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Speculation on the Scribal Nature of the Shiji
Based on Two Cases of Misordered Slips
in the Memoirs Section”

Yantao Kuang, Ludwig Maximilian University of Munich

This paper identifies a case of textual dislocation in each of two chapters of the Shiji:
the “Memoir of Li Shang” and the “Memoir of the Xiongnu.” Reconstructing these
misarranged passages suggests that the Memoirs section of the Shiji was originally
composed on bamboo slips containing approximately twenty-one to twenty-three
characters each—a format consistent with other narrative texts excavated from that
period. This suggests that Sima Tan and Sima Qian may have directly excerpted or
copied earlier source materials in their compilation of the Shiji.

The displaced slips in the “Memoir of Li Shang” were already present in the version
known to Ban Gu, leading to longstanding misinterpretations and textual
modifications beginning with the Han shu. Once restored, the passage shows that Li
Shang and Fan Kuai were appointed Right and Left Chancellors, respectively, and
took command in suppressing the rebellions of Zang Tu and Chen Xi after Gaozu’s
withdrawal from the front. This restoration offers new insight into the structure of
the chancellorship in the early Han dynasty.

The disruption in the “Memoir of the Xiongnu,” on the other hand, suggests that
prior to the Eastern Han, there were at least two competing accounts of the final
years of Emperor Wu’s reign. Eventually, only the version aligned with the Han shu
narrative prevailed and was established in the received historical tradition.
Keywords: Shiji, misordered slips, historical writing, Li Shang, Li Guangli

Research on the Shiji 325C (Records of the Grand Historian) has generally followed
two main approaches: one focused on its historical discourse—particularly Sima
Qian’s @) F53& (139-86 BCE) use of weiyan dayi Tl 5 K& “subtle words with
weighty meaning” — and the other concerned with the Shiji’s material form as a
written text. Since the twentieth century, the discovery of a wide range of excavated
bamboo slip manuscripts from early China has transformed our understanding of early
textual practices. Although no early copy of the Shiji has yet been discovered, the
physical features of these manuscripts have helped shape modern perspectives on how
the Shiji may have circulated in its initial transmission.

* This research was funded by the China Scholarship Council (CSC).
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Nienhauser' and Boltz? have proposed that, in “composing” the Shiji, Sima Tan and
Sima Qian first excerpted the passages they wished to use from earlier sources, marked
them, and only thereafter arranged and compiled those extracts into one juan (chapter).
Their hypothesis both suggest a editing process of transcribing text on single slip and
then bind them together sequently, which shed light on the methodology this paper
uses.

This paper begins with two instances of misordered bamboo slips in the Shiji,
offereing preliminary reflections on its initial stage of compilation. It considers
questions such as the number of characters per slip, the editorial and structural process
of assembling the text, and the evolution of early versions. As part of this inquiry, it
also seeks to clarify several specific historical events mentioned within the affected
passages.

The Misplacement of a Strip in the “Memoir of Li Shang”

Li Shang #FP (d. 180 BCE) was active as both a military commander and
administrator during the early Han dynasty. Having followed Liu Bang 27 (256-195
BCE) from his early days as Magistrate of Pei, Li Shang participated in various
campaigns and later held positions such as General, Commandant of the Guards, Right
Chancellor, and Chancellor of Zhao. He played a major role in three important military
operations during the reign of Gaozu: the suppression of Zang Tu 4% (d. 202 BCE)
in the fifth year (202 BCE), the pacification of Chen Xi [#%# (d. 196 BCE) in the
eleventh year (196 BCE), and the defeat of Qing Bu £ (d. 195 BCE) in the twelfth
year (195 BCE). The Shiji, in the “Memoir of Li Shang,” records these events as
follows — the logic of the sequencing (a)—(e) will be addressed later. Particular
attention should be given to sentence division and punctuation in this section:

! William Nienhauser, “A Note on a Textual Problem in the Shih Chi and Some Speculations
Concerning the Compilation of the Hereditary Houses,” Toung Pao 89, No. 1/3 (2003): 39-58.

2 Boltz likewise argues that in composing the Shiji, Sima Qian selected material from earlier bamboo
slip texts, each containing around 22 characters per slip; he simply arranged these slips into his broader
narrative, inserting conjunctions or transitional phrases only where he deemed necessary to connect the
discrete records. The result is a style characterized by “cutting” and “pasting.” See William G. Boltz,
“Myth and the Structure of the Shyy Jih,” Asiatische Studien Etudes asiatiques 56.1 (2002): 573-585.
Notably, Chungiu shiyu F=FK F+ 55, a narrative text similar to Shiji excavated from the Western-Han
tomb in Fuyang (approximately during the reign of Emperor Wen) is also written on bamboo slips
holding 23 characters per slip. See Han Ziqiang ¥ H %8, Fuyang Han jian Zhouyi yanjiu 5-F578 5
%) WEFT (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chuban she, 2004), p. 189. These together support the hypothesis
that Sima Qian copied text from his sources onto single slip, much plausibably keeping the same number
of graphs each slip and bind them together in order.

Bolz and I both come to the same conclusion that each slip should have contained roughly twenty-two
to twenty-three characters but by different evidence.


https://ko.wikipedia.org/wiki/%ED%95%9C%EB%82%98%EB%9D%BC
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FoRk, MeERE R, L EMNLZE, BREER, SRSk, BERES T, A
o, BRAKRM, BESIE, BiEeRIA, iz, SaEL T, HE
eI

That autumn, Zang Tu, the King of Yan, rebelled, and Shang, as a general, followed
Gaozu to strike at Zang Tu, gave battle at Longtui, was first to climb the walls and
cause the enemy’s ranks to fall, and defeated Tu’s army beneath the walls of Yi,
driving back the enemy. He was promoted to be Chancellor of the Right, granted the
rank of a Ranking Marquis, and together with the other feudal lords, he received a
tally from the Emperor pledging that the succession would not be cut off for
generation after generation. He also received the fief-town of Zhuo, with five
thousand households, and was titled Marquis of Zhuo.

(a) A RAB A E EAF, BRI,
As Chancellor of the Right and operating separately, he pacified Shanggu
(commandery), took advantage of the situation to attack the commandery of Dai,

(b) SZEIAHBIEN . DA A AH B AR B ) Bl e e 55 e AR TR

and received the seal of the Chancellor of the State of Zhao. As Chancellor of the
Right of Han and Chancellor of State of Zhao, operating independently and together
with the Marquis of Jiang and others, Li Shang pacified the commanderies of Dai
and Yanmen,

(c) FARRAHRELGE. SFAHFE. #HHED FEANAA TN
and captured Cheng Zong, the Chancellor of Dai, Guo Tong, the Acting Chancellor;
and 19 men from general down to the rank of 600 shi.

(d) i, DU ER R EEM 5. LHS DUH RIS, A,

After he returned, as a general he became the Guard of Taishang Huang (His Most
Honored Majesty) for a year. In the seventh month, as Chancellor of the Right, he
struck at Chen Xi and destroyed Dongyuan.

3 Han shu does not include these four characters PA45 ZK#H. See Ban Gu ¥[&, Han shu (Beijing:
Zhonghua shuju, 1962), 41.2075.

4 Han shu 41.2075 does not include these eight characters L5 ZRAHHEAH [ 3. See Han shu.

5In Han shu 41.2075, “as a general he became the Guard” LU 55 5 is altered with “as a general he
commanded” DA% .

¢ The Zhonghua edition of the Shiji (1959), 95.2662 punctuates the phrase as: “served as Guard General
to the Taishang Huang for one year and seven months.” In the Han shu 41.2075, Ban Gu alters the
phrasing to: “led the guard of the Taishang Huang for one year. In the tenth month...” Liang Yusheng
2% 148 (1744-1792) follows the Han shu punctuation and further argues that the Shiji’s “seventh month”
should be read as “tenth month,” since Chen Xi’s rebellion began in the ninth month of the tenth year,
making it impossible for Li Shang to have attacked him in the seventh month. See Liang Yusheng, Shiji
zhiyi 50 ESE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1981), p. 1341.
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(e) XU\E&*H%QTEJ—# JA?I_L I&;H\:ﬁ[j‘:fﬁ’ Iz/éﬁ‘ﬁlz%, ?%‘U\ﬁﬁ%? Eﬁ‘ﬂﬂ)ﬁﬂ
T—H7, BREI&.

Again, as Chancellor of the Right, he followed Gaozu to strike Qing Bu, attacking
his front lines of defense, causing his first two ranks to fall, and thus enabling the
Emperor to defeat Bu’s army. The Emperor changed his sustenance fief to Quzhou
with 5,100 households and abolished the fief from which he had formerly drawn
sustenance.®

Commentators throughout the history, including Takigawa Sukenobu i)l & &
(1865—-1946), have agreed on the reading and punctuation of this quoted passage as
reflected in the Zhonghua edition (1959): The first paragraph refers to events from the
battle of 202 BCE, while sentences (a) through (d) describe those of 196 BCE, and (e)
refers to 195 BCE; the wording and sequence are consistent across all received editions
of Shiji. However, this reading gives rise to several interpretive challenges.

The first question concerns the geographic plausibility of sentence (a) and whether
it refers to the 196 BCE campaign. In the ninth month of Gaozu’s tenth year, Chen
Xi—then in command of the military forces in Zhao and Dai—rebelled. In response,
the Han court organized a two-pronged campaign: the western force, led by Zhou Bo
J&%h (d. 169 BCE), advanced into Dai from Taiyuan A J&, while the eastern front was
directed personally by Gaozu. Based on the “Basic Annals of the Emperor Gaozu” in
the Shiji and “Annals of the Emperor Gaozu” in the Han shu, this eastern front
proceeded entirely within Zhao territory prior to the recapture of Dongyuan; Gaozu
first reached Handan H{¥F, then moved northward to take Dongyuan % 1H, and
subsequently returned to Luoyang ¥%F%. Fan Kuai #0& (d. 189 BCE), according to
his Memoir in the Shji, was at this time a principal general on this front and also
departed from Handan to advance northward, taking Xiangguo %2 [ and Bairen A\,
as well as the commanderies of Qinghe i%57f] and Changshan % LlI—both in Zhao —
before joining Gaozu at Dongyuan. Other generals, including Guan Ying #5 (d. 176
BCE), Xiahou Ying & % (d. 172 BCE), and Liu Ze %72 (d. 178 BCE), reclaimed
further counties in Zhao such as Anping %>, Anguo %8, Lunu J& %, Quni ¥,
and Shangquyang I i[5, °

Given this context, it is intriguing that, aside from Shanggu as mentioned in the
“Memoir of Li Shang,” no location within the Yan 7 state appears in either the Shiji
or Han shu accounts of the 196 BCE campaign. It is therefore more plausible that Li
Shang, as one of Gaozu’s generals advancing north from Handan, remained within

7 Sima Qian ] 538, Shiji 25T (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1959), 95.2661-2662.

8 Translator’s Note: Quoted from “Memoir 377, in William H. Nienhauser ed., The Grand Historian’s
Records, Vol. 8: The Memoirs of Han China, Part 1, pp.177-179, with minor alternations by the
translator.

% See Shiji 91.3232, 3237-8; 18.1129. The only eastern-front operation to extend beyond Zhao territory
was the attack on Zhang Chun at Liaocheng in the State of Qi, see Shiji 8.388.


https://namu.wiki/w/%EC%A7%84%EC%9B%94%EC%9D%B8
https://namu.wiki/w/%EC%A7%84%EC%9B%94%EC%9D%B8
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Zhao territory rather than operating independently in the faraway northern region of
Yan at the outset of the conflict. This interpretation is further supported by the
“Memoir of Lu Wan” in the Shiji (p. 2638), which states: “When Chen Xi rebelled in
Dai, Gaozu advanced to Handan to attack him, while the King of Yan, Lu Wan moved
from the northeast™ [Bfi 5 S A, v #H 4 HIHE B2 4% F, 7 F 470 %8 H L. Since
Shanggu was under Lu Wan’s jurisdiction and faced Zhao across the border, any rebel
forces there would likely have been engaged by Lu Wan’s troops, not those of Li
Shang. In short, Li Shang most likely entered Shanggu not during the 196 BCE
campaign against Chen Xi, but during the earlier conflict with Zang Tu in 202 BCE.

Supporting evidence can be found in the “Basic Annals of Gaozu.” In the seventh
month of the fifth year, Zang Tu, King of Yan, rebelled and seized control of Dai.
After Gaozu defeated Zang Tu’s main force beneath Yi % | in Yan, he appointed Fan
Kuai as Chancellor and sent him northwest to eliminate the remaining rebels in Dai. !
Given that Shanggu Commandery lies north of Y1, and that Zang Tu had occupied both
Yan and Dai, it is reasonable to conclude that Li Shang accompanied Gaozu in the
attack at Yi and was subsequently appointed Chancellor of the Right. He then
continued northward to bie ding jill ¥ “independently pacify” Shanggu, before
advancing on Dai together with Fan Kuai. The term bie ding indicates that Gaozu had
already departed from Yi to return to the capital — in the Shiji, the character bie Jjl| is
typically used to describe military operations conducted independently of the emperor
or highest commander.!! At this stage, Fan Kuai likely held the position of Chancellor
of the Left, while Li Shang, his counterpart in this operation, had been appointed as
Chancellor of the Right.!?

19 Han shu 1.58, “Annals of Gaozu,” omits the account of Zang Tu’s seizure of Dai territory, retaining
only the episode in which Fan Kuai attacks Dai. This omission makes it more difficult for readers to
understand the reason behind Fan Kuai’s campaign.

"' In the Shiji, the term bie jil appears in expressions such as 5JZ&, R, FlzE, B, AT, or A,
all of which refer to military actions carried out on fronts independent of the ruler or highest commander.
For instance, the “Table of Eminent Ministers since the Rise of Han” records: “When Wei Bao rebelled,
Han Xin was sent to pacify Wei separately and to campaign against Zhao” 854z, f#§8(5 5 E %,
1%, and later, “Han Xin was sent to pacify Qi and Yan separately” i 515 Jil 5 75 f . Shiji
22.1119-1120. In contrast, operations on the same front as the ruler or supreme commander are
described with the term /£, as in the “Memoir of Jin She”: “He followed in the assault on Handan” ¢
YN HEHE. Since Handan was taken personally by Gaozu, the action is described as “following.”
Subsequently, Jin She captured Pingyang separately jill T, personally beheading the defending
minister (Shiji 98.2710). His troops also decapitated the county commander and prefect of the
commandery. This operation, like those by Guan Ying and Ze that brought down Anping, Anguo, and
others, occurred on secondary fronts apart from Gaozu and are thus described with jl .

12 It was also Gaozu’s common practice to appoint Chancellor #H[B{, Prime Minister Z&H, or Left and
Right Chancellors /45 7K #H| as commanders on secondary fronts. For example, Han Xin held the titles
of Chancellor and Prime Minister when he separately pacified Wei, Zhao, and Qi (Shiji 92.2613, 2619).
In the present case, both Li Shang and Fan Kuai were appointed as Right and Left Chancellors
respectively only after Gaozu had returned to the capital from Yi County. Similarly, in the eleventh
year, during the suppression of Chen Xi’s rebellion, Fan Kuai was appointed Left Chancellor only after
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The second problem is therefore about the punctuation between sentence (a) and the
beginning part of sentence (b):

(a) As Chancellor of the Right and operating separately, he pacified Shanggu, took
advantage of the situation to attack the state of Dai,
(b) and received the seal of the Chancellor of State of Zhao.

The question is whether the first part of sentence (b) should be read as continuing
the account of the campaign against Zang Tu (202 BCE), or as part of the later
campaign against Chen Xi (196 BCE).

If it belongs to the former, then Li Shang must have been appointed Chancellor of
Zhao as early as Gaozu’s fifth year (202 BCE). Yet in the tenth year, he is again
recorded — now also as Chancellor of Zhao — leading troops against Chen Xi, who was
himself serving as Chancellor of Zhao at the time. This would imply that Zhao had
two Chancellors simultaneously, which is highly implausible. Moreover, in 202 BCE,
the state of Zhao already had its own Chancellor,!* and the campaign against Zang Tu
did not directly involve Zhao (apart from the possibility of passing through it). There
would have been no clear reason for the Han emperor to appoint Li Shang as
Chancellor of Zhao in that context.

If, however, we depart from the usual reading and instead understand the beginning
of sentence (b) as part of the campaign against Chen Xi — which unfolded across both
Zhao and Dai — then the appointment becomes far more logical. As Gaozu pacified
Zhao and ordered his generals to advance northward into Dai, it would have made
strategic sense for him to install a new Chancellor of Zhao'# — Li Shang — in order to
reclaim military authority over Zhao and continue the advance northward.

The third problem involves the chronological inconsistencies introduced by
sentence (d). On either interpretation, Li Shang is said to have joined Zhou Bo in
subduing Dai during the 196 BCE campaign, only to then return to the capital and
serve as Guard General to the Taishang Huang for a full year, before once again
heading north to participate in the recapture of Dongyuan alongside Gaozu. However,
the Taishang Huang had already passed away before Chen Xi’s rebellion, making it
impossible for Li Shang to have served him at that time.!> Moreover, if Li Shang had

the successful capture of Dongyuan (Shiji 95.2657). Such military appointments to the chancellorship
were typically temporary and would be abolished once the campaign was concluded. See Yuan Zuliang
R A5, “Zhanguo Qin Han Weijin Nanbeichao shiqi de xiangguo yu chengxiang” Bk [ Z5 48 £ FiIb
FARF A AE B B 2R A, Zhengzhou daxue xuebao BRI KR 6 (1988): 58-65; Sun Jiazhou A KM,
“Han chu yi chengxiang, xiangguo tongbing kao” V4] A ZKAH . MBI <7, Junshi lishi FHFE L 6
(1998): 21-23.

13 Appointed by the King of Zhao himself when the state of Zhao was still highly independent from the
Han court.

14 At this time, the state of Zhao had become a Han-dependent state, with its king being the son of
Gaozu, giving the Han court the authority to appoint its chancellor.

15 The death of Taishang Huang was exactly the reason why Liu Bang called Chen Xi to the capital,
who, under extreme fear of being executed, rebelled.
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in fact returned to the capital for a year before rejoining the campaign, the rebellion
would likely have been resolved in his absence. '® Compounding the problem, the
capture of Dongyuan occurred in the early phase of the campaign, not after such a
prolonged interruption. In short, sentence (d) introduces a number of chronological
contradictions, making the transposition of bamboo slips the key for restoring narrative
coherence.

In light of these problems, sentences (a) and (b) should be repunctuated: the comma
at the end of sentence (a) may be replaced with a full stop, thereby clarifying that
sentence (a) refers to the 202 BCE campaign, while sentence (b) pertains to that of 196
BCE.

(a) LB ZRAHGE B4, BB,

As Chancellor of the Right and operating separately, he pacified Shanggu
(commandery) and took advantage of the situation to attack the commandery of Dai.
(b) ZAHAHEER, LAAG 2K AH HEAH Bl B AR 25 e AR JHET),

He received the seal of the Chancellor of the State of Zhao, and as Chancellor of the
Right of Han and Chancellor of State of Zhao, operating independently and together
with the Marquis of Jiang and others, Li Shang pacified the commanderies of Dai
and Yanmen,

As for the chronological inconsistency in sentence (d), since Taishang Huang passed
away between the rebellion of Zang Tu and Chen Xi, the part of sentence (d)
concerning Taishang Huang should at least be replaced between sentence (a) and (b).
It is also clear that Gaozu granted Li Shang the seal of Chancellor of Zhao to transfer
command over the Zhao forces previously led by Chen Xi. Sentence (b) should
therefore come after the defeat of Chen Xi at Dongyuan, as recorded in latter part of
sentence (d). This interpretation is further supported by Fan Kuai’s action of hitting
Dai as Chancellor of the Left following the victory at Dongyuan — Gaozu appears to
have appointed two new Chancellors of Right and Left at the same time — Li Shang
and Fan Kuai — who together led the army northward from the eastern front to join
Zhou Bo in Dai. Placing sentence (b) after the sentence (d) not only straighten up the
logical sequence of all the events but also addresses the chronological inconsistency
on Li Shang’s service as Guard General to the Taishang Huang: after pacifying Zang
Tu in the fifth year, Li Shang could plausibly have returned to the capital to become
guard of the Taishang Huang, who received the honorific title in the sixth year.

As for the chronological inconsistency in sentence (d), since the Taishang Huang
passed away between the rebellions of Zang Tu and Chen Xi, the reference to him in
sentence (d) should, at the very least, be repositioned between sentences (a) and (b). It
is also clear that Gaozu granted Li Shang the seal of Chancellor of Zhao in order to

16 Shiji and Han shu record Chen Xi’s death as occurring in either the winter of the eleventh (Shiji
18.954, 57.2070) or twelfth year (Shiji 8.390, 93.2642) of Gaozu’s reign — the eleventh year is more
likely to be correct. In either case, Li Shang could not have attacked Dongyuan as late as the twelfth
year.
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transfer military command over Zhao forces that had previously been led by Chen Xi.
Sentence (b), then, should follow the defeat of Chen Xi at Dongyuan, as described in
the latter part of sentence (d). This interpretation is further supported by Fan Kuai’s
advance into Dai after Dongyuan as Chancellor of the Left. Gaozu likely appointed
Fan Kuai and Li Shang as Left and Right Chancellors, placing them in charge of the
eastern front as it moved north to support Zhou Bo in Dai. Placing sentence (b) after
sentence (d) not only clarifies the logical sequence of events but also resolves the
chronological problem concerning Li Shang’s service as Guard General to the
Taishang Huang. After pacifying Zang Tu in the fifth year, Li Shang could plausibly
have returned to the capital and assumed this post, as the Taishang Huang received the
honorific title in the sixth year.

If this revision is accepted, the difficulties in the original passage are effectively
resolved, and the narrative aligns more closely with other accounts in the Shiji. While
the inconsistencies may have arisen from combining divergent sources, the fact that
the inconsistency appears only in this passage — and that the overall coherence can be
restored simply by adjusting sentence order without altering the original wording —
makes such a reinterpretation the more reasonable explanation. The original sequence
of sentences (a) through (d) can thus be reconstructed as follows:

(@) oo U ZRAHAE EAF, BRI

(d) B LUK AR F 2 —k. L H DA RSB SRS RIE,
(b) SZEAHBIED, LA ZRARBAH B0 B e S e X T,
(c) FHAARHRRGE . SFAHPEA . BECTENTA TN

Based on the revised sequence and the nature of bamboo-slip manuscripts, it is not
difficult to observe that sentences (b) and (c) contain a total of forty-two characters,
while sentence (d) contains only twenty-three — roughly half as many. This supports
the conjecture that (b) and (c) were originally written on two separate slips, and (d) on
a single one (see reconstruction above), suggesting that sentence (d) was likely
misplaced after sentence (¢). !’

A close comparison of this passage with the Han shu version gives rise to further
intriguing hypotheses. The first is that the disordered sequence of slips likely predates
Ban Gu. In the Han shu “Memoir of Li Shang,” (p. 2075) Ban Gu introduced two key
modifications to the Shiji account: the alternation of a character and the deletion of a
clause. First, he changed the Shiji phrase “he became Guard General of the Taishang
Huang” A% E 5% K L 24 to “he commanded [jiang] the guard of the Taishang

17 Some might argue this could be a miscopying, but that is very implausible the case. Miscopying often
leads to text missing since the copier jumps from a certain position of one slip to the similar position of
the subsequent slip in distance, that said, skip certain text. However, in cases of the paper, the copier
jumped to later text, then returned to the original place, and most importantly, when he copied to the
text he had previously jumped to, he neither repeated copying them nor tried to correct them. All this
led to the only conclusion that the copier or compiler misordered the slips.
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Huang” DA 5 K 2457, Ban Gu evidently recognized that it would have been
implausible for Li Shang to “become” the Taishang Huang’s Guard General at that
point in time. To make the sentence more defensible, he replaced wei &% “became”
with jiang # “commanded,” allowing for the possibility that even if the Taishang
Huang had already died, Li Shang might still have commanded the imperial guard
unit.'® In addition, Ban Gu omitted the phrase UA47 ZK4#H from sentence (a), and the
longer phrase LA A7 7R AH 88 #H B3] from sentence (b). Such deletions would only have
been necessary if sentences (a) and (b) had already appeared in this sequence and were
being read together as part of the Chen Xi campaign. Ban Gu’s editorial approach
always involved removing redundant phrasing when adapting Shiji material.!® The fact
that Ban Gu chose to revise characters and omit certain clauses — yet left the sequence
of sentences unchanged — suggests that he, too, found this passage problematic but
was unable to resolve its internal inconsistencies. This strongly implies that the
disordered structure found in the Shiji “Memoir of Li Shang” reflects its original form,
prior to Ban Gu’s editorial intervention.

That this slip-misplacement could have persisted into Ban Gu’s time and remained
in received editions suggests that the textual misorder likely originated during the
Shiji’s early compilation. 2° If Ban Gu’s copy of the Shiji was indeed transcribed with
these slips containing 21-23 characters each, then given the estimated length of
520,000 characters (excluding extra space needed for tables), the full text of Shiji
would have required nearly 30,000 slips.

In sum, the disordered structure in the “Memoir of Li Shang” may have taken shape
before or during the initial compilation of the Shiji draft, resulting in later
misunderstanding and editorial misreading. Recovering this misplacement not only
helps resolve longstanding interpretive challenges, but also offers new insight into the
material and editorial practices underlying both the Shiji and the Han shu, as well as
into the interpretation of related historical events.

18 pitifully, no one has ever noticed this chronological and wording problem before.

19 The information of the four characters in sentence (a) appeared in the previous paragraph, and that of
the eight in sentence (b) appeared in the first paragraph and the beginning of sentence (b). For Ban Gu’s
practice, see William H. Nienhauser, The Grand Scribe’s Records, Vol. 8: The Memoirs of Han China,
Part I, “Introduction” (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2008), pp. 13—42.

20 Boltz likewise argues that in composing the Shiji, Sima Qian selected material from earlier bamboo
slip texts, each containing around 22 characters per slip; he simply arranged these slips into his broader
narrative, inserting conjunctions or transitional phrases only where he deemed necessary to connect the
discrete records. The result is a style characterized by “cutting” and “pasting.” See William G. Boltz,
“Myth and the Structure of the Shyy Jih,” Asiatische Studien Etudes asiatiques 56.1 (2002): 573-585.
Notably, Chungiu shiyu FFK 55, excavated from the Western-Han tomb in Fuyang (approximately
during the reign of Emperor Wen) is also written on bamboo slips holding 23 characters per slip. See
Han Ziqgiang ¥ H 5%, Fuyang han jian Zhouyi yanjiu B.F7 8 (%) W5 (Shanghai: Shanghai
guji chubanshe, 2004), p. 189.
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The Misplacement of Slips in the “Memoir of Xiongnu”

The full passage containing the proposed slip-misplacement is transcribed below.

Bk, R AR E R NS, DI, T 5 AR AR A
RN, BLECHT e . WEKEMRAO PR =8N, HRJR. EFT R E O B 5P
=@, HERT. U, BEEREREGEKIL, 1T SRR K
F, BRECRTR SR, R 5l e, BB IRk AR H .

Two years later [97 BCE], the Ershi General [Li Guangli] was again sent to lead
sixty thousand horsemen and hundred thousand infantry troops and go out through
Shuofang. Lu Bode, the Chief Commandant of the Strong Crossbowmen, led more
than ten thousand men and met with the Ershi [General]. [Han] Yue, the Youji
General, led thirty thousand men of infantry and cavalry and went out through
Wuyuan. [Gongsun] Ao, the Yinyu General, led ten thousand horsemen and thirty
thousand infantry troops and went out through Yanmen. When the Xiongnu heard
about this, they removed all their baggage to far away in the north of the Yuwu River,
and the Shanyu with hundred thousand horsemen waited south of the River to take
up the battle with the Ershi General. The Ershi General then withdrew and led [his
troops] back, battling with the Shanyu successively for more than ten days.

(a) ECATREH K DAAR SR, DRI P&, 158 T N —W A H . W5
Frfs. RIAFFABE A & THE, AR, 51,

When the Frshi [General] heard that his family on account of voodoo sorcery had
[suffered the punishment of the whole] clan being wiped out, he took the opportunity
and together with his troops surrendered to the Xiongnu, only one or two out of
thousand men being able to come back home. [Han] Yue, the Yuqi [General],
achieved nothing. [Gongsun]| Ao, the Yinyu [General], battled with the Worthy King
to the Left, did not gain the upper hand and led his troops returning home.

(c) RBFELZ T REANTFIZ D, A,

That year, it was not allowed to talk about how much merit had been acquired by
the Han troops’ setting out to attack the Xiongnu; merit was not to be mentioned [at
all].

(b) HaAABAFEH, =AM E K =R, FEFEE K. 2

There was an edict to arrest Sui Dan, the Prefect Grand Physician, for telling the
Ershi General that his family, house, and clan had being wiped out, letting [Li]
Guangli be able to surrender to the Xiongnu.*

21 Shiji 110.2918-2919.

22 Translator’s note: Quoted from Enno Giele’s, “Memoir 50” in William H. Nienhauser ed., The Grand
Scribe’s Records, vol. 9 (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2010); The Memoirs of Han China,
Part I1, pp. 300-301, with minor changes.
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This passage concerns an event in the fourth year of the Tianhan period (97 BCE),
when Emperor Wu “mobilized the seven classes of reprobated persons in the empire
together with resolute and courageous gentlemen”?® #% K -t R} & 55 B+, and
dispatched the Ershi General and other commanders on a large-scale expedition
against the Xiongnu, which ended in a fruitless withdrawal.>* On the other hand, the
two underlined sentences (a) and (b) refer to the Ershi General Li Guangli’s 2= /& Fl|
surrender to the Xiongnu in the third year of Zhenghe (90 BCE), an event that occurred
seven or eight years later and thus cannot belong to the same context. Notably, as early
as the Eastern Jin, Xu Guang 1%#& (352-425) annotated Li Guangli’s surrender with
the following remark: “According to the ‘Table of Generals and Ministers’ and the
Han shu, the witchcraft affair began in the second year of Zhenghe (89 BCE); in the
year after, Guangli and Shangqiu Cheng marched against the Xiongnu, were defeated,
and then surrendered” CRFFHER) M (BEE) |, (EM 4 FAREIRE. =4, FA 5
ia R B A R, B, J5F%.2 This indicates that the erroneous textual arrangement
was already in place before Xu Guang’s time.

A comparison with the Han shu “Xiongnu” chapter shows that, apart from the
numbered sentences (a), (b), and (c), the rest of the wording is virtually identical.
During the Tianhan fourth-year campaign (97 BCE), the Ershi General and Chief
Commandant of the Strong Crossbowmen 58 =% Jif Lu Bode %1% 4% engaged the
Chanyu for more than ten days without result; the General of Roving Cavalry JiF % #%
B Han Yue %3 (d. 91 BCE) achieved nothing; and the Yinwu General [A/4F 5 5
Gongsun 22 £/ 5% (d. 96 BCE) having fared poorly, withdrew.?® This outcome matches
precisely with sentence (c), which states that “merit was not to be mentioned” — since
in fact there was no merit to report. By contrast, in the campaign of the third year of
Zhenghe (90 BCE), although Li Guangli ultimately surrendered, the other two lines of
operation were successful: the Marquis of Chonghe, Mang Tong 71 (d. 88 BCE),
“returned with the king and populace [of Jushi] in their entirety” #15 (Hiffi) H T
[ AR 1MIZ, and the Grandee Secretary “broke enemy lines, drove them back, and
inflicted heavy casualties” [ [ #) i, #% 15 & £ 5% .27 Such outcomes cannot be
described with the phrase “no merit was to be mentioned.” Sentence (c) must therefore
be part of the original Shiji account and rightly remains in its current position, even
though it was omitted in the Han shu. By contrast, sentences (a) and (b) are evidently
later insertions that have been mistakenly placed in this context.

Interestingly, sentences (a) and (b) contain 25 and 24 characters, respectively. Their
lengths strongly suggest that they correspond to two misplaced bamboo slips, each

23 Homer H. Dubs, trans., The History of the Former Han Dynasty (Baltimore: Waverly Press, 1944),
vol.2, p.108.

24 Han shu 6.205.

25 Shiji 110.2919.

26 Han shu 6.205.

2T Han shu 94.3379.
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written on strips with a capacity of approximately 2425 characters. The “Memoir of
the Xiongnu” could be divided into sections which are headed by the name of a new
Chanyu and begins on a new slip.?® The quoted passage belongs to the section of
Qiedihou Chanyu, which, if considered as an independent textual block, would fit
precisely into the calculation of slip capacity. The text extending from Qiedihou
chanyu ji li H 3218 T HEST “After Qiedihou ascended the throne” to lian zhan shi
yu ri HEE 88 H “fought continuously for more than ten days”— which immediately
precedes sentence (a) — contains 339 characters. Distributed across 14 slips, this yields
an average of 24.2 characters per slip (or 22.6 characters per slip if written on 15 slips,
which would match the average capacity previously deduced for the “Memoir of Li
Shang”). This average is consistent with the 24-25-character capacity of the two
displaced slips represented by sentences (a) and (b).

The section from Youji Yue wu suo de V%5 #Fr#3 “[Han] Yue, the Youji
[General], achieved nothing” to gong bu de yu TIA154H “merit was not to be
mentioned,” just before sentence (b), totals only thirty-eight characters. However,
gong bu de yu clearly marks the end of this section — after which Sima Qian turned to
his remarks, “Taishi gong yue” K 5 /A FI — signaling the beginning of a new section
and, in material terms, would have been written on a new slip. Sentences (a) and (b),
therefore, are best understood as two bamboo slips that were misplaced during
transmission and erroneously inserted into this position.

Assuming an average of 24-25 characters per slip, the layout of the passage on
bamboo slips may be tentatively reconstructed as follows, with attention to physical
arrangement rather than translated content. Notably, in the reconstruction, sentences
(a) and (b) would correspond to slips 15 and 18:

L o BE T IR S 2 B 1 22 A B s 78 B S A5 BE T 400 5L
BB Y EMEIR L T HZEE R T ER TR T I
P RIS R S S BT T e A PR AR P
ISR, e B R R A0S T B L P B A B = R LA
= R B B S R LA W T AR T 3 S 7
K R BRI B AR AN S St A /N BB AR A DR AT RS AL
Y P 7] B 2 S i L L B TS A B I 2 R A B
A N EIEALT Gk I T g SRR PR G e N
Lo B AR S o 0 R G o e A U e i i, @ E DU A
10 B335 B DA o2 248 — AR A ACHTRY 55# 73 8 i

O 00 3 N L A W N —

28 For instance, & $HRE . “After Mudu (Chanyu) was installed,” % L f& 5 B T %) 37 When the
Laoshang Jizhou Chanyu was initially installed,” 5 2 8. T-37PUK “Four years after Junchen Chanyu
was installed.” Shiji 110.2889, 2898, 2904. I have demonstrated in another paper that a similar format
exists in the Hereditary Houses section of Shiji. When a new lord was installed, Sima Qian intended to
start with a new slip, regardless of whether the content about the new lord was long or short, Kuang
Yantao, “Dunhuang chaoben Shiji shijia de tihang wenti” B2 A (SFC) K 1) $247 RE,
Chinese Classics and Culture " B L B3 4k, forthcoming.
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11 et 3 5 5 555 A B R e N Bl i i 3 B2

12 SRR 20 B = N\ T D PR 5K B AR e b e =

13 ] ) 400 e 280 L 3R % e B K b i B DA i B

14 7K i i T iy B 122 B R 3 g 1 5| o B BB R 6k

15 E T e . 5 DI AR i J ok DA 10 A o ) 0045 A3 T A — B A H->°
16 37 58 55 S T A5 A AT A e B AR 5] o i St R
17 W AT 5 2 DDA

18 A7 st i A e 4 it (L 5 EUETIRY B S S R Ao o R 15 B 6] S0

When, then, did these sentences enter the text in the form of mis-ordered slips, and
by what mechanism were they preserved? Yi Ping % “F has argued that the
misplacement must have occurred before the time of Xu Guang in the Eastern Jin,°
but his reasoning differs somewhat from the approach taken in this paper. More
importantly, he does not address three critical questions: (a) why the rest of the
accreted material concerning the 89 BCE campaign was later excised, (b) when that
excision took place, and (c¢) how the misplaced slips themselves managed to survive
the editorial process intact.

The Zhonghua edition Skiji included Tang commentator Sima Zhen 7] 5 H (679
732) Suoyin note immediately after this passage:

GEE) = WEHEN, RPIVEME T, ®Res: AIUEGETCT,
BRI, weE ek, PRI, Frbl GEE-wE) L TRE.
31
The Han shu states: “In the following year, Qiedi [Chanyu] died, and his eldest son,
Hulugu Chanyu, succeeded him.” Zhang Yan (from late Eastern Han to early Three
Kingdoms period) comments: “From Hulugu Chanyu onward, all entries were

2% The phrase “only one or two in a thousand returned” £33 i% T A\ — i A H- most likely refers to the
campaign of Zhenghe 3™ year (90 BCE). Though its precise meaning is somewhat unclear, it likely
indicates that only about 0.1-0.2% of the troops led by Li Guangli made it back to Han territory — a
tremendous loss and a grave failure on the part of the commander. If this were the Tianhan 4" year (97
BCE) campaign, it would be hard to explain why Emperor Wu did not hold Li accountable and instead
enfeoffed his nephew Liu Bo as King of Changyi that same year, continuing to favor Li thereafter. In
contrast, during the Zhenghe 3 campaign, after Li learned his family had been arrested, the Chanyu led
50,000 cavalries to attack his forces, killing and wounding many. He also dug trenches at night to trap
the Han army and struck from behind, causing the troops to collapse. A military official even warned,
“The general harbors disloyalty, risking the army for merit — defeat is likely.” Given Li’s final surrender,
and that some men likely defected with him, it is reasonable that only a fraction returned. Of the 70,000
troops he initially commanded, only a few hundred would have made it back — an immense loss that
helps explain why Emperor Wu scaled back military operations after that year. See Han shu 94.3378-
3780.

3Yi Ping %%, “Shiji ‘Xiongnu liezhuan’ mo duan cuo jian kao bian” {55C- 10 HIE Y KB #8 f
F ¥, Zhongguo dianji yu wenhua luncong ™ Bl HLEE BL S AL ER S 1(1995): 316-324.

31 Shiji 110.2919.
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recorded by Liu Xiang and Master Chu and later compiled and arranged by Ban Biao;
hence the Xiongnu chapter in the Han shu is divided into two scrolls.”

Yu Jiaxi 25 % (1884-1956) has pointed out that according to the Shiji suoyin
dankeben FFCLZFE B %R, this annotation should be under the beginning rather than
the end of this passage, that is to be addressing “since Qiedihou Chanyu succeded” H.
#2 = B T-HE 7. Furthermore, Yu argues that the annotation should be corrected as:

wzx: AHEETCOT, BR0m. #eLpek, g IRk, b
(EE- ) A ETIWE. »

Zhang Yan comments: “From Qiedi Chanyu onward, all entries were recorded by

Liu Xiang and Master Chu and later compiled and arranged by Ban Biao; hence the

“Xiongnu ” chapter in the Han shu is divided into two volumes (juan).”

Yu Jiaxi emends the phrase “From Hulugu Chanyu onward” HJLEGE T2 F to
read “From Qiedihou Chanyu onward” H#2{% ¥ J L 7. Yet Hulugu Chanyu, the son
of Qiedihou Chanyu, did not ascend the throne until the first year of Taishi (96 BCE).
What is striking is that both the Ershi General’s futile expedition and the end of the
extant Shiji “Memoir of Xiongnu” off fall in the very year of Qiedihou Chanyu’s death
— one year before Hulugu succeeded him. If the Shiji contained no material on Hulugu
at all, why did Sima Zhen, in his commentary, attach an explanatory note on the son
precisely at the point where the account of Qiedihou Chanyu ends?

Zhang Wenhu 3R CJE (1808-1885), drawing on textual variants in the Suoyin,
argues that the copy of the “Memoir of Xiongnu” available to Sima Zhen still
contained a continuation down to the first year of the Taishi era (96 BCE). According
to Zhang, this continuation was later excised by Song editors when compiling the
printed edition of the Three Commentaries —2<i¥, and it was this omission, he
contends, that prompted Sima Zhen to insert his note on Hulugu Chanyu.?* Yu Jiaxi,
by contrast, maintains that the Suoyin edition does not include the sixteen-character
line, “Han shu says: ‘In the following year Qiedihou died, and his eldest son Hulugu
became Chanyu.’” He regards those words as a later insertion added when the 7Three
Commentaries were printed, and he further insists that Zhang Yan’s note must have
read “Qiedihou Chanyu,” the form “Hulugu Chanyu” in the received version being a
subsequent corruption. 3 Yi Ping, however, argues that the sixteen characters
beginning “Han shu says...” and the name “Hulugu Chanyu” are original to Sima
Zhen. Noting that the two misplaced slips discussed above concern events under

33 Zhang Wenhu SR, Jiao kan Shiji Jijie Suoyin Zhengyi zha ji B85 50 R BE IEFALAC
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2012), p. 657.
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Hulugu, Sima Zhen cited Zhang Yan precisely to show that these later notices did not
belong to Sima Qian’s text.*

In any case, when Zhang Yan annotated the Han shu, he explicitly stated that all
material following Qiedihou (or Hulugu) Chanyu was a supplement by Liu Xiang and
others — implying that everything preceding this point was the work of Sima Qian.
Although Zhang Yan was commenting on the Han shu, the text he had in mind was
the Shiji; and the version of the Shiji he knew, like the received version today, ended
with Qiedihou Chanyu and included nothing about Hulugu.

Yet a puzzle remains. Zhang Yan states that the Han shu “Memoir of Xiongnu” was
divided into two parts (juan) at the reign of Hulugu Chanyu. However, the extant Han
shu places this division much later — at the reign of Huhanye Chanyu, who ascended
in the fourth year of the Shenjue era (58 BCE) under Emperor Xuan, several
generations after Hulugu. Two explanations are possible. First, Zhang Yan may have
consulted a version of the Han shu whose juan divisions differed from those of the
received text. Or the Shiji “Memoir of Xiongnu” available to Zhang Yan already
contained entries on Hulugu — and perhaps on later rulers as well — that are now lost.
Such post-Hulugu material would likely have been marked, like the later notices in the
“Memoir of Guice” with phrases such as “Master Chu says” #% 5 2E Fl or “Liu Xiang
says” ZI[7] -, signaling its status as later additions. It was on the basis of those textual
markers that Zhang Yan commented as such in the Han shu “Xiongnu zhuan”
®J W/, In other words, these later insertions had already been woven into the
transmitted text and were circulating together with the main narrative before Zhang
Yan’s time, i.e. late Eastern Jin to early Three Kingdoms period but were excised again
at some point prior to Xu Guang in the Eastern Jin.

Drawing together the evidence, the most plausible scenario is this: in the Shiji
“Memoir of Xiongnu,” the two sentences that refer to Li Guangli’s surrender are later
interoplations, whereas the rest of the passage is Sima Qian’s original text. These
supplementary sentences were probably added after the Shiji notice “Guangli
surrendered to the Xiongnu” EAFFFEKIAL, but were excised in a subsequent
redaction. During that excision — when bamboo slips were dismantled and re-
compiled®® — two strips were mistakenly preserved and reintegrated into the main
narrative, eventually making their way into the received text by chance.

Why were they removed? The later compiler may have recognized that the stories
were not by Sima Qian’” and that they diverged sharply from the version of events
recorded in the Han shu.

Indeed, the later additions concerning the arrest of Li Guangli’s family for cursing
the throne and Li’s own surrender to the Xiongnu adopt a narrative and tone entirely
at odds with the Han shu. The Han shu “Memoir of Liu Qumao” (p. 2883) states: “The

35 Yi Ping, “Shiji ‘Xiongnu liezhuan’ mo duan cuo jian kao bian,” p. 323.

36 As noted above, these two misordered slips were already present before the Eastern Jin period, when
bamboo slips were still used as the primary writing medium.

37 As commented by Zhang Yan.
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Ershi General’s wife and children were likewise arrested. When the Ershi General
heard of this, he surrendered to the Xiongnu, and his entire clan was exterminated” &

iR 2 TR, BT, BRI, SRR . But the Han shu “Memoir of Li
Guangli” (p. 2703) records only: “His army was defeated, and he surrendered to the
Xiongnu” feH, FE&] 4. A more detailed narrative appeared in the Han shu “Memoir
of Xiongnu” (pp. 3779-3780): “It happened that the Ershi General’s wife and
household were arrested on charges of witchcraft. When he heard the news, he became
anxious and afraid... ‘My wife and household are all in the hands of the authorities. If
I return without fulfilling the emperor’s expectations, I will meet them only in prison—
will I ever be able to see them again north of Zhi?’ Because of this doubt, he resolved
to press deeper in search of military merit... The army then fell into disorder and was
defeated, and the Ershi General surrendered” & BUHTIZE AL AR S5, B2 B8, . R
NEZR B, FHIEAME, WER g, 305 UL 1815 5F2° 8CHT H 2 IREE, 4k
IRNELT)) B KELEL, &CATFE. Therefore, it can be inferred that in the Han shu'’s
historical perspective, Emperor Wu first arrested Li Guangli’s family; upon hearing
this, Li attempted to redeem himself through military success but, after defeat,
surrendered when all hope of return was lost. Only after news of his surrender reached
the court did Emperor Wu order the extermination of Li’s clan.

The two misplaced slips in the “Memoir of Xiongnu” in the Shiji record instead that
“When the Ershi [General] heard that his family on account of voodoo sorcery had
[suffered the punishment of the whole] clan being wiped out, he took the opportunity
and together with his troops surrendered to the Xiongnu, only one or two out of
thousand men being able to come back home” E\H 5K DUAR #8508,
R S B ) 10, 15 2T N — MWy A H-, and that “There was an edict to arrest Sui Dan,
the Prefect Grand Physician, for telling the Ershi General that his family, house, and
clan had being wiped out, letting [Li] Guangli be able to surrender to the Xiongnu”
A REBEAMEE, = A E R, RS %% % In other words, here
Emperor Wu exterminates Li Guangli’s family first and then orders strict secrecy —
otherwise there would have been no need to seize the physician who leaked the news.
Such an explicit censure of the emperor’s severity would have sat uneasily with the
Eastern-Han historiographical view, which sought to fashion a late-reign image of
Emperor Wu as one who “deeply repented of past excesses.”3® Whether through
oversight or deliberate choice, however, these sentences remained in the text.

Whatever the initial context, the fragments remind us that the events recorded in the
Han shu represents only one version of “history.” The post-Tang textual history of

38 Whether Emperor Wu of Han truly felt remorse in his later years remains a matter of considerable
scholarly debate. However, judging from the narrative of the Han shu, he is indeed portrayed as having
repented. See Xin Deyong -/ 55, “Han Wudi wan nian zheng zhi qu xiang yu Sima Guang de chong

gou” B 7 B AR 0V B Im) B ) S OB ) BB A, Qing hua da xue xue bao T 3 K223 6 (2014): 5-50;
Li Feng Z=1, “Wu gu zhi huo shi yu xia Han Wudi yu Li taizi jiu ge tan xi” Ak £ 2 #8457 B T B3R
B R OK T8 B3R HT, Qing hua da xue xue bao 75 3 K223 2 (2020): 60-75.
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both the Shiji and the Han shu has been studied in detail, but the history of their
transmission between the Han and the Tang — several centuries in which competing
versions evidently circulated — remains largely unexplored.?® Behind those versions
lay a constant contest of selection and interpretation. The version we have today is
what remains after the dust has settled, accompanied by a few accidental survivals
from earlier textual layers.

Conclusion

The two cases of mis-ordered slips in the “Memoir of Li Shang” and “Memoir of
Xiongnu” together indicate that the “Memoir” part of the Shiji was first written on
bamboo slips that carried roughly 21-23 characters each. The misplaced slips in the
“Memoir of Xiongnu” hold 24-25 characters, but those sentences are later accretions;
the Shiji’s original text — like the “Memoir of Li Shang” — would have averaged about
21-23 characters per slip (e.g., 339 characters divided among 15 slips yields 22.6
characters per slip). That range matches the slips of the Chungiu shiyu 75K % 58
excavated from the Western-Han tomb at Fuyang — during Emperor Wendi’s reign —
which also average 23 characters.*

As aforementioned, Nienhauser*' and Boltz have both proposed a practice of Sima
Tan and Sima Qian excerpting the passages they wished to use from earlier sources to
compile the Shiji, they copied the text with single slip with mark and thereafter
arranged them into juan. The reconstructed slip order in the Shiji memoirs offers
plausible support to their hypothesis.*?

This observation prompts a further distinction that future studies of Shiji
historiography must attend to: which portions of the text convey the Simas’ own views,
and which preserve the meaning already inherent in the materials they selected? What
alterations, if any, did they impose on those sources? Did they review and evaluate the
textual sources they worked from? These questions remain to be explored.

Translator: Jianan Shen, Nanjing University

3 For instance, why did the obviously erroneous text become the transmitted and received version?
Was the error the result of an individual’s mistake, or was it institutional?

40 See Han Ziqiang 5 H 58, Fuyang han jian Zhouyi yanjiu B35S (E 5 ) B2 (Shanghai:
Shanghai guji chuban she, 2004), p.189.

41 Nienhauser, “A Note on a Textual Problem.”

42 Concerning the writing process in early China whether people wrote on single slip first or bind a
complete bamboo scroll first, Li Ling has already pointed out that both cases were possible and
evidenced by excavated manuscripts, Li Ling, Jianbo gushu yu xueshu yuanliu £ 5 v 35 ELEERTIR R
(Shanghai sanlian shudian, 2004), p. 116, 120. Though certain amount of the current unearthed
manuscripts of Classics or semi-book text were written on pre-bound bamboo scroll, they only suggest
the process of copying from existing text, it is still highly possible that in a process of making a new
text, Sima Qian used single slip to copy information from his sources first and bound them together
later. There is no absolute answer to the question, however, it depends on the specific practice of
compiling different texts.
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