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Four innovations invented 
by the Chinese changed the 
course of human events.

Printing (woodblock) 
Tang Dynasty, c.600 CE



Chinese pictographs

Like cuneiform and 
hieroglyphics, 
the earliest Chinese 
characters originated 
as pictographs.



Chiaku-wen (Bone-and-shell script: 1800 - 1200 BCE)    
        Sun      Moon   Water     Rain    Wood    Dog

Chinese logograms

Chinese characters 
evolved over 
hundreds of years to 
eventually become 
logograms: 
graphic signs that 
represent an entire 
word.

        Sun      Moon   Water     Rain    Wood    Dog 
Hsaio-chuan (“Small seal” script: c. 220 BCE)



Chinese logograms

There are as many as 
44,000 written 
Chinese characters 
which can combine to 
form as many as 
80,000 different 
logograms 
representing whole 
words.



Chinese logograms

Chinese writing is 
not phonetic. There 
is no direct 
relationship between 
the spoken and 
written language. 

However, the same 
characters can be 
read and understood 
by multiple dialects 
used throughout 
Asia. 

Learning to read and 
write Chinese was a 
sign of wisdom and 
scholarship.



Chinese logograms

This is what a full keyboard of Chinese characters looks like today.
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Chinese radicals
One of the limitations of written Chinese is that it cannot be organized 
alphabetically. Words are organized by radicals: the number of strokes 
in a character, their vertical and horizontal direction, and their position 
next to other strokes.



Chinese writing today
A phonetic alphabet exists for two kinds of written Chinese: pinyin for 
Simplified Chinese and zhuyin for Traditional Chinese. Pinyin uses the 
Roman alphabet to show the pronunciation of characters, while zhuyin uses 
an older set of 37 letters that function in the same way as pinyin. 
Today, the phonetic system of typing is the most widely used for Chinese.



The evolution of Chinese script



Chiaku-wen
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Hsiao chuan

Chen-shu

The evolution of Chinese script



Cangjie  
(Ts’ang Chieh) 
Chinese legends hold 
that a mythical 
man with ties to the 
gods, Cangjie, 
originated writing 
inspired by the 
claw marks of birds and 
the footprints 
of animals.



Chiaku-wen 
Bone-and-shell script 

Started about 1800- 
1200 BCE, chiaku-wen 
was inscribed 
on bones and 
tortoise shells, referred 
to as oracle bones. 

Oracle bones were used 
by Chinese diviners to 
foretell the future and 
contact long-deceased 
ancestors.



Chinese pictographs were inscribed on 
bones. Then a red-hot rod would be 
pressed down into the bone causing it to 
crack into an intricate web of lines. The 
diviner would read, or interpret, these lines, 
believed to be messages from the dead.

Chiaku-wen 
Bone-and-shell 
script



Chin-wen 
Bronze script 

Inscriptions were 
impressed into cast 
bronze objects such 
as water vessels, 
pots, musical 
instruments, 
weapons, coins  
and medallions.



Chin-wen 
Bronze script

More permanent than chiaku-wen, bronze 
castings reserved inscriptions for things such as 
important treaties, legal documents, 
ceremonies, and rituals.



Emperor Shihuangdi 
(Shih Huang T’i) 

Before the second century 
BCE, China was a region 
made up of Warring 
States, with many feudal 
warlords struggling for 
control. 

Feudal king Ying Zheng 
conquered and unified 
the Chinese into one 
nation. He then 
proclaimed himself as 
China’s first “Emperor of 
the Qin Dynasty:”   
Qin Shihuangdi. 



Emperor Shihuangdi 
did not tolerate dissent. 
During his reign, Confucian 
scholars were buried alive 
and their books were 
burned. Thousands of lives 
were sacrificed to build the 
Great Wall of China. 



But Shihuangdi also 
standardized weights, 
measures, and the axles 
lengths on carts to fit city 
streets. He eliminated the 
many written texts 
throughout China and 
established only one official 
writing style: hsaio chuan 
the “small seal” style. 
Offending scribes were put 
to death.



Hsaio chuan 
“Small seal” style 

The emperor’s prime 
minister, Li Si, 
designed a new style 
of writing 
known as hsaio 
chuan, or “small 
seal” writing.

Prime minister, 
Li Si (Li Ssu)



Chen-shu 
“Regular” style 

The Chinese 
developed a more 
artistic style of 
calligraphy known as 
chen-shu, or “regular” 
style 
writing.  

Written in brushstrokes 
of dense black ink, it has 
been in continuous 
use for more than 2000 
years.



Chen-shu is considered China’s highest art form. Like Chinese brush painting, there 
is an emphasis on motion and change with dynamic life. An infinite range of designs 
exist in every word, depending on the skill and sensitivity of the calligrapher. 



The Album of Eight Leaves 
The “Album of Eight Leaves” is an example of chen-shu calligraphy and 
ink painting with expressive strokes made with a bamboo brush.



The invention of paper 
The earliest surfaces used to write on were 
wood and bamboo slats, both were 
cumbersome and heavy. Silk was also used 
for writing lengthy texts, but it was costly.



The invention  
of paper 

Cai Lun (Ts’ai Lun), a 
Chinese high 
government official, is 
credited with invented 
paper in 105 CE.



Paper making 
Natural fibers such as bark, hemp fishnets, and rags were 
chopped up, soaked in a vat of water and beaten to a pulp.



Paper making 
A screen-bottomed 
tray was dipped into 
the pulp solution 
and raised to mesh 
the fibers as the tray 
was being raised out 
of the vat and the 
water drained. 

The fibers were couched, 
or pressed onto wool cloth 
to form sheets that were 
later hung up to 
dry and stacked 
for storage.



Papermaking 

The Chinese used paper for 
wrapping, wallpaper, 
decoration, lanterns, toilet 
paper and napkins.



Printing 
First form of printing 
was relief printing: 
raised flat surfaces 
that were inked and 
burnished onto paper. 

Relief printing is also 
known by the technical 
term xylography.  

There are a few 
theories to where 
relief printing 
originated…



Chops 
During the Han Dynasty, about 3 BCE, signature 
emblems called chops were carved into small pieces of 
jade, silver, gold and ivory. The chops were pressed 
into a paste of red ink made from ground cinnabar (a 
red mineral) and stamped onto documents to identify 
the author.



Initially, chops were white calligraphy surrounded 
by areas of red ink. Then, negative areas were 
carved away, allowing just the raised calligraphy to 
print red. This was a form of block printing.



Relief Printing (xylography) 
Another theory focused on the Chinese practice of making ink 
rubbings from stone inscriptions. Chinese slates were inked and 
overlain with paper. The paper was burnished against the stone and 
paper copies were pulled from the carvings.



Relief printing (xylography) 

Ink rubbings were also made 
from the relief sculptures of 
shrines and tombs.



Block Printing 
By 770 CE, the block printing technique was well 
established throughout Asia. Printing allowed 
information to be distributed faster than handwriting.



Block cutters would 
expertly carve away 
the surface around 
the images leaving a 
raised area which 
was inked. Paper 
was applied to the 
block which was 
burnished with a stiff 
or rubber brush.

Block printing



The Diamond Sutra 
The Diamond Sutra, an ancient woodblock of Buddhist teachings, is 
the oldest surviving printed manuscript.



Kanji 
The Japanese had no writing system until the spread of Chinese 
culture from about the 5th century on. Since the Han Dynasty, 
Japanese kanji writing adopted the Chinese characters that are used 
along with the modern additions of hiragana, katagana, and Hindu-
Arabic numerals. The term “kanji” means literally, “Han characters.”

Horse 
(Chinese and kanji)

Train (Chinese)

Train (kanji)

The word “horse” dates to ancient Chinese writing 
and appears the same for both languages. 

The word “train” originated in the mid 1800s.  
New words added to modern Chinese and Japanese 
often appear as different logograms.



Dharani 
During the 8th century, Chinese culture and Buddhism were exported 
to Japan thanks to mass printings of dharani, or “charms” made up of 
printed teachings of Buddha wrapped up and inserted into small 
pagodas which were distributed across Asia.



Dharani 
Buddha had advised his 
followers to write 77 copies 
of a dharani and place them 
in a pagoda (multi-tiered 
towers used for worship). 

Many used miniature 
pagodas for this purpose. 

Japanese emperess Shotoku, 
in fear of a small-pox 
epidemic 3 decades earlier, 
decreed one million copies of 
dharani be placed in small 
wooden pagodas throughout 
Japan. This was to ensure a 
longer life and guarantee 
entrance to paradise, but she 
died before the charms were 
distributed. 



The first paper 
money 
During the 9th 
century, the Chinese 
government began to 
issue paper 
certificates in lieu of 
merchant deposits of 
metal currency due 
to a shortage of iron 
currency.



By the 11th century, scrolls were replaced with codex-style books. 
Two pages were printed from one woodblock and folded down the 
middle, then stitched together to make books, such as the Pen 
Ts’ao, a book of medicinal herbs.



The Chinese also 
printed the first 
playing cards on 
heavy paper stock.



Movable type 
Chinese alchemist Pi Sheng invented 
the first movable type with characters 
carved out of clay and fired into 
hardened individual blocks. 



Movable type 

The carved characters 
were aligned in 
sequence in frames held 
together by 
wax, inked and printed 
onto paper.



The individual blocks could be stored for reuse, 
but without an alphabetical method for 
organizing, the Chinese categorized characters 
together by rhyme. This made filing and 
retrieval difficult.

Movable type




