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Ủ૰
ጴࡲ ON THE

CHARACTER

  The character ৶ (ji^) is an 
umbrella term that refers to all 
members of  the alcohol family. Add 
QV�I�XZMÅ`��IVL�aW]�PI^M�\PM�[XMKQÅK�
kind of  alcohol, such as wine (೯
༥৶ p%t1oji^), beer (ು৶!p!ji^) and 
cocktails (च࿂৶ j~w0iji^). ৶!is also 
distinguished by color, such as ࣜ৶ 
(hu1ngji^, yellow rice wine) and ࢤ৶ 
(h5ngji^, red wine), short for ࢤ೯༥ ৶

Jiu  (৶ ) ,  i t ’s  a s  blu r r y  as  you ’d  th ink
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৶!(h5ngp%t1oji^). What about white 
wine, you say? Is it ӣ৶ (b1iji^)? 
White wine is actually ӣ೯༥৶ 
(b1ip%t1oji^) which is far from ӣ৶ 
(b2iji^), a Chinese specialty. 
  People suspect that ৶!has 
existed for thousands of  years, 
ever since ancient Chinese people 
PIL�\PMQZ�ÅZ[\�\I[\M�WN �ITKWPWT��
Like many Chinese characters, its 
earliest version is pictographic, and 
the spirit of  the character is still 
preserved in its modern form. On 
the left of  the character is the water 
radicalឥrepresenting liquid, while 
on the right is ᆵ (y6u), the shape of  
a brewing jar. Together, they form 
I�XQK\]ZM�WN �I�RIZ�W^MZÆW_QVO�_Q\P�
alcohol. Besides its original meaning 
as a brewing jar, ᆵ was also 
borrowed to refer to the month of  
August according to the traditional 
lunar calendar. The connection 
between “August” and “brewing 
jar” is quite intuitive: with all the 
ripened grain in the autumn, it is 
high time to start boozing. 
  Including ᆵ, there are 12 terms 
that the ancient Chinese used to 
measure and record time, called 
the Twelve Earthly Branches (ๆ
 ኧ!Sh!'-r d#zh~). First used toںܾ

represent months, these terms 
were later adopted to name years, 
[XMKQÅKITTa�\PM�aMIZ[�QV�I����aMIZ�
cycle. As early as 2,000 years ago, 
Chinese astronomers noticed 
that Jupiter (ఢ႓ m&x~ng or ໠႓ 
su#x~ng, the star of  years, in ancient 
Chinese) would pass a different 
section of  the sky each year, and 
repeat its cycle every 12 years. 
  With such a heavy responsibility 
of  denoting time, ᆵ gradually 
lost the meaning of  a liquor 
jar and came to mean simply 
one of  the Earthly Branches, 
as a single character. Luckily, 

it also functions as a radical for a 
series of  related characters and 
its association with liquor stays 
the same. If  you see a character 
with ᆵ in it, it most likely has 
something to do with alcohol 
or fermentation in general, for 
example, ፋ (zu#, drunk) , ౔ (ni3ng, 
brew), ٛ (c&, vinegar), ໗ (su`n, 
sour) and আ (ji3ng, sauce). However, 
the meaning of  some characters 
has changed over time, which 
means the ᆵ!radical is not always 
related to alcohol. For instance, ႝ 
(x@ng, to wake up) originally meant 
“sober”, but is now unrelated to 

alcohol. Therefore, even though 
the ᆵ!radical can provide you 
with some clues for its meaning, 
NWZ�IV�]X�\W�LI\M�LMÅVQ\QWV��Q\�
is recommended to look in a 
dictionary.
  If  done responsibly, drinking ৶
KIV�UISM�WVM�I�LQ[\QVO]Q[PML�ÅO]ZM��
For the great scholars and warriors 
of  the past, drinking ৶ was an 
indispensable recreational activity 
that accompanied singing, poetry 
recitals and, bravely, sword dances. 
Mentioning the expressions “ܔ৶
 du# ji^ d`ng g8, alcohol should) ”ߤړ
be accompanied by singing) or “৶

 ኪमഥԗณ” (ji^ f9ng zh~j@ qi`n b8iވ

sh2o, you can never drink enough 
with close friends) in a toast would 
LMÅVQ\MTa�JM�_MTKWUML��1N �I�\ITMV\ML�
artist or writer drank to relax or 
look for inspiration, then one would 
respectfully award him with the 
name “৶့” (ji^xi`n, the drinking 
immortal), but an excessive drinker, 
or alcoholic, deserved the name “৶
.(ji^gu@, the drinking ghost) ”ࡇ
  There are also many expressions 
describing the effects of  alcohol. 
Remember the time you got drunk 
and blurted out a lot of  things you 
later regretted? You can just excuse 

this by saying that you “৶ࢫ฿ჾ” 
(ji^h7u sh~y1n, misspoke while drunk) 
and therefore should not be held 
responsible. But be ready to face their 
rejoinders that you may have actually 
“৶ུࢫኈჾ” (ji^h7u t^ zh8ny1n, told 
the truth after a few drinks). While 
many of  us feel the impulse to drown 
our sorrows with wine, the great Tang 
Dynasty (618-907) poet Li Bai (૚ӣ) 
spoke these words of  wisdom, “঺৶
এؔؔ߸ؔ” (ji- ji^ ji`o ch5u ch5u g-ng 

ch5u, drinking will only make your 
problems worse).
BY LAO HUANG AND XIAO CHU, TRANSLATED BY LIU 
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