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0. Background 

After the staff / western music notation (五线谱/五綫譜) and the number music 

notation (简谱/簡譜) were used widely in China, the folk music researchers 

realized that there was a special kind of rhythm form which had been used long 

ago in China, and this form is still common today, so they need a “new” beat sign 

to record this form. 

Prof. Pénɡ Shìduān (彭世端) defined the music used this kind of rhythm form is the 

“free beat music with uneven time position, uneven rhythm, which cannot be 

measured by fixed time interval (beat) and cannot beat.” (时位不匀整的, 非均分

律动的, 不能用固定时距（拍）来衡量的, 打不出拍子来的自由节拍音乐。) Prof. 

Xiànɡ Qiánkūn (向乾坤 ) inherited this definition in his research. Now the 

researchers used the following symbol to record this kind of rhythm form 

consistently. Please see Fig. 0.1. We can call it as the Sanban Sign (散板符号/散板

符號) now. Prof. Pénɡ mentioned this sign had been used in the book 《中国戏曲

音乐集成（陕西卷）》 in 1983 in her paper, and this sign had been accepted and 

used by more and more researchers and musicians. As Fig. 2.23 shows, the Sanban 

Sign is also used in Hong Kong SAR. 

 

Fig. 0.1 Sanban Sign 

https://appsrv.cse.cuhk.edu.hk/~irg/irg/irg58/IRGN2540_SanbanSign.pdf
http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2022/22207-sanban-sign.pdf
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Earlier, the researchers only used the Han character “散” (sǎn) at the same position 

of the scores to record this kind of rhythm form. Please see Fig. 0.2, which is the 

music score of Master Méi Lánfānɡ’s (梅兰芳/梅蘭芳) performance. 

 

Fig. 0.2 Hung-hsien’s Theft of the Box, the Peking Opera 

The video is here. 

Culture and Art Publishing House (CAAPH, 文化艺术出版社) published a series of 

https://haokan.baidu.com/v?pd=wisenatural&vid=2528841697720682305
http://www.caaph.com/


3 
 

books named Reference Compilation of Chinese Ethnic Music (《中国民族音乐参考

资料辑录》) in June this year (2022). This reference compilation collected several 

precious ethnic census reports in the early days of the founding of PRC, so we can 

see the Sanban Sign has been used in 1961. Please Fig. 0.3. This song was cited 

from the book named 《说唱音乐》 (rap is also translated as “说唱音乐” in 

modern Chinese currently, but it doesn’t mean rap here) collected in the series and 

edited by the Ethnic Music Research Class of Chinese Music Research Institute, 

Central Conservatory of Music (中央音乐学院中国音乐研究所民族音乐研究班). 

The Chinese Music Research Institute was established in November, 1949, and 

became a part of the Art Research Institution of the Ministry of Culture of PRC in 

1973, and this art research institution was renamed as Chinese National Academy 

of Arts (中国艺术研究院) by the State Council of PRC later. The current full name 

of the Chinese Music Research Institute is the Music Research Institute of Chinese 

National Academy of Arts (中国艺术研究院音乐研究所), which is under the 

Ministry of Culture and Tourism of PRC at present. Now, as we know, the Sanban 

Sign is used for the Chinese folk music and so many kinds of Chinese local operas 

(地方戏曲), such as Kunqu Opera (昆曲), Peking Opera (京剧), Yueju Opera (粤剧), 

Shaoxing Yueju Opera (越剧), Sichuanese Opera (川剧), Pingju Opera (评剧), Huju 

Opera (沪剧) and so on. “董西廂” (Dǒnɡ Xīxiānɡ) mentioned in Fig. 0.3 means the 

traditional opera script named Western Chamber Romance (《西厢记/西厢記》) 

written by Master Tung (董解元) in Jurchen Jin Dynasty (金代). This version was 

adapted from the novel named Biography of Yingying (《《莺莺 /鶯鶯傳》) written 

by Yuán Zhěn (元稹) in Tang Dynasty (唐代), and adapted into the other version 

of Western Chamber Romance written by Wánɡ Shífǔ (王实甫/王實甫) in Yuan 

Dynasty (元代). This is a famous story in China, which has been adapted into local 

operas, movies and TV dramas for so many times, such as 1965 version, 2000 

version, 2004 version, 2013 version and so on. 

 

https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/
https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/
https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/music_research.html
https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/music_research.html
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=11713
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=11878
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=11841
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13267
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13161
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13260
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13269
https://www.ihchina.cn/Article/Index/detail?id=13269
https://movie.douban.com/subject/1479767/
https://movie.douban.com/subject/22734052/
https://movie.douban.com/subject/22734052/
https://movie.douban.com/subject/2279831/
https://movie.douban.com/subject/5258658/
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Fig. 0.3 Master Tung’s Western Chamber Romance 

The other series of books named Investigation Reports on Chinese Traditional Music 

(《中国 统音乐考察报告》) which was also published by CAAPH shows more 

https://book.douban.com/subject/36101681/
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uses and the earlier forms of the Sanban Sign. The afterword said that the 

musicians represented by Yánɡ Yìnlíu (杨荫浏/楊蔭瀏) and Cáo Ānhé (曹安和) 

made a series of in-depth interviews and studies on so many types of traditional 

folk music in 1950, such as “河北定县子位村吹歌会”, “天津曲艺艺人”, “北京盲艺

人曲艺队”, “民间艺人阿炳”, “苏南吹打”, “十番锣鼓”, “昆曲鼓板” and so on. In 1952, 

Yánɡ Yìnlíu and other researchers edited a book named 《《崑曲花鼓及角色説明》 

used to record the Kunqu music based on the interviews and studies in 1950, 

which was the earliest material related to the Sanban Sign. Please see Fig. 2.37. At 

that time, the glyph form for the Sanban Sign like U+5344 (卄) more. The materials 

edited in 1953 and 1954 followed to use this glyph form as Figs. 2.35, 2.36 and 

2.39 show. The material edited in 1956 shows two forms, Fig. 2.25 shows the glyph 

like U+5EFE (廾) more, and Figs. 2.26-2.34 still follow the glyph form like U+5344 

(卄) more. In 1963, the book Folk Music Interview Manual (《《民间音乐访手册》》) 

was published, which was the first time to specify the official glyph form and name 

for the Sanban Sign in a standard-like document. Please see Fig. 2.38. Since then, 

the glyph form, name and use of the Sanban Sign had gradually stabilized. In 1981, 

the book Typeface Table of the Scientific Symbols (《科技符号字模表》) was 

published, which was also a standard-like document on movable type engraving at 

that time. Please see Fig. 2.24. Therefore, we can know there are three glyph forms 

for the Sanban Sign in the real use, and the submitted form and the corresponding 

use had been authoritative in China since 1960s. The creation of the Sanban Sign 

was inseparable from the in-depth research of Yánɡ Yìnlíu and other researchers 

in the Music Research Institute of Chinese National Academy of Arts. 

Table 0.1 Three glyph forms for the Sanban Sign 

   

Glyph form 1 

mainly used in 1950s 

Glyph form 2 

used in 1956 

Glyph form 3 

mainly used after 1963 

In Section 23 of L2/22-248, SAH wrote “We recommend use of the KATAKANA 

LETTER SA U+30B5, which is supported in Chinese fonts. If the character appears 

within text and needs to be distinguished from Japanese text, then the character 

would be a candidate for disunification.” The current design guide and uses of 

Katakana Letter Sa in the digital fonts used in mainland China was introduced in 

GB/T 2312-1980 firstly. In the fonts, the Katakana strokes are not the same as the 

https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/character_detail/3365.html
https://www.zgysyjy.org.cn/character_detail/3278.html
http://www.unicode.org/L2/L2022/22248-script-adhoc-rept.pdf?page=25
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D79E19D3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
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ideographic strokes, and the strokes of the Sanban Sign are the same as the 

ideographic strokes, so rendering would not be appropriate if we unify the Sanban 

Sign with the Katakana Sa. Please compare Tables 0.1 and 0.2. 

Table 0.2 Katakana Sa in several GB standards and GBK 

     

GB/T 2312 GBK 
GB 18030 

(2000) 

GB 18030 

(2005) 

GB 18030 

(2022) 

Table 0.2 shows the Katakana strokes of Katakana Sa should be more similar to the 

Kai style when the ideographic style is Sung/Ming style in one font, but Table 0.1 

shows the stokes of the Sanban Sign always are the same as the corresponding 

ideographic style. On the other hand, Glyph form 1 and Glyph form 2 mentioned in 

Table 0.1 could be unified to the Sanban Sign, but they could not be unified to 

Katakana Sa. As Fig. 2.38 shows, the glyph form is derived from the ideograph 散 

U+6563 (also compare with Fig. 0.2 and my explanation above), which is similar 

to the situation of Katakana Sa, but it was impossible for the Chinese researchers 

and musicians to use a Japanese “symbol” to define as a Chinese symbol in 1950s. 

Please note that PRC and Japan established diplomatic relations in 1972. 

SAH also wrote “The examples in the proposal are from scores, which are not plain 

text.” In ISO/IEC TR 15285:1998, the term “plain text” was defined as “a coded 

character sequence that does not contain additional formatting information”. I 

think the uses of the Sanban Sign match the definition, and I provided the use in 

the Chinese running text in Fig. 2.38. Please note that ISO/IEC TR 15285:1998 has 

been withdrawn as the request in SC2 N4767, but the definition is still useful for 

us to clarify the meaning of the term “plain text”. 

 

1. Proposal 

I once submitted IRGN2540 Request to discuss how to handle the Sanban Sign for 

Chinese folk music and local operas to IRG, and the document was presented during 

IRG #58. At that time, I provided 5 methods to handle the Sanban Sign, which are 

to encode as a separate CJKUI, to encode as a separate symbol like the CJK 

punctuation, to encode as a separate musical symbol, to unify to U+5344 (卄), and 

to unify to U+30B5 (Katakana Letter Sa, サ). IRG asked its experts to give feedback 

on the suitable method of encoding the Sanban Sign. John Jenkins provided his 

https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D79585D3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D79585D3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D800B5D3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=71F772D800B5D3A7E05397BE0A0AB82A
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=E4A2A4C875726A5DE05397BE0A0A61E8
https://std.samr.gov.cn/gb/search/gbDetailed?id=E4A2A4C875726A5DE05397BE0A0A61E8
https://www.iso.org/standard/27163.html
https://appsrv.cse.cuhk.edu.hk/~irg/irg/irg58/IRGN2540_SanbanSign.pdf
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feedback on Slack during IRG #58, and he said “It's definitely not a CJKUI. IMHO it 

should be encoded as its own character, presumably in the Musical Symbols block.” 

Henry Chan provided his feedback to encode it as a CJK symbol or musical symbol. 

WGCLIAC discussed this issue at its 23rd meeting, and HKSARG submitted the 

discussion result of WGCLIAC as its feedback to IRG to suggest encoding the 

Sanban Sign as a separate musical symbol. SMuFL project under W3C discussed 

this symbol as their GitHub Issue #172. At that SMuFL issue, they call the symbol 

as “Chinese open meter time signature” and provided several other pieces of 

evidence. At last, they also treat it as a separate musical symbol as U+EC87 in their 

PUA collection, but one of the discussants misunderstood the introduction time 

and the original form. As they wrote, this symbol was once used as other different 

forms like U+5344 (卄) or 3-stroke form of U+8279 (艹), even U+5EFE (廾) 

because of the limitations of the former regional character set or movable type 

engraving, but the current most common form has been the same as the submitted 

one in this document since 1960s. 

To sum up, I propose to encode the Sanban Sign as a musical symbol separately in 

the Musical Symbols block. The reasons are shown as below, which are revised 

based on the HKSARG feedback. 

(1) The Sanban sign is a symbol rather than a Han character, which the main 

purpose is to use it in the running scores not the texts; 

(2) The Sanban sign is used as a musical notation with its own meaning; 

(3) Unlike Han characters, the Sanban sign does not have a pronunciation, but it 

has a stable name as a musical symbol; 

(4) The Sanban sign cannot be found in any dictionary of Han characters. 

For the character name, I think the original name of the symbol is better than 

others. 

For the common glyph style, as Figs. 0.3, 2.24, 2.38 and several evidence pictures 

in Section 2 show, the most common one is Sung/Ming style currently, so I choose 

this one. When we use the Sung/Ming style form as I proposed, the most direct 

visual impression is different from Katakana Letter Sa in the code charts. 

I proposed the Sanban Sign as U+1D1EB. The information in NameList.txt is shown 

as below. 

@  Chinese notation 

@+  The following range is specific to Chinese folk   

https://appsrv.cse.cuhk.edu.hk/~irg/irg/irg58/IRGN2540FeedbackFromHenryChan.pdf
https://appsrv.cse.cuhk.edu.hk/~irg/irg/irg58/IRGN2540-HKSAR-Feedback.pdf
https://w3c.github.io/smufl/latest/index.html
https://github.com/w3c/smufl/issues/172
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music and local operas. 

U+1D1EB MUSICAL SYMBOL SANBAN 

 = sanban sign 

 x (katakana letter sa - 30B5) 

 x 5344 

 x 5EFE 

 x 8279 

The script value should be common like other musical symbols, which is not like 

Katakana letters. 

The proposed glyph is shown as below, which is the same as Fig. 0.1. 

 

The UCD information in UnicodeData.txt is shown as below. 

1D1EB;MUSICAL SYMBOL SANBAN;Lm;So;0;L;;;;;N;;;;; 

The information in VerticalOrientation.txt is shown as below. Please see Fig. 2.23. 

1D1EB          ; U  # So         MUSICAL SYMBOL SANBAN 

The information in EastAsianWidth.txt is shown as below. Please see Fig. 2.24. 

1D1EB;W          # So         MUSICAL SYMBOL SANBAN 

Other properties should be like other musical symbols as well if needed. 
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2. Evidence 

 

Fig. 2.1 [12], p. 21 
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Fig. 2.2 [12], p. 90 
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Fig. 2.3 [13], p. 78 

 

 

 

Fig. 2.4 [13], p. 94 
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Fig. 2.5 [8], p. 64 
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Fig. 2.6 [8], p. 102 

 

 

Fig. 2.7 [6], p. 49 
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Fig. 2.8 [14], p. 50 

 

 

Fig. 2.9 [14], p. 67 
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Fig. 2.10 [15], p. 41 

 

 

Fig. 2.11 [15], p. 94 
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Fig. 2.12 [10], p. 102 
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Fig. 2.13 [9], p. 136 

 

 

Fig. 2.14 [9], p. 154 
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Fig. 2.15 [11], p. 286 

 

 

Fig. 2.16 [11], p. 307 
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Fig. 2.17 [7], p. 1 
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Fig. 2.18 [7], p. 61 
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Fig. 2.19 [16], p. 3 
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Fig. 2.20 [16], p. 163 

 

 

Fig. 2.21 [16], p. 107 
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Fig. 2.22 [17], p. 11 
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Fig. 2.23 [19], p. 87 
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Fig. 2.24 [1], p. 162 
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Fig. 2.25 [23], Volume 3, p. 584 

The original book here is 《《中国音乐研究所刊  湖南音乐普查报告》 edited by 

中国音乐研究所, published by 音乐出版社 in 1956. Figs. 2.26-2.34 are all cited 

from the same book. 
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Fig. 2.26 [23], Volume 3, p. 586 
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Fig. 2.27 [23], Volume 3, p. 589 
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Fig. 2.28 [23], Volume 3, p. 592 
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Fig. 2.29 [23], Volume 3, p. 599 
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Fig. 2.30 [23], Volume 3, p. 603 
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Fig. 2.31 [23], Volume 3, p. 607 
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Fig. 2.32 [23], Volume 3, p. 614 
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Fig. 2.33 [23], Volume 3, p. 617 
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Fig. 2.34 [23], Volume 3, p. 618 
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Fig. 2.35 [23], Volume 5, p. 36 

The original book here is 《《民族音乐研究所印资资料十十  山西省秧歌及花鼓》

edited by 民族音乐研究所 in 1953. 
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Fig. 2.36 [23], Volume 6, p. 286 

The original book here is 《《南南吹打座提綱》》 edited by 中央音樂學院民族音

樂研究所 in 1954. 
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Fig. 2.37 [23], Volume 6, p. 465 

The original book is 《民族音樂研究所印资資料十十六 崑曲花鼓及角色説明》 

edited by 高步雲, 楊蔭瀏 and 李元慶 in 1952. 
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Fig. 2.38 [23], Volume 10, p. 481 

The original book here is 《《民间音乐访手册》》 edited by 中央音乐学院中国音

乐研究所 in 1963. 
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Fig. 2.39 [21], p. 83 

The original report here is 《中央音樂學院中國古代音樂研究室探訪記録第 21

號 智化寺京音樂（三）》 written by 楊蔭瀏 in 1953. 
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Fig. 2.40 [20], Volume 2, p. 96 

The original book here is 《《抄北北京智化寺出出樂譜》 collected by 楊蔭瀏. This 

is the original score of Fig. 2.39, which is written with one kind of the Peking 

Musical Notations. The Peking Musical Notation has not been introduced in UCS 

and Unicode, but it will be clarified in future when I finished the studies on it. 
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ISO/IEC JTC 1/SC 2/WG 2 

PROPOSAL SUMMARY FORM TO ACCOMPANY SUBMISSIONS 

FOR ADDITIONS TO THE REPERTOIRE OF ISO/IEC 10646TP

1
PT  

Please fill all the sections A, B and C below. 

Please read Principles and Procedures Document (P & P) from HTUhttp://std.dkuug.dk/JTC1/SC2/WG2/docs/principles.html UTH for guidelines and details before 

filling this form. 

Please ensure you are using the latest Form from HTUhttp://std.dkuug.dk/JTC1/SC2/WG2/docs/summaryform.htmlUTH. 

See also HTUhttp://std.dkuug.dk/JTC1/SC2/WG2/docs/roadmaps.html UTH for latest Roadmaps. 

A. Administrative 

   1. Title: Updated proposal to encode the Sanban Sign for Chinese folk music and local 
operas 

 

2. Requester's name: Eiso CHAN  

3. Requester type (Member body/Liaison/Individual contribution): Individual contribution  

4. Submission date: 2022-12-19  

5. Requester's reference (if applicable):   

6. Choose one of the following:   

 This is a complete proposal: YES  

 (or) More information will be provided later:   

   B. Technical – General 

   1. Choose one of the following:   

 a. This proposal is for a new script (set of characters): NO  

 Proposed name of script:   

 b. The proposal is for addition of character(s) to an existing block: YES  

 Name of the existing block: Musical Symbols  

2. Number of characters in proposal: 1  

3. Proposed category (select one from below - see section 2.2 of P&P document):   

 A-Contemporary X B.1-Specialized (small collection)  B.2-Specialized (large collection)   

 C-Major extinct  D-Attested extinct  E-Minor extinct   

 F-Archaic Hieroglyphic or Ideographic    G-Obscure or questionable usage symbols   

4. Is a repertoire including character names provided? YES  

 a. If YES, are the names in accordance with the “character naming guidelines”   

 in Annex L of P&P document? YES  

 b. Are the character shapes attached in a legible form suitable for review? YES  

5. Fonts related:   

 a. Who will provide the appropriate computerized font to the Project Editor of 10646 for publishing the standard?   

 Eiso CHAN  

 b. Identify the party granting a license for use of the font by the editors (include address, e-mail, ftp-site, etc.):  

 Eiso CHAN, eisoch@126.com  

6. References:   

 a. Are references (to other character sets, dictionaries, descriptive texts etc.) provided? YES  

 b. Are published examples of use (such as samples from newspapers, magazines, or other sources)   

 of proposed characters attached? YES  

7. Special encoding issues:   

 Does the proposal address other aspects of character data processing (if applicable) such as input,   

 presentation, sorting, searching, indexing, transliteration etc. (if yes please enclose information)? NO  

   

8. Additional Information: 

Submitters are invited to provide any additional information about Properties of the proposed Character(s) or Script that will 

assist in correct understanding of and correct linguistic processing of the proposed character(s) or script.  Examples of such 

properties are: Casing information, Numeric information, Currency information, Display behaviour information such as line 

breaks, widths etc., Combining behaviour, Spacing behaviour, Directional behaviour, Default Collation behaviour, relevance in 

Mark Up contexts, Compatibility equivalence and other Unicode normalization related information.  See the Unicode standard 

at HTUhttp://www.unicode.orgUTH for such information on other scripts.  Also see Unicode Character Database 

( Hhttp://www.unicode.org/reports/tr44/       ) and associated Unicode Technical Reports for information needed for consideration by 

the Unicode Technical Committee for inclusion in the Unicode Standard. 
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PT Form number: N4502-F (Original 1994-10-14; Revised 1995-01, 1995-04, 1996-04, 1996-08, 1999-03, 2001-05, 2001-09, 2003-11, 2005-01, 2005-09, 2005-10, 2007-03, 2008-05, 2009-11, 

2011-03, 2012-01) 
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C. Technical - Justification  

   1. Has this proposal for addition of character(s) been submitted before? NO  

 If YES explain   

2. Has contact been made to members of the user community (for example: National Body,   

 user groups of the script or characters, other experts, etc.)? YES  

 If YES, with whom? the Chinese folk music players and local operas performers  

 If YES, available relevant documents: this document and the relevant issue of SMuFL project  

3. Information on the user community for the proposed characters (for example:   

 size, demographics, information technology use, or publishing use) is included? YES  

 Reference: Contemporary use by specialists and hobbyists.  

4. The context of use for the proposed characters (type of use; common or rare) common  

 Reference:   

5. Are the proposed characters in current use by the user community? YES  

 If YES, where?  Reference: China  

6. After giving due considerations to the principles in the P&P document must the proposed characters be entirely   

 in the BMP? NO  

 If YES, is a rationale provided?   

 If YES, reference:   

7. Should the proposed characters be kept together in a contiguous range (rather than being scattered)? YES  

8. Can any of the proposed characters be considered a presentation form of an existing    

 character or character sequence? NO  

 If YES, is a rationale for its inclusion provided?   

 If YES, reference:   

9. Can any of the proposed characters be encoded using a composed character sequence of either  

 existing characters or other proposed characters? NO  

 If YES, is a rationale for its inclusion provided?   

 If YES, reference:   

10. Can any of the proposed character(s) be considered to be similar (in appearance or function)   

 to, or could be confused with, an existing character? NO  

 If YES, is a rationale for its inclusion provided?   

 If YES, reference:   

11. Does the proposal include use of combining characters and/or use of composite sequences? NO  

 If YES, is a rationale for such use provided?   

 If YES, reference:   

 Is a list of composite sequences and their corresponding glyph images (graphic symbols) provided? NO  

 If YES, reference:   

12. Does the proposal contain characters with any special properties such as    

 control function or similar semantics? NO  

 If YES, describe in detail (include attachment if necessary)   

   

   

13. Does the proposal contain any Ideographic compatibility characters? NO  

 If YES, are the equivalent corresponding unified ideographic characters identified?   

 If YES, reference:   

   

 

 




