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The character 75 (ji) is an
umbrella term that refers to all
members of the alcohol family. Add
in a prefix, and you have the specific
kind of alcohol, such as wine (%]
%]78 pitaojit), beer (T35 pijiv) and
cocktails (32 )5 wain). JB is also
distinguished by color, such as 577
(huéngjit, yellow rice wine) and £ ;74
(hongiti, red wine), short for £] ] 4
J (hongputéoji). What about white

wine, you say? Is it (578 (baiit)?
White wine is actually (5 %] 48
(baiputaoiit) which is far from 358
(ogijiz), a Chinese specialty.

People suspect that 5/ has
existed for thousands of years,
ever since ancient Chinese people
had their first taste of alcohol.

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
radical j representing liquid, while
on the right is 79 (y3u), the shape of
a brewing jar. Together, they form
a picture of a jar overflowing with
alcohol. Besides its original meaning
as a brewing jar, 79 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 75, there are 12 terms
that the ancient Chinese used to
measure and record time, called
the Twelve Earthly Branches (-

T HOSZ snier aizn). First used to

Jiu (B), it’s as blurry as you’d think
/NN H H R A T

represent months, these terms

were later adopted to name years,

specifically the years in a 12-year-

cycle. As early as 2,000 years ago,

Chinese astronomers noticed

that Jupiter (A2 muxing or & 2

suiing, 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, 78 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 7 in it, it most likely has
something to do with alcohol

or fermentation in general, for
example, FZ (zu, drunk) , B (niang,
brew), B (cu, vinegar), F& (suan,
sour) and # (jeong, sauce). However,
the meaning of some characters
has changed over time, which
means the 79 radical is not always
related to alcohol. For instance, B2
(xing, to wake up) originally meant
“sober”, but is now unrelated to
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alcohol. Therefore, even though
the 7§ radical can provide you
with some clues for its meaning,
for an up-to-date definition, it
is recommended to look in a
dictionary.

If done responsibly, drinking 77

can make one a distinguished figure.

For the great scholars and warriors
of the past, drinking f§ was an
indispensable recreational activity
that accompanied singing, poetry
recitals and, bravely, sword dances.
Mentioning the expressions “3 JH
48X (aui i dang ge, alcohol should
be accompanied by singing) or “J§
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A TR (it éng 2 ian bei
shéo, you can never drink enough
with close friends) in a toast would
definitely be welcomed. If a talented
artist or writer drank to relax or
look for inspiration, then one would
respectfully award him with the
name “JF11l” (jixian, the drinking
immortal), but an excessive drinker,
or alcoholic, deserved the name “J/8
527 (igur, the drinking ghost).
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
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this by saying that you “JE/5% ="
(jitihou shiyan, misspoke while drunk)
and therefore should not be held
responsible. But be ready to face their
rejoinders that you may have actually
“;@ED:{:E%” (j\'ﬂhc‘)u tU zhényan, 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 (Z2[9)
spoke these words of wisdom, “{&7H
FeRKFK B RK (e it jimo chou chou géng
chéu, drinking will only make your
problems worse).
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