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The History of the Word rekisei (Asphalt)

— The Influences of the Translation of the Holy Bible and mineralogy on Chinese ——
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Doshisha Women's College of Liberal Arts, Special appointment professor

Abstract

The old Chinese word rekisei mean “pine resin”. Now it refers to asphalt, cortar and pitch.
This change meaning was caused by the acceptance of two types of Western knowledge.

The first was the Holy Bible. When R. Morison translated the Holy Bible into Chinese, —
there was no Chinese word for asphalt, so he used rekisei. This new meaning was introduced
into Japanese by J. C. Hepburn’s “Japanese-English and English-Japanese Dictionary” third
edition (1886).

The second type of knowledge was mineralogy. Japanese mineralogist had previously used
the translation do-rekisei and chi-rekisei (do and chi means“earth”) for “asphalt” but do and chi
gradually came to be left off, so the current term is rekisei for asphalt, cortar and pitch.
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