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The Huang Di nei jing su wen, known familiarly as the Su wen, is a seminal text of ancient Chinese

medicine, yet until now there has been no comprehensive, detailed analysis of its development and

contents. At last Paul U. Unschuld offers entry into this still-vital artifact of China's cultural and

intellectual past.

Unschuld traces the history of the Su wen to its origins in the final centuries B.C.E., when numerous

authors wrote short medical essays to explain the foundations of human health and illness on the basis

of the newly developed vessel theory. He examines the meaning of the title and the way the work has

been received throughout Chinese medical history, both before and after the eleventh century when the

text as it is known today emerged. Unschuld's survey of the contents includes illuminating discussions

of the yin-yang and five-agents doctrines, the perception of the human body and its organs, qi and

blood, pathogenic agents, concepts of disease and diagnosis, and a variety of therapies, including the

new technique of acupuncture. An extensive appendix, furthermore, offers a detailed introduction to

the complicated climatological theories of Wu yun liu qi ("five periods and six qi"), which were added

to the Su wen by Wang Bing in the Tang era.

In an epilogue, Unschuld writes about the break with tradition and innovative style of thought

represented by the Su wen. For the first time, health care took the form of "medicine," in that it

focused on environmental conditions, climatic agents, and behavior as causal in the emergence of

disease and on the importance, of natural laws in explaining illness. Unschuld points out that much of

what we surmise about the human organism is simply a projection, reflecting dominant values and

social goals, and he constructs a hypothesis to explain the formation and acceptance of basic notions

of health and disease in a given society. Reading the Su wen, he says, not only offers a better

understanding of the roots of Chinese medicine as an integrated aspect of Chinese civilization; it also

provides a much needed starting point for discussions of the differences and parallels between

European and Chinese ways of dealing with illness and the risk of early death.

PAUL U. UNSCHULD is Professor and Director of the Institute for the History of Medicine at

Munich University. His books previously published by California include Medicine in China: A

History of Pharmaceutics (1986), Nan-ching—The Classic of Difficult Issues (1986), Medicine in

China: A History of Ideas (1988), and Essential Subtleties on the Silver Sea (with Jürgen Kovacs,

1998).

“The essential reference for ancient Chinese medicine (and) a valuable contribution to research on

early Chinese civilization.”  Donald Harper, University of Chicago.
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PREFATORY REMARKS
This book is a study of the HuangDi nei jing su wen (Su wen), an ancient text that, together with its

sister text, the Huang Di nei jing ling shu (Ling shu), plays a role in Chinese medical history

comparable to that of the Hippocratic writings in ancient Europe. Progress and significant paradigm

changes have reduced Hippocrates to the honored originator of a tradition that has become obsolete.

In contrast, many practitioners of Chinese medicine still consider the Su wen a valuable source of

theoretical inspiration and practical knowledge in modern clinical settings.

Available evidence suggests that at the basis of the Su wen is a layer of texts written beginning in the

second or first century B.C., with some of its conceptual contents possibly dating from the third

century B.C. Presumably in the first or second century A.D., several compilers or teams of authors, all

unknown to us today, set out to bring together disparate texts of previous decades, thereby generating

a second textual layer, to which were added further layers in subsequent centuries. The outcomes of

these more or less contemporary efforts to combine a selection of statements and texts from an

identical pool of writings by numerous previous authors in one authoritative compilation have come

down to us in four major works: in addition to the Su wen and the Ling shu, the Nan jing and the

HuangDi nei jing tai su (Tai su).

Although the Su wen corpus has so far escaped all attempts at reconstruction, scholars agree that it

was subjected to significant rearrangements, emendations, and additions in post-Han centuries,

culminating in the contributions by Wang Bing in the eighth century. The Imperial Editorial Office of

the eleventh century decided to introduce only minor editorial changes, so that the corpus available

today essentially reflects the text that existed twelve hundred years ago.

Hence the importance of the Su wen as a source of ancient Chinese intellectual history lies in its

formative period of about one thousand years; it offers invaluable data on cognitive dynamics in

ancient Chinese medicine and knowledge of nature. Reading the Su wen not only increases our

understanding of the roots of Chinese medicine as an integral aspect of Chinese civilization. It also

provides a much needed starting point for serious and well-informed discussions on differences and

parallels between European and Chinese approaches to existential threats such as illness and the risk
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of early death. Such discussions are essential to an appreciation of the cultural construct of illness and

health in Chinese intellectual traditions; they appear necessary in view of current political attempts to

structure the coexistence of Chinese and Western medicine either as competing or as complementary

paths in the unending quest for human health.

Nature, Knowledge, Imagery in an Ancient Chinese Medical Text is the first in a multi-volume

publication of the results of the Su wen project, which was carried out with international cooperation at

the Institute for the History of Medicine of Munich University. The scope of the project was broad. It

aimed at preparing the first complete, philologically sound English translation of the Su wen together

with a research apparatus that will be of help for future work on this text.

I prepared a preliminary version of the translation to serve as a starting point for an extensive

collaboration with Hermann Tessenow. His philological expertise contributed decisively to the result

achieved, which will be published separately in three volumes. In addition, Tessenow has conducted a

detailed analysis of the approximately three hundred fifty separate segments constituting the historical

and structural layers of the Su wen. The outcome of this study also will be published in several

volumes.

Because we have spent so much time with the Su wen, we have come to realize the enormous

complexity of its contents. There is no doubt that just as we have adjusted our interpretation of many

passages to an ever-progressing understanding of the text, knowledgable readers will take issue with

the result and discover errors that we overlooked. Nevertheless, we believe that this translation

represents a level of understanding that may be considered a substantial contribution to a

well-informed discussion of the Su wen as one of the seminal documents of ancient Chinese culture.

In my attempts to penetrate the Chinese text and its historical context, I have greatly benefited from

Chinese and Japanese scholarship of previous decades and centuries. The publication of annotated

bibliographies of more than three thousand articles by Chinese authors of the twentieth century, as

well as of more than six hundred monographs by Chinese and Japanese authors of past centuries, will

document the secondary sources I have used. While our interpretation of the original is reflected in the

English version, I have taken great care to quote as many consenting and dissenting Chinese and

Japanese views as was feasible.

Zheng Jinsheng of the Research Institute of Medical History and Medical Literature of the China

Academy of Traditional Chinese Medicine has stayed with us in Munich several times for extended

periods. He was of invaluable help in the compilation of the annotated bibliographies and of the

survey of the doctrine of the five periods and six qi, published as an appendix to this volume. He also

discussed with me the translation of discourses 66 through 74 and offered welcome comments.

In the early phase of the project, when PCs and electronic word processing had just begun to play a

role in our work, Rupprecht Mayer supplied us with electronic versions of the Su wen, Ling shu, and

Tai su and, in addition to writing several search programs, designed the software required to compile

the concordances also to be published as part of this project.

Over the years, we received valuable support and technical assistance from the following colleagues

whose cooperation is gratefully acknowledged: Cui Zhenhua, Donald Harper, Ursula Holler, Christine
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Hu, Frieder Kleemann, Alexander Kossarev, Jürgen Kovacs, Franz-Josef Maaßen, Bernhard Sander,

Christian Schütz, Reinhard Vonthein, Yü Hong, and Zhang Tongjun.

The views I express in this volume are based on the translation of the Su wen and on its structural

content analysis. Its first, main part is an introduction to the meaning of the classical treatises of the Su

wen as it was transmitted before the Tang era, that is, treatises Su wen 1 through 65 and treatises 75

through 81 in the textus receptus. I have surveyed and examined the history of this corpus, its

reception throughout Chinese medical history, its view of the normal and abnormal states of the

human body, and the diagnostic and therapeutic approaches advocated, and I offer a preliminary

assessment of the theoretical foundations on which these parts of the Su wen were built. An appendix

to this first part introduces the doctrine of the five periods and six qi ( wu yun liu qi) as it appears in

Su wen discourses 66 through 71 and 74, which were added to the original corpus by Wang Bing in

the eighth century.

All quotations from the Su wen in this volume are part of the translation of the full text to be published

in three subsequent volumes. For the most part, the ample annotations on the meaning of individual

characters and entire passages accompanying the translation have not been repeated here. Phrases in

the quotations denoted by brackets [ ] are inserts required in English for syntactic reasons or to

complete a statement from the source text too concise to reveal its meaning in the target language

without such inserts. Parentheses ( ) indicate explanatory notes added by me. Curly brackets { }

denote statements in the Su wen tentatively identified as ancient commentaries on an older layer of the

text. Double curly brackets {{ }} denote a secondary commentary added by an ancient author to an

earlier commentary. Angle brackets < > denote ancient inserts in the Su wen text meant to complete or

amend an earlier text passage.

This book cannot and does not claim to say everything that can be said about the Su wen. On the

contrary, it should be seen merely as a beginning, meant to generate an intellectual interest in this text

in many more scholars than have cared to take notice of it and related ancient Chinese writings in the

past.

I wish to take this opportunity to express my gratitude for financial, organizational, and scholarly

support not only to the German Research Association (DFG) and the Volkswagen Foundation, whose

generous grants made the project possible in the first place, to the German Association of

Acupuncture Physicians (DÄGFA), who supplied financial aid to complete the annotated

bibliography, and to the editors of the Munich Medical Weekly (Münchener Medizinische

Wochenschrift), who contributed a fund to engage outside expertise on some special issues, but also

to Michael Lackner, whose vision coincided with mine and who was instrumental in the Volkawagen

Foundation's decision to support a project that seemed to many, at first sight, to be so utterly removed

from contemporary and future needs.

For one year, from August 1998 through duly 1999, I was privileged to work as a fellow of the

Institute of Advanced Study in Berlin. It was the intellectual and organizational environment in the

Wissenschaftskolleg led by Wolf Lepenies and Joachim Nettelbeck that freed me from the

unavoidable distractions of daily university life, gave me all the time to concentrate on the contents of

the Su wen, and simultaneously offered unique opportunities to discuss with other fellows the issues
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encountered in its analysis. The present volume is a product not only of the long-term project but also

of the stimulating atmosphere in Berlin.

Paul U. Unschuld, Munich, July 2001

                                                                                                                                    

I  Bibliographic History of the Su wen
1. SOME SCHOLARLY VIEWS ON THE ORIGIN OF THE SU WEN

The Huang Di nei jing su wen and the Huang Di nei jing ling shu form a textual corpus generally

known as the Huang Di nei jing.1 Popular accounts of the history of Chinese medicine tend to locate

the origin of this text in a distant past, several millennia B.C. Voices refuting authorship by the

legendary Huang Di in prehistoric times have been heard in China for centuries, and to this day there

is a discrepancy between views held by historians of Chinese medicine in and outside China, on the

one hand, and by authors writing for the general public, on the other.

Zu Xi (1130-l 200) and Cheng Hao (1032-1085), the two eminent philosophers of the Song era,

identified the Su wen as a product of the Warring States period, the fifth through third centuries B.C.2

The latter's contemporary, Sima Guang (1019-1086), author of the important historical work Zi zhi

tong jian, stated: "If someone were to say that the Su wen were indeed a work written by Huang Di,

this, I presume, would be inaccurate.... His name was adopted by medical people during the Zhou and

Han eras to lend [his] weight [to their field]."3

Lü Fu, the fourteenth-century Yuan-era literary critic, noted, first, that the Su wen was compiled by

several authors over a long period, and, second, that its contents were brought together, like those of

the Li ji, the "Book of Rites," by Han-era Confucian scholars who then transmitted the text together

with the teachings of Confucius.4

During the Ming dynasty, the famous literatus Hu Yinglin (1551-1602) concluded: "The Su wen is

also called Nei jing today. However, the [bibliographic] section in the [history of the] Sui [dynasty]

(i.e.,58l-6l8) only mentions a Su wen. The fact is, the fifty-five juan of Huang Di's Nei [ jing] and

Wai jing [recorded in the bibliographic section of the dynastic history of the [Han] 5 had been lost by

the time of the Six Dynasties (i.e., between the third and sixth centuries A.D.). Hence later persons

compiled it [anew] and changed its name.”6

Cui Da voiced a view critical of Huang Di's authorship during the Qing era: "The Su wen, a text

transmitted from the past, contains a dialogue between Huang Di and Qi Bo. Some people say that the

Ling shu and the Yin fu jing were written by Huang Di himself. By the time of the Warring States,

many philosophers included Huang Di in their writings. For example, the Zhuang zi is said to be [the

result of] Huang Di's inquiring from Guang Chengzi about the Way. My opinion is, at the time of

Huang Di no historical books existed yet. How could a text have been transmitted to posterity? Also,

the sayings [in the Su wen, etc.] are fairly recent. Obviously, they were compiled by persons living at

some time in the Warring States, the Qin, and the Han eras."7

Beginning with the twentieth century, Chinese scholars have begun to scrutinize the available historical

data systematically, their research findings making it increasingly clear that the textual history of the

Huang Di nei jing began no earlier than the second century B.C. For example, as early as 1950,

quoting an article published in 1918 and concluding that the Su wen was written during the Qin-Han
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era, with the dialogue structure superimposed by even later authors, Song Xiangyuan wrote: "From the

Shi ji, [section] Wu di ben ji, it is obvious that in early times Sima Qian, the author of the Shi ji, did

not believe that Huang Di was the source of medical and pharmaceutical teachings. And we, people

living in the twentieth century, if we were to accept [the saying that] Qi [Bo and] Huang [Di] are the

'Sages of Medicine,' would this not be superstitious?”8

Zhao Hongjun, repeating arguments voiced by Liu Changlin in 1982,9 pointed out in 1985; "The

preconditions for the writing of the Nei jing were not given before the Western Han (i.e., 206 B.C. to

A.D. 9). The major contents of the Ling shu and the Su wen cannot have formed before the Western

Han. Some of its passages may tentatively be identified as compilations of the Eastern Han era" (i.e.,

A.D. 25-220).10

In 1987 Yang Yiya attributed the compilation of the Nei jing to the Han era, although he accepted an

earlier origin for most of its contents: "The Nei jing was compiled at the earliest during the middle or

late period of the Western Han era. The Nei jing of that time quoted and summarized ancient medical

texts most of which had been written since the late Warring States era. In addition, it added

contemporary medical achievements. In the course of its subsequent transmission, later authors

supplemented its contents."11

David Keegan, the first Western scholar to write a dissertation on the structure and origin of the Su

wen, identified a three-step generation of the Nei jing text corpus. First, certain ideas were composed.

Second, these ideas were compiled in texts. Third, these texts were compiled in the Nei jing corpus.

The first step alone involved many authors and took more than six hundred years. As Keegan stated,

"The language and ideas in all of the versions of the Nei jing were composed between 400 B.C. and

A.D. 260. Between the time this language and the ideas it expresses were composed and the time they

were set into the compilations extant today they had been shaped and reshaped through a long and

active textual tradition.... The [extant] versions of the Nei jing are not simply compilations but the last

in a progressive series of compilations."12 Keegan emphasized that none of the Nei jing compilations

extant today are identical to those texts known under this title in the Han era.13

Based on our reading of the text, we largely agree with Keegan, as well as Yang Yiya and other

Chinese scholars who hold similar views. In the following, I offer some hitherto unnoticed evidence

that supports these views. Presumably, only a small portion of the textus receptus transmits concepts

from before the second century B.C.14

2. REFERENCES TO HUANG Dl NEI JING AND SU WEN IN EARLY BIBLIOGRAPHIC

SOURCES

As noted by Liu Changlin, titles such as HuangDi nei jing and Su wen are conspicuously absent from

Sima Qian's Shi ji of 90 B.C. Sima Qian's biography of Chunyu Yi, which includes a detailed list of

ten medical texts received by Chunyu Yi from his teacher Yang Qing, would have provided an

opportunity to mention such a fundamental text corpus if it had existed.15

The earliest known reference to a Huang Di nei jing is in a work titled Qi lüe. This text was compiled

by Liu Xin (d. A.D. 23) in the first century B.C. on the basis of the Bie lu, an earlier bibliography

compiled by Liu Xin's father, Liu Xiang (77?-6 B.C.). The Qi lüe was a catalog of the holdings of the
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Han court library at Chang'an after 26 B.C. It was lost in the centuries following the Han dynasty but

is quoted explicitly in the Jia yi jing by Huangfu Mi (215-282), a text that is still extant.

Huangfu Mi wrote in his preface to the Jia yi jing: "The bibliographic section (Yi wen zhi) of the Qi

lüe [lists a] Huang Di nei jing in 18 juan. Today there exist a Zhen jing in 9 juan and a Suwen in 9

juan. Nine plus 9 adds up to 18. Hence [these two texts] constitute the Nei jing [of the Qi lüe]”. 16

A reference identical to the listing in the Qi lüe appears in the “Prescription Techniques" section (fang

ji) in the bibliography of the dynastic history of the Han, compiled by Ban Gu (A.D. 32-92),

presumably on the basis of the data supplied by the Qi lüe. This section lists thirty-six books in four

subcategories: yi jing, "medical classics"; jing fang, "classic prescriptions"; fang zhong, "inside the

chamber [techniques] " (i.e., sexual cultivation); and shen xian, "[techniques of the] immortals."17 A

HuangDi nei jing is listed together with seven other titles as "medical classics":

Huang Di nei jing, 18 juan

Huang Di wai jing, 37 juan

Bian Que nei jing, 9 juan

Bian Que wai jing, 12 juan

Bai shi nei jing, 38 juan

Bai shi wai jing, 36 juan

Pang pian, 25 juan

altogether these seven medical classics comprise 216 juan.18

Apart from the fact that these seven texts add up to only 175 juan, rather than 216, this listing, which

does not mention authors, or contents, or times of compilation, raises one central question: is the

HuangDi nei jing mentioned here identical to or at least related to the Huang Di nei jing extant today?

While most Chinese historians agree with this equation, others have voiced strong objections.19

Obviously, by the time of the Jin dynasty, almost two centuries after Ban Gu had compiled the list

quoted above, Huangfu Mi had no text titled Huang Di nei jing at hand. Rather, he identified two texts

present in his own time, a Su wen (Basic Questions) and a Zhen jing (Needle Classic), each consisting

of nine juan, as constituting the Huang Di nei jing of the Qi lüe of the Western Han and hence of the

Han dynastic history of the Eastern Han.

In the absence of any other data, the only clues we have to understand this equation are the identical

number of juan and the appearance of Huang Di in the title of the Huang Di nei jing as well as in the

textus receptus of the Su wen and of the Ling shu as a dialogue partner of various informants.

If the titles of the three nei jing/wai jing listings in the bibliographic section of the Han dynastic

history suggest a certain parallel in the structures of these books, why and in what way were the Bian

Que nei jing/wai jing and the Bai shi nei jing/wai jing associated with Bian Que and a Bai shi, that is,

"Mr. Bai," respectively? Were these texts structured as dialogues too, with Bian Que and Mr. Bai

superimposed on pre-existing texts as central figures of a question-and-answer exchange, as is Huang

Di in the textus receptus of the Huang Di nei jing? This is difficult to imagine, given the nature of the

dialogues of the text available today. These usually introduce a Huang Di who— except for his
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discussions with Lei Gong—is not the ultimate source of wisdom but begs to be taught by his

obviously more knowledgeable dialogue partners.

If it is hard to imagine how the dialogue structure of the textus receptus of the Huang Di nei jing

could be paralleled by similar structures centered on Bian Que and Mr. Bai rather than on Huang Di,

the parallels in the structuring of the three nei jing/wai jing pairings listed in the bibliographic section

of the Han dynastic history may suggest a different parallel in the significance of the three names

Huang Di, Bian Que, and "Mr. Bai," perhaps as presumed authors, a condition that is not met by the

Huang Di nei jing text available today.

Also, Huangfu Mi's equation relies on an identical number of juan in the listing of the Huang Di nei

jing and the Su wen plus the Zhen jing. However, as Liao Yuqun as well as Yu Zihan et al. have

pointed out, the terms juan (volume) and pian (treatise, chapter) were used interchangeably during the

Han dynasty, and there is some evidence that the eighteen juan of the Huang Di nei jing listed in the

Han bibliography referred, in today's terms, to eighteen pian, while the reference to eighteen juan of

the combined Su wen and Zhen jing referred to what would be considered eighteen juan today.20

The Zhen jing mentioned by Huangfu Mi is generally equated with the Ling shu available today. If

one accepts this equation, even more questions arise regarding the identity of the Huang Di nei jing

and of the Su wen-Zhen jing. I return to this issue after discussing the Zhen jing-Ling shu equation.

At this point, though, the historical data already suggest a conclusion.

There is little reason to assume that of the seven texts mentioned in the bibliographic section fang ji

lüe of the Han dynastic history, only the Huang Di nei jing survived the turmoil after the end of the

Western Han. Rather, it appears that all these texts were lost and that the Su wen and the Zhen jing

equated by Huangfu Mi with this ancient Huang Di nei jing were texts compiled during the Eastern

Han, most likely integrating and elaborating on bits and pieces transmitted since the final period of the

Western Han era. It may well be that some textual fragments of the textus receptus of the Su wen were

also part of the Huang Di nei jing or one of the other texts mentioned in the Han dynastic history.

In the preface to his Shanghan lun, the Eastern Han author Zhang Ji (ca. A.D. 200) stated: "In

compiling [the Shanghan lun], I have made use of the Su wen (Basic Questions), the Jiu juan ( [Text

in] 9 juan), the Ba shi yi nan (81 Difficult Issues, i.e., today's Nan jing), and the Yin yang da lun

(Comprehensive Discourse on Yin and Yang).... In antiquity there existed Shennong, Huang Di, Qi

Bo, Lei Gong, Shao Yu (or: Shu) ), Shao Shi, and Zhong Wen."21 This is the earliest listing of a text

titled Su wen. This text, traceable to the second century A.D., was subsequently amended significantly,

most of all by Wang Bing of the eighth century, who added one-third of the text available today in a

final editing by Gao Baoheng et al. in the eleventh century.

A few appearances of the title Su wen in the dynastic histories hint at the continuous presence of the

text, or at least one or more traditions of it, throughout the centuries. Thus the dynastic history of the

Wei (386-550) in juan 91, compiled between 551 and 554, characterized a man named Cui Yü, who

died young but had been an excellent physician, as "having been taught the Su wen, the Jiu juan, and

the Jia yi [jing].”22

The dynastic history of the Northern Qi (550-577), the Bei Qi shu, completed in 636, includes in juan

49 a biography of Ma Siming, who is characterized as "a man from Henei." “In his youth he had
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acquired an understanding of medicine and he established a comprehensive collection of classical

prescriptions. Of the Jia yi jing, the Su wen, the Ming tang, and the Ben cao, there was no text he had

not recited. When he examined a person, he would know survival or death one year in advance."23

The first dynastic history to record the Su wen in its bibliography was the Sui shu, compiled during

the Tang dynasty in the first half of the seventh century.

While no author ever doubted that the Su wen mentioned by Zhang Ji and in later sources listed above

is the nucleus of the text with the same title available today, the subsequent reference to a Jiu juan (lit.,

"9 juan") has been more enigmatic. One might be tempted to read the characters XX as "Su wen in 9

juan." However, Yu Zihan et al. cite three arguments supporting a separate reading as Su wen and Jiu

juan.

First, some of the ancient medical heroes who are mentioned by Zhang Ji, including Shao Shi and

Shao Yu, do not appear in the Su wen. They are named as dialogue partners of Huang Di only in the

Ling shu, suggesting that Su wen and Jiu juan refer to two different texts and that the Jiu juan is a

predecessor of, or identical to, the Ling shu of today.

Second, Wang Shuhe, author of the Mai jing (Vessel Classic), who lived during the Western Jin

dynasty (third century A.D.) and was a contemporary of Huangfu Mi, ended a quote from an earlier

text—found in today's Ling shu—with the three characters, "from the Jin juan."

Third, Huangfu Mi, in the preface to his Jia yi jing, explicitly identified the Su wen and the Jiu juan as

two different texts: "The Su wen offers the essential and the subtle in a discourse on diseases; the Jiu

juan is based on the conduit vessels." In today's Lingshu, sixty of the eighty-one chapters discuss

"the conduit vessels"; one chapter bears the title Jing mai, “The Conduit Vessels." Finally, all

passages quoted by Huangfu Mi as originating from the Jiu juan appear in today's Ling shu. While

Huangfu Mi quoted from the Jiu juan, in his preface he spoke of a Zhen jing (Needle Classic) in

addition to the Su wen. Presumably, Zhen jing and Jiu juan are two references to an identical text. By

the time of Huangfu Mi, it may have become increasingly inadequate to refer to a text simply by the

number of its volumes.

All of this, then, lends strong support, first, to a separate reading of Su wen and Jiu juan in the preface

to the Shang han lun and, second, to an equation of the Jiu juan with the Zhen jing and the Ling shu.

The first author to speak of a Ling shu was Wang Bing of the eighth century. Similar to Huangfu

Mi's identification of the Western Han Huang Di nei jing as the combined Su wen and Zhen jing,

Wang Bing wrote: “Ban Gu mentioned in the Han shu, Yi wen zhi, a HuangDi nei jing, 18 juan. The

Su wen constitutes 9 juan of that classic, together with the Ling shu in 9 juan. This is how this

number [of 18 juan] came about."24

The bibliographic sections of the Tang histories do not mention a Ling shu, however. The old dynastic

history of the Tang lists a “Huang Di jiu ling jing, 12 juan, Lingbao commentary." Ling bao (magic

treasure) is a Daoist concept. The new dynastic history of the Tang has a similar entry: "Ling bao

commentated HuangDi jiu ling jing, 12 juan." Gao Baoheng et al., who in the eleventh century

prepared the version of the Su wen available as the standard text today, wrote, "We made use of the Su

wen, the Jiu xu ling shu, and the Tai su jing." Yu Zihan et al. proposed reading Jiu ling and Jiu xu as

titles signifying intermediary stages in the development from the title Jiu juan to the title Ling shu.25
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Unschuld’s Footnotes (pp. 351-352)

1. While the Su wen and the Ling shu, since their first appearances in bibliographic references, have

been transmitted through the centuries in more or less restructured versions, a third text belonging to

this group, the Tai su, was lost in China, possibly during the later Song dynasty. Fragments permitting

a reconstruction of major portions of the Tai su were found in Japanese libraries in the nineteenth and

early twentieth century. Another title, Huang Di ming tang, which is also counted among the Nei jing

corpus, was lost by the Song era. For details on the Ling shu, see I.2, on the Tai su, see III.3, on the

Ming tang, see, III.1.

2. Zhao 1985: 6.

3. Quoted by Liu Changlin 1982: 16, from Chuan jia ji, Shu qi. See also Ma Boying 1994: 248.

4. Liu Changlin 1982: 8.

5. See I.2.4.

6. Song 1950:8.

7. Quoted by Liu Changlin 1982:17, from Bu shang gu kao xin lu, Huang Di shuo.

8. Song 1950: 6. Song Xiangyuan did not specify the author(s) of the article of 1928; he just gave its

title, Zhong guo yi shu zhi zu ("The ancestors of Chinese medical literature"), and the journal it was

published in: Tian jin yi shi bao yi yao zhou kan. See also Shi 1940: 17, for a refutation of Huang Di's

authorship of the HuangDi nei jing and for arguments to the effect that the textus receptus was

compiled from pieces written by many different hands.

9. Liu Changlin 1982: 8-15.

10. Zhao 1985: 9. Similarly, Liu Chuanzhen: "Based on the analysis offered above, I conclude that the

Nei jing was compiled for the most part during the middle or late period of the Western Han era....

Under these conditions, medical people sat down and gathered and ordered the medical literature. At

the same time, they wrote down new experiences, integrated them, and compiled the HuangDi nei jing,

an immortal medical text of wide scope" (Liu Chuanzhen 1989: 15). See also Xu 1986a for

discussions of several views.

11. Yang 1987: 2.

12. Keegan 1988: 64, 254.

13. Ibid., 64. See also Sivin 1993: 199.

14. Wind etiology appears to be a concept from the Zhou era perpetuated by the Nei jing. See Yamada

1980; Unschuld 1982a. Liu Changlin 1982: 17 discusses parallels between similar concepts in the Su

wen and in the Lü shi chun qiu, a text compiled in 239 B.C.

15. Of the ten books handed by Yang Qing to Chunyu Yi, eight are mentioned or quoted in the textus

receptus of the Huang Di nei jing. The two titles not mentioned are the Yao lun, "On Pharmaceutical

Drugs," and the Shi shen, "Stone Spirit," the latter presumably a work on external treatments with

sharpened stones. This may be explained by the fact that both the pharmaceutical approach and the

treatment with sharpened stones have received only marginal attention in the HuangDi nei jing. Liu

Changlin 1982: 12 f. See also below sections V.10, pp. 265 ff.;V.11, pp. 284 ff.

16. Huang Di zhen jiu jia yi jing, 1972, p. 3.
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17. Han shu, vol. 6, chap. 30, p. 1776-1780. Tsien 1962: 14; Harper 1998: 6.

18. Han shu, vol. 6, chap.30, p. 1776.

19. For the latter, see Yu et al. l 992. Some of their arguments will be quoted below.

20. Liao Yuqun 1988: 367; Yu et al. 1992: 3 ff.

21. Song ben shang han lun jiao zhu, 1982,2 f.; Mitchell et al. 1999: 29 f.

22. Wei shu, vol. 6,1970.

23. Bei qi shu, vol. 2, 680.

24. See below, III.4.1.

25. Yu et al. 1992: 57.

                                                                                                                                                

II  The Meaning of the Title  Huang Di nei jing su wen
1. HUANG DI

Long Bojian explains the association of the Nei jing with Huang Di with two arguments. First, the Nei

jing emphasizes the yin-yang and the five agents doctrines, which, according to the Shi ji, had been

introduced by Zou Yan. Because Zou Yan, in turn, venerated Huang Di, the Nei jing was given his

name.

Second, Long Bojian quotes a passage from the Huai nan zi of the second century B.C.: "The

ordinary people often venerate the old and despise the new. Hence those who set up the Way are

forced to do so under the names of Shen nong and Huang Di, and it is only then that they may enter

the discourse."1

Although these arguments appear inadequate to explain why this particular Nei jing was published

under the pseudonym Huang Di rather than Shen nong, Bian Que, or Bai shi, the Huai nan zi at least

informs us that it may have been common knowledge by the second century B.C. that scriptures

carrying the names of the ancient culture heroes in their titles had not necessarily been written by these

persons themselves.

Of the 79 discourses constituting the textus receptus of the Su wen, 68 are structured as dialogues

between Huang Di and one of three advisers, Qi Bo (60 dialogues), Lei Gong (7 dialogues), and Gui

Yuqu (1 dialogue). A similar distribution of dialogues and nondialogue discourses is found in the

Lingshu. Its dialogue partners include, in addition to Qi Bo and Lei Gong, Bo Gao, Shao Shi, and

Shao Yu.

Most of the dialogues, Tessenow concludes from his analysis of historical layers in the Su wen, were

the work of compilers who construed them as a device to link originally separate texts. The questions

and answers put in the mouths of Huang Di and his partners allowed them to provide introductions

and transitions from one theme to another. Only in a few instances, as for example in the first part of

Su wen 19, should the dialogue be considered a structural characteristic of the primary text.

The textus receptus of the Su wen resulted from different primary compilations, most of them

completed during the Han era. This explains the mixture of texts structured as dialogues and

nondialogue discourses. Later, secondary compilators, such as Quan Yuanqi, Yang Shangshan, and

Wang Bing, brought these dialogues and nondialogue discourses together or rearranged them without

attempting to superimpose one coherent structure on them.
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The different dialogue partners are evidence of different primary compilations too; at least they refer to

an origin of "their" texts in different traditions or schools of learning. In the Su wen, the dialogues

between Huang Di and Lei Gong in particular are to be distinguished from the other dialogues and

must be considered a layer of their own.2 The sixty-one discourses with Qi Bo and Gui Yuqu portray

Huang Di as an eager student with little knowledge of the subjects he inquires about. Only in the

seven dialogues with Lei Gong does Huang Di act as sovereign teacher.3

Huang Di is occasionally named as the ancient Chinese culture hero who bestowed the knowledge of

medicine on the Chinese people. Such statements may be justified with the final seven Lei Gong

chapters, Su wen 75 through 81. The vast majority of Su wen discourses throw a different and

contradictory light on the role of Huang Di. The first lines of Su wen 1 quote the first chapter of the

Shi ji of go B.C.4 The editors who superimposed the dialogue structure on the Su wen texts thereby

deliberately identified Huang Di as the mythical ancestor ruler of all the tribes inhabiting central China

in the distant past.

In former times there was Huang Di.

When he came to life, he had spirituality and magic power.

While he was [still] weak, he could speak.

While he was [still] young, he was quick of apprehension.

While he grew up, he was sincere and diligent.

When he had matured, he ascended to heaven.5

This Huang Di, as the Yi jing has it, rose to power after the death of Shen nong, another of the ancient

Chinese culture heroes,6 who was credited with the introduction of materia medica into Chinese

civilization.7

The Huang Di of the Yi jing, the Shi ji, and Su wen 1 was the son of Shao Dian. His family name was

Gongsun,, and his personal name was Xuan Yuan. Because his reign rested on the forces of soil and

because the color of soil is yellow, his title was Yellow Di.8 No equivalent is available in English to

reflect the meanings associated with Di in this ancient context. A rather appealing translation of Di in

English is "Lord." In its European context, this term combines notions of a worldly and of a heavenly

ruler, but the latter component is not necessarily evoked by the appearance of a Huang Di, "Yellow

Lord," in a Chinese context. Also, in the Judeo-Christian tradition, the concept of Lord is tied to a

monotheistic and eternal ruler in heaven. Neither of these facets is reflected in the notion of Huang Di.

"Yellow Emperor" is the translation of Huang Di most often encountered in references to the

HuangDi nei jing in popular English accounts. The title Emperor, however, cannot be employed in a

historical-philological context because it implies solely a this-worldly rule and fails to include the

notion of the mythical ruler.

Several authors have suggested rendering Di as "thearch." This is a suitable term to emphasize the

godlike qualities attributed to Di in ancient Chinese mythology.9 Originally a "deity invoked in the

religious ceremonies of earlier times," he “had been a spirit of the storm invoked by shamans or

shamanesses in rainmaking rituals, and the return of the rain at the end of the New Year season had

been imagined in the form of a cosmic battle between this lord of the storm and a lord of drought."10
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Surprisingly, in the context of the Huang Di nei jing in many instances a very different image is

evoked of "the sage who created human forms of warfare and punishments" and who "in several

histories and genealogies . . . was credited with the creation of Chinese civilization and described as

the primal ancestor of the Chinese people."11 Not quite resembling a creator of civilization, in the Su

wen Huang Di asks to be taught the most fundamental knowledge by his underlings and is

occasionally rebuked for not having done enough reading.

Huang Di asked:

Alas! Distant is the Way of heaven, indeedl!

"As if one looked up to drifting clouds,

as if one looked down into a deep abyss." [However,]

when looking into a deep abyss, it is still possible to fathom [its depth];

when looking up to the drifting clouds, no one knows their farthest extension.

[You,] Sir, have repeatedly spoken about the Way of heaven which you have attentively accepted. I

have heard [it] and [I have] stored it. In my heart, [though,] I feel strange about it. I do not know

what it means. I should like [you,] Sir, to pour out your mind and enumerate all these issues. . .

May [I] hear about the Way of heaven?

Qi Bo paid reverence by knocking his head on the ground twice and responded:

It is brilliant, indeed, to ask about the Way of heaven!12

Huang Di asked:

Heaven has eight winds. The conduits have five winds.

What does that mean?13

Huang Di asked:

Man has four regulars and twelve verticals.

What does that mean?14

Huang Di asked:

I should like to hear [the following]:

How do the twelve depots engage each other,

and what is their hierarchy?15

Huang Di asked:

I have heard:

In heaven one relies on six [times] six terms, . . .

on the earth one relies on nine [times] nine [geographic regions] to set up calculations. . .

I do not know what this means.l6
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[Huang] Di:

"Greatly excessive" and "inadequate," what does that mean?

Qi Bo:

[This is [outlined] in the classic.17

One wonders what kind of a Di the Su wen editors may have had in mind when they let his adviser

dare to refuse to answer a question and refer Huang Di to the literature instead.

In two instances, Qi Bo compares Huang Di to a Sage Di or, in the context of the imperial age, a sage-

like emperor.18 In two other instances, he points out that a question asked by Huang Di pertains to the

knowledge of a Shang Di, a Di on High. When the Christian Gospel was translated into Chinese, the

Chinese equivalent chosen for "the Lord" was "Shang Di." In fact, this is the only Chinese concept

that comes close to the monotheistic and eternal nature of the Lord. In Su wen 9 and 69, however, Qi

Bo's references to the Di on High make it very clear, first, that this Shang Di cannot be the one and

only Lord and, second, that Huang Di does not occupy the highest echelon in the hierarchy of the

various Di.

Qi Bo:

This was kept secret by the Lords (Di) on High;

the teachers of former times have transmitted it.

[Huang] Di:

May I hear about these [issues] one by one?19

Qi Bo paid reverence by knocking his head to the ground twice, and responded:

A lucid question, indeed! This is the brilliant Way.

This is what the Lords (Di) on High valued, what the teachers of former times have transmitted.

[I, your] subject, though not intelligent, have heard their instructions in the past.20

Huang Di too is occasionally said to "have heard" or otherwise to know about events in antiquity. This

puts him at a great distance from these events:

Once [Huang Di] asked the Heavenly Master:

I have heard that

the people of high antiquity,

in [the sequence of] spring and autumn, all exceeded one hundred years.

But in their movements and activities there was no weakening.

As for the people of today, after one half of a hundred years, the movements

and activities of all of them weaken.

Is this because the times are different?
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Or is it that the people have lost this [ability]?21

Huang Di asked:

I have heard that,

when [healers] in antiquity treated a disease,

they simply moved the essence and changed the qi.

They were able to invoke the origin22 [and any disease] came to an end.

When the people of nowadays treat a disease,

[they employ] toxic drugs to treat their interior, and

[they employ] needles and [pointed] stones to treat their exterior.

Some are healed; others are not healed.

Why is this so?23

[Huang] Di:

When the sages in high antiquity made decoctions and wines,

they produced them but did not employ them.

Why was that?24

In these discourses, Huang Di is a figure of "today's world,"25 not of a distant past. He is concerned

with the well-being of his subjects and is described as having an interest in acting as a healer himself.

I wish to attend a patient, and

when [I] observe [him to find out] whether [he must] die or will survive,

[I should like to] cast away all doubts.

[I] should like to know the essentials—

[they should be as clear] as the light of sun and moon.

May [I] hear [of this]?26

[Huang] Di:

When I think about the pain of the [people],

this disturbs my heart.

In my confusion, contrary to [my intentions I cause their pain] to increase in severity.

I am unable to substitute their diseases [with health].

When the people hear this, they consider [me] cruel and destructive.

What is to be done?27

Nevertheless, among the dialogues with Qi Bo are some that attribute to Huang Di the aloofness one

expects of a Di. One is Su wen 67:

Huang Di sat in the Hall of Light.
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In the beginning he rectified the mainstay of heaven.28

He looked down [from his elevated seat] and observed the eight farthest [regions].

Having carried out investigations, he established the five constants.29

The Hall of Light, ming tang, is a place where the emperor and his officials gathered for discussions

in ancient times.30 Hence once he felt he had received sufficient instruction for the time being,

[Huang] Di dismissed his entourage and rose. He paid reverence twice and said:

Today you have released me from ignorance and you have dispersed [my] delusions.

I shall store [this knowledge] in a Golden Chest;

I shall not dare to take it out again.31

As it is only in the seven dialogues with Lei Gong that Huang Di is portrayed as a capable teacher, it is

here where no doubt is left of his dignity as a supreme ruler and of his superior knowledge.

At the first arrival of the first month of spring,

Huang Di sat calmly.

While he looked down upon the eight farthest [regions] and

rectified the qi of the eight winds,

he asked Lei Gong:

The categories of yin and yang, and

the Way of the conduits and vessels,

that is what is ruled by the five inside.

Which depot is the most precious?32

Huang Di examines Lei Gong, asks him about the literature he has read, rebukes him more or less

severely ("How can it be that while you are old in years you ask like a child!"),33 and is willing,

nevertheless, to "instruct him in the essentials of the perfect Way."34

Huang Di is the most prominent of the deities of shamanic cults transformed by the Zhou elite "into

historical exemplars for their own claims to wisdom and authority."35 In the Su wen, several stages or

results of this transformation are apparent. The different historical layers of the Su wen portray

different notions of Huang Di.36 There is a reference in the Su wen placing him, as did Sima Qian in

the Shi ji in the first century B.C., at the very beginning of time, but no allusions can be found to

Huang Di's role as an ancestral father of the Chinese people who instructed them how to produce silk,

how to construct boats and chariots, and how to write. His merits as "the fount and origin of the entire

corpus of the traditional Chinese healing arts"37 can be upheld, as we have seen, in view only of the

Lei Gong section, not of the vast majority of treatises in which he is most often portrayed as a

latecomer in history, eager to study what others have initiated.38 This image corresponds, of course, to

that conveyed in some of the Mawangdui manuscripts, where Huang Di appears as a student of

seemingly disparate fields such as politics and macrobiotics.
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The Di of Huang Di, it appears, is too heterogeneous a title or position to be translated throughout the

Su wen with the same English term. Rather than speak of Huang Di as Yellow Di, we prefer to

transliterate the entire compound and view Huang Di as a title whose meaning has changed with its

historical context.

2. NEI

Because the title HuangDi nei jing has been associated with the Su wen and the Zhen jing/Jiu

yuan/Ling shu only since the beginning of the third century A.D. and because it is uncertain whether

the contents of the Su wen and of the Ling shu available today permit us to imagine the contents of the

Huang Di nei jing mentioned in the bibliographic section of the dynastic history of the Han, it must

also remain unclear whether the nature of the Su wen and of the Ling shu reveal anything about the

meaning of the term nei in the Han title Huang Di nei jing. If our assumption is correct and at least

some sections of today's Su wen can be traced to the Western Han, we nevertheless cannot be sure

that these sections originated in the HuangDi nei jing or in the HuangDi wai jing or even in one of the

other two (Nei jing/Wai jing) pairings listed as medical classics in the bibliographic section of the

dynastic history of the Han.

As we have seen, Wang Shuhe's equation of the Western Han Huang Di nei jing with the Su wen and

the Zhen jing on the basis of an identical number of juan, eighteen, may not have been justified after

all, given the change in the meaning of juan between the Han and Jin dynasties. Hence one should

be cautious in using the nature of the text available in today's Nei jing to infer a conceptual opposite

that could be termed Wai jing.

As Qian Chaochen has pointed out,39 it was not uncommon, especially during the Qin and Han

dynasties, to rely on an "inner-outer" enumeration to name two parts of a text. The best known

examples are Zhuang zi nei pian and Zhuang zi wai pian, as well as juan 9 and 10 of Han fei zi,

which constitute the nei chu shuo, in contrast to juan 1 l through 14, which constitute the wai chu

shuo. But in none of these cases can one be sure that this "inner-outer" enumeration is associated with

any meaning distinguishing the nature of the first part of a text from the second part. It may well be

that those who edited these texts and introduced the nei-wai division placed the older and more

authentic contents of a tradition into a first, "inner," section while they designated those materials that

may have been added later and by others than an original author as secondary and "outer."

An ancient commentary on the Han fei zi explained the title nei chu shuo as "Collected Sayings from

the Interior," that is, the plans developed by a Lord himself. Hence one should assume that wai chu

shuo refers to "collected sayings" introduced from outside the palace. In this sense, the Qing-era

author Wang Xianshen associated wai chu shuo with the rewards and punishments granted to officials

outside the court on the basis of their speeches and behavior as far as they came to the attention of the

ruler.40

Two writers of the sixteenth/seventeenth century, Wu Kun (1551-1620?), author of the HuangDi nei

jing su wen zhu, and Wang Jiuda, author of the HuangDi nei jing su wen ling shu he lei of 1628,

considered nei a reference to the five depots and to the yin and yang categorization of the human

body.41 Zhang Jiebin (ca. 1563-1640) wrote in the first chapter of his Lei jing: "The Lei jing
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combines the [contents] of the two classics and brings together related [issues]. The two classics bear

the titles Lingshu and Su wen. Together they are called Nei jing, 'Inner Classic.' 'Inner' refers to the

Way of life. A 'classic' is a book recording the Way."42 Another Ming author, Yang Xun, wrote in his

Zhen jiu xiang shuo: "Nei means 'deep,' 'mysterious.’” Fang Yizhi, author of the Tong ya, stated:

"[The work of] Qi [Bo] and Huang [Di] is called Nei jing because it is on the interior of the body."43

The problem with all these interpretations is, how should one think of the corresponding contents of a

Wai jing? If nei referred to the "interior of the body," should we assume that the Wai jing focused on

the "exterior or outer regions of the body"? If nei meant to express the notion of "deep and

mysterious," was the Wai jing devoted to the "superficial and obvious"? And what could have been the

opposite of the "Way of life" in a medical treatise?

None of these differentiations is sufficiently convincing. Until a lucky find in a Western Han tomb or

elsewhere presents us with a direct view of the contents of a HuangDi wai jing, one might agree with

Qian Chaochen who concluded that the juxtaposition of nei and wai bears no other significance than

to name two halves of a text. Similarly, Gao Bozheng interprets nei and wai as "first part" and "second

part," and he interprets nei, wai and pang (the latter in the entry pang pian following the Bai shi wai

jing) as "first part," "second part," and "further part." Hence he reads HuangDi nei jing as Huang Di

jing nei in the sense of "Huang Di's scripture, first part."44

However, Tessenow points out that the fact that it is the HuangDi nei jing rather than the HuangDi

wai jing or the Huai nan zi nei pian rather than the Huai nan zi wai pian that has survived the passage

of time may tell us that the nei part was considered more central, more important.45 When the Huang

Di nei jing was compiled from numerous bits and pieces of texts in the Later Han era or even later

still, the title Nei jing may have been chosen, as Tessenow suggests, to express the idea that this

knowledge was the core knowledge.

3. JING

The character jing appears in the title of quite a few ancient Chinese texts. Before the compilation of

the bibliographic section of the dynastic history of the Western Han, the philosopher Xun zi may be

one of the earliest sources to whom this association of jing and textual tradition can be traced. In the

treatise Quan xue, he wrote: "Where does learning begin? Where does it end? The art starts with

reciting the jing and it ends with reading the li (the rites)."46 The context of this passage suggests that

we interpret jing as a reference to the ancient collections of songs Shi and historical documents Shu.47

A more precise association of the character jing with specific texts may be found in Zhuang zi, in the

chapter Tian yun, which, according to A. C. Graham, can be traced to "primitivist" philosophers active

in the late third century B.C.: "Confucius said to Laodan: When I restored the six jing that is, the Shi

(Songs), the Shu (Historical Documents), the Li (Rites), the Yue (Music), the Yi (Changes), and the

Chun qiu ([Annals of] Spring and Autumn), this is because I presumed them to be old."48

It was only when Sima Qian spoke of the Shi jing in his account of the Confucian teaching, Ru lin lie

zhuan, in his Shi ji of 90 B,C., though, that the character jing appeared in a book title.

Western translations of jing in medical titles such as HuangDi nei jing or Nan jing range from

"manual" to “canon" to "classic." The etymology of the Chinese character identifies its earliest
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meaning as "warp," that is, the threads running length-wise through and holding a woven fabric. In a

metaphorical sense, this meaning has been applied to various instances of "threads running

lengthwise." Hence Sima Qian ill spoke of the imaginary channels penetrating the human body and

enabling the passage of qi as jing; likewise, Zhang Heng (78-139) termed the major roads stretching

from the south of China to the north jing—a usage that was extended later in the naming of the

meridians in geography.

Obviously, the term jing was used in book titles to signify statements of fundamental importance or to

point to those types of knowledge whose extraordinary significance was meant to persist through the

ages if not forever.49 If society is comparable to a fabric combining many threads of ideas and levels

of hierarchy, a certain wisdom may be considered the warp holding it all together and ensuring its

everlasting functioning. In a later part of Mo zi, presumably compiled circa 300 B.C., the phrase yu

jing, translated by Graham as "expounding the canons," may refer to the fundamental ideas of earlier

Mohist moral and political philosophy.50

It is not clear, then, precisely when the metaphorical meaning of jing was transferred to texts that may

have been considered seminal enough to be handed down from generation to generation. The passage

quoted from Xun zi above, contemporaneous with the later Mohist writings, undoubtedly refers to

specific texts as jing.

The development of this usage of jing seems to have occurred in various fields of knowledge, soon to

include the core of the Confucian scriptures, the six jing cited above. In the Confucian tradition,

gradually an increasing number of texts were honored in this way until a total of thirteen or fourteen

jing came to be acknowledged as expressions of fundamental Confucian learning.

Medicine and pharmaceutics were among the earliest subjects to be handed down to later generations

in texts named jing. We have seen these titles in the bibliographic section of the dynastic history of the

Western Han, which most likely took its data from the Qi lüe of the first century B.C.; the Nan jing, a

work on medical theory, and the Shen nong ben cao jing, a work on pharmaceutics, were compiled

during the first century A.D. In later centuries, the scope of subjects claimed worthy of eternal

transmission grew. The dynastic history of the Sui 1isted a Shui jing, which is the first account of the

major waterways in China, as well as a Xing jing, a text focusing on astronomy. The dynastic history

of the Tang introduced a Cha jing, a fundamental text on all the knowledge associated with tea.

Hence a rendering of jing as "manual" maybe inadequate; texts titled jing were quite the opposite of

manuals. They were not meant to serve as summaries essential for carrying out this or that activity;

they were seen as offering fundamentals that presumably would stand above the changes affecting

daily life for a long time to come. Even the Shen nong ben cao jing, with its detailed data on actual

drug effects, may not be an exception to this idea. The total of 365 drug monographs as well as their

subsumption under the threefold categorization of the universe as heaven, man, and earth suggest a

basic validity that goes well beyond a manual of daily therapies.

The term canon comes close to expressing the warp metaphor. It invokes the notion of "a regulation

or dogma decreed by a church council," an "authoritative list of books accepted as Holy Scripture," the

"authentic works of a writer," or "an accepted principle or rule.51 It is true that the character jing itself

was often used to express the meaning of chang dao or gui fan (norm), for example, by Meng zi, in
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Jin xin xia, when he stated: "When a ruler acts against the norms, this will bring about the end [of his

rule]. When the norms are held in proper esteem, the population prospers."52 Also, one might think of

the core texts of Confucian learning as outlining specific norms. However, if employed in rendering

individual titles such as Shi jing,  Nei jing, or Shui jing, the notions associated with canon might

generate a misleading idea of the contents of these books.

A classic, though, is "a work of enduring excellence." Wu Kun (1551-1620?), author of the HuangDi

nei jingsu wen zhu, wrote: "A pattern revered through myriad generations is called jing. " A book or a

piece of music, to name but two examples, deserves to be named a classic once it has shown it speaks

to an audience beyond its own time, that is, once it is expected that its impact and acceptance will last

for a long time if not forever. This, of course, is the idea behind the character jing; hence a translation

of Nei jing as "Inner Classic" appears quite justified.53

4. SU WEN

It has become common practice in scholarly literature not to translate but simply to transliterate the

title Su wen. This book has adopted this custom too. Nevertheless, a translation should be possible;

we believe the rendering "Basic Questions" comes closest to the original meaning. This intepretation

was suggested by Quan Yuanqi, who flourished in the sixth century during the era of the North-South

division of China and wrote the first known commentary on the Su wen. The very meaning of Su wen

has been debated ever since.

As a note preceding the main text of the Su wen by Gao Baoheng and his fellow members of the

eleventh-century committee responsible for compiling an authoritative edition of the text points out,

Quan Yuanqi appears to have read the title as wen su. He stated: " Su, is  ben.  wen is: Huang Di

asked (wen) Qi Bo. He broadly outlined the origins of [human] nature and the basis (ben) of the five

agents. It is for this reason that [this text] bears the title Su wen," that is, "Questions Asking for the

Origin" or "Questions Inquiring into the Basis."54

Gao Baoheng et al. commented on Quan Yuanqi's interpretation: "Even though Quan Yuanqi has

offered this explanation, the meaning [of Su wen] has not become very clear. Now, the Qian zuo du

states: 'That which has physical appearance is generated by that which has no physical appearance.

Hence there are the [stages] tai yi, tai chu, tai shi, and tai su. Tai yi is [the stage] when the qi has not

appeared yet. Tai chu is [the stage] when the qi begins [its presence]. Tai shi is [the stage] when the

physical appearance begins [its presence]. Tai su is [the stage] when the disposition [of a being]

begins [its presence]. Once the qi, the physical appearance, and the disposition [of man] are complete,'

this is where illnesses can emerge from. Hence, when Huang Di asked for this tai su, the beginning

[presence of human] disposition was meant. This is where the title of the Su wen originated."55 Hence

one might render Gao Baoheng et al.'s interpretation of Su wen as "Disposition Questions" or

"Questions Inquiring into the Disposition [of Man]."

The Qian zuo du dates to the Han period. The passage referred to by Gao Baoheng et al. can be traced

to the chapter Tian rui, "Celestial Omina," in the Lie zi. The bibliographic section of the dynastic

history of the Western Han lists a Lie zi in the Daoist texts category. The textus receptus of the Lie zi

was commented on by Zhang Zhan of the Eastern Jin dynasty (317-420). Its contents are heavily
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influenced by the thought of Lao zi and Zhuang zi and by Buddhism. There is every reason to assume

that the Lie zi commented on by Zhang Zhan differed, partially or even entirely, from the Lie zi of the

Western Han.56 To make their point, Gao Baoheng et al. did not hesitate to cut the Qian zuo du/Lie zi

quote at a decisive point. The original wording was "[At this stage] the qi, the physical appearance, and

the disposition [of man] are complete and do not leave each other. Hence [this stage] is called hun lun.

Hun lun is to say: the myriad beings are all tied together and do not leave each other.57

Gao Baoheng et al.'s interpretation suggests that the wording of the title Su wen was based on the Lie

zi equation of tai su with zhi in the sense of su zhi, or ben zhi, that is, "natural disposition" or "original

disposition." The chapter Tian di, "Heaven and Earth," of the Bai hu tong yi by Ban Gu in the first

century A.D. has a passage similar to the one in the Lie zi: "Prior to the emergence of a beginning,

this is tai chu (the grand commencement), subsequent [to the emergence of a beginning], this is tai shi

(the grand beginning). When the physical appearance and the omina have been completed, this is tai

su (the grand origin).”58 To read tai su in this context, which may be the original context of the

almost identical passage in the Lie zi, as "grand disposition" and to infer from this a reading of Su

wen as "Disposition Questions" makes little or no sense. Hence Gao Baoheng et al.'s interpretation is

difficult to accept.

Only a little earlier than Gao Baoheng et al., during the reign of Emperor Zhenzong of the Northern

Song dynasty (997-1022), Zhang Junfang et al., in revising the Daoist canon, excerpted essential

contents and compiled the Yun ji qi qian. In this context they wrote: "The pure girl (su nü) descended

from heaven to cure the ills of man. [Huang] Di questioned her and compiled the Su wen," that is the

"Pure [Girl] Questions" or "Questions Directed at the Pure Girl."59 No evidence whatsoever exists to

support this interpretation. Although references to the mystical figure of the Pure Girl can be traced to

Sima Qian's Shi ji of 90 B.C., their early context of sexual cultivation techniques does not suggest an

association with the type of medicine presented in the Su wen.60

In the Southern Song era, Zhao Gongwu went to the very origins in the etymology of the character su,

that is, "undyed silk," in considering the meaning of su wen and arrived at yet another conclusion. He

stated in his Jun zhai du shu hou zhi: "When the ancients spoke of Su wen, [they referred] to

questions raised by Huang Di that were written on undyed silk. That is as if one said su shu, 'written

on undyed silk.’”61 It should be remembered here that the bibliography Qi lüe of A. D. 23, in a

section devoted to the works of the yin-yang school, lists a text named Huang Di tai su. While there is

no evidence that this HuangDi tai su is related to a book named HuangDi nei jing tai su commented

on by Yang Shangshan in the eighth century and transmitted, at least in numerous fragments, until this

day,62 it is, however, certain that the character su was used in its title in the metaphorical sense alluded

to above, that is, "grand origin" or "grand purity," and it appears far-fetched to assume an author of the

late Western or early Eastern Han could have thought of the original etymology of su when he

adopted this character to name a text.

During the Ming dynasty, Wu Kun (1551-1620?), author of the HuangDi nei jingsu wen zhu,

following his interpretation of jing as "a pattern revered through myriad generations," suggested:

"General investigations are called su wen."63 Similarly, Ma Shi, author of the HuangDi nei jingsu wen

zhu zheng fa wei of 1586, wrote: "The Su wen is a text consisting of a general dialogue between
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Huang Di and his six subjects Qi Bo, Gui Yuqu, Bo Gao, Shao Shi, Shao Yu, and Lei Gong."64

Zhang Jiebin, author of the Lei jing, agreed: "General questions, that is meant by Su wen."65 The

meaning "general," "common," as suggested by Wu Kun, Ma Shi, and Zhang Jiebin, may well have

been implied by the phrase su wen. However, one might also argue that the character su was used in a

metaphorical transfer of its original meaning "white silk" in the sense of "simple," "unadorned," and

also "empty," "not preoccupied."

In the early Qing period, Yao Jiheng, in his "Examination of Forged Texts of All Ages," the Gu jin wei

shu kao, came forward with yet another solution to the Su wen riddle: "My studies [suggest the

following:] a HuangDi tai su is listed in the section of yin-yang specialists in the bibliographic section

of the Han dynastic history. Obviously, the character su was borrowed there. Also [in this text Huang

Di] asks Qi Bo questions. Hence it is called Su wen.”66

Tamba Genkan, the eminent Japanese Su wen commentator of the nineteenth century, continued the

argument introduced by Yao Jiheng and linked it to the earlier association of Su wen with Tai su

outlined by Gao Baoheng et al.: "Gao Baoheng et al. held that [Su wen] means wen tai su, 'questions

concerning the tai su.' That is correct. The Shi ji, Yin ben ji, stated: 'Yi Yin followed [a request by King

Wu] Tang and spoke on the affairs of Su Wang and the nine rulers.' The Suo yin stated: 'Su Wang is

the tai su supreme emperor. His Way is that of sincerity and purity. Hence he is called Su Wang, king

of purity.' The Lie zi and also the possibly even older Qian zuo du state: 'Tai su is the beginning of

zhi, "constitution.”’ (Tamba comments: Guan zi, Shui di pian: 'Su is the zhi "constitution" of the five

colors.') The Yi wen zhi lists a HuangDi tai su in 20 pian. Liu Xiang (77?-6 B.C.), in his Bie lu

quoted in his son's Qi lüe, stated: '[The HuangDi tai su] expounds [the doctrines of] yin-yang and the

five agents, considering them to be the Way of Huang Di. Hence [the text] is named Tai su.'67 Hence

the Su wen is a question-and-answer dialogue on the Tai su; this should be proof enough of the

meaning of its [title]. That it is named Su wen rather than Wen su, this is not different from [a title

such as] Tian wen”68

As Qian Chaochen pointed out, no antecedent is known for the construction of a book title from such

diverse elements.69 However, if Gao Baoheng et al., Yao Jiheng, and Tamba Genkan meant to indicate

that the meaning of su in Su wen is identical to that of su in HuangDi tai su, they may not have been

wrong after all. The tai su in HuangDi tai su may have referred to the widely shared cosmological

notion of "grand simplicity" in the sense of the basics of existence unaffected by human culture. In

this view, Su wen could be interpreted as "Basic Questions," that is, questions pertaining to the basics

of human existence.

It is here that we return to Quan Yuanqi, whose reading comes close at least to the intention we

consider inherent in the title Su wen. Hence our rendering of the title HuangDi nei jing su wen is

"Huang Di's Inner Classic, Basic Questions."

                                                                                                

Unschuld’s Footnotes (pp. 352-355)

1. Long 1957: 107

2. Tessenow will substantiate these conclusions in his forthcoming detailed analysis of structure and

historical layers of the entire Su wen.
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3. This had led Ma Boying to assume that Qi Bo, Bo Gao, Shao Shi, Shao Yu, and Gui Yuqu

constituted a group of knowledgeable physicians who taught a student, named here Huang Di. Only

Lei Gong, Ma further assumes, was a medical neophyte who, in turn, was taught by Huang Di. I have

been unable to locate the historical evidence to support such a constellation. In fact, the conceptual

heterogeneity of the text speaks very much against the existence of such a circle of discussants as the

origin of the Su wen and the Ling shu. Nevertheless, it is of interest to note, as Ma Boying also stated,

that except for Bo Gao, who may be identical with the Bo Gao mentioned in the Guan zi of the third or

second century B.C., none of the other dialogue partners of Huang Di is attested elsewhere in more

ancient Chinese sources. Ma Boying 1994, 254-257. It is not clear whether the Qi Bo mentioned by

Sima Xiangru in his poem Da ren fu, quoted in the Shi ji, lent his name to the Qi Bo of the Su wen, or

vice versa. See Song 1950: 12.

4. It may be that the close textual parallel between the rhymed passage at the beginning of Su wen and

an identical passage in the Shi ji resulted not from the earlier quoting the latter but from both drawing

on a third source.

5. Su wen 1-1-2. This note and all subsequent notes structured Su wen X-X-X refer to Huang Di nei

jing su wen, 1983, with the first number referring to the Su wen treatise (pian), the second to the page

of the 1983 edition, and the third to the line on that page. This page-and-line counting is also repeated

in the original Chinese text preceding the translations of the seventy-nine Su wen treatises in

subsequent volumes.

6. Xi ci, commentary to the Yi jing, part z, Shi san jing zhu shu, vol. I, 86 (bottom).

7. Huai nan zi, n.d., 19: 1a.

8. Wang Ermin 1997: 6 ff.

9. Schafer 1985: 23; Harper 1998: 4. Bokenkamp 1997: 81n: "The 'Thearchs' (Di) were, as early as

the Shang period, regarded as the ascended ancestors of the king. From 221 B.C.E. on, living

emperors adopted the title. In Daoism, Di are the god-kings of the heavens."

10. Lewis 1990: 210.

11. Ibid.

12. Su wen 68-386-7.

13. Su wen 4-22-8.

14. Su wen 7-52-2.

15. Su wen 8-58-2.

16. Su wen 9-60-7.

17. Su wen 9-64-7

18. Su wen 58-292-2, 71-457-9.

19. Su wen 9-63-5.

20. Su wen 69-402-5.

21. Su wen 1-1-3.

22. Zhu you, "to invoke the origin, " is a reference to exorcistic prayers or curses. The term signifies a

demonological practice of curing an illness by "invoking," i.e., appealing to, the demon who was

considered its "origin." For many centuries until the end of the Ming dynasty, the "specialty of
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invoking the origin" (zhu you ke) was an officially acknowledged discipline in health care, practiced by

zhu you specialists. For a discussion of this paragraph, see below pp.327-328.

23. Su wen 13-82-7.

24. Su wen 14-86-10.

25. Su wen 14-87-1.

26. Su wen 13-83-5

27. Su wen 25-159-3

28. The metaphorical usage of X here is closely linked to the original meaning of the character, i.e., the

main rope holding together a net. Harper renders XX as "the Mainstay of Heaven." By comparing

Han and pre-Han sources and pointing to similar Babylonian and Indian concepts, Harper showed that

the primary reference of XX was to the fixed stars of the Big Dipper (Ursa Maior), which were

conceived of as a "support cord for the multitude of stars" and as holding the heaven together. See

Harper 1978-1979: 3; 1980-1981: 50-51. In 1980-1981: 51, Harper stated: "The idea that in its

function as the Mainstay of Heaven the Big Dipper regulates celestial movements entered into the

political theories of the period. This idea underlies the ancient tradition that the ruler was to occupy the

chamber inside the Hall of Light, which corresponded to the direction indicated by the handle of the

Dipper during each of the twelve calendar months. See W. E. Soothill, New York 1952: p. 93."

Moreover, the action of XX, similar to the action of XX mentioned in the Shang shu, Yao dian, was

probably linked to "the initiation of a new reign by a ritual act which aligns the new monarch with the

model of Heaven" (being a model of the Dipper, which represented Heaven). "An adjustment in the

calendar for ritual purposes is probably involved as well." Harper 1980-1981: 51, responding to

Cullen 1980-1981: 39.

29. Su wen 67-369-11.

30. See Harper 1980-1981: 51.

31. Su wen 28-302-9.

32. Su wen 79-561-2.

33. Su wen 76-550-8.

34. Su wen 75-549-4.

35. Lewis 1990: 211.

36. "The Han Shu alone lists works with Huang Di in the title under the categories of Daoism, yin

yang, five phases, militarism, calendars, astrology, astronomy, medicine, sexual yoga, immortals, and

more." Peerenboom 1993: 3.

37. Yates 1997: 17.

38. The topos of "student Huang Di" was, as Anna K Seidel pointed out long ago, not restricted to the

Su wen. In fact, as she observed in her study of the rise of Lao zi to divine status in Han Daoism, "the

Yellow Emperor is never a Master; his wisdom always originated from instructions received by him as

a disciple. His masters were his ministers as well as daoist sages . . . and divine beings." Seidel

1969:51.

39. Qian 1990: 3

40. Han fei zi ji shi 5l 6, 611.
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41. Qian 1990: 4

42. Zhang shi lei jing 27.

43. Ibid.

44. Gao 1988: 8. See Xu 1986a: 45 for a similar view.

45. Han yu da ci dian, vol. 1, p. 1017.

46. Xun zi yin de, chap. 1, p. 2, line 26.

47. This was already proposed by Lu Wenchao, a Qing author. Qian 1990: 5 f

48. Zhuang zi yin de, pian 14, p. 39, line 75.

49. See Gao 1988: 7 f., for an opposite view. Gao Bozheng equated jing with shu and saw in the early
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