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Methods of Deciphering the Earliest Chinese Characters Carved on Bones

LIU Feng-jun
(School of History and Culture, Shandong University, Jinan 250100, P. R. China)

Abstract: Numerous bone inscriptions unearthed by archaeologists and collected by antiquarians that were in use
between late Dawenkou Culture and mid-Shang Dynasty indicate that bone script ( Gukewen) is one of the earliest
Chinese characters. Field archaeological investigations and scientific testing jointly establish that bone inscription is
3300-4600 years old and serves as a major precursor of the oracle bone inscription. So far nearly 3,000 characters
have been identified, the style and structure of which could fall into three categories: pictograph, trunk branching
structure and central round or nearly round. The five methods in deciphering bone inscriptions are direct image in-
terpreting with archaeological analogy, historical textual research, interpreting associative compounds, comparative
analysis with oracle-bone inscriptions and comparative study with Yi script.

Key words: Gukewen (bone inscription) ; early Chinese characters; five methods of interpretation
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