-host relations in ancient Egyptian and
ancient Chinese scripts, a new table was created (see table 1 below). Examples from ancient Chinese

and Egyptian were added by Xu.

64 This is the typical form of the ear character in bronze inscriptions, see SWXZ 2014: 873.
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Classifier-host relations

Examples

Taxonomic

A classifier in taxonomic relation is a chosen
prototype of a superordinate category that
represents the category as a whole.® Its
hosts are members of the superordinate
category standing in an “example of”
relation to the classifier (Goldwasser 2002:
15-16,29-33; 2009: 22-23; Lakoft 1987).

Classifiers: A [FEET/MOVEMENT] & 3= ([ [FOOT/MOVEMENT]

The word ﬂi i A swiwt “to walk about, to travel” (FCD: 218) is
an “example of” the superordinate category A [FEET/MOVEMENT].
The word & 7 “to come” (ldi, OC *r3; 11699, Yiicong 4, 2,10)
is an “example of” the superordinate category 3= I:[roOT/
MOVEMENT]. The word ﬁ 14 “transgressions” (guo, OC *koih; 333,
Ldozi A,12,16) is classified by the 2= |- classifier (see discussion
6.2 above).

Classifiers: — [HOUSE/HABITAT] & f'\ "+ [HOUSE/STRUCTURE]

The word {ea ih.w “stable” (FCD: 29) is an “example of” the
superordinate category C1 [HOUSE/HABITAT], a “type of” building
or house (see Goldwasser 2023: 125). The word @ Ji “temple,
shrine” (miao, OC *mrauh; 4967, Tangyiizhidao, 5,7) is an “example
of” the superordinate category ars [HOUSE/STRUCTURE] in

ancient Chinese scripts.

Taxonomic-repeater

A repeater is a hieroglyph repeating
the same signified already presented
phonetically in the word. It repeats the
phonological information recorded by the
phonograms with a semantic classifier,
hence the name “repeater”’® The relations
are still taxonomic, e.g., in Egyptian )\ S,

msh “crocodile” is an “example of” the

category s=. [CROCODILE]."

Classifiers: Y [womaN] & R 7L [WOMAN]

In the word 2@ hm.t “woman” (5124, pPrisse, 14,4), the classifier
o [woman] repeats the semantic information presented by the
previous hieroglyphs functioning as phonograms. It represents
b
“woman” (fir, OC *be?; 11881, Yiicong 4, 10,13), the classifier R

% [WOMAN] repeats the semantic information presented by the

the same information in the pictorial sign. In the word

phonogram fg W (zhou, OC *tu?).

65

66
& Grinevald 2012.

Y4

A particular exception is the T [HDE & 141L] (animal) classifier, see Goldwasser 2023.

For repeaters in classifier languages (pronounced repeaters), see Allan 1977, Senft 2002: 61-69, and Goldwasser

This category == includes other examples of words referring 1o crocodiles, such as @Q@K% hnty “crocodile (as

Seth)” or the crocodile god 1 U= sbk “Sobek”, or a voracious spirit =N hm "Horrifier (crocodile demon)” in the
form of a crocodile (Gardiner 1957: 475, DZA 21.977.480). The same hieroglyph can funcfion as a classifier in

different semantfic relations, e.g., as a metaphoric classifier in the verb N ¢d "o be angry,” hence the classification

assigns the action to the crocodile as a metaphorical agent, highlighting a cerfain type of dangerous anger “to be angry

as a [crocoblie]” (See Goldwasser 1995:

105).
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Classifier-host relations

Examples

Taxonomic-metaphoric

A classifier can be linked to its host by
metaphorical relations (Goldwasser 2005).
In this case, the mute classifier represents a
prototype of another, ad hoc category. The
host word becomes temporarily a member
in this category. (See Goldwasser 1995:
83-84 for “ad hoc” categories).

Classifiers: C, [PUFFER FIsH] & % *f [SHEEP/GOAT]

In the word ?Q Spt “to be angry”(FCD: 265)° the hieroglyph
of the puffer fish stands as a prominent exemplar for the category
[ANGRY SWOLLEN CREATURES], which is an ad hoc category. The
angry person in a crowd of men is compared to this kind of
fish in the crowd of fish. “He swells with anger like a puffer fish”
(detailed discussion in Goldwasser 2005: 106-107). In the word
g T “assemble, gather together”®(quin, OC *gwan; 1057, Ldozi A,
38,8), the classifier % % [SHEEP/GOAT] is a prominent exemplar
of the ad hoc category [HERD ANIMALS]. The crowd of humans is

compared here to a herd of sheep.

Schematic (metomymic)

Various types of schematic (metonymic)
knowledge relations may exist between
a word and its classifier, such as the
component/integral (part-whole)
or the stuff/object (“made of”) relation
(Goldwasser 2002: 33-35).

object

Classifiers:C1[HOUSE/HABITAT]| & 4 " [HOUSE/STRUCTURE]

The word "2% ssd “window”” (FCD: 249) is a “part of”/
“component of”” CJ [HOUSE]. Various words for elements of the
house stand in schematic (metonymic) relation to the category
[HOUSE]. The word @ = “room” (shi, OC *lhit; 1067, Ldozi A,
38,18), is also a “part of ”/ “component of” [HOUSE]. It is classified
by A~ "“[HOUSE/STRUCTURE] classifier, which is at the top
position. In this character the phonogram ¥ = (zhi, OC *tits) is

on the bottom.

Classifiers: — [wooD] & * A [woop]

The — [wooD] category features both taxonomic and schematic
members (Goldwasser 2002, Chapter 2). An example of schematic
relations with items “made of” [wooD] is T wis “scepter” (5287,
pPrisse, 15,2), a symbol of the power of the king. In ancient
Chinese scripts, for example, *f{ # “board” (bdn, OC *prant; 3404,
Qiéngddyishi, 4,2) is “made of” * AR[woob].

Table 1. Possible classifier-host relations in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts

68  e.g., inDZA 30.047.890, in a fext from the 6th Dynasty (2345-2181 BCE]. For a discussion with a picture of the live
fish, see Goldwasser 2005.

69 The position of the classifier [sHeer,/GOAT] is on the bottom in bamboo manuscripts. However, it is in the right position in
modern Chinese script. The probable reason is that bamboo strips were crafted info narrow, vertical slips, but later on,
writing materials such as stone and paper had more space for characters.

70 The window is conceptualized info the superordinate category [Eve]. The window may be understood as “the eye of a

house”, as one typically looks out of the window (Goldwasser 2005).
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The special case of verb classifiers

Kammerzell 2015 offered a detailed set of possible relations between a host verb and its classifiers
in Egyptian. He proposed the relations AGENT, UNDERGOER (PATIENT), INSTRUMENT, SOURCE, GOAL,
LOCATION, EXPERIENCER, MOVER, ZERO, CAUSEE and ABSENTEE.”* Among them, AGENT, UNDER-
GOER (PATIENT), and INSTRUMENT relations are more frequently detected in both ancient Egyptian
and ancient Chinese scripts.

In Ancient Egyptian, the written representation of the verb X B hnn “to trouble” (1322,
Version L2, 2,7) carries the classifier 5%/ [seTH], which is an image of the Egyptian god Seth, who
masters storms, disorder, and warfare (Te Velde 1977). Therefore, when 2/ functions as a classifier,
it is presented by the script as the AGENT who creates chaos and trouble. The second classifier ")
[ACTION OF FORCE] represents the superordinate category to which the action belongs. However, it
can be understood as hinting to the AGENT as well. In this case, the trouble is caused by the inter-
vention of Seth and its human agents (Goldwasser 2005, Allon 2007). In the verb ﬂaﬁcﬁ.—e sti “to
shoot” (3568, pPrisse, 6,11), the classifier — [ARROW] portrays the INSTRUMENT as it is the tool to
implement the action of shooting. In addition, more than one relation can coexist in one verb, such
as the word ,W'M_T:H% mni “to moor” (3432, pPrisse, 6,6). The first classifier 1 [MOORING POST]”? func-
tions as the INSTRUMENT, whereas the second classifier -« [BOAT] is a typical AGENT, indicating the
activity “to moor” is done by boats.” In another verb U e ski“to plow” (3706, pPrisse, 7,5), the
semantic role relation of both classifiers, “» [pPLow] and -1 [ARM], is the prototypical INSTRUMENT.
However, the second classifier -« [ARM] could be considered as a “part of ”a human being. Therefore,
it may also be interpreted as an AGENT. It could also function as a taxonomic classifier, see above 7.1.

In ancient Chinese scripts, the word % # “to sting” (he, OC *nhag;™* 926, Ldozi A, 33,14) takes
the classifier " [1nsect] in the bottom position. It indicates that the insect is the prototypical
AGENT of the action “to sting” The phonetic part ﬁ #i (ruo, OC *njag) is in the top position. In
the verb % B “to ride, to drive” (yii, OC *nah; 6105, Chéngzhiwénzhi, 16,10), the classifier §: 55
[HORSE] is the prototypical chosen UNDERGOER/TOOL in the royal and military circles. Its phonetic
part ? ’F (wi, OC *pa?) is in the bottom-right corner. The word ?ﬁ #& “to kill, to punish” (zhiz, OC
*tro; 11853, Yiicong 4, 8,4) was classified by & X [DAGGER-AXE/WARFARE], a traditional weapon of
warfare in ancient China, which is the INsTRUMENT. The phonetic part § ©. (dou, OC *doh) is in

the left position.

71 See lincke 2011 for these relations in the Pyramid Texts.
72 TIA encoded the sign as 1 Aa 28, but it might be 1P17.

73 In the Coffin Texts, the verb ﬁqu "to moor” (CT IV: 308,c,spell 335 (BOC)) has the variant classifier ~ [peaTH]
instead of -ax [BoAT]. It indicates the mefaphorical concept of “dying is mooring [the boat of life)". For the conceptual
metaphor [LIFE 1S A JOURNEY ON THE NIE] in the Egyptian script, see Coldwasser 1995: 97-98.

74 The reconstructed sound value is cited from Zhéngzhang's system from the website Guyin Xidojing i & /INg& hitp://
www.kaom.net/ny_word8.php [accessed: 20.1.2025).
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9. The special case of classifiers of a “missing ability/element” —
=% 2 “o be deaf"75

An intriguing phenomenon that exists both in Egyptian and Chinese texts is that a classifier could
denote a missing ability or quality. In some cases, two words may appear in the same clause, and the
classifier in one of the words shows the “missing ability”.

In The Maxims of Ptahhotep, there is an interesting clause: Hoo|Sho ‘nh.wy imr “The two
ears are deaf”’® (pPrisse, 4,4). Both words in the clause, Hoo ‘nh.wy “(pair of) ears” and N
imr “to be deaf”, were classified by the same classifier & [EAR]. The classifier » in the first word ‘nh.
wy “(pair of) ears” is a repeater that appears twice (or the two ears are one classifier & [DOUBLE
EARS]). However, the second word imr “to be deaf” also takes the schematic classifier & [EAR],
indicating a deficiency (“unable to hear”) or a “missing ability/element” (see Goldwasser & Soler
2024).”” In oracle-bone inscriptions, we find a very similar example. In the spelling of the word
12 “deaf” (I6ng, OC *réy; H21099), the semantic part €‘ B [EAR] is positioned on the left and the
phonetic part Qﬂ HE (I6ng, OC *roy) is located on the right. The sign & functions as a classifier for the
word “deaf”. The pictorial sign % depicts the imaginary sacred animal “dragon” in ancient China, but
it functions as a phonetic component in the SP compound character égﬁ' “deaf”.

Another example is found in the Guodian bamboo manuscripts. In the context dé yu wii
shiibing 75EL - 21Jp “Gain or loss, which is more debilitating?” (Ldozi A, 36)”® both words % 5
“gain” (dé, OC *tak; 996, Ldozi A, 36,3) and % T “loss” (wii, OC *ma; 998, Ldozi A, 36,5) were
classified by the same classifier ﬁ H [sHELL/MONEY/WEALTH]. The word “loss” is classified by the
“shell” 1%, the “absent element”. Another example is the sentence houcdng bi duowi JEjE 2 1
“Profuse hoarding inevitably leads to considerable loss” (Ldozi A, 36),” in which the two words %
jiik “hoard, store” (cdng, OC *dzay; 1007, Ldozi A, 36,14) and % T “loss” (wii, OC *ma; 1010, Ldozi
A, 36,17) were both classified by the same classifier ﬁ H [sHELL/MONEY/WEALTH]. However, other
occurrences of the written word “loss” (wii, OC *ma) in the Guodian bamboo texts are written only
by a phonogram, for example, U= (wii, OC *ma; 1046, Ldozi A, 37,26).

75  See Goldwasser 1995: 92-93. A similar phenomenon exists in Anatolian hieroglyphs, see Payne 2017.
76 lichtheim 1973: 63 translated as “ears deaf”.

77 Chén 2024 brings Chinese parallels to “blind" and “deaf”, with examples from the dictionary Shuowén Jiézi.
78  The English translations of the Guadian bamboo manuscripts are cited from Cook 2012: 281.

79 Cook 2012: 281.
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Conclusions

Graphemic semantic classifiers® in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts exhibit similari-
ties in their parts of speech assignment, alternative and multi-classifications, and their relationships
with their host words. In both scripts, the semantic classifiers are unpronounced. Only much later
did the Chinese language develop a system of pronounced numeral classifiers that should be dis-
cussed separately.®!

In ancient Egyptian scripts, classifiers are always post-positioned, whereas, in ancient Chinese
scripts, classifiers are not only post-positioned (i.e., right and bottom positions) but also appear in
pre-positions (i.e. left and top positions, see discussion above 4.2). Additionally, surrounding and
half-surrounding positions of classifiers are observed in ancient Chinese scripts. It indicates that
classifiers’ positions are not necessarily confined to the end or the beginning of the written repre-
sentation of host words in Chinese.

Both content words (nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs) and function words (pronouns and
particles) may be classified in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts. However, in Chinese,
adverbs and function words are classified with lower frequency.*

Alternative classification is common in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts. Written
words classified by different classifiers reflect different categories, forming a complex and dynamic
categorization network. They mirror the complex challenge of conceptualizing the world. With the
standardization of the script by the Qin-Han period (221 BCE-156 BCE), most alternative classifi-
cations were discontinued.

Multi-classification is much more frequent in ancient Egyptian scripts than in ancient Chinese
scripts. The presence of more than one classifier in a single word provides rich semantic informa-
tion, indicating that the host word belongs to multiple categories simultaneously.

Relations between host words and classifiers in ancient Egyptian and ancient Chinese scripts
include taxonomic, taxonomic-repeater, taxonomic-metaphoric and schematic relations, all exem-
plified in the table above. Taxonomic relations are the most frequent in both writing systems, followed
by schematic and taxonomic-metaphoric relations.® Taxonomic-repeater is a rare phenomenon in
Chinese but very common in Egyptian. In addition, the semantic roles of verb classifiers, such as
AGENT, PATIENT, and INSTRUMENT, are frequently identified in both scripts. Furthermore, the special

case where classifiers indicate a lack of ability of the classified is present in both writing systems.

80 "Phonetic classifiers” are not discussed in this contribution. For this term, see Goldwasser 2024, Chapter 6.1 and
Werning 2018: § 13.
81 See Peyraube 1991. The spoken classifiers are a later phenomenon that probably appeared sporadically around the

first century BCE and became more prevalent during the 9th-10th century CE.
82 More sfafistics will be published in X4 forthcoming.

83  For statistic information, see X0 forthcoming.
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The reconstruction of the mental organization of the ancient world hinges predominantly on
the analysis of material culture and the textual evidence preserved in diverse manuscripts and
inscriptions. However, studying classifiers within complex writing systems opens a novel avenue of
inquiry into the cognitive and cultural universe of ancient societies. As an emic source par excel-
lence, graphemic classifier systems offer direct insight into how these cultures categorized and
conceptualized knowledge. Scholars can undertake comparative studies across different writing
systems by focusing on the structural and functional features of classifiers, unveiling cross-cultural
patterns in knowledge organization.

The comparative analysis of semantic classifiers in the writing systems of ancient Egypt and
China illuminated both shared cognitive tendencies and distinctive cultural perspectives of these civ-
ilizations. Such an investigation underscores the convergences in how these societies understood
and classified the world around them and highlights the unique modalities through which each
civilization constructed and transmitted meaning. These lenses offer a deeper understanding of the

intricate relationship between language, cognition, culture, and script in the ancient world.
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Appendix A

Supplementary Visual Scenarios or “Scene Characters”:
Examples from Semantic-Semantic (SS, Huiyi) Characters
in the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions

Pictorial signs in ancient complex writing systems fundamentally differ from images, even if they
are based on images. When they become signs in a writing system, they show calibrated sizes,
accommodating relative positions, standardized forms, and may fill a few different semiotic func-
tions (Goldwasser 1995: 80-103, Goldwasser 2016, Polis 2018, Goldwasser & Handel 2024). While
the Egyptian hieroglyphic script remained iconic until the very last stages of its use, the earliest
Chinese inscriptions on oracle bones that came down to us are comparatively more cursive and
show a lower level of iconicity. Yet many of the characters in these early texts can still be identified
pictorially.* In appendix A, we discuss, from a comparative perspective, examples of a special type
of ancient Chinese characters called Semantic-Semantic (SS) compounds or huiyi in traditional
Chinese scholarship.

Oracle-bone inscriptions are the earliest palaeographic evidence of the established ancient
Chinese writing system as we know it today, dating back to c. 1250 BCE.* They are divinatory in
content and are commonly inscribed on turtle plastrons (flat bottom shells) and the scapulae of
oxen. So far, around 4,000 characters (around 6,000 if variants are included) have been attested in
oracle-bone inscriptions and about half of them were safely deciphered (Shén & Céo 2001: 24-163).

In Egyptian hieroglyphs, almost all periods of the script (3150 BCE-394 CE)® show inscrip-
tions of relatively high iconicity. Hieroglyphic inscriptions are commonly found on architectural
elements, statuary, and a wide variety of objects, ranging from large to very small in scale (e.g.,

scarab seals). The content of the hieroglyphic inscriptions is mostly non-administrative.®

Semantic-Semantic (SS) huiyi compounds in Chinese

In ancient Chinese scripts, SS or SSS compounds (huiyi) are characters composed of two or more

pictorial elements, each possessing an independent semantic value. These constituent components

84 e.g., examples of the written logogram “dog” in oracle-bone inscriptions, %’ (H1045) and § (H6485). Yet, pictorial
features may still be active in the reading process of modern Chinese script. Unfil today readers of Modern Chinese
identify some of the pictorial meanings of the characters such as = “roof”, ¥ “water”, and A “human”.

85  For possible earlier precursors of the Chinese scripts, see Dematté 2022 and Baines & Cao 2024. On different semog-
raphies in early Egypt, see Stauder 2023.

86  See Stauder 2020: 880.

87  Administrative fexts are usually written by a cursive variation of the hieroglyphs called “hieratic”, see Grandet 2023:

62-69. Hieratic shows some different tendencies in classification, but guards all semiotic rules of classification known
from the more iconic versions of the script.
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may function autonomously within the script as logograms. However, when combined into a single
character, they form a novel compound logogram, whose semantic meaning is modified and whose
phonological value diverges from that of its individual constituents.

For example, the written word Gf’, i “hearing” (ting, OC *lhen; H5298) was compounded by
three semantic elements: an ear ¢ E (ér, OC *12?) and two mouths s (F kéu, OC *khé?). The
sign “ear” is larger than the “mouth”, which may highlight the ear’s function. Given the intention to
create the concept of “hearing’, it is presented by the written character as a sense that one uses to
hear human sounds. Therefore, two human mouths are depicted as combining with the prominent
ear. The “mouth” was probably duplicated to depict more than a single voice. The duplicated mouth
also creates an aesthetic balance. However, “hearing” was sometimes alternatively written only with
a single mouth, as éd (H7768).%8

Xu Shen (58 CE-147 CE), the eminent early scholar of the Chinese scripts who laid the grounds
for Chinese semiology, strongly believed in the existence of huiyi as stated in the post-face in his
famous work Shuowén Jiézi (Bottéro & Harbsmeier 2008, Lu1 2015: 48-50). We find similar opinions
in modern scholarship (e.g., Handel 1998, 2016, Qiti 2013: 124-137). In his highly influential study,
Boltz (1994) fundamentally challenged the existence of Semantic-Semantic (SS) compounds in
the Chinese script, a notion widely accepted by Chinese scholars. He contended that all compound
characters traditionally analyzed as comprising two semantic elements must have originally con-
tained a phonological value inherent in one of their components, even if this phonetic dimension
can no longer be reconstructed. Consequently, Boltz argued that such characters should not be clas-
sified as SS compounds but rather as Semantic-Phonetic (SP) compounds, thereby redefining the
structural principles underlying the script’'s composition. In the following discussion, we present a
semiotic analysis of select Auiyi characters in ancient Chinese scripts, wherein the spatial arrange-
ment of constituent signs conveys meaning beyond the mere aggregation of individual elements.
In certain SS or SSS characters, positionality functions as an additional dimension of signification,

mirroring real-world scenes and enhancing the expressive power of the script.*

88 The related word [ “to hear” (wén, OC *men) normally was written as % [H5004), a logogram depicting a seated
man with a prominent ear with his hand covering his mouth (see SWXZ 2014: 842, [ 2012: 1048-1049, Nie
2022).

89  Positiondlity is o developed semiofic device in the hieroglyphic script system from the very beginning of the scripf; it
will be discussed in a future publication. Given the high iconicity of the hieroglyphs, it is almost o given semiofic pro-
cedure. We find examples of compound elements creating the visual information “inside” [e.g., Hw.tHr "Hathor”,
the goddess is considered to be the mother of the falcon god Horus, so he was “inside” her). However, both elements
cary phonological information and thus cannot be paralleled to huiyi. Sign TSL_1_4375, hiip://thotsignlist.org/
mysigneid=4375, in: Thot Sign List, hitp:/ /thotsignlist.org.
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Example 1— “Scene Character”:

® “treasure”= [} “house” + £ “shell (money)”? + Tt “jade”

The written form of the word @ “treasure” (bdo, OC *pu?; H3919) in oracle-bone inscriptions
is a Semantic-Semantic-Semantic (SSS) compound, which is composed of three distinct seman-
tic elements: ﬁ “house” (midn, OC *men), E; “shell (money)” (béi, OC *pdts), and It “jade” (yu,
OC *yok). During the Shang dynasty (1600 BCE-1046 BCE), both shells and jade held exceptional
value: shells functioned as currency, while jade was esteemed as the quintessential precious stone
and a highly sought-after material for elite use. The representation of these three elements—whose
actual dimensions vary considerably in reality—was carefully calibrated in accordance with the
fundamental principles governing the composition of the script.

However, in this case, we witness more than calibration. The character @ is also sensitive to the
spatial arrangement. The sign Mis always positioned above, while the other two signs  and &
are always below and inside. The “shell” and “jade” are always put inside the house, i.e., their visual
arrangement includes the concept of inside, creating a scene. From this character, we learn that
“treasure” means “currency and precious stones put inside the house”. The conscious arrangement
of the various elements in the compound character supplies additional visual information. On the

addition of a phonetic part to this character in the bronze inscriptions, see discussion above 7.2.

Example 2— “Scene Character”: “pen-raised animals (as offerings)”

Other pictorial sensitive scenic arrangements of semantic elements in compound charaters in ora-
cle-bone inscriptions were also found in the word Q 7% “pen-raised animals (as offerings)” (ldo,
OC *ri1; H34165).”" The character was compounded by two semantic elements: Q “enclosure (of
animals)”®? and I#f F= “(head of) ox” (niti, OC *ywa; Li 2012: 72, Shan 2020: 122-123). The ox
plays the role of the prototypical quadruped (see below). Here the combination of the two seman-
tic elements “pen” and “ox” acquire additional scenic information—"“the ox is inside the pen”. The
intriguing point in this example is that the object animal inside the enclosure could also be a sheep
m (H15595). The competing prototypes tell us that the essence of this character’s meaning is not

the mere combination of “ox” and “pen” but the more general idea of “pen-raised animals” The

90  See the fn. 59 above.

91 For the discussion of “pen-raised animals”, see Schwartz 2019 and Ottaviano et al. 2024.

92 The sound value of the “enclosure” sign §} is uncertain. The “enclosure” sign as a logogram was attested in very few
examples in oracle-bone inscriptions (e.g., [J H33631]. Some scholars suggest that the character §@ is an SP com-
pound and that the animal is a semantic classifier (SWXZ 2014: 92). In this case, the enclosure would be a metonymic
representation of the “pen-raised animals”. However, almost all examples show a combination of the enclosure and a
prototypical animal.
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compound character presents additional pictorial information about man’s relation with these ani-
mals—he keeps them inside a man-built structure for his utilization.*

Statistically, “sheep” was more popular than “ox” in the early stage of oracle-bone inscriptions
(see table 2 below). However, “ox” gradually becomes the predominant animal in the written repre-
sentation of the word “pen-raised animals” at the later stage of oracle-bone inscriptions (Zht 2019).
The sign has already been standardized with an “ox” prototype from the Western Zhou dynasty
(1046 BCE-771 BCE). The “ox” is the “winning prototype” and continues into the modern Chinese

character 7.

Stages Forms First Stage Second Stage Third Stage Fourth Stage Fifth Stage
Q 72-0X 157 9 330 505 670
P 2o spEEP 835 320 168 105 21

Table 2. The table above, created by Zhi 2019 and translated into English by X4, shows the number of examples of the word
"pen-raised animals” in five stages in oracle-bone inscriptions. The oracle-bone inscriptions are divided into five periods by
Dong 1933. The table shows that the character Q # “pen-raised animals” with the 4+ “ox” inside the structure gradually
becomes the dominant variant in the later stage (670 examples), while the number of examples of the sign m £ with ¢
"sheep” inside the sfructure decreased dramatically (21 examples). The “ox” clearly defeated the “sheep”.

Q3 On the relation of man and sacrificial animal in ancient China, see Sterckx 2019.

94 The sign 2 is a franscription of the ancient form but is not in use nowadays.
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Appendix B

Hunters and Dogs, and a “Walking Pot” —in the Search of Huiyi
in the Egyptian Writing System

The hunter and the dog

In oracle-bone inscriptions, the verb :75; B “to hunt”*® (shou, OC *hjuh; H28773) was an SS com-
pound (huiyi) created by two separate semantic elements: %f ¥ “hunting tool” (dan, *OC tdn) and
7 K “dog” (qudn, OC *khwin?). In this case, we see the two essential elements for hunting accord-
ing to the ancient Chinese scripts. It tells us that the dog was indispensable for the hunter, as much
as his hunting tool. Interestingly, the agent—the hunter himself—is not represented in the Chinese
SS character. The reader has to combine the hunting tool and the dog in his mind to create the
“hunting” concept. Perhaps the fact that the dog and the tool could not create a combined correct
meaning of “to hunt” without a human agent made the latter appearance superfluous. Only man
could hunt with a dog and a hunting tool.

What seems to be the earliest example recording the word “hunter” in ancient Egypt is a picto-
rial logogram showing a walking man holding a stick, with a dog behind him | iz
Kahl 1994: 923,% and the original fig. 3 below).

A (a drawing by

Fig. 3. The hunter hieroglyph on an early seal, affer IAF no. 387

This Egyptian example (fig. 3) is close to the SS (huiyi) compound in Chinese. The standing man
holding a stick 4, as well as the dog ¥, are two hieroglyphs that can function independently as
logograms in this period with the readings A sr “dignitary” and Y& tsm?” “dog” (Kahl 1994: 923,

e
95  The character #25' in the oracle-bone inscriptions acquires a different meaning in later Chinese texts. In the Classical
Chinese literature, it extends to the object of hunting, namely wild animals ¥, especially quadrupeds [see LT 2012:
1270). As a result, the verb “to hunt” is written in modern Chinese script by a different character 4F shou which is an
SP character. In this character, the dog sign 4 has the semiotic function of a classifier [poc/anmat]. It still marks the
unbreakable conceptual connection between the dog and hunting.

96 Kahl reads here nw “hunfer”. The seal may already show a phonetic complement — nw, itself an adze that may
be relevant to the final meaning (U20/19 on the Gardiner list); see Sign TSL_1_6101, hitp://thotsignlist.org/
mysign2id=6101. It could be compared to the Chinese hunting tool. The two t signs may relate to the reading of the
adze as nw.for nw.ly.

Q7 The phonological value of the dog hieroglyph in this early period is not cerfain.
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Regulski 2010: 88, A21: d). However, when these two hieroglyphs are put together, they create a new
signified “hunter” with a new phonetic value—nw. Due to the high iconicity level of the hieroglyphic
script (unlike the two Chinese characters that are put one by the other, with no apparent visual
connection), the man and the dog create a miniature realistic scene (fig.3).*® The man holds the
dog on a leash. The little image-hieroglyph keeps the relative size of the man and the dog. It looks
as if he is walking the dog.”” The compound hieroglyph presents the reader, on the pictorial level,
with a visual specification of the relations between the hunter and the dog. “Hunter” in the earliest
Egyptian script is not only “man”+“dog,” but the hunter is leading the dog that accepts his authority.

A few hundred years later, the hunter-compound hieroglyph appears twice in an elaborate
inscription carved in stone in the tomb of Metjen in Abusir (fig. 4a'”). The hunter walks the dog on
a leash. Yet, the hieroglyph functions now as a repeater classifier, as the full phonetic representation
of the word is added before the compound classifier. The explanatory phonograms assert the cor-

rect phonological reading of the word nw, but only the classifier tells us about the dog.

Fig. 4a Fig. 4b

Fig. 4a. The tomb of Metien, a defail of the hieroglyph "hunter”, from the inscription above the false door. Fig. 4b. A pho-
tograph of the sign in Fig. 4a, offering chapel of Metien. hiips://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons,/0,/07/
Mastaba_-_fomb_of_Metien_from_the_Old_Kingdom_04 jpg (accessed: 20.1.2025)

Q8 For this phenomenon in the hieroglyphic script, see Goldwasser 2009 and Goldwasser 1995. For earlier discussions
of this phenomenon, see Fischer 1977a and Vernus 1987.

99 A careful beholder would observe that the man seems to hold one of the dog's legs.

100 This drawing was done by the Lepsius expedition in Egypt between1842-1845 CE. For other examples in the Old
Kingdom, see Fischer 1977: 3-4 and n. 4.
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Fig. 5a Fig. 5b

Figs. 5a an 5b. The “overseer of the hunters”. The complefe scene offers additional information on the tomb owner's life (the
hunter). It presents some possible patients of the hunt (drawing after Baines & Cao 2024: 110, Fig. 24, taken from Lepsius).
In this early hand copy of the lepsius expedition of the same hieroglyph, the dog walks without “pushing forward,” his ears are
upright, and his tail does not curl on his back as in the original. The Tomb of Metjen, a detail in color from the inscription of the
left side of the false door. Offering chapel of Metjen in Berlin hitps://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons,/0,/07 /
Mastaba_-_tomb_of_Metien_from_the_Old_Kingdom_04 jpg (accessed: 20.1.2025)

The second example is located on the left side of the false door within the tomb (fig. 5a and 5b),
occupying a more prominent position. It integrates three hieroglyphic elements—a hunter, a hunt-
ing tool, and a dog—into a dynamic composition. In this version, the man, wielding a large hunting
implement, is depicted in a crouching stance that strikingly recalls the posture of the soldier hiero-
glyph #4, rather than that of a dignitary. This positioning imparts a heightened sense of “alertness”
to the combination of these three icons.

As in the former examples, the crouching hunter holds the dog on a leash; however, here, the
leash is rendered with remarkable realism, coiled within his palm (fig. 5b). The hunting tool, resem-
bling an oversized throw stick, replaces the walking staff seen in earlier instances. The dog incor-

porated into this composite sign is the prototypical canine representation used to denote “dog” in
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hieroglyphic script for millennia.'”" Yet within this miniature “hieroglyphic scene,” the dog exhib-
its a forward-thrusting motion, extending its neck in a gesture instantly recognizable to any dog
owner. This movement is further accentuated by the positioning of the dog’s ears, which are angled
backward. Such a subtle variation intensifies the tension inherent in this hieroglyphic composition,

imbuing it with a remarkable sense of dynamism.

Migd

AN

-8
£
Fig. 6. A facsimile image drawn by Jorke Grotenhuis from the original coffin (CT 1,80,k, MC105, right side)'%?

Fig. 6 transports us to the Middle Kingdom, presenting an ink inscription on a wooden coffin.
The hieroglyphic scriptolect'® exhibited here is more cursive in style, closely resembling the ink
script of the Chinese bamboo texts (see fig. 1 above).'* In this linear example, the “hunter+dog”
hieroglyph, which also functions as a repeater classifier, recalls the instances observed in fig. 3 and
4a-b. However, in this particular inscription (fig. 6), the man and the dog are arranged vertically,
one above the other, and calibrated to the same scale. Unlike the former representations where the
dog appears smaller, here it is depicted as equal in size to the man. The figure of the man, holding a
walking stick, appears to “stand” atop the dog’s back in a manner that defies naturalistic depiction.
Rather than forming a pictorial scene, this variant adheres more rigorously to the fundamental
principles of the writing system, wherein hieroglyphic images remain independent and do not
engage in visual interaction. The meaning in this example (fig. 6) is created in a process somewhat
similar to the Chinese SS character ;3;‘ presented above. The reader’s mind makes the new semantic
meaning by combining two semantic components: a dignitary with a stick and a dog.' It is import-
ant to note, that the Egyptian nw hunter was never an actual SS compound. Already in the earliest
example, a phonetic element is added (_ #nw). The word in fig. 3 is already an SSP combination.In
the later examples, the phonetic representation is strengthened by an additional phonogram—the

nw vessel. It turned the hunter and his dog into a classifier.

101 The % represents the prestigious, “correct dog” of the Old Kingdom elite society (Goldwasser 2002: 91-110).
102 We are grateful fo Jorke Grotenhuis for providing us with this example.
103 For this term, see Winand 2022.

104 For cursive hieroglyphs, see Konrad 2023: 58-61.

105 A full discussion of the diachronic development of the hunter hieroglyph will be presented in the future publication.
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The “Walking Pot” |

Of special interest for comparing Egyptian character formation and Chinese character formation
is the compound hieroglyph | ini “bring, fetch”. This pictorial combination creates a new, slightly
surrealistic image, yet clear and attractive, of a | “walking pot”. It is built of the compounding of two

2106

independent logograms ¢ nw “pot”'% and A iw “to come”. The compounded image | read ini, pro-

vides pictorially meaningful information on the concept “bring” = “pot”+“come”.'*” Until here, one
could suggest that this is a case of an Egyptian huiyi. Yet, unlike the Chinese huiyi,'® the alluring
J “walking pot”, carries not only Semantic-Semantic information, but also abundant phonological
information. The hieroglyph - nw is a logogram that carries at once the semantic information “pot”
and the phonetic information nw. As the Egyptian script system presents mostly consonants, when
o enters the compounded hieroglyph [ it provides not only an image of the patient but also brings
along its original phonetic meaning, providing the consonant n for ini. As such 5 in J is a Sp,'® as
phonetic information is also encoded by it alongside the semantic meaning. The A “walking legs”
logogram may also contribute some phonological information, as its original reading is iw. So J
should be analysed as an SpSp compound and not a huiyi. Grammatically, the image presents the
basic arguments of the verb—a human, an animated AGENT (walking human legs, schematic repre-
sentation), and an inanimated prototypical PATIENT/UNDERGOER (nw pot, full representation). The
walking legs simultaneously indicate the semantic property MOVEMENT. By the Late Period, nearly
3,000 years after j earliest attestations, we observe an intriguing written variation of the word.
In this instance, the hieroglyphic sign shifts toward a concrete and visually descriptive form Rﬂ,
with the agent fully represented and the 5 pot explicitly depicted as the quintessential object being
brought by the agent. This deliberate reversion to a non-systematic, idiosyncratic iconic represen-
tation underscores the script’s enduring interplay of scriptural semiotic rules and pictorial fluidity.
The “Return to the Icon” constitutes a significant—perhaps even regressive—development in the
historical trajectory of the Egyptian writing system. In contrast, the Chinese script, which exhibited
a more linear character from its inception (e.g., Baines & Cao 2024), never reverted to its earlier,
more pictorial origins. Instead, it maintained a more systematic and ongoing evolution, resisting

the seduction of the image.

106 Gardiner 1957: 531 (W34). This hieroglyph is mostly used as a phonogram, see TSL_1_6571, http: / /thotsignlist.org/
mysign2id=6571, in: Thot Sign List, hitp:/ /thotsignlist.org, edited by Université de liége and Berlin-Brandenburgische
Akademie der Wissenschaften.

107 For the definition of “pictorially meaningful,” see Stauder 2020: 882.
108  f was defined as huiyi in Géng et al. 2009: 243.

109 Sp=Semantic-phonetic. The capital letter S signals the primary function in this case — Semantic. The secondary function
is marked by the small letter p which marks the phonetic information still active in this case.
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