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AN INTRODUCTION TO
THE INTERPRETATION OF THE SURNAMES ON
THE ORACLE BONES
Lu Shih-hsien
Professor of Chinese

Studies of the oracle bones, since their discovery, have fallen in two
lines. One is the study of the etymologists who endeavor to reconcile the
oracle characters with the seal script and bronze writing. the other is
the study of the historians who try to determine in whose reign each
oracle belonged on the basis of the augurs’ surnames which are believed
to be the names of the then individual augur officers. Both the methods

and the findings of these two lines of study should be re-evoluated.

In the first place, the written forms of the oracle characters vary
and are interchangeable. If reconciliation of the characters is based only
on the seal script and bronze writing, part of the interpretation could be
wrong, part incomplete and some of characters are not even interpretable
at all.

A comprehensive study of the oracles combined with a thorough
analysis of the form variations of the characters, reveals that there were
definite rules governing the character writing in the oracles. With these
rules, the meaning of 185 characters previously wrongly interpreted or inter-
preted without elucidation can be reinterpreted. There are two to seven
meanings for each of the characters. As a result of this exhaustive analysis,

the meaning of all the oracles and characters has become increasingly clear.

Professor Lu studied the names of the augurs, various feudal state
rulers and women anew. It was soon clear that the names of augurs and
women were definitely family names of tribes and those of the various
rulers were names of feudal states. This can be proved by a study of the
Classics, bronze writing and the context of oracles. Since the augurs’

names do not refer to individuals, therefore, they cannot be wused to
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indicate in whose reign each oracle belonged.

The complete work is subsumed under 96 topics, each takes its title
from the surname of an augur or the name of a feudal state. In each
of these topics, the title and the oracle thereof are fully interpreted,
previous mistakes are corrected and new interpretations are made,
In this issue of the Journal, two topics are presented. One, “The In-
terpretation of Augur K’o0”, and/ /the other, “The Interpretation of Augur
Pin”. other topics will be published in later issues.
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