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ASTRONOMICAL DATA FROM ANCIENT 
CHINESE RECORDS: THE REQUIREMENTS 
OF HISTORICAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

� Noel Barnard 

Introduction 

Several fundamental matters require careful investigation before isolated 
instances of Chinese astronomical recordings preserved in the u-aditional 
literary sources as transmitted to us in the form that we now know them, and 
dating variously from Han to Tang times, can be regarded as acceptable data. 
Recent scholars working on the basis of a number of such texts tend to by
pass the requirements of historical research methodology as it has developed 
in the West over the last century or so, and do so in their fervour to establish 
'convincing' interpretations of the data, which they select without adequate 
consideration of the overall historical context in which the relevant source 
documents stand. The unhealthy mixtures of variegated source materials 
which result from their failure to divide the documentation into areas of 
reliability, and to maintain precedence in their processing of the data with 
due regard for their primary and secondary status-and the various gradings 
of reliability for each item-is rather too often masked by a persuasive literary 
style. One assumption follows upon another, and these are sometimes 
placed almost on the same level as factual data, often resulting in a form of 
circularity, along with a general policy to make the reader feel that he has 
been presented with a 'convincing' case, a 'plausible' interpretation, and so 
forth. Consequently, the data deriving from archaeological sources are often 
made to appear in distorted settings which reflect rather too much tl1e more 
fanciful aspects of the u-aditional literature.1 

The Princzples of Research 

First among the basic issues to be covered briefly in this essay are the 
principles underlying historical research and the interpretation of the data 

47 

1 This assessment may appear to be rather 
harsh in tone; I put the situation thus purpose
fully, but not in reference to any particular 
writer. What is under review here is essentially 
a feature that tends to permeate, to a greater 
or lesser extent, the writings of a number of 
scholars. My aim is mainly to draw attention 
to some of the pitfalls that await the unwary 
researcher who, in his enthusiasm to rush 
into some exotic hypothesis, becomes 
somewhat forgetful of the basic principles 
of historical research and places too great a 
degree of faith in certain of the data 
employed, and so fails to subject them to the 
critical scrutiny which they should receive. 
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2 Even the primary data not infrequently 
require critical evaluation of an order that 
may be at times felt to be somewhat hair
splitting. But a consideration of the overall 
nature of the archaeological reports will 
serve to demonstrate something of the issues 
invclved. The compilation of a report consists 
of two main parts: (1) the detailed reporting 
of the site and of the data which issue from 
the excavation; and (2) the archaeologists' 
interpretation. The first part is the more 
likely to be objective and hence of primary 
value, but the data are not without their 
problems, as archaeologists often take pains 
to point out in their presentation. The value 
of the second part, which generally occupies 
the concluding pages of the report, lies in 
the fact that those associated with the 
excavation, the sorting and processing of 
the data, the culling of supplementary data 
(Le. analyses, 14C [Carbon-14] assessments, 
etc.) from other diSciplines, the writing and 
checking of the draft report, and other such 
activities, may be expected to be familiar 
with numerous minutiae of significance. 
Nevertheless, the user's interpretation of 
what is finally presented in publication 
requires that he be aware of the degree of 
enthusiasm that often attends the excavation 
of an exciting find and may cloud funda
mental issues (see my survey of the Kuang
han "�find [Barnard 1990]), of the bias 
that inadvertently creeps into the writing as 
a result of 'provincial patriotism', and above 
all, of the fact that the assessments in a 
report by no means constitute the final word 
on the Significance of the find. In the course 
of two recent surveys I have dealt with these 
issues at somewhat greater length than on 
previous occaSions, and would direct the 
reader's attention to the discussions there 
(see Barnard & Cheung 1983 and Barnard 
1987). 
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under sUlVey. It is far from my intention to preach a lengthy sermon, as it were. 
My aim, in raising the issue here, is simply to remind fellow sinologists (where 
it might be necessary to do so) that our discipline is primarily histOlY, and it 
is only a matter of circumstance that we happen to practise it in the field of 
Chinese studies. Our prowess as sinologists is secondary; the domain in which 
we use our expertise is histoty. And history it should be, in terms of the 
discipline as it has developed in our own culture. While applying our discipline 
in an alien environment, we should try to maintain a firm grip on the wheel 
of principle as we steer our way through the accumulation of fact, fancy, and 
sometimes sheer invention which constitutes the literary heritage of China 
(especially in the field of pre-Han studies with which we are immediately 
concerned), keeping at all times, so far as it is possible to do so, to the straight 
and narrow path of archaeological data-a 'touchstone' par excellence-but 
even here carefully seeking to avoid the pot-holes and ruts which occur from 
time to time in the road-surface of excavational and reporting procedure.2 

It is a useful exercise to switch back occasionally to the study of our own 
cultural heritage and even to immerse ourselves in some of the available 
contemporaty documentation, and then obselVe the way in which Western 
historians process and interpret the data relating to problematic areas in our 
past. I am patticularly drawn to the Napoleonic era, and have an interest in 
seventeenth- and eighteenth-centuty English literature and the intention 
(when I really retire) to read deeply into Shakespeare and his times; I also have 
an avid interest in archaeological work (and the processing and interpretation 
of the data that result) in cultural regions other than China. Much of my personal 
library has been built around such subjects. In the evenings, away from my 
study containing mainly Chinese-language publications, I often relax with 
classical music in the background and, with a few volumes selected from my 
library, ponder once again, as a Westerner in my own cultural sphere, the 
problems of the interpretation of a past with which I am, in vatious respects, 
more at home, for the simple reason that this past is my own hetitage. To view 
it again, however briefly, after work on issues in a very different culture of more 
than two millenia ago, results in a reappraisal of the significance of much that 
I had taken for granted in undergraduate days and even later. Browsing 
through contempor:uy publications such as The Parliamentary Intelligencer, 
The Gentleman'sMagazine, and Bell's Life in London, then obselVing various 
of our historians' approaches to aspects of seventeenth-, eighteenth-, and early 
nineteenth-century life touching upon subject-matter in these sources, keeps 
the mind in tune with some of the essentials of historical research. It becomes 
an instructive exerCise, even though the browser is only too well aware that 
much relevant documentation in both published and manuscript form would 
need to be consulted to do a thorough job of research. When a scholar thus 
escapes from the Chinese world but in effect continues to practise his basic 
diSCipline, now in respect of the home environment, he returns to his work 
in an invigorated frame of mind. His mode of interpretation remains down-to
earth, and he is in less danger of succumbing to the temptation to accept 
unCritically the voices of authority and tradition in the alien sphere where these 
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have so long held sway and still exert a powetful influence, or to the often 
rather fanciful interpretations permeating the literary remains with which he 
necessarily spends a great deal of his time. 

Present-day scholars of the West in the field of pre-Han studies are in 
some respects fortunate in having at their disposal a large corpus of research 
aids ranging from the well-known works of Shirakawa Shizuka 8 J IliW to 
the growing array of recent]apanese and Mainland publications. Somewhat 
over thirty years ago, when embarking seriously on the field of pre-Han 
studies, comparable research aids were few and far between, especially for 
those of us who plunged into the sphere of bronze and oracle-bone inscrip
tions. We tended to spend a large part of our time and effoit On detailed study 
of the original documents (mainly in the form of rubbings) and of the 
relatively few commentaries of the level of those of Wang Kuo-wei J: � *tE 
and Kuo Mo-jo ¥l5�::5, in addition to general reading of the transmitted 
traditional literature. There were few short-cuts available to ease the task of 
elucidating troublesome phrases or passages. Few, indeed, were the translations 
of inscriptions into English with which one might compare one's efforts. 
Gradually, however, valuable studies and compendia such as Li Hsiao-ting's 
*�5E Chia-ku wen-tzu chi-shih EfI*::st*�f$, Yang Shu-ta's m;f1tt� 
Chi-wei-chU chin-wen-shuo fl�J5ii::stIDt, Akatsuka Kiyoshi's �:ij�U�, 
Kobon in kinbun kOshaku �*JNii::st�f.J, Ch'en Meng-chia's ��* 
"Hsi-Chou t'ung-ch'i tuan-taj" g!jmJ�3IJTft selies, the first volumes of 
Shirakawa's Kinbun tsitshaku :!ii::stll§.", etc., made their appearance. The 
Chin-wen ku-lin ii::stltiSf*, compiled by a team of scholars and students 
under the direction of Chou Fa-kao fflJ �?16, was still on the distant horizon. 

The point I am leading to here is simply that our younger colleagues are 
furnished with so great a variety of research aids-inscription translations 
(albeit mostly in]apanese), and encyclopaedic dictionaries such as Morohashi 
Tetsuji's ��ftr�DaiKan-Wajiten }dlfDl$:!1\!., and the Chung-wen ta
tz'u-tien t:p::st*I$514 version thereof (both of which, fortunately for us, 
came quite early upon the scene) and in recent years, many others of similar 
calibre-that some, as a result, tend to concentrate too much on the research 
aid at the expense of spending time on the original document. One gains the 
impression that translations are sometimes made with the help of little other 
than the Kinbun tsitshaku; and that through frequent use of the Chin-wen 
ku-lin the original commentaries are, in effect, consulted in piecemeal fashion, 
with the result that the full flavour of the original may be lost. Most discon
ceiting is the tendency to sacrifice deptl1 of study for speed of publication, 
with its sometimes concomitant tendency towards a shallow level of investigation. 

If he concentrates the bulk of his efforts solely on the interpretation of 
Chinese documentation, despite occasional excursions into other diSCiplines 
such as astronomy, physics, and archaeometallurgy, the researcher may 
sooner or later fall victim to adverse influences from the transmitted tradition
al literary materials. There is the ever-present danger that he may unwittingly 
adapt these disciplines to suit the exigencies of the Chinese literary sphere. 
Even if he devotes his attention to the ever-growing wealth of information 
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3 Sinological researchers into the astro
nomical data and the problems of pre-Han 
chronology as recorded in ancient literary 
sources have expended great effort in master
ingthe sdence and mathematics of astronomy. 
Unfortunately there is apt to be a lack of 
comparable attention to crucial aspects of the 
data as they appear in the transmitted Chinese 
literary records. Similarly, users of radiocarbon 
assessments of materials from Chinese 
excavations seldom check thoroughly the 
Significance of the sampled artifact in its site 
context (where details are published), while 
users of elemental analyses of bronze artifacts 
almost invariably read more into the data 
than is permissible. Here there is a reverse 
effect, namely insuffident attention to the 
outside discipline, and this adversely affects 
interpretations of the Chinese archaeological 
data and may, in tum, lead to unjustified 
assumptions of correspondence with records 
in the transmitted literature. 

4 It is a little surprising to note, in the sources 
utilized by the scholars just mentioned, the 
absence of compendia of the type of Chang 
Hsin-ch'eng's 5ft;[J'� Wei-shu t'ung-k 'ao 
�.)i� (1939) in which the assembly of 
numerous cited passages relevant to each 
book surveyed allows a reasonable degree 
of authority to attend a statement such as 
that which I have just made. Chang's con
cluding assessments are also well worth 
reading, although there may be good grounds 
in some cases to view the evidence 
differently. 

5 I omit discussion of AJeksy Debnicki, The 
Chu-shu chi-nien as a source for the social 
history of ancient China (Warsaw, 1956), 
cited by Keightley, Bamboo AnnaL�, n.25, 
there being no copy available to me at 
present. 

(, As I understand the discussion concerning 
the reference here, the present example is 
assessed to be not really an example after 
all. If so, it would surely be better to present 
the reader with an overview of (I), the Chin
pen entries that accord reasonably well with 
those recorded in sources pre-dating its 
alleged late (Sung-Ming) compilation, though 
this exercise may simply uncover plagiarism; 
and (2), the large number of erroneous and 
muddled entries incorporated in it. These 
latter contradict the content of citations in 
(pre-Ming) sources which have dted the 
same record-entries deriving from versions 
of the Chu-shu chi-nien available from as 
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issuing from recent archaeological discoveties, his preoccupation with 
Chinese archaeological finds, to the exclusion of the study of archaeological 
work within the area of his own cultural heritage, results increasingly in a loss 
of contact with the critical thought processes that underlie Western 
archaeologists' application of up-to-date research techniques, whether in the 
field or in the laboratory, and their treatment of the problems which confront 
them in their interpretation of the data. He tends to see Chinese archaeology 
almost exclusively through traditional Chinese eyes; and his attitude to pre
Han history may even incline increasingly towards that of the Chinese 
historian of older times.3 

The Bamboo Annals I 

To illustrate some aspects of these points I take up the question of the 
authenticity of the Chu-shu chi-nien 'It. *a1f. (Bamboo Annals), consideting 
in particular the reliability of the transmitted and reconstructed versions of 
the contents of the Oliginal tablets uneal1hed some seventeen centuties ago. 
As it is one of the major sources upon which several recent studies devoted 
to the problem of the date of the Chou conquest of Shang (and the beginning 
of the Western Chou pedod) are based, the contemporaneity (and thus the 
historicity) of the records of asu-onomical phenomena therein is either assumed 
or alleged, and its easy acceptance by several of the scholars concerned 
requires that detailed enquity be conducted into the sources in question, the 
manner in which the sources have been employed (Le. the nature of the his
torical research methodology applied), and the interpretations which have 
been derived from such approaches. 

David S. Nivison (1981: 2), in his study of the dates of Western Chou, has 
expressed the opinion that the Chin-pen 4-* version "is not a Ming forgery 
done after the original 12 to 14 chuan � were lost. It is probably a revision 

/early as Chin Wtimes. The guidance of Chang 
Hsin-ch'eng is, I suggest, essential as a first 
step in the study of the historicity of the Chin
pen version. It would lead the researcher to 
consult theS\U-ku ti-yao pien-cheng, pu-cheng 
lmJflH1B!!Jj$� ,'Iiti�, among other sources 
(see Teng & Biggerstaff 1971: 21-4)-a source 
which also seems to have escaped consultation 
as the reader gradually discovers upon perusal 
of these papers (each inconveniently published 
without a bibliography). 

7 Again the original wording would seem to 
suggest t11at it constitutes a further example 
which is not really an example. But more 
important is it to consider the fact that isolated 
records in the archaeological literature of battles, 
military expeditions, or omer such frequently-

/occurring events can seldom be expected to 
correlate precisely,let alone satisfactorily, with 
those to be found in the transmitted literature. 
The reason is not far to seek: in a milieu where 
internecine warfare was the order of the day, 
me number of battles recorded (and transmitted 
to the present), in either the archaeological or 
the traditional literature, would be conSiderably 
fewer man the unknown number of battles, 
military exped-itions, incursions and suchlike, 
that actually occurred. In me present instance 
the Kuo Chung Hsii [ins. 22.2J merely records 
"the despatch of a military expedition to the 
south to attack" (as it should be more precisely 
expressed in translation). In the full context of 
the inscription, there is no indication as to 
whether a battle actually took place between 
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and reduction of the original made in Eastern Tsin [Chin] , with some changes 
made later in the Six Dynasties ." Edward L. Shaughnessy (1986: 180), 
amongst his many statements in support of it, maintains that one "must be 
open to the possibility that the entirety of the 'Cun-ent' [Chin-pen] Bamboo 
Annals has been transmitted with similar fidelity [a reference to his proposed 
readjustment of an alleged misplacement of text, reviewed in detail 
below] . .  _ . No serious student of early China will be able to disregard the 
testimony of the Bamboo Annals, even, and perhaps especially, as found in 
the 'current' version of the text." David W. Pankenier (1981-82: 4), in his 
detailed investigation of the astronomical portents recorded in the Chin-pen 
version (conspicuously sparse, as he observes, in the Ku-pen ii* recon
struction), suggests that the possibility of veryifying or disproving strategically 
located reports of astronomical events "would demonstrate conclusively 
whether the Bamboo Annals dates have any historical validity or whether the 
astronomical records were fabricated . .  _ ." David N. Keightley (1978: 423-
38), on the other hand, in his cautious and critical assessment of the Bamboo 
Annals and Shang chronology, has applied historical principles and pointed 
out the need for "touchstones" to establish the veracity of the Ku-pen 
reconstruction itself, and as to the Chin-wen version, joins witl1 the majOlity 
of Chinese scholars who have studied the matter at length and regard it as 
a "post-Sung forgery." In his discussion of what kind of data should function 
as touchstones "to establish the historicity . .  _ of such a text," Keightley 
enumerates a series of features which should appear in the Shang portion 
of the Chu-shu chi-nien since they are all archaeologically attested. Their 
absence may be regarded as a Significant commentary on the historical value 
of the text.4 

Shaughnessy(1986: 151 ff.) focuses on the Western Chou petiod, states 
that there are a number of such touchstones, and proceeds to discuss each 
of them in some detail. As this constitutes one of the first studies by a Western 
scholar seeking to restore confidence in the "much maligned Bamboo 
Annals,"5 it is of interest to investigate both the approach and the bases upon 
which the presence of touchstones has been alleged, and also to assess the 
degree of acceptability that may be claimed in respect of each. First mentioned 
is the Kung-ho�lDinterregnum, although, as he correctly observes, it could 
be objected that it is not an absolute touchstone because of the literary and 
inscriptional references to an Earl of Kung.6 Second is a battle in lJ Wang's 
,.:Ereign involving a person, Kuo Chung lldtftf:!, and the Huai-yi l1f�: "this 
battle is confirmed," he observes, in the Kuo ChungHsu 1J1Jl ftf:!M'i and is also 
noted in the Hou-Han-shu :f&�if1tt�., Tung-yi chuan *� • .7 Third, 
the Chin-pen and Ku-pen versions accord in their mention of the foregoing 
entry.R Fourth, in the 5th year of Hsi.ian Wang .Ir£, the record of the 
commander Chi-fu Em leading troops to attack the Hsien-yi.in il!fc as far 
as the Great Plain is identified with "the same campaign commemorated by 
Chi-fu E� in the Hsi-chia P'an -'5' If! �." Despite the word-for-word 
identity (in particular, the character ju lfi) of the Chin-pen-version record 
with the wording of the Shih-ching ode (no.177), he considers the addition 
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Ithe troops under royal command and those 
of the Southern Huai Yi-barlJarians. As to the 
names of those in command of troops (and 
recorded names in general), we know from 
the archaeological record that we are dealing 
with a population that was very large by the 
standard of antiquity, and hence that the 
possibility is quite high that two or more 
individuals amongst the feudal aristocracy 
(in the royal domain, or in the princely 
courts), the court officials, military leaders, 
etc., could have had identical names, while 
variant ranks appended to the same names 
would not necessarily indicate the same 
person. When we do have a series of 
inscriptions bearing the same vessel-maker's 
name, e.g. the Liang Ch'i mJt series of late 
Western Chou date, an appreciable degree of 
uncertainty may often still attend the attrib
ution of names and titles to one person (see 
Barnard & Cheung n.d. [in preparationJ: 30-
1). One has to exercise caution in this situation, 
and ensure that the reader is forewarned. The 
Liang Ch'i inscriptions are, moreover, classi
fiable Al3 in documentary status (see 
Appendix B in my survey of clan-sign 
inScriptions of Shang [Barnard 1986J for details 
of my classification method and identification 
numbering system, and also the slight 
updating in Barnard & Cheung n.d. Thus 
they are at a somewhat higher level than the 
Kuo Chung Hsu. When we explore the 
problems of identifying personages and events 
mentioned in the two types of sources for 
Eastern Chou times-w here both the archaeo
logical and traditional text documentation 
are much more extensive in scope-difficult
ies are by no means lessened by the greater 
availability of information. Take, as an 
example, the uncertainty of the identification 
and dating of the famous Piao Bells Ri�� 
(see my appraisal: Barnard 1965: 386-95), 
and also the uncertainty of identifying the 
members of the Ch'en j:t clan of Ch'i � (as 
demonstrated in my forthcoming survey 
[Barnard n.d.J of the Ch'en-chang 11t� 
inscriptions [ins. A/429.11 (v.a.), and AI 
129.11 (v.b·)D· 

R Accordance in tl1eir records of the same 
data in the Chin-pen and Ku-pen versions 
can hardly be presented as an argument of 
substance unless it is an isolated or extremely 
rare case, or is consistently ilius in a large 
proportion of the entries. An appropriate 
interpretation might then be offered accord
ing to whichever situation obtained. 
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9 This, the "first of these ['absolute') touch
stones," requires extensive study rather than 
easy acceptance of Shiraka wa's commentary 
and his passages cited from Wang Kuo
wei's study of the inscription, First, the 
allegation that "the graph fu m of literary 
texts is commonly written as fu x:. in the 
bronze inscriptions" (Shaughnessy 1986: 
152, n,7) should be far more cautiously 
worded: the usage of m in literary texts is 
apparently comparable only in at most very 
few instances with x:. in bronze inscriptions, 
Moreover, m in the sense of x:. does not 
occur in properly attested inscriptions, On 
checking its occurrences in the general 
corpus of inscriptions, it will be discovered 
that only in one inscription (San-tai .=. � 
16,38,2), is there a clear-cut instance of it 
being used in the sense of x:., Although it 
might be argued that this is a case of the 
proveruial 'swallow', there has been no sign 
over the last six decades or more of archaeo
logical discovery that that particular 'summer' 
may follow! Further, such examples as the 
Fu jen Fu Yi mAx:.1!l1; (San-Iai 17,29,2) 
which include the two characters together, 
and in a name/title combination, should be 
taken into account. It is significant that 
neither of these documents is cited by Wang 
Kuo-wei, arby Shirakawa, although available 
to them when they wrote (for example, the 
rubbings in Yin-t�un Wiiff B,21b, Chou
t�un ffl)ff 4,30b, 570b, etc.). The foregoing 
'archaeological' examples demonstrate the 
weakness of the assertions that the m of the 
traditional literature is the x:. of the inscript
ions, and that the [Yin)-chi-fu (;;t )'i�r�' of 
the Shih-ching (Ode 177) may hence be 
claimed to be none other than the Hsi Chia 
Chi Fu �EflBx:. of the Hsi Chia P'an, 
That these inscriptions which have a major 
bearing upon the issue at hand should have 
been thus omitted in the above assessments 
of the significance ofJu m, serves to illustrate 
how essential it is to put one's faith in active 
research conducted on one's own account, 
and not take the easier course of accepting 
what one reads at face value, 

10 The full accountof Chang Lun's description 
may be studied in the Chin-tai mi-shu 
?*J1!�Z. 14: 87-8, Cf. also ChUn-ku 1'!ti 
(3,2: 70a):" 'Hsu Yin·lin �Hnttstates that 
the Yuan-period writer Lu Yu-jen's ��t: 
Yen-pei tsa-chih liJf � t�;t mentions that Ii 
Shun-fu *Jmx:. has the Po Chi Fu P'an, the 
inscription in which totals 130 characters, 
Commoners (!;.)-:; had broken off (jff) 
the legs and employed it as a "biscuit tray," 
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of "5th year" in the date both in the Hsi ChiaP'an and in the Bamhoo Annals 
entry to be highly Significant: "Nothing in the traditional record could explain 
a coincidence such as this," (Shaughnessy 1986: 152l 

Excursus.- the Hsi Chia P'an 

Some consideration of the background of the Hsi Chia P'an insCliption 
[ins, T.129,1 (v.a)], namely, that in the original inscribed vessel that Chen 
Chieh-ch'i IlJR fl' �� obtained from the Granary of the Ch'ing-ho Circuit � tiIT 
lliJ$(see details inJung Keng�� 1941 .I: 463), not the inscribed p'an [ins, 
129,1 (v ,b)] in the Nakamura Fusetsuc:p :f.tl':rJTcollection (Shod6Hakubutsu
kan ffm1t1o/J�, Tokyo), is highly relevant to the present discussion, As 
Jung Keng points out, there is a record of this vessel in Chang Lun's �� 
Shao-hsing [AD 1131-62] nei:fu ku-ch'i p'ing moo pg Jf.fr!J:nlfll written in 
the Sung period (ibid,),l0 Jung thus considers the Hsi Chia P'an to be one 
of the velY few inSClibed vessels CUlTent in the Sung period to have come 
down to recent times (ibid. :  257) ,II It is unfoltunate that Chang Lun's account 
of the Chou Po Chi Fu Yi-P'an mJ1trax:rnU� (namely the Hsi Chia P'an) 
text is not more detailed in its citation of the inscription, As a matter of interest 
I have arranged the individual characters and phrases that he cites into a grid 
of 13 columns of lO spaces to accord with the Hsi ChiaP'an format, but leaving 

/Hsien-yu Po-chi �TfB� was well-experi
enced in antiques, it came thence into his 
possession', The present Hsi Po Chi Fu P'an 
�fBBx:.i!i [namely the Hsi Chia P'an) has 
133 characters, including those repeated 
�:>o, so according with Mr Lu's assessment. 
Not having viewed it, I do not know whether 
the legs are lacking or not. According to the 
commentary, 'the lower half is missing', but 
whether this can be taken to mean 'the biscuit 
tray with broken-off legs' of that time is not 
certain, Ch'en Shou-ch'ing Ilt;!;m [Ch'en 
Chieh-ch'i) says that both the legs and the rim
base (�) are missing; thus it is the K'un-hsueh
chai tsa-lu m * J1UiE � vessel." This account 
is interesting in its description (in the main text) 
of the nature of the damage; but the comment
ary would appear to conflict, depending on 
what the commentator means by "lower half." 
Other accounts cited above accord in describ
ing damage only to the legs, Chen's vessel [ins, 
T,149,1 (v,a») has both the rim-base and the 
legs missing (cf, photograph in jung Keng 
(1941) II: pI.839); jung is also of the opinion 
that it is the same vessel as the one recorded in 
the K'un-hsueh-chai t'iCl-lu), Unfortunately, the 
whereabouts of the original vessel is unknown, 

11 Regarding the status of the Sbao-bsing /lei
fu ku-cb'ip'ing, however, note the entry in the 

/Ssu-k'u ta-tz'u-tien [!lJili*�!Jt! (1: 501), "In 
older versions, the title[-page) states that it was 
compiled by Chang Lun of the Sung period, 
[But) it is a forgery perpetrated by a dishonest 
person in Ming times plagiarized from the 
[illustrations in the) Po-ku-t'u �till]''' Upon 
checking Chang Hsin-ch'eng's survey (1939: 
1107-8), an appraisal of the present work will 
be noted: in it he lists the items taken directly 
from the Po-ku-t'u, then indicates those taken 
from lists of vessels compiled later than the 
Shao-hsing period (that is, Ch'un-hsi �!ffi 
1174-89, and Chia-ting It):E 1208-24), After 
discussing other suspect characteristics of the 
work, Chang concludes that it is definitely a 
Ming-period forgery, Whether we agree or not 
with certain of his arguments, it is clear that the 
Chou Po Chi Fu Yi-P'an ffllfSax:.l!l1;i!i had 
already been recorded in Yuan times (see n, 10 
above), This Situation, it may be observed, 
could arguably provide a tenninus a quo 
source upon which the date of Chang Lun's 
compilation was based, thus supporting Chang 
Hsin-ch'eng's suspicion that it did not date 
from the Sung period, Yet, interestingly (per
haps even Significantly?), no mention is made 
in Chang Lun's description of the damage 
sustained by the vessel according to the Yuan
period accounts, 
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aside the irregularities of the character positions (Figure 1).12 In line 3, the 
character following wang had not been engraved in the original wood-block; 
it accords with :):JT:fJT che ('break off, 'snap', 'cut short', 'fold', 'bend', etc.) . The 
phrase tfi"§ che-shou is part of the frequently-appealing combination:tJT"§ 
[�]ttt .. �[=m]che-(shou-) kuo chih hsiln ('wrenched off the [left] ears of 
the slain, and interrogated the captives'). Interestingly, the character :):JT:fJT 
and, indeed, the complete phrase che-(shou=) kuo chih-hsiln, are not to be 
found among inscriptions recorded in the Sung Catalogues. Its first 
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12 The more one studies the layout of the text 
of ins. T.129.1 (v.a) and compares it with the 
slavish copying (in [v.b]) which, so far as it can 
be ascertained, lacks spacers altogether, the 
more the impression is gained that the dispos
ition of the characters in the former has in 
several areas been dictated by the spacers. In 
other words, it would appear that the vessel, 
with its spacers, was cast first and the inscription 
would accordingly be a later addition-<Jne 
incorporated with due care being taken to 
a void engra ving (and/or etching) the character
strokes into the spacer metal, or too close to 
the spacer boundaries. Be that as it may-and 
with the original vessel lost argument can only 
be academic on this point-I have otherwise 
long held doubts about the authenticity of the 
HsiChiaP'an [ins. T.129.1 (v.a)], notwithstand
ing the view held by Jung Keng that it is one 
of the only two inscribed vessels to have come 
down from Sung times to the present. The two 
vessels, supposedly extant in Sung-period 
collections, namely the Hsi Chia P'an and the 
Hou Cho Fang-ring JJ�1.flm [ins. T31.7 
(v.c)] (see my survey on the incidence of forg
ery among archaic Chinese bronzes [Barnard 
1968: 117-19], and also the implications I ad-
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/vanced in an earlier survey on forgery [Barnard 
1959: 237-40]), first came to light in the col
lection of Ch'en Chieh-ch'i some five centuries 
later. Matsumaru Michio� :tulUiE (1980: 117-
18) is of the opinion that the mere presence 
of spacers (in the inscription area) authenticates 
the inscribed vessel. All things being equal, 
such a criterion of authenticity would be 
invaluable and save a lot of effort in the study 
of the general corpus of unattested 'archaeo
logical'bronze documents. Unfortunately, how
ever, the situation is not so easily resolved as 
this. The acceptance of the spacer as a criterion 
of authenticity amongst unattested examples 
requires not only that the inscribed vessel has 
actually been manufactured in accordance 
with the techniques employed in antiquity, but 
also that it really was cast in antiquity (and its 
inscription actually cast-in). It also requires that 
piece-mould casting, clay model/mould prepar
ation, the use of spacers, and the numerous 
other technical processes so well known to us 
nowadays, constitute a technical method of 
casting which was completely superseded in 
Han times, or shortly thereafter, by such 
imported metallurgical approaches as cit·e
perdue casting and metal working, etc., and 
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Figure 1 
Left: An alignment of the Chou Po Chi 
Fu Yi-P'an characters in the Hsi Chia 
P'anformat; these conform to the 
positions in the 13xl0 grid as 
occupied by the same characters in 
the Hsi Chia P'an. Right: Reproduction 
of the Shao-hsing nei-fu ku-ch'i-p'ing 
text relating to the Yi-P'an. 

Ihad thus become a long-lost art. As this is not 
the case-even in Japan there remain a few 
foundries practising traditional direct -casting 
techniques closely comparable to those of 
Shang and Chou times (see a detailed descrip
tion in Barnard 1963: 249-52)-{he possibility 
that latter-day founders versed in the appropri
ate techniques may have engaged in the 
casting of Shang- and Chou-style inscribed 
vessels must be kept in mind. More important 
is the lesson to be learnt from observations of 
the skills of makers of facsimiles and repair 
specialists in China even to-day (see Barnard 
& Cheung 1983: 19-21), as well as from 
studies of the technical lapses a forger may 
make as evidenced in the inscribed Kuei 
(FGA 11.38) where the character strokes, 
which otherwise have all the attributes of 
cast-in inscriptions, enter into the spacer 
metal. In other words, some further foolproof 
criterion-beyond Matsumaru's spacer 
criterion-is required in order to distinguish 
between a cast-in inscription and one cleverly 
incorporated long after the vessel was cast. It 
is just such a criterion that those of us 
specializing in this field of study are still 
seeking. 
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13 It has become fashionable in recent 
decades to interpret che-shou as 'cut off the 
head, decapitate', etc. In two recently pub
lished dictionaries of archaic graphs, for 
instance, the term is defined literally (see 
Schuessler 1987: 821 and Ch'en Ch'u-sheng 
IltW1=-1987: 67). Evenearlier, ArthurWaley, 
in his translation of the Shih-ching (1937/41 :  
258), while giving the orthodox rendering 
" . . .  ears were cut off peacefully," adds the 
note: "To offer to the ancestors. We are told 
that the character means 'ears cut off; but I 
suspect that, as its form would suggest, it 
originally meant 'heads cut off ." This idea 
was enthusiastically adopted by Karlgren 
(1946: 5 1) who translates the whole section 
as follows: " 'The captured prisoners for the 
question came (seriatim:) in a slow proces
sion, the cut heads were brought (quietly:) 
solemnly; them he sacrificed to God on 
High, them he sacrificed in the camping 
place.' . . .  Waley [he continues to observe] is 
undoubtedly right in stating that kuo �] 
primarily meant 'to cut off the head, to be
head', not 'to cut off the left ear' of a prisoner 
[sic. of the slain?] (in the Anyang tombs 
beheaded human victims are numerous) . . . . " 
Elsewhere, however, Karlgren's glosses on 
che (1940/57: 287) still accord with traditional 
text usage and, significantly, there is no 
suggestion among his definitions of 'to cut' 
(as with a knife or sword). As to the presence 
of decapitated humans in the Anyangtombs, 
such evidence cannot be accepted without 
in vestigating its significance in the site 
context, though at the time Karlgren was 
writing this could hardly have been done 
effectively. Account should furthermore be 
taken of the context of the inscriptions in 
which the assumed parallel activity took 
place. There are records of decapitation 
associated with royal burials (heads in one 
area and bodies in another), the decapitation 
of young military personnel (twenty-four 
corpses thrown haphazardly into a pit along 
with the vessel-maker of ins. A/126.50 [see 
Barnard 1963: 216-22]), victims sacrificed in 
the preparation of building foundations, 
etc., but these well-documented instances 
cannot be said to accord with textual des
criptions of activities on battlefields far from 
the site of the city of Shang at a time well 
after the Chou conquest of Shang. The 
Western-Chou-period data are clearly con
cerned witl1 the aftermath of successful 
battles during the course of military exped
itions. Some inscriptions, such as the To Yu 
Ting �amt [ins. A/1275.2], describe the 
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'archaeological' text appearance seems to be c. AD 1840-50, when the Mao 
Kung Ting �0W� [ins. T. 500. 1 (v.a)], the Hsiao YU Ting /J\�W� [ins. T. 
405. 1] ,  the Shih Yuan Kuei tmi�W [ins. T.115. 1 (v.a.), (l.b)], the Kuo Chi 
Tzu Po P'an ��-r{Bfi [ins. T.1 15. 1 (v.a)], the Pu Ch'i Kuei /fmr� [ins . 
T.148. 1 (I.a)!, the two Huan Tzu Meng ChiangHu i�Ff·��� [ins . T.143. 1 

& T.164. 1] ,  and the Hsi Chia P'an, came upon the scene. As already noted, 
this graph in the Shao-hsing nei-fu ku-ch 'i p'ing had not been engraved in 
the original wood-block-possibly an indication that the archaic form was 
no better understood then than, apparently, was also the overall meaning of 
that portion of the text. Chang Lun seems to be at sea in his choice of 
characters as cited from line 3: "To speak of 'following the King . . .  head' is 
to write about meritorious deeds." The required 'punctuation' here has 
obViously escaped his understanding. This, coupled with the equally curious 
selection of characters from line 4 (the erroneous transcription of f-! as ff 
hsien [hsilan] 'pavilion', 'high carriage' is also to be noted), could, among 
other conSiderations, be taken to confilm that Chang Lun was actually 
confronted by the Hsi Chia P'an inscription or some other inSCription of 
comparable length including several of the same phrases, either in the f01m 
of a rubbing or simply a u'anscription (possibly imperfect). It would appear 
further that he simply selected characters and phrases which he was able to 
comprehend (with his eVidently limited knowledge of the ancient graphs) 
and about which he could offer some erudite observation. 13 

The Hsi ChiaP'an (or its alterego) does not seem to have been recorded 
elsewhere in Sung-period sources, and only in minor detail in the Yuan
period collector Hsien-yu Shu's fPT� (tzu Po-chi 1B t,Il) K'un-hsueh-chai 
tsa-Iu where there is merely the description: "The inscription contains 130 
characters,14 the feet had been cut off by commoners who had been using 
it as a 'biscuit tray'." lung Keng (1941.I: 235) has provided a useful summary 
of other items in Hsien-yu 's collection, and an account of the means by which 
the latter obtained ancient bronzes while holding the post of San-ssu-shih 
== 15] � (Finance Commissioner) . The sources from which]ung's data derive 
would bear fUlmer investigation; note also the account in Lu Hsin-ylian's 
� {J' � Chin-shih-hsueh lu pu � 15 * � flIi (see Matsumaru Michio 1976: 
175). The investigation of this , however, must await a lateropportunity.15 The 
Hsi ChiaP'an inscription had not been reproduced in any of the repositories, 
or in other publications, as a hand-copy, prior to its first appearance in Chun
ku (1895 .3/2: 67) and it appears for the first time as a rubbing in Ch 'i-ku �M 
(1902 .8: 19) where it bears Ch'en's seal. The earliest full transcription is that 
published in Sun Yi-jang's 1*'fk� Ku-chou yu-Iun r!Jm�� (1903), in 
whose commentary reference is often made to Wu Ta-ch'eng's �*� 
thoughts on the same inscription (apparently from manuscripts to which Sun 
had access) . 

If we now take into account the probable existence of the Hsi Chia P'an 
(or its alter ego) as early as Yuan times (if not Sung), the "5th year" in both 
the CUtTent Bamboo Annals and the Hsi Chia P'an becomes a coincidence 
of quite a different order. It is not simply a case of an inscribed vessel having 
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come to light some time during the 1860s and coinciding in date with the 
Chin-pen "5th year" entry as u,msmitted up to that time, but rather that the 
Chin-pen entry merely coincides with a record of ' archaeological origin' long 
available in publication with its "5th year" record associated with a [Po) Chi 
Fu. Whether or not the further connection of this Chi Fu with the expedition 
against the HSien-yun as described in the full context of the inscription was 
known to the compiler of the Chin-pen entry is beyond our resources to 
ascertain. We cannot claim that he was (or even that he was not) aware of 
the content of the inscription. But the situation, otherwise, is now clear: it 
would be unwise to maintain that "there is nothing in the traditional [= literary?) 
record that could explain a coincidence such as this," when, in fact, public
ations containing the data have been available since at least the Yuan period. 

The Bamboo Annals II : the Pan Kuei 

The Bamboo Annals entry "6th month" is interpreted by Shaughnessy as 
being a reference to the end of the campaign so as to account for the three 
months' difference with the Hsi Chia P'an date. On what grounds, though, 
can the reading of the Chinese text be forced in this fashion, especially in 
view of the content of Ode 177? Furthermore, the commentaries to this 
passage unambiguously refer to the beginning of a highly unseasonable 
campaign, albeit one necessitated by the ravages of the HSien-yun who had 
taken advantage of the internal disorder in the kingdom during the previous 
reign. It is also generally conceded in the commentaries that the description 
in the Ode concerns the first year of Hsuan Wang's reign (see Legge 1861-
72: N-281 ;  Karlgren 1946: 50). It would hardly be likely that this energetic 
monarch would wait as long as five years before dealing with the HSien-yu. 

Further, an identity has been proposed between the Mao Kung Ch'ien 
:f.0iJ1 of the Bamboo Annals and the Pan Kuei m� [ins. T 195. 1 (v.a)) 
verbal compound .t!� [1fP'] S, where the character � (ch 'ien?), usually 
identified as ch 'ien iil ('send', 'despatch', etc.), is taken to be a person's name. 
Adopting this reading is equivalentto siding with Shirakawa (KBTS 15.79: 46-
9), and so following Kuo Mo-jo's forced reading (1936: 20a) rather than Tang 
Lan's down-to-ealth interpretation (1962. 1 : 38) . 

Let us review briefly the views of various scholars which touch upon this 
controversial combination of characters. Among the most recent is Wu Chen
feng �i1t.tl who, in his Chin-wen jen-ming hui-pien 1fi3tA:ij!li�, 
devoted to the listing of personal names, lists the two characters � and iil 
separately (1987: 3 17, 276), and, significantly, bypasses Kuo's controversial 
interpretation of the passage tt % S "Ch'ien issued a command, saying . . .  " 
(viz. to the effect: .t!%m B "Ch'ien commanded Pan, saying " . '). The 
character ch 'ien as used in the Pan Kuei is thus apparently not acceptable to 
Wu in the sense of a person's name. Ch'en Meng-chia (1955: 70-4) follows 
Kuo; so, too, do W. A. C. H. Dobson (1962: 181) and ShitClkawa Ooc. cit.) . 
Yang Shu-ta (1959: 223) also accepts the reading of ch 'ien as a proper noun 
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fretum of the victorious army with its plunder, 
captured troops, and the controversial 'heads' 
or 'ears' of the slain (see tentative translations 

in Shaughnessy 1981-82: 1 14-18, and that 
of Yeung Ching-kong [in Barnard and Cheung 
1983) [incorporated in frontispiece), the main 
variation being again 'heads' or 'ears' as 
discussed above) as well as the 'interrogation 
of captives' (as it is usually rendered, though 
Shaughnessy translates this as 'shackled 
chiefs). 

14 Chang Lun's count, however, is 133 charac
ters, which accords with the orthodox count 
of the Hsi Chia P'an text. 

15 It will appear in the study of the Hsi Chia 

P'an which I have long had in preparation. 
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Figure 2 
Below: The 'second' P'an Kuei 
inscription as transcribed in the 
Ch'tian-shang-ku San-tai Ch'in Han 
San-kuo Liu-ch'ao wen (13. 6a). 
Right: Rubbing of the P'an Kuei 
inscription. Far right: the Hsi-Ch'ing 
ku-chien block-print rendering with 
the transcription therein alongside. 
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but proposes that the text has been inadvertently reversed, and it should read 
as 1.Jtt B (' . . .  commanded Ch'ien, saying . .  . ') .  On the other hand, Tang Lan 
Ooe. cit.) observes that "ch 'ien [�] in this position is decidedly not a person's 
name, and even more [if it were so] , it could not be the Duke of Kuo-ch' eng 
. . .  ," and follows with a long and involved commentary in support of the 
latter point. An earlier commentator, Uu Hsin-yilan ;tl{J\� (1891.5 :  4b), 
takes the combination simply to indicate a summing-up of the preceding 
commands . Yil Hsing-wu T�� (1937: 283) merely cites brief relevant 
passages of the text along with the assessments of Kuo and Wu Ch'i-ch'ang 
�;tt J§to the effect that the inscription is to be dated to Ch'eng-wang's reign. 
NeitherYil, norWu (1936,1 :  28a ff.) refers to the reading ofch 'ien as a proper 
noun. But Wu discusses the Pan Kuei text as recorded in Yen K'o-chiln 
IfiJJ±5) (1887-93 : 13.6a), observing that there are two additional characters 
(wang .:E in line 1 preceding tsaitE, and ch 'eng $;in line 4 preceding wang 
.:E (Le. Ch'eng Wang), and tl1at their presence (as part of the royal name) is 
again implied in hsien-wang in line 6. Yen's transcription is stated to derive 
from an original rubbing-presumably taken from a now-lost lid of the present 
vessel, and, as Kuo Mo-jo (1972: 3) has observed, kuei being originally cast 
in sets of even numbers, there is the further possibility that this rubbing may 
have been derived from another vessel. Kuo, too, discusses the significance 
of the two additional characters . The first, .:E, he would seem to accept, but 
the second, $;, he does not accept, though he is still of the opinion that the 
inscription (and the vessel) is datable to Ch'eng Wang's reign. He suggests 
that Yen probably read tl1e two characters hsien wang fi3t.:E as a connected 
phrase which he took to be Ch'eng Wang .f&:.:E, and annotated the character 
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ch 'eng after the character hsien; the wood-block engraver, however, 
mistakenly took the annotated ch 'eng (which was to appear in a smaller size) 
to be a main-text character and engraved it in the larger size-an interesting 
idea, but one that can hardly be sustained in view of the second occurrence 
of hsien in the next line, where it is also followed by the character wang. To 
have a record of Ch'eng Wang in the text would seem to offer support for 
the dating of the vessel to that sovereign's reign, a point that Wu Ch'i-ch'ang 
has seized upon. However, its presence here would raise problems, not the 
least of which would be the bearing it might have on the very authenticity 
of the insctiption.16 

Do we, accordingly, dismiss the possibility that when Yen incorporated 
the Pan Kuei inscription in his compilation, a second version of the text was 
current in the form of a rubbing with two additional characters; or, should 
we follow Kuo and have the cake and eat it too? As things stand, there seems 
to be little choice but to accept Yen's transctiption of the rubbing from which 
he worked as being a reasonably faithful rendering of the content of that 
rubbing. It is included in my corpus of inscriptions as ins . T.195. 1 (v.b) pend
ing further clarification. 

Now, to return to the question of the interpretation of the three characters, 
hsien ling [ming] yiieh, it would seem to me essential that in any discussion 
about their possible significance-particularly when it concerns the alleged 
authenticity of a traditional text that has been doubted by the scholarly 
community in general over some decades of research-the situation should 
be explored thoroughly. When one commentary is selected in preference to 
another in regard to a controversial passage, and when readers familar with 
the relevant literature cannot but wonder whether the selection has been 
made simply to bolster the wtiter's argument, it is necessary for the wliter to 
make clear his reason for accepting the authority he has decided to follow. 

The foregoing constitutes the second of the 'unquestionable touchstones' 
examined briefly here, and when the situation is thus re-investigated with 
some care, it, too, would seem to be anything but "the [kind ofj touchstone 
for which Keightley sought" (1978: 154). Research avenues of this sort have 
long been pursued, and the results generally demonstrate the doubtful 
authenticity of the Chin-pen version. Despite Shaughnessy's spitited defence 

57 

16 Tang discusses the possibility that the 
inscription on this vessel may be genuine, 
but that the remainder of the vessel is a 
spurious reconstruction of Ming or Ch'ing 
date. A major point in his assessment is that 
in the Hsi·Ch'ing illustration of the vessel, 
the decor incorporates the character shou 
a, written in a form characteristic of this 
late period. As Kuo demonstrates on the 
basis ofthe reappearance of the P'anKuei in 
a scrap-metal recycling heap some years 
ago (Kuo Mo-jo 1972: 11-13), the Hsi-Ch'ing 
drawing is incorrect; there is no character 
shou in the decor. Accordingly, he finds no 
cause to doubt the authenticity of the entire 
inscribed vessel. 
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17 Chang Hsin-ch'eng's survey of the accounts 
and critical analyses of the Yi-Chou-shu 
results in the impression that i t  is, for the most 
part, a forgery, if not entirely so. Liang Ch'i
ch'ao �-"a'�, for instance, (in his Chung
kuo /i-shih yen-chiuja rp fil!il��iiJf�l2?, 
as cited by Chang [1939: 611]), is of the 
opinion that 'no less than eleven of the chap
ters are faked, while, of the remainder, many 
have been tampered with or falsified; but it 
is not easy to determine which ones are 
authentic . . . . " Like Mencius, he dismisses 
the K'o-yin }'lIN: and Shih-fu t!!:� chapters 
as obvious fakes. (In his translation of the 
Shih-fu chapter, Shaughnessy [1980-81 :  57-
79], on the other hand, champions this 
extravagantly detailed account of the Chou 
conquest.) Other views for and against the 
historicity of the Vi-Chou-shu may be perused 
throughout Chang's assembly of data (pp.600-
16). As to the Ming-t'angchapter, Shaughnessy 
is doubtless correct in recognizing it as a later 
addition or forgery. That it should be so is, of 
course, important for the argument that the 
"six years' reign" of Wu Wang mentioned in 
that chapter is likewise a post-Han fabrication. 

No assessment has been offered here of 
Shaughnessy's recent appraisal of the Chin
pen version and the date of the Chou conquest 
of Shang (Shaughnessy 1985-87: 33�6). 
Rather than make the present study too 
involved, I purposely avoid detailed discus
sion of the two papers at this stage. The 
necessary ground and relevant background 
data-much of it requiring detailed assess
ment of the historicity of the traditional source 
materials employed-which have been by
passed would require writing a monograph. 

Long ago, I explored the problem of the 
date of the Chou conquest in considerable 
detail (Barnard 1960: 486-515), and demon
strated there the fact that with the accent on 
the transmitted literary materials, research 
into the subject can only be an academic 
exercise and hopes of precision illusory 
(p.497). Despite the several seemingly enlight
ening inscribed bronzes excavated since 
then and the considerable amount of time 
and energy that has been devoted to the 
question with reference to the corpus of 
inscribed bronzes, as well as the traditional 
textual data, the very bases of the research 
leave much to be desired, particularly the 
unfortunate mixing of disparate document
ation and the lack of an historical approach.!t 
may be hoped that others interested in the 
matter will look further into the degree of 
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and his great faith in the historicity of the Current Bamboo Annals, it is 
difficult to agree with his conclusion that what he has taken to be touchstones 
(of the calibre that Keightley would insist on) are acceptable, in a final analy
sis, as touchstones. As Chang Hsin-ch'eng (1939: 596) concludes, after his 
useful and instructive assembly of accounts and critical analyses relating to 
the authenticity of the Chin-pen version: "Having thus listed the results of the 
researches of each autholity on the Chin-pen version, it may be determined 
that it is a spurious book without a shadow of doubt . . . . " 

The Bamboo Annals III : the Problems of Reconstruction 

Finally, Shaughnessy (1986: 154 ff.) discusses the account of the death of 
Wu Wang jt.:E in the Chin-pen version in considerable detail, commencing 
with the premise: " . . .  a single well-chosen and thoroughly analysed example 
can often be more enlightening than hundreds of undigested . . .  examples"
a statement that would cause most historians to raise their eyebrows. Never
theless, he has brought together an appreciable corpus of data from the 
U-aditional literature, among which those of "generally accepted historical 
value" (which suggest a two-year reign-period) differ from "all tt-aditional 
chronological studies after the Han dynasty [which] portray King Wu as 
having reigned for six years after the conquest" (ibid. :  159). Along with the 
latter, the Ming-t'ang BA � chapter of the Yi-Chou-shu �fliJ if (which also 
records a "six years' reign") is assessed to be a later (and spurious) addition 
to tl1is work. 17 1n supponofhis argument, he proposes then that one bamboo 
strip was erroneously u-ansposed from the annals of Ch'eng Wang to those 
of Wu Wang. Accordingly, the troublesome implication of a six years' reign 
in the Chin-pen Bamboo Annals is dispensed with. Details of the argument 
need not occu py our attention here, as our concern is with the validity of the 
key passage from which it stems, and the basis of any interpretation that 
might be attempted of its ambiguous wording.1R 

The main point, tl1erefore, is to demonstt-ate the need to study the avail
able 'primary' sources carefully before proposing so fundamental a matter 
as the transposition of text in the Chin-pen Bamboo Annals upon such 

/historicity that may be allowed such sources as 
the Chin-pen version of the Bamboo Anl1aL�, 
the Mu-t'ien-tzu chuan W�T., tl1e Yi
Chou-shu, etc. A particularly instructive exercise 
would be a critical review of surveys such as 
Wei Ting-sheng's �l'€� extensive research 
into the Mu-t'ien-tzu chuan (1971). 

18 In bypassing tl1e arguments relating to the 
matter of Wu Wang's reign-length-in partic
ular, Shaughnessy'S observations (1986: 169 
ff.) regarding the anomaly of the removal of 
the nine Ting-cauldrons to the as yet unbuilt 
city of Lo (cf. also Barnard 1973: 468-75), a 

record that forms an important item in the 
alleged transposition of a Wu Wang tablet to 
the Ch'eng Wang entries-I do so to avoid 
w hat I believe from experience to be a fruitless 
exercise. Wang Kuo-wei (1917), Fan Hsiang
yung m� * (1957), and, more recently, 
Fang Shih-ming 1J�� and Wang HSiu-ling 
.:E �� (1981), have achieved as much as can 
be expected in reconstructing the original 
content of the Chu-shu chi-nien. Wang Kuo
wei has demonstrated that the Chin-pen version 
" . . .  contains practically nothing which is not 
to be seen in other sources, while what it con-
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grounds. There are many examples of bamboo and wooden tablets from 
Han and even Chan-kuo times that may be consulted, and several quite 
extensive studies have been conducted, such as the Hsin-yang Ch 'u-mu 
���& (Anon. 1986 [see pp .66-8 for details of measurements, binding, 
text lay-out, 'punctuation', etc.», and the Yun-meng shui-hu-ti Ch 'in-mu 
��l!jtJVtE.� (Anon. 1981 [see pp. 12-26 for similar details». The Pao
shan -§ 1lI  bamboo strips average from 50 to 60 characters per strip, but the 
range is from 2 to 92 characters. Triangular incisions denoted where the 
binding cord was to be located, and binding was effected after writing was 
completed. Spacing between characters varied. Combined characters with 
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Figure 3 
Front and rear views of Batnboo Tablet 
No. 1 (after Anon., 1989a: Tseng-Hou
Yi mu 1it{�Z.& 001.2, pl. 169). It is the 

first tablet of the original 'book' with 
the 'title' (cpmprising the first appropri
ate phrase of the main text-five 
characters, slightly amended) written 
on the verso side of the bamboo strip. 
The first nine characters constitute an 
'event-date': "In the spring {of the year 
that} the Ta-mo-ao-ojJicer, Yang 
Hsiang(?), proceeded to P'u(?), the 
eighth month, on the day, keng-shen 
{57} ; . . .  " (tentative translation). It is 
most important to obseroe the presence 
of the 'combined characters' 1j':J\ J'3 
(eighth month) written in the space of 
a single character, but to be 'unzipped' 
as two characters. The repetition mark 
" 

= " indicates the combined 
situation-a common calligraphic 
procedure employed throughout pre
Han archaeological documents of all 
types; cf such combined graphs as 
11 :  *1/! (#7); • :�1/! (#62); g :  �� 
(#131); 2jS : 1\+ (#140); ftt : .=:+ 
(#141), � : x  .... A (#141), etc. which 
appear frequently in the Tseng-Hou-Yi 
tomb inventories. It is, furthermore, 
important to note the description 
relating to the confused state of the 
tablets as found in the tomb (1:487); 
note also the presence of tablets lacking 
characters and those containing 
writing with their uneven (unwritten) 
spaces within the text, the errors in the 
placement of 'Phrase-dividers': . , 0 ,  
and _ ;  and the varying numbers of 
characters on individual tablets. 

/tains that is [actually] unknown to other 
sources amounts to barel y one per cent . . .  " 
(see his "Chin-pen Chu-shu chi·nien shu
ch'eng" 4':<Is:'r1IUa1fiFJILMt as revised 
and corrected by Fang and Wang [1981: 188D. 
To seek internal evidence in support of its 
alleged "historical reliability" with reference 
to those "other sources"-which have clearly 
been plagiarized by the forger(s) of this com
pilation-simply amounts to a circularity that 
leads nowhere. 
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Figure 4 
Twelve strips of the 53 bamboo tablets 
which comprise the "Annals" of the 
Ch'in Kings Chao [Hsiangj Wang 
1lB[�13:. Hsiao Wen Wang :;ij:Jt£ 
Chuang Wang ltE3:. and Shih Huang 
Ti YfJ.� * from the Ch'in tomb at 
Shui-hu-ti (after Anon. 1981: PI.52; 
reproductions in this report are 
extremely poor). The entries 
commence from the first year of Chao 
[Hsiangj Wang (306 BC) and run 
through to his 53rd year. Each year 
begins on a new tablet along the top, 
and continues halfway down. Later 
entries (starting from the first tablet) 
continue in the lower half of each 

from his 54th year, through to Shih 
Huang Ti's 30th year (21 7  BC). The 
possibility that the Bamboo Annals 
may have followed a similar 
pattem-a single entry per strip (with 
a fully written strip containing as 
many as 40 characters which might 
then overjl.ow onto one or more strips 
as the occasion demanded), and with 
a similar variation in character 
numbers per strip-should be kept in 
mind. The years of reign would 
almost certainly have employed 
'combined characters' and 
'abbreviated numerals' such as: 
nien4 (or ju<; i:t':=+, sa4 *::=:+, 
hSi4 1fft ;Il!l+, etc. 
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, = ' symbols indicated combinations . Punctuation was followed by a substan
tial but often differing amount of space before the next passage commenced. 
Characters were generally written on the 'yellow' face of the strip but in a few 
cases the text continued on to the 'green' rear sUlface. Lengths of the greater 
number of the strips ranged from 62 to 69.5 cm, but some were just over 
72 cm in length (for further details see Paa-shan Ch 'u-chien '§ llJ�F.ij 
[Chang Kwong-yue et  al. 1991 :  3-15]) . 

For a detailed survey of bamboo tablets in general see Wu-weiHan-chien 
1EtOOG�fm (Ch'en Meng Chia et al. 1964: 53-77) . Note particularly Ch'en's 
comparative study of literaty accounts therein which relate to the lengths of 
bamboo or wooden strips, the number of characters per strip, and especially 
the manner in which the text, punctuation, joints in the bamboo, binding of 
the sUips, etc. , affected the number of characters that would be incotporated 
on a particular sU'ip. He also mentions Hsun Hsu's J/,UWJ statement in his 
preface to the Mu-t'ien-tzu chuan that "a bamboo strip [had as many as] 40 
characters -F.ij Il9 +*," which Shaughnessy translates as "forty characters 
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per strip." But the character yi - can hardly be rendered as 'per' or 'evety' 
for two 'major reasons: first, Chinese dictionary definitions do not allow this; 
the nearest, perhaps, would be the sense of 'all', 'in its entirety', meanings 
which are quite different from the concept of 'each', 'each and every', etc. ;19 
second, a consultation of actual examples shows that such statements as 
jll5a:fiiHf = +*-f.ij Z ::)(-"the Cheng commentary on the Shang-Shu 
with [as many as] 30 characters written on a bamboo strip" (as cited by Ch'en 
from the P'ing-Ii � ffit chapter of the Yi-li fR�) essentially means 'as many 
as' (Le. when a strip is fully written with characters) or 'an average of so many 
characters on a strip. A modicum of research into this subject would thus 
result in the conclusion that there is practically no way to adjust the Bamboo 
Annals to, or reconstruct them in, an assumed original fotm, no matter how 
cleverly argued, unless we have such information as the following: the 
number of rows of binding, the thickness of the binding cord(s) , whether the 
text was written before or after the binding (see Michael Loewe's detailed 
notes on this and related points [1967.1: 28-39]), to what extent and how 
punctuation was applied, whether the sU'ips were numbered, whether the 
entries for each followed the presentation as in the Shui-hu-tiPien-nien-chi 
��*C in which each year of reign commences on a new line, whether the 
text was continuous without breaks, or, if with breaks, what kind they were, 
whether character sizes occasionally varied conSiderably or were sometimes 
executed with long flourishes so that they occupied the space of more than 
one normal-size graph, whether some characters were in combined form 
(e.g. J:i = J\ Ji>  occupying the space of a single character but with a repet
ition sign to indicate that it was to be read as two separate characters, and 
so on. The selection of inscribed bamboo and wood tablets in Figures 3, 4, 5 ,  
and 6 illustrate more vividly than is possible by description the information 
that would be required to reconstruct the original form of even one tablet 
of the Bamboo Annals. That information simply does not exist. 

But there is more to be considered. Accounts of the discovery should be 
carefully read to obtain a better understanding of the condition of the tablets 
at the time the tomb was plundered. While problems remain concerning the 
period of sorting and-most important for the user of the Annals----the 
reliability of the transcriptions and interpretations which took place shortly 
afterwards, these may be assessed with some degree of cettainty. Without 
consideration of the transmitted evidence regarding such essential issues, a 
student attempting to employ these texts as we now have d1em-and this 
holds even with respect to the Ku-pen reconstructions-may well tend to 
allow them a higher historical value than the situation warrants. 

There is, in fact, a considerable amount of documentation in one form or 
another which, though not as informative as one might wish, does nevettheless 
provide sufficient background to petOOt an appreciation of the historical status 
which may be accorded not only to the Bamboo Annals but also to the Chi
chung-shu fli. *fJ, the "Chi mound books," in general . In the Chin-shu ft., 
the "History of the Chin dynasty," compiled c. AD 644 but not completed until 
the fourteenth century, the following notices occur:20 
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19 When such glosses as 'chaque', 'chaque 
fois', and 'each', 'per', etc. appear respectively 
in such dictionaries as Couvreurdictionnaire 
c1assique de la langue Chinoise and A 
Chinese-English dictionary (Peking: Com
mercial Press, 1981)-the only two (amongst 
my many dictionaries) where the character 
yi has been so defined-it should be appreci
ated that the translation may reflect the 
idiom of the translator'S language more than 
that of the Chinese phrases in question; e.g. 
Couvreur's "chaque annee on vieillit d'un 
an" for -1f.=-e-1f, could be rendered as 
"[after the passage oij one year we become 
a year older," while the gloss in the Com
mercial Press dictionary for -/j,S¥:t\+ 
0£-"at 60 kilometres per hour"-may, 
in fact, be a Chinese rendering of the English 
mode of expressing speed. Neither expres
sion, however, really means that a driver has 
maintained, hour after hour (Le. 'each' hour 
of travel) , an unvarying speed. He may com
plete a 600-kilometre drive in ten hours, but 
as anyone who drives knows, the speed will 
vary according to circumstances, and to be 
able cover a set distance in a set time the 
speed must often exceed the ultimate aver
age. So, too, would have been assessments 
of the numbers of characters 'per strip' in a 
bundle of bamboo strips-these essentially 
being expressed as an average. 

20 Ina compilation which commenced nearly 
three centuries afterthe date of the discovery 
of the Chi-chung-shu, and which was not 
completed until a further long period of time 
had elapsed (six centuries), the historian 
may ponder the numerous obvious and 
relevant questions that arise with regard to 
the transmission of the original seventh
century manuscript(s)-if, indeed, they 
survived the vicissitudes of the next six 
centuries-as well as the manner in which 
the compilation was brought to completion 
in the fourteenth century. Some indication 
of the problems of the historicity of such 
compilations may be found in my survey of 
the records of discoveries of bronze vessels 
as recorded in the traditional literature 
(Barnard 1973). Of the accounts which fol
low, that of Tu Yii (Item g) constitutes the 
earliest version, and has the merit of being 
practically contemporaneous with the time 
of the discovery. 
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Figure 5 
Hand-copy (necessarily truncated for 
reproduction here) of part of the Fu
chuan, chia-pen Ej3*BIi� , �j\, 
�* 2), excavated from Tomb no. 6, 
Mo-chui-tzu mOll. T, Wu-wei, Kan-su 
in 1960 (after Ch 'en Meng-chia et al. 
1964) datable to the Wang Mang 
period, c. l O AD). The tablets are 
individually numbered at the bottom 
of each strip, and at the end of a 
'chapter' the total count of characters 
appears. Three openings were left 
unwritten so as to accommodate the 
binding cords. The even distribution 
of 20 characters between each 
binding space seems to have been 
generally maintained, note, however, 
where 12 extra characters have been 
squeezed into tbe top division of strip 
no. 23, probably after scraping away 
seven of tbe original characters. In 
tbe Shih-hsiang chien chih Ii 
±f§�z;fl (�* I), Strip no. 9 
wbicb appears on the page preceding 
the hand-copy reproduced oppOSite) it 
will be noted tbat tbe scribe has 
inserted a single character, 1t. yi. 
Numerous such instances may be 
observed elsewhere amongst tbe Wu
wei tablets. Repeated cbaracters (e.g. 
those in strip 25 opposite) occupy the 
space of a single grapb and are 
denoted by tbe repetition sign. 
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25 23 
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(a) In the Annals of Wu Ti QitW 3. lOb) : 

In the 10th month, winter, in the 5th year of the Hsien-ning 
�$ reign-period [AD 279J a man of Chi-chiin i:&W 
district, called Piao Chun ::f �, broke into the tomb-mound 
of Hsiang Wang of Wei ��:E [d. 295 BeJ. He obtained 
Bamboo Tablets inscribed in small-seal characters [hsiao
chuan /J\� comprising ancient writings amounting to 
more than 100,000 words �. These were deposited in the 
Imperial Court library. 

(b) In the Biography of Wei Huan (f$j@ 36:6.4b): 

In the first year of the Tai-k'ang::taltreign-period [AD 280], 
a man of Chi-hsien plundered the tomb-mound of Hsiang 
Wang of Wei . . .  [continues as in the preceding passageJ. 

(c) On the stele of Tai-kung Lu-wang of Ch'i 1!f::t0 g 
�, originally in the Ch'i Tai-kung Temple (according to 
the Kuang-ch 'uanshu-pa JJi) I I  it It.!t it is now [Le. in Sung 
times] in Kung-hsien, Wei-chou f$j1\1'1��; see Hsu Wen
ching �Jtm 1750: 8a-b) : 

Tai-kung Lii-wang of Ch'i was a native of this hsien [Chi
hsienJ . . . . In the 2nd year of the Tai-k'ang reign-period, 
there was a looting of burial mounds in the eastern sector 
of the hsien-district, and there were obtained bundles of 
writings on bamboo strips. The interment of the writings 
was eighty-six years prior to Ch'in's entombment [aliveJ of 
the Confucian literati . . .  

This account, preserved in stone and extant at least until 
the Sung period, comprises the earliest 'original' con
temporary document relating to the looting of the tomb. 

(d) In the Biography of Wang Chieh (:E� 52:21 . 18a) 
there is a note relevant to Wei Heng's �m: association 
with the Chi-chung-shu:  

At the time, the mi-shu-ch 'eng ��tJ7J< [Director of  the 
Palace library] Wei Heng investigated and corrected the 
Chi-chung-shu, but before he was able to complete the work 
he fell into difficulties. The chu-tso-lang �fF e� [Editorial 
Director] Shu Hsi *m continued the project and brought 
it to completion; but in many instances his supporting 
evidence gave rise to variant interpretations. At this time the 
GovernorofTung-lai*�:;t�, WangTing-chien:E,ijl� 
of Ch'en-liu JijR ii, rebuked Shu's interpretations and 
presented evidence supporting his own explanations; Shu 
again made (further) interpretations and contested those of 
Wang, but in the meantime the latter had died. The san-chi 
shih-langfdiif� e� (Gentleman Cavalier Attendant [Senior 
Recorder]) P'an Tao 11m said to Wang Chieh: "You are 
talented in learning and versed in the principles of criticism 
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Figure 6 
Section of the Shou-faIShou-ling 
';f�.';f� Bamboo Tablets (nos. 808-
12) from Tomb no. 1, Yin-ch'ueh-shan 
8ll� {.lj ,  Lin-yi-hsien #?trv, Shan-
tung, excavated in April, 1972 (after 
Anon., Yin-ch'iieh-shan Han-mu chu-
chien ��{.lj�&1t1ri1 1989). The 
burial is dated to the early years of 
Wu Ti 1it* (c. 130 Be). Noteworthy 
is the marked tendency towards 
unevenness of character-spaces 
resulting partly from the calligraphic 
style with its frequent long down-
stroke flourishes and variant 
<r,haracter sizes, and partly from the 
<r0ntent, wherein the individual 
graphs of the numerals seldom fully 
occupy a character-space. The total 
number of characters-liB':II/U\.: 
548-is recorded at the conclusion of 
the last strip. In the first of the notes 
appended to the transcription 
(p. 129), there is a record ofthe 
problems attending the textual 
reconstruction because of the 
scattered nature of the tablets and 
the damage and loss sustained 
through burial conditions. 
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and could well elucidate the confusion that has arisen from the efforts of these 
two scholars; it should be possible for you to attempt a dissertation on this." 
Wang Chieh accordingly surveyed in detail what they had attained and where 
they had fallen short. Chih yti .m and Hsieh Heng itfjj, who were both 
deeply learned in all manner of knowledge, were in complete accord in 
accepting the authority of his work.21 

(e) In the Biography of Hsun Hsu CfUIVl 39: 9 .7a): 
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in order ({J!�, so that they could be incorporated in the Chung-ching (Classics 
Division) of the Imperial Court Library. Hsu had already written a preface to the 
Mu{-t'ien-tzuJ chuan in which he stated: "The ancienttext version of theMu-t'ien
tzu chuan was amongst the writings obtained from an ancient tomb which had 
been looted by Piao Chun, a native ofChi-hsien, in the 2nd year of the T'ai-k'ang 
reign-period. All (the writings) were on bamboo strips bound together with plain 
(white) silk cord. As a result of my earlier study and definitions of the ancient 
measures, I found the strips to be 2 feet 4 inches in length, and with black ink 
writing, a single strip [containing as many as) 40 characters . . .  " 

(f) In the Biography of Shu Hsi (:5R1!f 15 :  21 . 12b): 

In the beginning of the 2nd year of the T'ai-k'ang reign-period [AD 281), a man 
of the Chi-chun district called Piao Chun looted the tomb of Hsiang Wang of 
Wei-some say it was the tomb-mound of An Li Wang �!EE (d. 243 BC)
and collected several tens of cartloads of bamboo writings. Amongst these were 
Annals [chi-nien �c.:$) in 13 pien [tablets) which recorded (major events) from 
the Hsia Dynasty up to the defeat of Yu Wang of Chou ffll l!W.:E by the Ch'uan 
7::. and Jung � tribes, followed by other events (of the State of Chin ff m up 
to the division of the State into Han . , Chao @ , and W ei � , when the record 
continues with the affairs of Wei up to the 20th year of An Li Wang. They are 
thus probably the archives of the State of Wei written by its Historiographers. 
In general outline the contents quite often accord with the Ch'un-ch 'iu but 
amongst them are such major variations from the Classics and the Commentaries 
as: the length of the Hsia Dynasty is greater in years than that of Yin; Yi iii\: aimed 
to usurp the throne from Ch'i �, and Ch'i killed him; T'ai Chia =*= Ef3 put Yi Yin 
W"Jl"to death; Wen Ting :)(T put Chi Li 3f:Mto death; from Chou's receiving 
the Mandate up to Yu Wang-100 years; it was not (as recorded in the Shu-ching 
11 *!ID that Mu Wang was a centenarian. Yu Wang having been eliminated, tllere 
was one, Kung Po Ho ;tHsW , who assumed the function of the Son of Heaven 
-not two ministers called Kung and Ho . . .  

Then follows a list of other books which to a greater or lesser extent varied 
from, or accorded with, the transmitted versions current in Shu Hsi's time. 
There were also books hitherto unknown, the most familiar item, perhaps, 
being a record of the travels ofMu Wang of Chou (Jrfu-t'ien-tzu chuan). The 
account then continues: 

A grand total of 75 pien were recovered. Seven pien of the bamboo writings had 
suffered damage and their titles were not recognizable. Within the tomb, a bronze 
sword 2 feet 5 inches in length was found. The lacquer writing [on the bamboo 
tablets 1 was all in 'tadpole' characters [k 'o-tou-tzu f-.I. -4 �. Those who first broke 
into the tomb set fire to the bundles of documents to light up (the interior) in their 
search for precious articles, and when the officials came to assemble them many 
of the tablets were charred and the bindings broken; characters were obliterated 
or lost and the texts could not be reconstructed to regain their full purport or their 
original order. The Emperor Wu had the writings deposited in the Imperial Library 
where they were collated and placed in order, investigations were conducted to 
interpret their original meanings, and the archaic graphs were transcribed into 
modem characters. While Shu Hsi was on the Editorial Committee he was able 
to examine the the bamboo writings and immediately resolved doubtful render
ings, giving in each instance explanations and supporting evidence. 
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21 Renderings of official ranks in the trans
lations presented in this paper generally 
follow those of Charles O. Hucker, A 
diclionary of officiallilks in imperial China. 
One cannot but accord with his sentiments 
expressed in the Preface (p.v) regarding the 
status of the Wade-Giles romanizations 
"which have been standard in English
language-and German-writings about 
China for so long and are still preferred by 
so many Sinologists that for the foreseeable 
future no pre-modem China specialist can 
afford not to know them." Even as this 
annotation is being typed, Wade-Giles still 
comprises the romanization employed in 
about ninety percent of the published 
scholarly work on early China in English. If 
one is to speak in terms of a standard 
romanization, Wade-Giles would still seem 
to have this role, and will doubtless continue 
thus for some years yet (see my detailed 
discussion in Barnard and Cheung 1983: 
106-41). In the present paper, it will have 
been noted, I have maintained my usual 
practice to use the spelling 'yi' in preference 
to 'i', otherwise the romanization is standard 
Wade-Giles as conveniently presented in 
Miyahara Minpei '8�ti1;Zfi and Tsuchiya 
Akihiro±�I!J3 fc5,Shinakokuinjilen3tJ.j� 
�=a-*�, a most valuable compendium. 
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(g) In Tu Yil's :tim: postscript to the Ch'un-ch 'iu ching-chuan chi-chieh 
tff;k��ilU� JWA&F¥ (AD 282. See Kanbun Taikei �X*� [1911  ed.J, 
XI:ii:30: 64-6.) 

In the 3rd month of the 1st year of the T'ai-k'ang reign-period . . . . In the Chi
chiln district there was opened an ancient tomb from which a large quantity 
of ancient writings was recovered, all comprising bamboo tablets with 
'tadpole' characters. Those who opened the tomb attached no importance to 
them, and thus they soon became scattered and confused. 'Tadpole' characters 
have long been obsolete and attempts to assay their meanings cannot be 
entirely successful. In the first place, they were deposited in the Imperial Court 
and it was only lately that I was able to see them. The contents of the re
cordings totalled altogether some 75 scrolls (�J ; much of it is mixed and 
fragmentary, absurd and incoherent, and is impossible to read or comprehend. 
The most understandable are the Yi-ching and the Annals. The Yi-ching (Parts 
1 and 2J is exactly identical with the current version; appended to it is a 
treatise on the Yin and Yang but there is no sign of the Appendices: T'uan 
�, Hsiang �, Wen X, Yen �, and Hsi-tz'u �I$. It would seem that at this 
period Confucius's compilation of these in Lu had not yet reached distant 
states . . .  

Tu Yil goes on to describe the contents of the Bamboo Annals in some 
detail and along similar lines to passage (f) above. The latter is, however, 
conSiderably more detailed. So far as general chronological matters are 
concerned, he observes that the Annals commence with the Hsia, Shang, and 
Chou Dynasties and concern only the Kings and their affairs, there being no 
divisions to accommodate the individual States. Only one State, Chin, is given 
prominence later, its records commencing with Shang Shu �t.I& (784--81 BC) 

and continuing down to the time of its extinction. The affairs of Wei tt then 
follow, ending at the 20th year of Ai Wang �3.:. (299 BC). This, he observes, 
was 181 years after the death of ConfUCius, and 581 years before the 3rd year 
of the T'ai-k'ang reign-petiod (AD 282) during which the above passage was 
written. 

Towards the close of his postscript, Tu notes various parallels between 
the enU'ies and events in the Bamboo Annals and those recorded in the Tso
chuan, as well as discrepancies between the former and the Kung Yang jt; $ 
and Ku Liang � � Commentaries, and the Preface of the Shu-ching. He 
shrewdly states then that his purpose in presenting the postsctipt thus (rather 
than to incorporate the data throughout his Commentaries, which had only 
just been completed) : 

. . .  Taking these ancient writings likewise to be contemporary miscellaneous 
recordings, but there being insufficient means to verify (their dependabilityJ , 
their crude and careless (compositionJ has a (certainJ advantage for (our appreci
ation of the intrinsic value o� MrTso('s commentaryJ. Accordingly, I have briefly 
reported upon them and append (this reportJ herewith at the conclusion of (myJ 
"collected explanations". 

(h) The Cheng-yi IE � summation following the Tu Yil postscript in the 
Ch 'in-ling Tso-chuan chu-shu �JE:tr::1l!Jff� (Ch'en Hao-shao 1l*tf!f9-t', 
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Chu LiaJ).g-ch'iu *.5t� et al . ,  1739) contains the following comment on the 
total of 75 chuan: 

The Chin-shu records that there are 68 chilan which all have titles [-i5 1m]; while 
seven chilan because of damage and disarrangement cannot be allocated titles. 
There is the Chou Yi [-ching ) - 2 chilan, the Chi-nien [Bamboo Annals) - 12 
chilan, the So-yu f:iiffi [Fragmentary Sayings) - 1 1 chilan, and the Chou Wang 
yu-hsing nil £j11fb - 5 chilan. The last item is the work known nowadays as 
the Mu-t'ien-tzu chuan. The disarrangement attending these four books has 
been put into order. When they were first obtained in Chi-chlin they were lodged 
in the Imperial Court library. Hslin Hsli and Ho Chiao ;fa � were commanded 
to transcribe [the ancient characters) into modem [li �) characters. (Hslin) Hsli 
and others at that time rapidly completed the task [but) were unable to 
comprehend fully the ancient writings. Now, what they omitted or [dropped =) 
misplaced is repeated; re-writings [of the text) have increased the incidence of 
errors and misunderstandings . . .  

The foregoing accounts demonstrate something of the background of the 
discovery and the later attempts to decipher the Chi-chung-shu . Most of the 
information derives from the Chin-shu and, if we take into consideration the 
centUries-long period of its compilation along with the shOttcomings in the 
transmission of manuscripts over this period, precedence should, indeed, be 
given to passages (c) and (g) . The former is a record preserved in relatively 
imperishable material and easily copied in the form of rubbings, while the latter 
was transmitted outside the imperial libraries and independently of the Chin
shu, being appended thus to a work that we know was copied and re-copied 
and disseminated throughout the country. Nevertheless, the conflict of dates 
between the two, namely AD 280 as opposed to AD 281, serves as a reminder 
that even in the best levels of historical documents, failings of one kind or 
another are to be expected. Passages (c) and (g), however, confilm over and 
above the Chin-shu entries that there was, indeed, a recovery of pre-Han texts 
on bamboo strips. Assettions such as that of Wang Ming-sheng £ o� � in his 
S"hih-ch 'i-shih shang-ch 'iieh + -t 9:: iHi ft to the effect that the Bamboo Annals 
was the fabrication of Shu Hsi (cited in Legge 1861-72.III: 176-7) can hardly 
be sustained. Other discovelies of comparable scope are occasionally to be 
found recorded, and in many respects accord with features well known to us 
as a result of archaeological discovery over the last six decades . There is little 
ground for maintaining that the Chi-chung find, and its contents, constituted 
a fabrication. Wang's critical evaluation is, of course, directed against the 
Bamboo Annals as such, and in his use of the term wei-chuan � � ('spuri
ously compiled,), he is essentially casting doubts on the reliability of the 
compilation, that is, the selection of entries, the order in which they appear, 
and the presence of added materials that earlier (pre-Sung) citations demon
strate were not in the original version. Regarding such matters, he gives 
examples and observes that the version available to him (c. AD 1787) is much 
to be doubted and was the result of manipulations and additions by 
mischievous men of later times. He is, of course, not alone in advancing 
sentiments of this sort; other such assessments abound, and the researches 
on which they are based follow much the same comparative approaches . 
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22 The above is not intended to be a compre
hensive, let alone intensive, investigation 
into the Bamboo AnnaL�. There is a large 
amount of relevant material that requires 
further examination, and much that I have 
glossed over here could be more intensively 
researched; for instance, I have not looked 
very far into the bibliographical aspects of 
the various titles of the Chi-chung-shu as 
listed in passage (f), nor have I made any 
attempt to assess the possible Significance of 
the contemporary records ofBambooAnnaLr 
entries selected by the early scholars to 
illustrate parallels and discrepancies with 
the transmitted literature. A very interesting 

avenue of investigation might be pursued 
here. And, of course, there are other paths 
of study that might well be found rewarding. 
If, however, the degree of depth attained 
here-and I make no claims that it is as deep 
as it should be-should lead others to dig 
even deeper, the time taken in the prepar
ation of this paper from other more pressing 
research projects will have been well spent. 
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Amongst the Chin-shu passages presented above, details which should 

be carefully weighed by those who might be persuaded to employ either the 

Chin-pen or the Ku-pen versions of the Bamboo Annals in historical research 

include the following: 

1. During the looting of the tomb the tablets were damaged, used as torches, 
and scattered. We have no way of discovering precisely which books and 

what sections of the books, let alone what parts of individual strips, were 

actually destroyed by burning or were lost. 

2. No less than four people attempted to edit the tablets, that is, to place them 

in com�ct order, collate them with contemporary versions where parallels 

existed, and interpret and transcribe the archaic graphs into modem (third 
century AD) characters. And their efforts left much to be desired. 

3. Considerable disagreement in matters of interpretation is evident amongst 

those who worked on the tablets following their discovery. 

4. No less an authority than Tu YU observed that only two of the books were 

satisfactOlily comprehensible. Interestingly this assessment covers the Yi
ching and the Annals-the one familiar to scholars of the time, and the 

other a work hithelto unknown to them. Despite his preoccupation with 

the Significance of the Bamboo Annals entries which he cites, Tu decides 

that they are not sufficiently acceptable to be incorporated into the body 

of his commentary on the Tso-chuan. 
5. DUling the several centulies following the find, Bamboo Annals data found 

its way into commentaries on the Shih-chi 9: lE, the Shui-ching *�, the 

Han-shu 7lilt, etc. Altl10ugh the assembly of such early preservations.of 

the Oliginal text may give some idea of the early fonn of the Bamboo Annals 
(the so-called Ku-wen version) , extreme care is required even in its use in 

historical research. Keightley's careful appraisal of the inadequacies of the 

Shang section should be well heeded by all concerned. 

It is thus obvious that the transcriptions of the Bamboo Annals which 

resulted from the efforts of these third-century scholars might by no means 

have resulted in infallible interpretations of the original archaic graphs. As 

the above accounts relate, even contemporaries were at loggerheads in pres

sing tl1eir conflicting views . The Ch'ing-period scholar Lin Ch'un-p'u #If:i'5 
shrewdly observes in his inu-oduction to his edition of tl1e Current Bamboo 
Annals that: "from following the discovery of the bamboo writings the 

finalization of tl1e texts was not the work of one person alone; thus what has 

come down to us is not just one version." In the bibliographical section of 

the Sui-shu milt a work is recorded that is now lost, namely "The Bamboo 

Wlitings--Accordances and Discrepancies, 1 scroll." The title usefully in

dicates the situation that existed in tl1e seventl1 century AD. 
When we refer to the Bamboo Annals we must recall tl1at it is not merely 

Wang Kuo-wei's reconsuuction (and those of his predecessors) that we have 

to deal With, but also the sources on which his reconstruction is based. Wang 

brought together many early passages cited from the Annals by Wliters prior 

to the Sung period and preserved in a variety of sources compiled since the 

Bamboo Annals became available. Unfortunately, we do not know which 
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particular versions of the Annals were consulted by each early wliter, but we 

do know that discrepancies exist amongst the quoted passages. These may 

be due to variant editions, or differing interpretations in one transmitted 

version or another, or they may be simply the result of inaccurate setibal 

copying over the ages . When assembled, therefore, the reconstructed fOlID 

of the Ku-pen version of the Bamboo Annals provides us with only a partial 

view of one or more versions-as preserved by quotation--of an imperfect 

transcription of an incomplete and disarranged archaic text. When all such 

relevant facts are taken into account we find on our hands a most risky 

instrument for historical investigation, and one that should not be employed 

in the uncritical manner that several recent suppOlters of this book have 

done. And when it comes to the Chin-pen version . . . 22 

A Bn'ef Note on a Hsia-Dynasty (?) Record of a Solar Eclipse 

As there has been considerable publicity in both a number of journals and 

the public media regarding an alleged Hsia-period record of an eclipse, it is 

appropriate to review critically the basis on which the reality of this record 

has been accepted. The connection with the preceding appraisal of the Chin
pen version of the Chu-shu-chi-nien is immediate. 

In the Current Bamboo Annals is the following entry: 

In the 5th year (of the reign of the Emperor Chung K'ang * flj:l mJ, autumn, in 
the 9th month, on the day keng-hsii. �rt (47],23 the first day of the lunar 
calendar, there was a solar eclipse. 

In the Hsin Tang-shu ff �11: 
Chang states in the Li-yi �m : (According to) the 'new chronology', in the 5th 
year of Chung K'ang (of Hsiaj, the kuei-ssu � 8 (30) year, the 9th month, on 
the day keng-hsii. (47], the first day of the lunar calendar, there was a solar eclipse 
infang,24 2  degrees. 

The latter constitutes the earliest recorded account of the eclipse in these 

terms, while the former is the Current Bamboo Annals version. The assump

tion of those who have investigated such accounts is, however, that some 

sort of now lost record was made at the time the eclipse took place. Kevin 
Pang et al. (in "Computer Analysis of some Ancient Chinese Sunrise Eclipse 

Records to Determine the Earth's Rotation Rate", Vistas in Astronomy 31  
(1988] : 833) write as follows: 

. . .  It is thus not surprising that the observation of a solar eclipse ranks amongst 
the earliest of records kept by the Chinese astronomers. This eclipse occured 
during the reign of King Zhong Kang (Chung K'ang) of the Xia (Hsia Dynasty), 
and has been successfully dated to October 16, 1876 BC (Pang 1987) ' "  

Pang's reference here is to an earlier article of his along similar lines which 

has only recently become available to me.25 However, the major concern must 

be with the historicity of the alleged 1876 Be record. First, there is no unambigu

ous literary evidence datable to earlier than c. AD 1050, when the Hsin Tang-
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23 The bracketed numerals (which may range 
from 1 to 60) following the sexagenary 
sequence of the 10 stems (t'iell-kan 7Z.:r) 
and 12 branches (!i-chih it!!.;o indicate the 
day of the cycle. 

24 Fang m is one of the 28 hsiu m, or 'lunar 

mansions'. It is part of Scorpio. 
25 See Pang, "Extraordinary floods in early 
Chinese history and their absolute dates," 
Journal of Hydrology 96 (1987): 139-55. 
Space is insufficient to allow detailed con
sideration of the various shortcomings in his 
often uncritical use of historical source 
materials, e.g. the use of data crucial to his 
arguments drawn from the Current Bamboo 
AnnaL, and also from the spurious Yi-cheng 
�UE chapter of the Shu-ching, while his 
calculations of the length of the mythical 
HsiaDynasty obtained naively by mUltiplying 
the number of generations of Kings by the 
to some extent arlJitrary figure of 30 years 
for each generation brings to mind Bernhard 
Karlgren's (1945: 1 14-16) perspicacious 
dismissal of Maspero's similar approach 
(and this was at a mere 15 years per gener
ation!) which had also been followed by 

Yetts. Even such a minor point as the direct 
citing of dates from Legge-without the 
author apparently having observed the fact 
that there is a consistent variation of one 
year attending them (see Legge's own note 
on this in his commentary on the Shu-ching 
[1861-72: 167J: "" .  as I do not reckon the 
year of our Lord's birth " .')-does little to 

reassure readers that sufficient care has 
been taken in Pang's background research. 
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26 Not only does Pang base his claim on the 
two questionable sources mentioned in the 
previous note, but he seeks to equate the 
Hsia "eclipse" with the Tso-chuan story of 
the same "eclipse"-dted there purportedly 
from the "Books of Hsia" (Jr1l> wherein 
the account is worded in practically the 
same manner (JP(1'=�1B1JJ "The sun and 
moon did not meet harmoniously in Fang" 
[Legge 1861-72: 11-665]) as in the spurious 
Yi-cheng chapter of the Shu-ching: �9t� 
"'fl� [Legge 1861-72: 165))-a change of 
particles only. Legge has summarized much 
of what has been written on this "eclipse"; 
however, he was not entirely disposed to 
accept the Yi-cheng chapter as a forgery. 

27 Regarding the issues raised here, there is 
obviously room (but hardly sufficient page 
space) to embark on a detailed appraisal of 

the beginning of'writing', let alone to attempt 
to trace its development towards what I 
have termed a "literary facility." For instance, 
one of the more recent finds of incised 
ceramics in China-the Ting-kung-ts'un 

T 0M fragment with its eleven 'characters' 
which was excavated in 1991-92 from a 
Lung-shan site in Shan-tung (see KK 1993 .4: 
295-9)-has given rise to an ever-increasing 
array of speculative transcriptions and inter
pretations along with assessments of its sig
nificance in the field of Chinese palaeography 

by both Chinese and Japanese scholars. To 
deal with this incised sherd alone one 
would soon be involved in the writing of 
quite a long paper, while the necessary 
extension of the survey to cover other well
known archaeological examples of 'writing' 
(e.g. those in Cheung Kwong-yue's survey), 
the considerable amount of new material 
that has come to light since, the various 
cultural milieus throughout which these 
'writings' appear, assessments of the social 
organizations of each, and so on, would 
result in the compilation of an extensive 
monograph. Nevertheless, most people 
familiar with these materials and the large 
corpus of archaeological data available in 

publication relevant to the observations I 
have offered above will appreciate that solid 
evidence of data of this calibre does not 
allow the often speculative assumptions 
that some would favour. It has, however, 
been suggested to me recently "that it is 
demonstrably in no way essential to have a 
fully developed writing system in order to 
preserve an accurate permanent record of 
1lUmericai illfmmalion," and the author of 
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shu was in the process of compilation and nearing completion, which might 
support the historicity of the Hsin T'ang-shu account.26 Second, there is no 
transmitted citation of this eclipse record in sources compiled prior to AD 1050 
which might confum its actual presence in any of the earlier versions of the 
Chu-shu chi-nien. These two observations are, of course, merely representative 
of ways one might seek to explore the significance of the negative aspect of 
the available Iiteraty evidence. There is, however, a steadily growing corpus 
of positive evidence which is relevant to the eclipse of 16 October 1876 BC

patticularly in tetms of it being a contemporary record-that has purportedly 
come down to us from 3,800 years ago. The evidence which we shall consider 
but briefly here has not, however, been given the slightest conSideration, at 
least as far as I can recall from my pelUsal of the popular accounts as well more 
serious studies that have recently come to my attention. Just as the numerous 
and prolific finds of blUsh-written bamboo and wood tablets refelred to earlier 
were bypassed, so, too, has the archaeological evidence pertaining to the 
nature and development of characters, as it may be tentatively assessed in 
Lung-shan, liang-chu, Ta-wen-k'ao, Erh-Ii-t'ou and other sites of similar vintage, 
been completely disregarded. 

If events are to be placed on record and then are to be transmitted for 
the edification of posterity, there must be a form of written script capable of 
recording with reasonable exactitude the nature of the event. And this would, 
furt11elmore, require the existence of a literature, or at least evidence of the 
practice of combining selected characters to fOlm 'sentences'.  And because 
dates must be recorded along with the events, tl1ere must also have been a 
well-established system of chronology and this, naturally, would imply the 
existence of an adminisu-ative organization, where the years of reign of lUlers 
provided a framework for dating. 

A careful reading of Cheung Kwong-yue's alticle, "Recent Archaeological 
Evidence Relating to the Oligin of Chinese Charactels" (1983) and a thoughtful 
study of the graphs iIIusu-ated there which were in use around the time of the 
eclipse and in the area supposedly under the suzerainty of the mythical Hsia, 
cannot help but bring the asu-onomically-minded writer to the down-ta-earth 
realization that there is, indeed, little evidence tl1at might be construed to 
indicate the existence, in this remote era, of a 'literaty facility' capable of 
maintaining records of SUd1 scope. Counter-arguments to the effect that records 
may have been made in another (non-cel-amic but perishable) medium, or that 
oral U-ansmission was insuumental in the preservation of the record of this 
patticular eclipse (at the expense of those not recorded at all over the next 
millenium), and other such possibilities, will doubtless be voiced. But evidence 
for and against such arguments will be equally unsustainable-the arguments 
will be purely academic and will generally serve little good purpose and Simply 
succeed, more likely than not, in clouding the issue.27 

When it comes to using 'portent data', of which eclipses are just one type, 
the researcher should attempt to establish beyond question the historicity of 
the event. If this preliminary step is not taken, the time and effort spent on 
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the astronomical side of the research and writing is not only wasted but may 
also create misapprehensions in the field of astronomy studies itself. An 
instance of this may be seen in the following excerpt from a report in Sky and 
Telescope under the heading "Time drags-it's official!": 

. . .  assessment of Earth's past rotation still relies on the comparison of calculated 
eclipse circumstances to events actually observed [my italics) in antiquity. A new 
study of this type investigates the length of the day almost 4,000 years ago . . . . In 
a paper published in the Journal oj Hydrology and another to appear in Vistas in 
Astronomy, Kevin D. Pang (Jet Propulsion Laboratory) and colleagues explain 
how they used a vast compilation of Chinese astronomical records to study three 
spedfic eclipses. Their sdentific and historical detective work revealed that the 
events of . . .  October 16, 1876 Be, could only have been seen where they were 
if the day had been then . . .  0.070 second longer . . .  than it is now.28 

In the second paper mentioned here (from which I have alt'ead y cited the 
short passage on the previous page) the writers have misleadingly presented 
the situation pertaining to early Chinese astronomical records in the very first 
sentence of their Introduction (1988: 833): 

The systematic observation of heavenly bodies and celestial phenomena prob
ably began at the dawn of civilization in China. Both the quantity and quality 
of astronomical records kept for over 4000 years [!) are quite impressive. 

The reader is not warned-particularly the non-sinological reader-that 
the historical value of the eclipse report (for the time being I resttict my 
comments to the eclipse of 16 October 1876 BC) is far from being satisfactorily 
resolved. There is absolutely no historical evidence that a record of this 
eclipse was made at the time of the event. On the contrary, the evidence that 
we do have indicates that the development of Chinese characters at this 
time-and even for several more centuries thereafter-had not yet reached 
the stage at which textual recording could have been made. The reader is 
not fully informed of the fact that not only the time when the eclipse was seen, 
and where-extremely crucial details for the purpose of the investigation
are not included in the report of this alleged Hsia-period eclipse, but also the 
highly suspect nature of the source from which the eclipse report is taken 
is qUietly disregarded. 

No discussion is offered as to why numbers of eclipses, given a reason
able amount of good viewing weather, failed to be repOtted over the next 
millenium, or why it should be merely this one which sUlvived the passage 
of time.29 There are, moreover, various other such questions requiring inves
tigation before a scholar can decide whether or not it is wOtthwhile to pursue 
his researches into the realm of astronomy based on such flimsy materiapo 

What is being done, it is regretful to observe, is little other than a kind of 
exercise in circularity wherein the calculated eclipse is used as a basis to 

confirm the reliability of the alleged historicity of the record. Then, for the 
period before that for which historical data are relatively reliable, there is to be 
noted a more dangerous element of circularity, to the extent that a very small 
and dubious sample of apparent historical records of eclipses is being used to 

7 1  

Ithis premise continued further to assert: 
"What is now out of court is the a..�'iUmption 
that fully developed writing was intrinsically 
necessary for accurate and durable recording 
of a..�tronomical events" (m y italics). In su pport 
of this assertion, attention was drawn to 
Denise Schmandt-Besserat's Before writing, 
vol.1, From counting to cuneifonn (Austin: 
University of Texas Press, 1992). I well recall 
having read (and filed away for future con
sultation in my projected survey on the origin 
and development of Chinese characters) a 
copy of her article in Scientific American 
which seems to summarize conveniently the 
relevant ground expanded in the above 
book. 

I mention this incident merely to indicate 
ftrst of all that there is no 'assumption' in my 
above interpretation of the available data; 
and second, already knowing something of 
the Near Eastern clay tokens and their possible 
usage for counting (and 'accounting'?), it is 
most unlikely that I would be inclined to 
doubt that prehistoric man could "preserve 
an accurate permanent record of numerical 
information," whether or not he had devel
oped a system of writing. Certainly, I have 
nowhere written disputing the point, although 
evidence of this feature is yet to be seen in 
the Chinese archaeological sphere. As to the 
second element in the above premise-the 
recording of astronomical events-the only 
rejoinder needed is: again, let us see actual 
evidence among archaeological finds of these 
a..�'iUmed recordings in China or eL�ewhere; 
only then can discussion on a scholarly level 
be effectively conducted. 

28 Sky and Telescope 76.6 (Dec. 1988): 607. 
Information of this order is simply presented 
in the form of a brief report and appears in 
the section "Astronomy Express." 

29 Pang (1987: 147), otherwise comments 
quite correctly that, of the few that were re
corded, the majority appear on Shang oracle 
bones: "Unfortunately there are only seven
teen records of solar and lunar eclipses for 
the entire Hsia-Shang-Westem Chou period. 
All but five of these are inscriptions on oracle 
bones ... and carry [only] kan-chih �5t 
[that is, sexagenary day-cycle] dates. Only 
two of the eclipse inscriptions have the 
month and none have the year (of a King's 
reign). The dating of eclipses recorded on 
oracle bones is, therefore, prone to multiple 
solutions." 

30 The search for other early astronomical 
recordings continues. In Sky and Tete- lOVER 
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/scope (Dec. 1993: 13-14), under the title 
"Ancient celestial sign started Chinese calen
dar, "is a reference to an announcement made 
to the American Astronomical Society Oune 
meet-ing) by Kevin D. Pang and John A. 
Bangert (U.S. Naval Observatory) based on a 
fragmentary record from a lost work (the 

Hung-fan-chuan �fii 1$ of Liu Hsiang J1l [t;] 
[80--9 Bcl cited in the HSin Tang-shu) which 

reads: "The Ancient Zhuanxu [Chuanhsii) 
calendar began at dawn, in the beginning of 
spring, when the Sun, new Moon and five 
planets Oupiter, Saturn, Mars, Venus, and 

Mercury) gathered in the constellation [Yingshi 
.� (Pegasus) ."Modem planetary ephemer
ides show that this could only have occurred 
on March 5, 1953 BC. In a short survey by 

Nivison and Pang, "Astronomical evidence for 
the Bamboo Annals' chronicle of early Xia 
[Hsia)" (MS datedJune 1989, 8pp. unnumbered), 
there is a more reliable and extensive present

ation of the foregoing material together with 
other repetitions of the juncture of the five 
planets as recorded in Chu Hsi's ** Tzu
chih t'ung-chien kang-mu "j(¥Ejili1� § 
and in U Fang *f!jJ et aI., T'ai-p'ing yu-lan 
*lJS.�I!(cf. also FangShih-mingand Wang 
Hsiu-ling 198 1 :  194-5), and details of 
nineteenth-century introductions of the event 
to the West. I limit comment here, and merely 
observe that as the earliest extant records of 
the cited passages appear in encyclopaedic 
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