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    The ideas are expressed in pictures,




    the pictures are expressed in words.




    Clinging to the words,




    we fail to understand the pictures;




    clinging to the pictures,




    we fail to understand the words.




    Having understood the pictures,




    we can forget the words;




    having understood the ideas,




    we can forget the pictures.




    WANG PI (226–249 CE)


  




  

    
INTRODUCTION




    When I first came across the I Ching, at the age of 22, I was not at all attracted by it. I knew a number of people who used to toss coins from time to time and then looked up the result in a book where, they told me, they would find the answers to their very personal questions. When I asked them who had written the book and how it worked, they did not know, nor did they care; they just knew how to consult the ‘oracle’. I wondered how they could get meaningful answers from a source they used like a humble cookery book and I did not like the idea of it. If it really was a ‘book of wisdom’, surely one should have to do more than simply toss coins in order to merit a share in its knowledge?




    I paid little attention to the subject until one day a relative gave me a newspaper cutting he had saved for me, because he knew I was interested in ‘Chinese stuff’. It was a review of an I Ching translation that had just been published, and was illustrated with a whole page of strange-looking signs, each composed of six horizontal lines. Some of the lines were broken, others not, but each sign seemed to be different from all the others. It seemed there was a symbolic language and possibly also a structure behind that mysterious and obscure book.




    I immediately bought a copy of the new edition and started studying. From the short introduction and from other sources, as well as by drawing my own conclusions, I started learning something of the history of I Ching, the Book of Changes.
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How it might have been




    Several thousand years ago, the sages of ancient China began to design a system that would enable man to understand and explain the mutability of things, the mechanisms which make all things happen the way they do. By observation of nature they arrived at the conclusion that the whole world is one eternal flow of changes, and that all changes are, in some way, products of the interaction of two original forces: Yin and Yang.




    Yin is passive, weak, dark and female.




    Yang is active, strong, bright and male.




    Yin and Yang stand for all the contrasts in this world. They are in opposition to each other, but at the same time, as there is no day without night and no peace without war, neither of them can exist on its own. They complement each other and together make a new unit. This relationship was represented as a symbol: a circle with one half light and one half dark. The contrasting dots indicate that each of the two halves also contains its opposite. Hence the mutual attraction.
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    In writing, the two contrasting forces were represented as lines, a broken line for Yin and an unbroken line for Yang.




    From this, the laws of polarity were formulated: to every unit there is an opposite unit. These two complement each other and form together, on a higher level, a new unit. The latter in turn finds its complement with which it forms, on a still higher level, another new unit, and so forth. Vice versa, every unit can be divided into two complementary units, of which each can be subdivided into two again, and so on, infinitely.




    In this way, the ancient sages could demonstrate that complexity could be reduced to a simple and understandable polarity.
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    The division of the two original forces produced four forces: Yang was divided into Yang/Yang and Yang/Yin, while Yin was divided into Yin/Yang and Yin/Yin. In writing, another line was simply added to the first one.
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    The four resulting signs were associated with the four directions of the heavens.
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    In order to refine the system still further, the four forces were divided once more: From Yang/Yang came Yang/Yang/Yang and Yang/ Yang/Yin, and so on. Thus a third line was added and eight signs called trigrams emerged.
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    The sages named the eight signs after nature: Heaven and Earth, Fire and Water, Thunder and Wind, Mountain and Lake. Everything in the world could be fitted into their scheme, and for the time being, no further refinement was needed. Scholars began studying the meanings of the trigrams and their applications in life.
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      GENERAL NOTE: All signs of I Ching are read from bottom to top and, if arranged in a circle, looked at from the centre.


    




    But as one force on its own cannot effect change, the scholars soon started to combine the trigrams by placing one above the other. Thus sixty-four combinations could be formed.




    After having read this, I looked again at the illustration in the newspaper, and there they were: the sixty-four signs of six lines each, called hexagrams.




    The legendary king Wen is said to have first recorded all sixty-four hexagrams and given a name to each, thus laying the foundation stone for the Book of Changes. The sages and rulers of succeeding generations studied the symbols and their meanings thoroughly, drawing more interpretations from them. Rulers began to consult I Ching, seeking counsel for their official duties.




    Over the centuries, new findings were added to the text in the form of commentaries. The great philosopher Confucius was among the many authors of this supplementary text. When he was very old, he is said to have declared that, if he had a further fifty years to live, he would devote himself exclusively to the study of I Ching.




    The book containing these accumulated commentaries became ever more widely known. It survived a great burning of books (around 220 BCE) and gradually became the instrument of popular soothsayers. Inevitably, this brought with it a new flood of commentaries and hypotheses. Soon, the original sixty-four hexagrams and the brief text of the ancient sages seemed doomed to be swamped amidst spurious ‘fair-ground’ nonsense.




    But in the third century CE Wang Pi, a young scholar who died at the age of twenty-three, vigorously opposed this development. In his writings he showed that the value of I Ching lay not in its appeal as a fortune-telling device, but in the sixty-four original hexagrams and the ideas concealed within them – ideas which everyone has ultimately to work out for themselves.




    When I read this, I felt great sympathy for the young scholar. Was that not the same way I had been feeling about I Ching?




    In 1923 I Ching appeared in the West, translated by the German sinologist Richard Wilhelm. His excellent translation was highly acclaimed but hard to understand for the average reader. Subsequently, other versions appeared in other languages, and distinguished thinkers of the twentieth century such as C.G. Jung and Hermann Hesse became deeply involved with I Ching.




    But soon, a development similar to that in China 2,000 years ago, began. More and more commentaries and modern offshoots (the I Ching Calendar, the Medical Book I Ching, the Computer I Ching and so on) appeared in numerous Western languages, and the Book of Changes became known again all too quickly as a book of fortune telling.




    ‘Why did this happen?’ I asked myself. Why did people prefer just one side of the book, the unconscious, mystical one, and not care at all about its conscious, logical side – its basic structure formed by the sixty-four hexagrams?




    There was a simple answer: the prospect of getting answers to all of one’s questions from an old ‘book of wisdom’, just by tossing coins or performing a similar ritual, seems highly attractive, especially to many spiritually insecure inhabitants of the West. And performing such a ritual does not require great skill, nor much time, nor even faith.




    But to get involved with the essence of I Ching, the system of the sixty-four hexagrams and the universal laws hidden within them which determine the course of our existence – that is a completely different matter. It means being conscious of all the hexagrams, their meanings and relationships, all at once. Something like playing chess in one’s head.




    At this point it occurred to me that if I had a card to represent each sign I would not have to do it all in my head. I would be able to interrelate the signs by moving the cards around. By playing with the cards physically on a table, I could visualize everything! Not only that, with a symbolic picture and a specific colour on each card, I would even get rid of those confusing broken and unbroken lines.




    

      So the idea of the I Ching picture cards was born.
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The I Ching picture cards




    The ‘visual’ I Ching comprises sixty-four picture or combination cards representing the hexagrams (with borders), plus eight basic cards (without borders) representing the trigrams. These eight basic cards, shown opposite, are introduced in the next section.
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