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Preface

Edward L. Shaughnessy

The University of Chicago

I first met David Nivison in December 1978, toward the very end of my first term in graduate school at Stanford University. Not unlike many prospective graduate students, at least in those days, I had not been in contact with David before applying to Stanford, nor did I really know what his current interests were. I knew of his book on Zhang Xuecheng 章學誠 and the book Confucianism in Action he had edited together with Arthur Wright, but these had been published many years before I had entered graduate school and were, in any event, not particularly of interest to me. During my first term at Stanford, David was on leave and not teaching (I think he was touring Europe). On his return to campus, I found him one afternoon in his office in the Philosophy department. He seemed unaware of any new students in the department of Asian Languages (the department to which I had been admitted), and the conversation began rather awkwardly, with several long and uncomfortable pauses. Finally, talking about a review of translations of the Mencius that he was then working on,1 he mentioned that he was particularly impressed with D.C. Lau’s solution to one passage in the “Teng Wen Gong Xia” 滕文公下 chapter, purportedly a quotation of the Classic of Documents (a portion of the quotation was incorporated into the guwen 古文 [“ancient text”] “Wu cheng” 武成 or “The Completion of War” chapter):

有攸不惟臣，東征，綏厥士女，匪厥玄黃，紹我周王見休，惟臣附于大邑周。

The state of Yu did not submit. The King went east to punish it, bringing peace to men and women. They put bundles of black and yellow silk into baskets, seeking the honour of an audience with the King of Chou, and declared themselves subjects of the great state of Chou.2

Whereas all other translators, and probably all traditional commentators as well, take the second character you 攸 “as the early archaic equivalent of the preverbal pronoun suo 所, Lau renders it as the name of a state, doing so, however, without any indication of where he got the reading.3 In his conversation with me that day in December 1978, and also in the subsequently published review article, Nivison took some relish in pointing out that the reading “may very well be right, and impressive scholarship lies behind it.” 4

The “impressive scholarship” to which David was referring derived from the occurrence of You 攸 as a place-name in Shang-dynasty oracle-bone inscriptions, mentioned in particular in the course of the campaign against the Renfang 人方 during the reign of the final Shang king Di Xin. As David noted in his published review, You must have been located in the Huai 淮 River valley “less than a hundred miles east-south-east of the capital of the Sung [i.e., Song 宋] state of Mencius’ day.” The tenor of my conversation with David that afternoon changed dramatically when I expressed some interest in oracle-bone inscriptions. I had never previously given any thought to such ancient inscriptions, but David’s enthusiasm encouraged me to pursue the conversation. He recounted to me that his interest in oracle-bone inscriptions had begun some seven or eight years before that when David N. Keightley had joined the faculty of the History department at the University of California at Berkeley. Questions about the grammar of Mencius’s Chinese prompted David to make his way across the San Francisco Bay to learn to read these inscriptions, and the two men struck up a friendship that endured for forty-five years and that did much to develop Early China Studies in the Bay Area and throughout the United States.

When I suggested to David that perhaps he would be willing to teach me how to read oracle-bone inscriptions, he agreed immediately and we arranged to meet informally the following term. I recruited a couple of other beginning graduate students, David Pankenier, also from the Asian Languages department, and Sun Long-kee 孫龍基, from the History department, to join us, and we met once a week throughout the winter, reading through Xiaotun, di’erben: Yinxu wenzi Bingbian 小屯，第二本：殷墟文字丙編. We began with the first plastron in that collection, and we probably spent several weeks on that plastron alone, reading very slowly, but with great attention to detail and with wide-ranging discussions. At the end of the term, both David Pankenier and I wrote essays in order to get credit for the course. My essay was a very immature attempt to blend paleography and mythology, inspired by the work of Marcel Granet (1884–1940). I recall that David Nivison was not much impressed with it.

He returned it to me with the offhand remark that what I had done “was not entirely uninteresting.” In retrospect, I am sure that he was right to be dismissive of my effort, though I am glad to say that I persevered.

In the autumn of 1979, David offered a full-fledged course at Stanford to introduce students to oracle-bone and bronze inscriptions. There must have been a dozen students and auditors, including David Keightley, who drove down from Berkeley every week. It was toward the end of that term—“one Sunday night in November 1979,”5 as David himself remembered—when preparing a class on the Wei 微—family bronzes that had been discovered at Zhuangbai 莊白, Fufeng 扶風, Shaanxi just four years earlier and first published only in the previous year, that David drew a connection between date notations in bronze inscriptions and the Zhushu jinian 竹書紀年 or Bamboo Annals. One of the vessels, the Xing xu [image: ] from this cache bore a fully-dated inscription:

隹四年二月既生霸戊戌

It was the fourth year, second month, after the growing brightness, wuxu (day 35).

It also mentioned a figure named Sima Gong 司馬共, and placed the action in a palace called the Shi Lu Gong 師录宮. David noted that this vessel can be compared with three other inscribed vessels—the Shi Yu gui 師艅簋, Shi Chen ding 師晨鼎, and Jian gui 諫簋—all of which are also fully-dated and all of which also mention Sima Gong and also set the action in the Shi Lu Gong. As he subsequently wrote, “These common features should create a strong presumption that all four belong to the same reign, and perhaps a short one, since the year numbers are all low.”6 However, David also soon discovered that the four date notations could not all be accommodated by a single regnal calendar. The Shi Yu gui, Shi Chen ding and Jian gui all seem to date to one calendar (which he subsequently identified as based on the year 867 BC as the first year of reign), while the Xing xu would only fit a calendar two years later. In his article “The Dates of Western Chou,” published in 1983, David said that this conundrum prompted him to turn to an unconventional source: “There is a book one is not supposed to use that now becomes useful—the (Chin-pen) Chu-shu chi-nien （今本）竹書紀年, or “current”Bamboo Annals (hereafter BA) Everyone knows that it is an outrageous fake, perpetrated perhaps in the Ming dynasty, long after the original text had been lost. But it does have a complete set of dates for the Western Chou Dynasty. … What kind of text could the BA really be, if it has a set of Western Chou dates that are close to being correct? And what can then be deduced about how nearly correct those dates are?”7

I will not try in this Preface to recount the twists and turns that this discovery prompted in David’s scholarship over the next thirty-six years. Let it suffice to say that in his The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals, published in 2009, David said: “Within five minutes I realized that I was staring in disbelief at my major work for the rest of my life. … The BA thus was not a fake but a priceless historical source. The seminar the next evening was exciting, and shaped the careers of two of the graduate students, Ed Shaughnessy and David W. Pankenier.”8 The seminar the next evening was surely exciting, more because of the bubbling enthusiasm of David Nivison himself than from any reaction by either me or David Pankenier. From then on, chronology, and especially Western Zhou chronology, became the focus of David’s work, and—as he said—with it also my work and that of David Pankenier. The following academic year David offered yet another graduate seminar, this time focusing exclusively on Western Zhou bronze inscriptions, and particularly fully-dated bronze inscriptions. There were now only two students remaining: myself and David Pankenier, though David Keightley continued to participate, this time by way of a primitive closed-circuit television transmission usually reserved for engineering lectures with hundreds of students. This seminar has passed into the legend of American Early China Studies. All three of the main participants—David Nivison, David Pankenier, and myself—produced papers that were subsequently published and which were seen to be quite influential: David Nivison’s “The Dates of Western Chou,” David Pankenier’s “Astronomical Dates in Shang and Western Chou,”9 and my own “‘New’ Evidence on the Zhou Conquest.”10 For his part, David Keightley continued to ask hard questions, questions that drove the other three of us not only to look for more and more evidence, but—perhaps more important—to look for the flaws in our reasoning.

For the next thirty-five years, David and I continued to look for the flaws in our own reasoning, or at least the flaws in each other’s reasoning. Some of our debates back and forth over the years have been public and well known to the small circle of scholars concerned with such questions as the chronology of ancient China. Others have been confined to a voluminous exchange, first of letters and then of e-mail, between us. The last message I had from David arrived on September 10, 2014, just five weeks before he died:

Dear Ed,

Thanks for your confirmation. I have just sent most of a book to Chen Zhi in Hong Kong. I must finish my work promptly. About ten days ago, I learned that the melanoma operated on in February has metastasized, and at 91 and much work to do, I would decline therapy even if there were any. (I’m not suffering yet.) I am sending you a description of the contents, and also two items in it that analyze the argument between us. Chen Zhi told me he hoped to publish a reply from you, maybe in the book itself. What I have written can be changed, if you can persuade me it ought to be. Look carefully at my notes on your EC 11–12 article.

Best wishes,

David (Wednesday evening)

I did not even try to persuade him to change anything, responding instead the next day saying (in part): “I think that it should be your book through and through, without any reply from me.” After David passed away Chen Zhi 陳致 prevailed upon me to write the present Preface to this posthumous collection of David’s essays. Professor Chen has given me carte blanche to write as I wish. Nevertheless, I think this is still not the venue to explore in detail the differences between David and me, especially as they pertain to chronology and the Bamboo Annals. Rather, I propose to provide just some background to my relationship with David and some reflection on our methodological differences, in the hopes that this will provide some inkling of David Nivison the scholar and David Nivison the man (and, I suppose, some inkling of Ed Shaughnessy the scholar and Ed Shaughnessy the man). Some of this will inevitably be tinged with criticism; it was in the nature of our relationship.

One of the items attached to David’s e-mail message of September 10 was the final essay to be written and included in the present volume. It is entitled “The Nivison—Shaughnessy Debate on the Bamboo Annals (Zhushu jinian)” (dated 21 August 2014). I suspect that many readers of this volume will turn to it first. The concluding paragraph suggests that we were never able to reconcile our differences.

Ed needs to count his costs. And he won’t, because the cost of counting costs is to accept the principle that everything that could be relevant must be at least consistently explainable if not actually explained, and he won’t do that, nor will he suffer anyone else trying it. Is this why he bridles at my offering him a brief note providing evidence for dating reigns in early Xia? And at my publishing a book daring to work out the changes in the chronology of Xia and Shang? These are things he just knows can’t be done. So he asks, “How can Nivison be so wrong?” (p. 18)

The first paragraph says that the differences between us were philosophical, and therefore presumably were destined to be irreconcilable.

The conflict between us is actually quite interesting on a philosophical level. Ed (perhaps without realizing it) has a visceral commitment to a one-problem-at-a-time Baconian historical method, and has no patience with anything else. I am guided by “inference to the best explanation” of total evidence, by Collingwood’s concept of “rethinking,” and Popper’s strategy of discovery by trying to refute far-reaching theories. Ed can’t stand it, and can only see me as “getting ahead of my sources.” (p. 2)

I’m not at all sure that I would describe my historical method as “Baconian,” but I suppose it is true that I am more drawn to a “one-problem-at-a-time” approach than to some general theory that attempts to explain everything (or even a lot of it). David was certainly indebted to Collingwood, though the notion of “inference to the best explanation” probably owes more to David himself than it does to that mid-War British philosopher-historian.11

David and I debated methodology over the years, both in print and in correspondence. He began the Preface to the last book he published during his life, The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals (2009), with the following lengthy reflection:

Professor Edward L. Shaughnessy opens his celebrated article “On the Authenticity of the Bamboo Annals” (HJAS 46, 1986) with a discussion of methodology, with my work in focus:

Nivison’s arguments for the authenticity of the data that he has utilized in one fashion or another in his chronological reconstruction are open to suspicions of circularity. His chronology must be correct for his interpretation of a multi-stage editorial process in the making of the Bamboo Annals to be correct, and the same is true, to some extent, in reverse. But, it is never acceptable methodology to prove one unknown with another unknown.

In fairness to both of us I should point out that Professor Shaughnessy is talking about work I did a long time ago. We have both come a long way since then. Further, his point is the need for as much hard data as possible in doing the sort of work we do. I readily agree that I need all the help I can get. But there is an idea in what I have just quoted that needs mending.

There is not just the “suspicion” of circularity in what I do. The circularity is there, and it is unavoidable. Typically, I assemble a mass of material, some of it well established data but perhaps of debatable relevance, some of it even more debatable hypothesis. Then, treating all of this as “given” (that is one point where the “circularity” comes in), I try to show that it fits together in a surprising and to me convincing way. Absolutely essential to this procedure, the massing of material must be fearless; everything, both what would favor the picture I am building and what would count against it, must be accounted for. There must be no “cherry-picking” of evidence. The aim is to end up with the best possible explanation of everything. Counter-evidence must be “explained away”; and if you can’t, you are wrong.12

One of the unresolved disagreements between David and me over the years, both in terms of history and philosophy, concerned my 1986 article “On the Authenticity of the Bamboo Annals,” in which I argued that a single strip of text had been misplaced from the annals of King Cheng to those of King Wu in the course of the late third-century CE editing of the tomb text of the Bamboo Annals. David initially accepted my argument. However, before long he began to argue that the strip must have been moved before the text was ever put into the tomb, and eventually came to refer to the strip in question as “Shaughnessy’s Slip” (included in the present volume), relishing the double entendre. Eventually, as in his book The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals, David came to argue that “actually there never was such a strip”; rather, there was some sort of notion of a strip that “tinkerers” could manipulate.

We must conclude, then, that the Cheng chronicle main text was crudely altered in order to create the appearance of a strip that could be moved, to make Wu Wang’s reign three years longer. Actually there never was such a strip, and no physical object was moved. All that was needed was text, of the right length having the right words. The tinkering with the Cheng Wang text was done simply to cover the tinkerers’ tracks, to create the possibility of a gap where (reporting to their king) they could claim there had been a strip, which they had then moved to its “proper” location in the Wu Wang chronicle.13

For the life of me, I cannot make any sense of this argument, despite having read various versions of it over and over again for almost thirty years. From antiquity down to the present day, editors have unintentionally misplaced bamboo strips from one part of a text to another. I took care in my article to show how and why the third-century CE editors of the Bamboo Annals would have been led to make such a mistake. David criticizes this focused argument as breaking up my research “into separate manageable parts and solving those parts separately” as opposed to his approach, which is to “seek a possible solution to all problems and a possible way all can be fitted together.”

[T]he story he imagined was that this stretch of text was sufficiently disordered so that the Jin editors had the option of putting the strip back where it had come from, or putting it in the wrong place: the Wu Wang chronicle, making Wu Wang live three years longer. They chose the wrong place, influenced by the 3rd century historian Huangfu Mi.

Ed’s story pays no attention to one part of the Cheng Wang context, the impossible dates for the death and subsequent rites for Zhou Gong (which I noticed right off). When I challenged him with this and finally got him to pay attention, his reply was (and is) that the Wei king could order his experts to make the text say whatever he wanted; so it makes no sense to suppose that he put together the complicated deception I propose. So the king didn’t. Not seeing this, Ed says, is the real difference between us.

Very well, but what about the misdating of Zhou Gong’s death, burial and di rite? Ed’s defense of his story leaves that problem untouched. It is not worrying about that problem that reveals the real difference between us. Ed says in effect that you must break up your research into separate manageable parts and solve those parts separately. I say that you must seek a possible solution to all problems and a possible way all can be fitted together. (In doing this you may have to include in your story that some people told some lies, but you must be explicit about it and show that your assumption is plausible.) If you can’t even imagine a way of doing this, you are almost certainly wrong, and may be wrong about almost everything. (pp. 15–16)

I may well “be wrong about almost everything,” but I am still not persuaded that I am wrong about the misplacement of this one strip.

According to David, our most important disagreement occurred in 1989. As David recounted in his response to my review of his The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals, early in that year he wrote a research note, and invited David Pankenier and Kevin D. Pang 膨瓞鈞 to sign on as co-authors; only Kevin Pang accepted his invitation.14 In this note, he correlated a five-planet conjunction in 1953 BC, identified by Pankenier, with Pang’s 1876 BC date for the celebrated Zhong Kang 中康 eclipse, and to these added a complete chronology of the Xia dynasty, incorporating two-year intervals between each and every reign. Nivison and Pang concluded their note with the following statement: “Perhaps not only the Xia ‘Dynasty,’ but also Yu ‘the Great,’ and even the legendary ‘Sage Emperor’ Shun, are not myths (or not just myths), but in fact belong to precisely datable history.”15 David later recounted that at the time, I was the editor of Early China, and that “we almost had a public fight about this.” He claimed that because I myself was engaged in the study of early Chinese chronology, I could not serve as a disinterested editor of this work. My own sense was that as editor of Early China, I had an obligation to ensure that what was published in the journal met reasonable scholarly standards. I did not think—and still do not think—it was possible to derive an exact chronology of the Xia dynasty, and did not find the Nivison-Pang article convincing, primarily because of the ad hoc solution of embedding two-year intervals between each and every reign. After considerable back and forth, involving also the Early China editorial board, we agreed to publish the research note as a feature article of The Early China Forum, inviting also other specialists in the field to contribute their own evaluations. With contributions from Huang Yi-long 黃一農, John S. Major, David W. Pankenier, and Zhang Peiyu 張培瑜, and with individual responses by both David Nivison and Kevin Pang, the original 9-page research note ballooned to 110 pages. I am still not convinced that very much light was shed on the question of Xia chronology. Huang Yi-long, David Pankenier and Zhang Peiyu essentially used their pages to ride their own hobby-horses, attacking each other as much as they attacked Nivison and Pang. John Major did take the Nivison-Pang study seriously, concluding “It now seems more reasonable to affirm than to deny that the Xia dynasty was indeed founded at or near the time of the five-planet conjunction of 1953 B.C., and that Xia officials accurately recorded a solar eclipse in the year Zhong Kang 5.”16 However, he too rejected the way that Nivison and Pang had arrived at their chronology:

Nevertheless, it seems to me that the “correction” of the interregnums to a uniform two years apiece has more the quality of an arbitrary expedient than of a soundly reasoned procedure. … The “correction” proposed seems, in the end, uncomfortably like a mere contrivance designed to accomplish the desired end, namely the reduction of the eighty-one-year span to a seventy-seven-year span.”17

For his own part, David Nivison opened his response in the Forum section of Early China with an epigraph quoting David Hume: “… no testimony is sufficient to establish a miracle, unless the testimony be of such a kind, that its falsehood would be more miraculous than the fact which it endeavors to establish.”18 I did not think—and do not think—that it was the job of Early China “to establish a miracle.”

There is no point revisiting each and every point that David and I debated over more than thirty years. We sometimes even agreed (or at least came close to doing so), as when we jointly authored a paper on the date of Jin Hou Su bianzhong 晉候蘇編鐘 and the chronology of the early lords of the state of Jin 晉.19 But for the most part we disagreed. In January 2011, I published in the Journal of Chinese Studies a review of David’s The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals, which had been published three years before that.20 Even though David had asked me to write an in-depth review of his book, and surely knew that any review I would write would be critical, still he was stung by my criticism. He returned to the same quotation from my 1986 article “On the Authenticity of the Bamboo Annals” regarding circularity in his methodology quoted above (p. xiv), with an extended critique of my own methodology:

In my book (i.e., The Riddle of the Bamboo Annals, pp. 3–5) I replied that in the arguments to which he objected I was fitting together logically various items having low initial probability, and that it was in the coherence of the whole structure (and the virtual impossibility of that coherence being accidental) that had proof value, provided that some elements were tied down empirically. But let me now focus attention directly on Shaughnessy’s review. He objects that irregular breaks between Xia reigns seem more reasonable to him than the regular two-year breaks that I propose. His intuitions are relevant only in revealing that he doesn’t see what is going on: my argument structure is hypothesis followed by confirmation, and the two-year interregnums are part of my hypothesis.

Where, then, is the circularity that Shaughnessy saw as invalidating my work, two “unknowns” proving each other, the editorial process and the claimed true dates? I do conclude that I have proved them; but I begin by offering them as hypothesis. Each must assume the other; otherwise my hypothesis would be inconsistent, and therefore false before I had gone any farther. Shaughnessy has simply confused the consistency required in my hypothesis with a supposed circularity invalidating my whole argument.

At the end, Shaughnessy repeats his praise for my two-yuan theory, and tells everyone how good my first article on the chronology of Zhou was—actually it contains many naïve errors, though I did get some important things right. (These include the two-yuan idea and the four-quarters interpretation of lunar phase terms, both of which Shaughnessy accepts.) Then, having built up some credit, he allows himself to criticize me “harshly,” assuming that he has destroyed my later work with his argument about the supposed transposed half-strip and his charge of circularity. So he says, “How is it that Nivison has been able to do so much, and yet still be so wrong?” (Review, p. 289) With this he grants himself the status of historical sage: he is “quite sure” of this, “quite sure” of that, does “not believe” this, does “not believe” that, condemning my entire pre-Zhou chronology (with no criticism of a single detail of it, his only argument being that it must be wrong because I worked it out “[as] part of a complete system based on [my] reconstruction of the Bamboo Annals.”21

To the statement that I am “‘quite sure’ of this, ‘quite sure’ of that,” David adds the following note:

Shaughnessy insists that I am too sure of myself. I am too amused by this to be annoyed.22

When this response to my review was published, David sent the offprint to me inscribed: “Dear Ed: It’s your move! Best of luck, David.” We continued to write back and forth, and I even dedicated my last book to David (as well as to David Keightley and Michael Loewe), and made a special trip to Stanford in early April 2014 to deliver it to him personally. We spent a long Sunday evening in his home office debating “this” and “that,” and basically agreeing to disagree. It was great fun.

I am sure that some will find the tenor of this Preface unusual, perhaps even unseemly. David can no longer continue the debate, and so it is unfair of me to have the final word. But anyone who reads the book will notice that I by no means have the final word. That belongs very much to David, with his “The Nivison-Shaughnessy Debate” coming toward the end of the book. I know full well that David took great relish in this debate, and was hoping that it might continue for at least a few more years. While David is no more, through the good offices of Professor Chen Zhi and the Hong Kong Baptist University Jao Tsung-I Academy of Sinology, the debate can continue for at least some readers. I invite the reader to read this last essay that he continued to work on until the last weeks of his life. Whether one sides with me or with David, or thinks that both of us are wrong, I hope the reader will come to appreciate the great intellectual curiosity that drove David throughout. He lived a rich life, and contributed mightily to the study of ancient China. His contributions to my own development as a scholar have been immeasurable. I can’t say that I didn’t occasionally find his work frustrating, but I know that I will miss debating with him.

Let me give the final word of this Preface not to David, but to his son Jim Nivison. Just four days after David passed away, Jim sent me the following email message.23

Dear Ed,

My father passed away on Thursday of last week. He was 91 years old; he lived a rich life. His desire was to be able to work as long as possible and he was able to do so up until the last three weeks of his life.

I don’t believe that we ever met, but I have heard your name for many years. I take it from afar that the two of you had at times a complex relationship as friends, colleagues, collaborators and to a certain degree, academic adversaries. To hear my father talk, one of the most formative experiences of his life was being on the debate team at the Gardiner, Maine high school. He loved to try to put together a convincing argument then and that never left him. I gather that the two of you had your ongoing debates and it’s my observation that it is just this kind of debate that makes the juices flow that keeps an old man young and adds years to a life. I know that was the case with my father. I’m glad and envious that my father had many friends and colleagues like you that kept him in the game for so many years.

Best regards,

Jim Nivison
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1The He zun Inscription and the Beginning of Zhou

Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Oriental Society, San Francisco, CA, April 16, 1980; revised April 26, 1980

About six months ago, I made a discovery that pointed toward a solution to what has been the classic problem in ancient Chinese historical studies for 2000 years—the reconstruction of Western Zhou chronology prior to 841. In brief, I noticed that the chronology in the so-called “forged” Zhushu jinian is really a distortion of the true dates—a distortion that can be reversed with careful analysis and with the help of bronze inscriptions. (I summarize results of this theory in an attached chart with brief explanations, “Probable Derivation of the Zhushu jinian Chronology for Western Zhou.”) Quite recently, turning my attention specifically to the He zun [image: ] I discovered that this one inscription provides the key to straightening out the sequence of events of the crucial first decade of the Zhou Dynasty, making it possible to pinpoint with near certainty the year, month and day of the Zhou Conquest.1

I

The He zun inscription (Figure 1) bears the date “fourth month, day bingxu (23)… the king’s fifth ritual cycle.” It gives an account of an address by the king to “young nobles of the royal house” (zong xiao zi) given “when the king first moved his residence to Cheng Zhou” (i.e., Luoyang). To evaluate all of this, we must begin by making a tentative first approximation of the absolute date.



	 Sima Qian, in the “Lu Zhou Gong Shijia” chapter of the Shiji, gives reign lengths for the dukes of Lu, back to but not including Bo Qin, who was the first duke and the eldest son of Zhou Gong. These reign lengths imply that Bo Qin died in 999.

	 The “Bi Ming” chapter of the Shang shu has King Kang giving an appointment to the aged Bi Gong—possibly calling him from retirement—to be viceroy in the East. This is a guwen chapter, and so one must be cautious. It contains a date, however, which is found also in the Han shu “Lü-li zhi”: “12th year, 6th month, gengwu (7) fei (the 3rd, new moon day).” If we suppose Bi Gong was being given appointments Bo Qin had filled, 999 was King Kang’s 12th year, and his first year was 1010. The very precise month and day date in the “Bi Ming” does fit 999 exactly, if one makes a simple change of 5th month long, 6th month short, instead of the reverse.

	 The “new” Zhushu jinian dates the deaths of Lu dukes (after Bo Qin) through Wei Gong consistently 7 years later than the Shiji does, probably for this reason: The Han shu “Lü-li zhi”—arguing for a different Zhou chronology—says Bo Qin became duke “in the 1st year of Cheng Wang,” reigned 46 years, and died “in the 16th year of Kang Wang.” But what was the first year of Cheng? In the Zhushu system, 1044, which would make 999 the year of death. But arguably it could be the first year of Cheng’s personal rule, supposed to be seven years later. This would give 992 as Bo Qin’s last year, and 992 is the 16th year of Kang in the “new” Jinian. So this was evidently the date the Jinian editors intended to give. But what we actually find in the Jinian is not “l6th year” but “19th year”—though this is inconsistent with the next dated entry in the Jinian, as Wang Guowei shows. This appears to be unfinished editing, and we can exploit it: 992 would be the 19th year of a reign that began in 1010. When the editors shifted the date of Kang’s succession from 1010 to 1007, they must have neglected to make a compensating change from “19th year” to “l6th year” for the death of Bo Qin.

	 More confirmation of the 1010 date is possible, but this will suffice for tentative use of it. Taking Liu Xin’s reign lengths, 7 years for Zhou Gong’s regency and 30 years for Cheng Wang’s reign thereafter, one would suppose the dates are 1047–1041 and 1040–1011. The date of the He zun should therefore be either 1043 or 1036, depending on what is meant by “the king’s 5th ritual cycle.” If the former, the king’s address is on the 3rd, if the latter it is on the 13th. Either is possible (one should expect the event to be near the first or near the middle of the month). I assume 1040 was the year Cheng became of age (20 sui); so in the first case he would be 17 sui—not too likely, but possible. In the second case he would be 24 sui, obviously more probable.






II

But this traditional “7 plus 30” scheme is mistaken. There are two immediate objections:



	 The “Shao gao” and “Luo gao” chapters of the Shang shu narrate events, with precise month and day dates, that have to fall in the last year of the regency—which would be 1041. In particular, the king performs a sacrifice in the “Luo gao” on the last day of the year, identified as day (5) in the 60-day cycle. But for 1041 the dates throughout are one day off, making the sacrifice fall on the first day of 1040. The fact that the dates are this close shows that this is a first approximation. But a correction is required.

	 The He zun says that “the king’s 5th ritual cycle” was the year a royal residence was first established in Cheng Zhou (Luo). So, the king’s 5th year, in some sense, should be the year of the construction of the royal accommodations in the new city as described in the “Luo gao” which closes with the date, “7th year of Zhou Gong’s regency.” But also, the Shang shu Dazhuan says that Zhou Gong in his 5th year “built Cheng Zhou.” And so, this same year should be in some sense Zhou Gong’s 5th year also. These apparently conflicting accounts require reinterpretation or revision consistent with the He zun.





Previous solutions to this 5th year–7th year puzzle preserve the traditional assumption that Zhou Gong properly transferred power to the king when the king became an adult. To the contrary, the right account of events I think is as follows:


	–
	1057
	King Wen dies (after “receiving the Mandate” by divination).


	–
	1056
	King Wu’s first year as King of Zhou.


	–
	1048
	The meeting of King Wu with his allies at Mengjin. This was perhaps a preliminary campaign that was not pressed, or did not succeed, the reason (or cause) being, as the Zhou saw it, that the position of Jupiter (sui xing) was not yet favorable (i.e., Heaven’s “command” was not yet effective).


	–
	1045
	The final campaign against Shang is under way, and achieves a decisive victory at Muye outside the Great City Shang on the day jiazi (1) in the 2nd month.


	–
	1044
	King Cheng succeeds, as a minor (16 sui), with Zhou Gong as his regent.


	–
	1043
	Mourning for King Wu completed.


	–
	1042
	Post-mourning “lst year” of King Cheng and of the Regency.


	–
	1040
	King Cheng attains majority, 20 sui, entitling him to take up personal rule. But a rebellion is brewing. Zhou Gong fears the young king, his nephew, cannot handle it, and retains ultimate power (informally, and illegally). He overcomes Shao Gong’s objections and obtains his collaboration; the two gradually share power with the king. Lu, Zhou Gong’s fief, is assigned to his eldest son Bo Qin. Steps are taken against the two (three?) rebelling royal uncles.


	–
	1039
	The revived Shang power is attacked and destroyed, and the Shang ruler Wu Geng killed.


	–
	1038
	The campaign is extended against the Yan and other peoples who had joined the revolt. King Cheng himself —now 22 sui—leads this campaign.


	–
	1037
	Shang territories are reassigned, and conquered populations relocated. Zhou Gong’s younger brother Feng is enfeoffed in Wei. Ceremonies take place in Cheng Chou (Luo), where construction of a new capital is already going on.


	–
	1036
	Construction at Cheng Zhou continues, proceeding to the “royal city” on the north bank, now under King Cheng’s direction. King Cheng gives the He zun address to the “young nobles” while staying in the jing (military principium) in the 4th month. Rites at the end of the year complete the transfer of power and terminate the de facto “regency.” Zhou Gong is retained temporarily as viceroy in the East.


	–
	1033
	Zhou Gong retires, and is replaced as viceroy in the East by his younger son Jun Chen (Ming Gong). (Probably later Jun Chen predeceases his elder brother Bo Qin and is replaced by him in this position. This would explain the appointment of Bi Gong as viceroy in the East occurring exactly in 999, the year of Bo Qin’s death.)




If these are the facts, it is quite possible that the early Han scholars actually had these dates and found it impossible to believe them—for:


	(a)
	A Zhou Gong myth had by this time developed so far that people couldn’t believe Zhou Gong had done something improper. They were therefore obliged to understand the regency—which the “Luo gao” explicitly says lasted seven years—as terminating at the end of the year before King Cheng’s majority, whatever that year was.


	(b)
	They trusted their retrospective astronomical calculations to establish a correct chronology. But their science was in error —


	
	(i)
	generating a three-day error in calculating lunations nine centuries back (so that, e.g., a month actually beginning on day (8) would seem to them to begin on day (5)); and


	
	(ii)
	generating approximately a six-year error at that remove for the position of Jupiter.




The result of trying to satisfy an impossible criterion of moral-historical judgment and using a fault science was that all the dates came unstuck, not just the dating of the regency. One scheme after another was tried; one error required another, and another, until Zhou chronology down to 841 was a shambles.

The He zun points the way out, because we cannot make sense of it unless we recognize the initial mistake.


III

Once we are back on track, the going is obviously easier. Notice the seemingly unrelated problems that are now solved.


	1.
	The 5th year–7th year puzzle: They are the same year, 1036, which is (a) the seventh year of the regency, regular and irregular, counting from 1042; (b) the fifth year of Zhou Gong’s seven-year “regency” as described in the Shang shu Dazhuan counting from 1040; and (c) the fifth year of King Cheng’s legitimate personal reign, counting from the year of his majority, 1040.


	2.
	Zhou Gong’s protest of self-justification to Shao Gong, as recorded by Sima Qian in the “Lu Shijia”: If Cheng was only a boy, there obviously had to be a regent; why should Zhou Gong have had to justify himself for being one? But if Cheng had attained manhood and Zhou Gong should have stepped down but did not, there is an obvious explanation. (Probably the “Jun Shi” chapter of the Shu, whether or not an actual document, should be referred to the same episode and relocated before the “Da gao,” which also belongs to 1040.)


	3.
	The puzzling paragraph at the beginning of the “Kang gao” about construction going on at Luo: Scholars have wanted to relocate it to the beginning of the “Luo gao.” But we now see that the investiture of Feng as marquis of Wei occurred in the year immediately before the “Shao gao”—“Luo gao” events. Construction must already have been under way. Probably the latter chapters deal only with the construction of the “royal city” component of Zheng Zhou.


	4.
	The active role of King Cheng during the later part of the regency:


	
	(i)
	The Shu Preface lists a lost chapter placed after the end of the regency, describing a campaign led by King Cheng, that “destroyed the Yan”; but in the Shang shu Dazhuan the destruction of the Yan is the activity of the third year of the Zhou Gong regency. These are probably the same event—no longer a difficulty, if King Cheng was actually 22 sui at the time, not 17.


	
	(ii)
	Sima Qian (“Zhou benji”) first says that Zhou Gong ruled for seven years and then returned the government to the king after he attained manhood, and then he says that “King Cheng, when in Feng, sent Shao Gong again to plan the city of Luo, in accord with King Wu’s intentions.” The implied sequence of events conflicts with both the Shu and the Dazhuan accounts, which assign the construction, of which Shao Gong’s activity in the 2nd and 3rd months is a part, to the 7th or 5th year of the regency. The He zun, in addition to confirming that building a new capital in the East was King Wu’s intention, implies that King Cheng himself was in charge of this (having him on the scene himself the month after Shao Gong). But this ceases to be a problem if Cheng was not 19 sui but 24 sui at the time.


	5.
	The historicity of the Regency itself: On my hypothesis, Zhou Gong was legally regent from 1044 through 1041, and retained extraordinary powers, which were probably only partly formalized, from 1040 through 1036, in these last five years deliberately behaving as a minister, giving the king greater prominence. Inscriptions do register this situation, if we read them carefully. (E.g., the Xiaochen Dan zhi 小臣單觶, probably reflecting events of 1039: the king himself is nominally leading the campaign; but Zhou Gong has the role of giving out rewards, normally a royal power, and as important as the power to punish.)
	





IV

But this hypothesis does not rest solely on its explanatory power. There are dates, in literary texts and in inscriptions:



	 The Xiao Yu ding has the date “25th cult-year,” “8th month, 3rd quarter, lunation (chen) on day (21).” Contrary to established opinions, I believe it to be a Cheng Wang inscription. The yuan it uses is 1044 and the year is 1020—the year, according to the Zhushu jinian, of a great assembly of vassals and delegations of border peoples in Cheng Zhou. The ceremonies must have had to some extent a “Roman triumph” aspect, which the Xiao Yu ding records. There is a liao victory sacrifice recorded for the day, which should fall on the full moon; and the date is exactly the 16th. (Long and short months require a small alteration: instead of … 6(6), 7(36), 8(5), 9(35), 10(4), run (34), 11(4)…, read 6(6), 7(36), 8(6), 9(35), 10(5), run (34), 11(4)…, for the first days of the months. It is mathematically possible to assign the inscription to 984, if one uses the post-mourning yuan 1008 for Kang Wang’s reign and assumes that Zhao Wang is still continuing Kang Wang’s calendar until the completion of mourning at the end of 983. But the inscription appears to refer to the Conquest as a relatively recent event. See my “Probable Derivation” chart, attached.)

	 If Zhou Gong retired three years after the end of the regency, as the Tongjian waiji 通鑑外集 and the “new” Jinian say, there would need to be a new appointment as viceroy in the East in 1033. The Shu Preface says this went to Zhou Gong’s younger son Jun Chen, who is persuasively identified as the Ming Gong or Ming Bao of various inscriptions by Chen Mengjia, Shirakawa and others. The Ling yi 令彞 has no year date, but it opens with record of the appointment of “Zhou Gong’s son Ming Bao” to very broad powers over “the three ministries and the four quarters.” Such an appointment would be made at the primary court session on the first of the month, the “great audience of the dark lunation” (mei chen … da fu) of the Da Yu ding. The date of the Ling yi is “8th month, syzygy on day (21).” And day (21) is exactly the first day of the eighth month of 1033, taken as a hai year. (It is the 2nd, if the year is chou.)

	 Going back three years to 1036, the last year of the de facto regency, if we take this too as a hai year we find that the very precise dates in the “Shao gao” and “Luo gao” chapters now fit exactly. (1036 is just five years later than the first approximation 1041, which was one day off. The month–day correlations are repeated, with a one-day difference, in five-year cycles.)

	 I have identified 1044 as a yuan year on the strength of the “Zuo Luo” in the Yi Zhou shu, which as I read it says King Wu died at the end of the year of the jiazi victory. The Shi Dan ding 師旦鼎 inscription survives from the Song era; the vessel does not, and there is much argument about it. I myself suspect it is a middle Zhou fake based on a line in a chronicle. It opens, “In the first year, 8th month, day dinghai (24), Shi Dan (i.e., Zhou Gong) received an appointment.” (In a chronicle, this laconic statement would be the way of recording that he had been made first minister.) The first day of the eighth month of 1044 (zi year with run month or chou year) was exactly day (24).





The guwen “Wu Cheng” chapter of the Shu as quoted in the Han shu “Lü-li zhi” gives dates subject to close constraints for the first, second and fourth months of the Conquest year (the year of the jiazi victory). Early Han scholars, with their three-day error, would have found that the “Wu Cheng” dates seemed to fit the year 1051—marvelously, just 500 years before the supposed birthdate of Confucius and just 1000 years before the Shiqu Pavilion Conference of Scholars, convened by the Emperor Xuan-di in 51 BC (so, the reigning sovereign must obviously be a 500-year sage-ruler....). And 1051 is one of the two dates given for the Conquest in the “new” (supposedly fake) Zhushu jinian. But we do not need to suppose—as I did, for some months of my research—that the “Wu Cheng” dates were faked for the Conference. They were simply misinterpreted. Closely analyzed, they fit very well into the year 1045. Further, the date of the liao victory sacrifice in the fourth month turns out to be (as in the Xiao Yu ding) exactly the full moon—the 16th.


V

I turn now to astrology. I take no stock in it myself. But as a historian I am mindful that what people have believed must be carefully checked.



	 The “Zhou Yu” section of the Guo Yu says the Conquest occurred in the year when Jupiter, the “year star” (sui xing) was in the zodiac station Chun Huo, “quail-fire” (station 8).

	 Sima Qian implies the same tradition. The attack on Shang, he writes (“Zhou benji”), was not pressed on the occasion of the Mengjin assembly because King Wu insisted it was not Heaven’s command that it be done yet. Qian records an omen: fire descends, hovers over the king’s lodging and turns into a bird, red in color (the color of the Zhou), with a rising cry. Evidently the victory was to occur in the year of bird-fire.





Liu Xin, of course, a century later, chose his date 1122 partly because his faulty calculations identified that year as a Chun Huo year. But perhaps the Conquest year was a Chun Huo year. Perhaps, further, Wu actually waited for that year to attack. (After all, he waited for jiazi, day (1), to attack, as the Li gui 利簋 verifies.)

I am indebted to Zhou Fagao for two bits of data, and to William Hung for two more:


	(i)
	The Zuo zhuan, for 545 BC, Duke Xiang, 28th year, says that Jupiter was then in Xingji, station 1.


	(ii)
	The correct period of Jupiter is 11.8565 years through the twelve stations.


	(iii)
	The Zuo zhuan statement above is a Han interpolation, using Liu Xin’s Santongli 三统曆 calendar.


	(iv)
	As Shinjō Shinzō has shown, using P. V. Neugebauer’s tables, in 545 Jupiter was actually in station 10, Shou Xing.




Therefore, Jupiter was actually in Chun Huo, station 8, two years earlier, in 547.

The factor we need is 42:

42 × 011.8565 = 497.9730 ≈ 498

498 + 547 = 1045

Jiazi in the second month of 1045 was either Jan. 15 or March 15 in our calendar; and as the Li gui confirms, the battle of Muye was fought in the morning.


The He zun Inscription and the Beginning of Zhou: Notes

I.

(23): Here and elsewhere I use ( ) to indicate a day denoted by its number in the 60-day cycle.


II.

The Shang shu Dazhuan 尚書大傳 text is found in ch. 2, comments on “Luo gao” 洛誥 (p. 101 in the edition in Congshu jicheng 叢書集成 3569, in which ch. 2 is pp. 55–114). It actually accounts for seven years of regency, and so apparently conforms to the tradition:

周公攝政，一年救亂，二年克殷，三年踐奄，四年建侯衛，五年營成周，六年制禮作樂， 七年致政成王。(Zhou Gong she zheng, yi nian jiu luan, er nian ke Yin, san nian jian Yan, si nian jian hou Wei, wu nian ying Cheng Zhou, liu nian zhi li zuo yue, qi nian zhi zheng Cheng Wang).

The activities of the sixth year above may be what Sima Qian refers to in the “Zhou benji” after explaining the provenance of the “Zhou Guan” chapter of the Shu: xingzheng li yue, zhidu yu shi gai 興正禮樂, 制度於是改; but in his account this appears to be Cheng’s work. I assume the authors of the Da zhuan account of the regency are saving the 7-year tradition by interpreting Zhou Gong’s holdover appointment as viceroy in the East, 1035–34, as part of the “regency.” Other treatments of this problem are found in Wang Guowei 王國維, Guantang bieji 觀堂別集, ch. 1, “Zhou kaiguo nianbiao” 周開國年表, and in Wenwu 1976.1 articles on the He zun by Tang Lan 唐蘭, Ma Chengyuan 馬承源, and Zhang Zhenglang 張政烺.


III.Major Events 

1057, 1056, 1048: Here I am adapting what seem to me the most probable interpretation of the Shiji “Zhou benji” account. Others disagree, making Wu’s first year later, and taking year identifications in the Shiji and the Shu as dating from King Wen’s “receiving the Mandate.”

1045: There is a problem when the final campaign began, and whether the jiazi victory was in the 11th or 12th year. I am following the Shiji on the second matter (rather than the Shu Preface), and am avoiding the first problem here.

1044: See Yi Zhou shu 逸周書 48, “Zuo Luo” 作雒: Wang ji gui, nai sui shi er yue beng Hao 王旣歸, 乃歲十二月崩鎬 “After the king had returned, in the 12th month of this year he died in Hao.” It follows that 1044 is Cheng Wang’s first year. But the “Luo gao” of the Shang shu, which must be dated to 1036, identifies this latter year as “the 7th year of Zhou Gong’s Great Upholding of the Mandate received by Wen and Wu”—so the year-count for this seven-year “regency” must start in 1042. I suspect that the institution evident from inscriptions later was already operating: The new king’s calendar was not started until after the completion of the mourning for his father—though retrospectively the king’s actual first year (1044, in this case) as well as his post-mourning yuan year (1042) could be used in dating. This would not, perhaps, have been understood by the writers of two very late pre-Qin Shang shu chapters, the “Hong Fan” and the “Jin Teng” (both of them are literary elaborations of legends); and so at the beginning of these we find the first and second years after the Conquest taken as years when Wu Wang is still living.

1040–1036: I base the order of major events on the Shang shu Dazhuan account.

1036: The “Royal City” (wang cheng 王城) appears to have been a city separate and some distance from Cheng Zhou (Luoyang) in the Chunqiu period, but some believe there was a part of Cheng Zhou so-called in the founding period. (See Gotō Shimpei 後藤均平, “Seishū to Ōjō” 成周と王城, pp. 399–410 in Tōyōshi Ronsō 東洋史論叢 (presented to Wada Sei 和田清 in honor of his 70th birthday), Tokyo, 1960.) Since the He zun clearly identifies Cheng Zhou itself as a royal residence, there must have been a “royal” component of it.


IV.



	 The Xiao Yu ding 小盂鼎 is always assigned to Kang or later (by those who accept it as genuine), because it appears to speak of a di 禘 sacrifice to Cheng Wang. (A later study will show that this inscription is genuine. It contains a Shang grammatical construction that could have been composed only by a person thoroughly familiar with the jiagu materials, discovered beginning 60 years after this inscription appeared.) I suggest that the sacrifice is actually a di sacrifice to the royal ancestors performed in the miao that is to be the location of Cheng’s cult and is to be used by his descent group. There is the same problem in the Ling yi inscription; and the “new” Zhushu jinian has Zhou Gong honored by di sacrifices in his miao in Lu while he is still living. While I have dated the Xiao Yu ding to 1020, I should note that another Cheng Wang period date is imaginable. If Cheng (retrospectively) treated 1039, the year after his capping, as a yuan year, the Xiao Yu ding date could be 1015; and it will fit this year if it is a chou year. (Li Wang (857–828) apparently declared 844 a yuan year; and this must have been the year following his capping. This could have been a standard practice.) But when we see that 1044 must have been the year of Cheng’s actual succession, it becomes the more likely yuan.

	 See note on “Major Events,” 1044.

	 The date 1051 is found not in the main text of the “new” Zhushu jinian but in a statement at the end of the account of the reign of Yu Wang: Wu Wang mie Yin zai gengyin 武王滅殷在庚寅. It seems reasonable to suppose that when this statement was added—perhaps in 450, the 1500th anniversary in the “1051” tradition—the main text agreed with it; and that the main text got changed later, perhaps in 951, the first year of the “Great Zhou” Dynasty. For, the present main text date 1050 would be exactly 2000 year before 951.





The supposed Conquest date 1051 is not an invention to match Sima Qian’s date 551 for the birth of Confucius; for the resulting 7-year reign of Wu after the Conquest is given already in the Guanzi 管子 “Qi Zhu qi Chen pian” 七主七臣篇 (see Wang Guowei 王國維, “Zhou kaiguo nianbiao,” in Guantang bieji). It probably is a calculation based both on the “Wu Cheng” dates and on the Jupiter cycle, in which for ancient astronomers there was an error of about six years. The date 551 itself is therefore a product of the scholars, probably before Sima Qian.

I am inclined to the view held by some, that King Wu, on winning his jiazi victory, began the year’s calendar anew, naming the victory (2nd) month “zheng yue” 正月, subsequently adding a run month after this or one of the next two months. This would give a more reasonable amount of time for finishing Conquest actions before his return to Hao. Note also that if I am right in taking the Shi Dan ding inscription seriously, it is necessary to take 1044 either as beginning with the chou month or as beginning with the zi month with a run before the 8th month (as in Tung Tso-pin); so 1045 must at least use all of its zi-year months. And note that such a shift might explain the confusion about the time of the beginning of the campaign—some accounts, e.g., the Shiji, beginning it in the 12th month of the year before the victory. This assumption makes the date January 15, 1045. (But see below.)


V.

See: Zhou Fagao, “Chronology of the Western Chou Dynasty,” in The Journal of the Institute of Chinese Studies of the Chinese University of Hong Kong, vol. IV no. 1 (1971), p.184; and William Hung (洪業), Prolegomena (in Chinese) to Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological Index Series, Supplement no. 11, Combined Concordances to Chun-chiu, Kung-yang, Ku-liang and Tso-chuan, pp. lxiv–lxvi. Hung cites Shinjō Shinzō 新城新藏, Tōyō Temmonshi Kenkyū 東洋天文史研究, 407–412, and P. V. Neugebauer, Abgekürzte Tafeln der Sonne und der grossen Planeten, Berlin, 1904. While Professor Zhou Fagao 周法高 in his valuable monograph reaches a conclusion different from mine, he uses a methodology that I have for the most part gratefully adopted throughout my research.

Having gotten to jiazi of the second month of 1045, one would like to pin down the date exactly. But the sources conflict on how the year began. The “Shi Fu” chapter (37) of the Yi Zhou shu—which may actually be a version of the “Wu Cheng”—has dates apparently requiring a zi year with a run month after the first month. “Jiazi of the second month” in this model would be March 15. The “Shih Fu” account of ritual events in the “fourth month” is quite convincing, and its dates require that this month be identical with the fifth month in Tung Tso-pin’s zi-year calendar in his Xi Zhou Nianli pu 西周年歷譜 (so that the liao sacrifice would be on the 16th).

For the Li gui 利簋, see Wenwu 1977.8. The inscription begins with an event date: Wu Wang zheng Shang wei jiazi zhao 珷征商隹甲子朝… “Wu Wang’s attack on Shang was in the morning of the day jiazi…”



Explanation of “Probable Derivation”—D. S. Nivison, April 24, 1980


	I.
	6-year upward adjustment in the date of the Conquest, to accord with defective ancient astronomy. The resulting 7-year reign of Wu Wang after the Conquest is found already in the Guanzi, so this change, at least, is pre-Han.


	II.
	“Gong-he” being mistaken as the name of a calendar period (as in the Shiji), the event leading to it has to be in the preceding year (842 rather than 841). So, yuan dates of Li Wang back to Yih Wang are shifted up one year. (This change could have been made after IV but is required before V.)


	III.
	Reinterpretation of the Zhou Gong Regency, so that it will not extend 5 years into the personal reign of Cheng Wang. Result: all yuan dates from Cheng to Li shifted down 5 years. (This change is assumed in the Shiji.)


	IV.
	Reinterpretation of the regency, to make it begin with Cheng Wang’s succeeding to the throne. Result: dates shifted up 2 years, from Cheng to Mu. This makes Mu Wang’s yuan come exactly 100 years after 1062, which by change I is Wu Wang’s yuan (or, in some accounts, the date of Wen Wang’s “receiving the Mandate”).


	V.
	5-year extension of Mu Wang’s reign (beyond the 50 year reached in change IV), to accommodate traditions about the composition of the “Lü Xing” chapter of the Shang shu. Gong Wang’s reign is reduced from 20 years (this figure is preserved in Huangfu Mi’s Di wang shi ji 帝王世紀) to 12 years (ershi 二十 to shier 十二), to compensate for this. Yih’s reign continues to be understood as 25 years, so his and Xiao’s date move up 3 years. These changes are all given or implied in the Shiji or in Taiping yulan quotations from the original Shiji text.




(The other Zhushu jinian Conquest date “1050” may be a change made in 951, to show that the “Great Zhou” Dynasty began exactly 2000 years after the Conquest.)


[image: ]
Figure 1: The He zun Inscription

Chart 1: Probable derivation of the Chu Shu Chi Nien [Zhushu Jinian] chronology for western Chou [Zhou]
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2Supplement to the “The ‘Question’ Question”—British Museum Scapula and British Museum Library Deer Horn

May 29, 1983

My analysis of the meaning and use of the word “zhen” 貞 has a surprising application.1

In the British Museum there is a much studied item in the Couling-Chalfant Collection of oracle bones (Ku-Fang 庫房 1506; Figure 1), an inscribed scapula. In the British Museum Library there is a quite different piece from the same collection, an elaborately carved deer horn, which has an almost identical inscription (Ku-Fang 庫房 1989; Figure 2). There is a large literature attacking and defending the genuineness of these pieces. I will not review this literature. The matter is reviewed at length in an article in Guwenzi yanjiu 古文字研究 4 (1980) by Hu Houxuan 胡厚宣, who believes that they are not genuine; but the opinion of scholars is very much divided.

What makes these inscriptions interesting is the quite unusual character. They are a genealogy, of a man named Ni (兒, i.e., 倪), as follows: “Ni’s first ancestor was named A. A’s son was named B. B’s son was named C. C’s son was named D. D’s son was named E. E’s younger brother was named F. E’s son was named G. G’s son was named H. H’s son was named I. I’s son was named J. J’s younger brother was named K. J’s son was named L. L’s son was named M.” (Presumably “M” was Ni’s father). On the scapula, each sentence is a column, from right to left. At the right top of the first column, beside the name “Ni,” is the word “zhen,” inscribed in a different hand from the rest of the inscription. Across the top of the whole inscription, including the word “zhen,” is a line. (Such lines are often found on shells or scapulas bearing many inscriptions, apparently so that the text of one will not be confused with that of others.)

The deer-horn inscription is the same genealogy text, preceded not by the single word “zhen” but by the phrase “wang yue zhen” 王曰貞 (“The king says, ‘Zhen…’”). The upper part of the one spike on the horn has been smoothed into five flat surfaces around its circumference, and the graphs are arranged on these surfaces in eight columns, the first six columns being in pairs on three of the surfaces. The graphs per column are 7, 7, 7, 8, 8, 8, 8, 3. Thus the prefatory words “wang yue zhen” are not separated from the rest of the text but are arranged as an integral part of it. I detect no evidence that these words are inscribed by a different hand.

And in other ways the graphs of the deer horn are different from those on the scapula: From illustrations available to me, the word “zhen” on the scapula is in a form thought to be restricted to Period I, early Period II, Period IV, and to the Dui (Royal Family) Group, which I take to be probably early Period I. On the deer horn, it is in a form found in all periods. The graph “wang” (“king”) on the deer horn is a form restricted to Period V. The graph for “zi” (“son”) on the scapula appears to be a form probably restricted to Periods I, II, early III, and the Dui Group; while on the deer horn its form belongs to Periods IV and V. All of this suggests that the two inscriptions are not contemporary, similar though they are, and that the deer horn is considerably later. But if they are genuine, since they record the same facts, and we have them both, it is likely that they were found together.

What can my analysis of the meaning and use of the word “zhen” have to do with these two genealogy inscriptions? I will state my theory as briefly and as provocatively as I can.


	(1)
	The meaning and use of the word “zhen” (貞):


	
	(a)
	“zhen” can precede a question


	
	(b)
	“zhen” can precede each of two statements, one positive and one negative.


	
	(c)
	“zhen” can precede a prayer.


	
	(d)
	“zhen” can precede an expression of intent.


	
	(e)
	“zhen” appears to be cognate with the word “zheng” 正, presumably meaning “correct.”





	(2)
	But only a statement can be correct, and in the sense “true.” And if one statement is true, its negation is not; therefore “zhen,” in the sequence “D zhen S” (D=diviner, S=sentence) does not mean “(D) asserts that (the following S) is true.” D has official status (often being the king). This fact (and the example from Shang shu, “Luo gao”) suggest the meaning “verify” or “authenticate” or “certify”: the king (e.g.) both certifies that the following sentence—question, statement, or whatever—is an officially ordered divination problem (i.e., it is neither a game nor some unauthorized person’s attempt to get a result (thus closing off the possibility that someone else might insist that a different result had been obtained).




What, then, would “zhen” mean before a genealogy? (There is evidence of a regular divination procedure on the scapula: Professor Li Xueqin has told me that there are two burned hollows with cracks near the graph “zhen” on the right of the inscription.)


	(3)
	Here is a possible interpretation of the two pieces:
	


	
	(a)
	Someone (presumably a person of wealth and status: I will call him a “noble”) comes to the king, wishing to have his genealogy authenticated.


	
	(b)
	The noble brings with him a scapula, on which he has had his genealogy inscribed (at his own expense).


	
	(c)
	The king consents to certify it. He has hollows made—if they were not already there—and cracked.


	

	(d)
	The king (after officially checking the oracle result) officially pronounces the genealogical record on the scapula to be valid and correct.


	

	(e)
	As a record and demonstration of his official judgment, the king


	

	
	(i) has his official inscriber inscribe the officializing and authenticating word “zhen” in front of the genealogical inscription, at the right of it (This is why this graph is in a different “hand”);


	

	
	(ii) has his inscriber inscribe a line above the record, to show that the scope of the certifying word “zhen” includes all of it (this is why the line is there, even though there is no text above it to keep separate).


	

	(f)
	The noble then takes the scapula home. It is preserved in his family as a family treasure.


	

	(g)
	A later head of the family commissions the carving of deer horn, to preserve and display the text on the scapula. The carving is, appropriately, elaborate.


	

	(h)
	At the beginning of the deer horn inscription are the words “wang yue zhen,” “The King says, ‘I certify…’ ” This formula is almost never found. (But the situation is (as far as we know) unique.) It is appropriate here: it is exactly what the noble wants said on his deer horn, to display his status.


	

	(i)
	We may compare the deer horn, and its “wang yue zhen,” to the later formula in a bronze inscription made after the person commissioning it has been received and honored at court: “wang hu shi X ce ming Y yue…ci ru…” (王呼史X 册命Y 曰…賜汝…): “The King called out to Recorder X to record a command to Y: ‘I grant you…’” (Where Y is the person receiving the honor and gift, and then having the vessel made for display at home).


	

	(j)
	But the scapula continues, of course, to be preserved by the family: It is the scapula that is the actual document, and it is just as precious as ever. This is why we have them both.





	(4)
	This interpretation fits the two interpretations so well that we cannot reasonably suppose that the inscriptions could have been faked, unless the faker thoroughly understood the meaning and use of the word “zhen” as reconstructed above.




But these inscribed pieces came to light around 1905, when all scholars believed that “zhen” meant “ask a question by cracking” (following the apparent meaning of the definition in the Shuo wen dictionary), and so that the subject it introduces must be a matter of genuine uncertainty. This is one of the main reasons why these two pieces have been taken to be fakes: it seemed to make no sense to put a word meaning “ask,” or even “ask about,” before a genealogy.

One can probably say more: It is only recently, with the comparative study that a concordance and many scientifically excavated texts make possible, that anyone could some to see what “zhen” really means; and so it is only recently that we have come to see that “zhen” does not have to introduce a question.

Therefore, the two inscription texts must be genuine.


	(5)
	But are the inscribed objects genuine? This is a separate question, to this extent: If we had no reasons for or against the texts, if microscopic or chemical analysis of the objects showed the physical inscriptions to be faked, this would be presumptive evidence that the texts too were composed by the faker. But we do have powerful reasons for respecting the texts. So, even if the objects turn out to be fakes, the most reasonable assumption would be that they are copies of unknown originals that are now lost, and that were genuine. But in this case we would have to suppose that the copying was painstakingly exact, for the graphic differences between the two pieces are precisely related to the functional difference between the two, and this the copier could not have understood. So it is possible that the objects too are genuine.




If the reader finds this argument persuasive—or even possible—he will have to agree, I think, that “the ‘question’ question” is not a trivial one.


[image: ]
Figure 1: Ku-Fang 1506
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Figure 2: Ku-Fang 1989
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