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Objectives

Develop a model suitable for representing 
premodern chinese texts and their content

Implement a specialized work bench to 
interact with this model

Allow for compatibility with existing 
standards for text and Knowledge 
representation



Overview

Aspects and Dimensions of Texts

Beyond the letter of texts: The 
construction of meaning

demonstration

This presentation has three parts:



Aspects and 
Dimensions of  

texts



1. Physical Dimension
The book as physical object









1. Physical Dimension

The book as physical object

This dimension can not be digitized at all

It can be described, for example in a catalog

the description will always be specific to 
one singular object



2. Visual Dimension
A facsimile view of a text









2. Visual Dimension

A facsimile view of a text

The specific layout, orthography, style and 
Font of a Book

Digitized as a digital image



3. Semiotic Dimension
Encode the signs in the text





3. Semiotic Dimension

Encode the signs in the text

Abstract from specific signs?

Digitized as encoded characters

Technical issues, such as Character 
Encoding arise



4. Phonetic Dimension
The sound of a text if read aloud



4. Phonetic Dimension





4. Phonetic Dimension

The sound of a text if read aloud

digitized as recording? transcription?

Some texts mark unusual readings

This might also indicate special meaning

Prosody in Poetry



5. Structural Dimension
Content Hierarchy of the Text



5.Structural Dimension

The content hierarchy of a document

The hierarchy might be implicit or explicit

There might be multiple conflicting 
hierarchies in a document





6. Semantic Dimension
Content of the Text



6. Semantic Dimension

The content of the text

Analyzed according to any convenient model

Identifying features of interest

In this case, digitized using XML and TEI P5





XML? TEI? P5?
A short technical interlude

XML is a technical specification maintained 
by the World Wide Web Consortium

It provides the syntax for the encoding of 
texts

TEI is a specification by the Text Encoding 
Initiative, written and maintained by 
scholars of different fields in the 
Humanities

P5 is the latest release of the TEI 
specification, scheduled to be formally 
released next month



7. Temporal and 
Spatial Dimension
Specifics of the Text in Time and Space





7. Temporal and 
Spatial Dimension

Time and Place of the creation of a Text 

Time and Place of Editions of the Text 

Times and Places the text reports about

Times and Places mentioned in the text 



Schema of the Model



8. Derived Texts and 
Intertextuality (1)

Summaries of a text

Continuations of a text

Translations of a text

Adaptations of a literary theme

digitized as separate linked texts



8. Derived Texts and 
Intertextuality (2)

Texts this text builds upon:

quotations

Allusions

annotations, commentary

Texts that build upon this text

digitized as separate linked texts



Enhanced Model



The Construction 
of Meaning



Construction of 
Meaning

Fundamental question for all disciplines of 
the Humanities

Hermeneutics as a branch of Philosophy

Content oriented linguistic research

Semantic universals



Hermeneutics
pre-conditions for understanding are pre-
judices

The text’s meaning is constructed from a 
proper understanding of its parts, based on 
these prejudices

these partial understandings are then 
related to the whole, thereby modifying the 
pre-judices and arriving at a more profound 
understanding

fusion of readers horizon with the Texts 
horizon



Semantic Universals
Understanding across linguistic boundaries 
is possible due to shared meaning in the 
form of “Semanitc Universals”

Philosophically, this approach can be seen 
in the tradition of G.W. Leibniz

Recent work is done by C. Goddard and A. 
Wierzbizcka as an attempt to identify shared 
concepts across cultures

The Thesaurus Linguae Sericae (TLS) by Ch. 
Harbsmeier has taken up this idea



Steps in the construction 
of Meaning

Look at a text, parse it and split it in meaningful units (segments, phrases) 
Looking at the characters and words that make up a phrase, consider the possible 

meanings in light of the double-fold context: 
The context of the phrase and text where it appears 
The context where the word has been used before, the context it appears in other texts 
Consider what additional contributions to the meaning from these other locations can 

be brought to bear on the text at hand.
This opens up the horizon to the texts written so far, which provide the context for this 

text, but also the horizon of the texts that are written later and might react in some ways 
on this text. 

keeping a record of this construction of meaning makes the process tractable, opens up the 
possibilities of fine-tuning, reflections and further research. 

We can go further by analyzing the words, how their meaning can be placed in an 
analytical framework of generalized and abstracted core aspects and shades of the 
meanings that are actualized in the text. 

Another layer open for investigation is the syntactical analysis, categorization of the 
functioning of the words. 

The meaning of the word can then be located in the semantical system of the language 
(framework of all analyzed and categorized meanings). 




Construction of Meaning(2)
At the same time, not just the relationship within the system of tradition, language and 

words has to be considered, but also the relationship through which this system 
engages with the world. 

The construction of meaning also depends on the type of text and observations 
connected with this: 

for a law for example the problem in society it addresses and tries to deal with vs. 
the ideal it aims at. 

Odes: Many possible readings of a poem -> huge variety of interpretations and 
commentators 

Historical Records -> how are the ‘facts’ presented, the actors characterized, what 
conclusions does it draw 

Our reading of the text stands in the context of all previous readings, re-enacts the text 
against the background of all previous readings. Traces of these previous readings 
are most obvious in the commentaries that directly comment on the text, but they 
also reach out into other contemporary and later allusions.

Now going through the phrases of a sentence and then paragraph, we repeat this 
process. 

Quite a different aspect of meaning opens up when going beyond the individual 
components of the text and try to understand the larger units of meaning of the text, 
the theme, the historical setting from which it speaks, the audience it addresses and 
so forth. 



demonstration



Towards a Knowledgebase 
of Oriental Studies

The KBOS will conceptually consist of several 
components:
A representation of the texts
A collection of reference dictionaries
Annotation, comment, cross-reference and translation 
of the texts

An analytic dictionary, created and expanded while 
reading texts 

A bibliographical database
An encyclopedic database 










