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Remarks on the History of Writing
Systems in East Asia

Lee, Ki-moon

The present paper is an attempt to make a survey on the history
of the writing systems in East Asia, mainly with the view of clari-
fying the background for the creation of the Korean script, Han’gtl,
in the middle fifteenth century. There have been extensive studies
on the various problems involving the creation of the Han’gtl system,
especially on its theoretical bages. Little gttention, however, has been
paid to the historical context in which the script was created.

The writing systems which were used by various peoples in East
Asia prior to the advent of the Han'gtl system can be classified
into three groups according to their basic characteristics and genetic
relationghips. (1) Chinese characters which were used not only by
the Chinese but also by the Koreans, Japanese and Vietnamese.
There were various efforts among these foreign users to utilize the
characters to transcribe their own languages. (2) The Kitan, Hsi-Hsia
and Jurchen scripts. These scripts were created and used by the
peoples who founded their states on the northern border of China.
Although these scripts clearly show the influence from the -Chinese
characters in their structures, they are still largely undeciphered. (3)
The Turkic runic script, the Uighur script and the hFP ags-pa script.
These scripts represented the alphabetic systems which ultimately
were derived from the Aramaic script. The Uighur script has also
been used by the Mongols since the thirteenth century. These scripts
were distributed on the peripheral regions of East Asia.

The Korean script can be regarded as the culmination of the long
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history of writings in East Asia. As an alphabetic system of writ-
ing, it can not be denied that it is related with the above-mentioned
group (3). There is no doubt that most of the scripts in the group
(3) ‘were known to the Koreans in the fifteenth century. The Han’gtil
system, on the other hand, shows several features which character-
ized the scripts of the group (2). We can mention, ambng others, the
syllabic grouping of letters. The Han’gll system, howewver, wag not
a modification of any system mentioned above in any respects. It
was created on the basis of the theories which were developed by the
Korean specialists in phonology and grammatology. The consonant
letter shapes, for instance, were the depictions of the speech organs
involved in the production of the consonants themselves. Han’gil is
a scientific system of writing in the strict sense of the word.



