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IV Origin and Tradition of the Textus Receptus of the Su wen
1. THE IMPERIAL EDITORIAL OFFICE OF 1057

For more than two hundred fifty years, Wang Bing's version of the Su wen was transmitted side by

side with Quan Yuanqi's Su wen xun jie of the early sixth century. In addition, the combined edition of

the Su wen and the Zhen jing/Jiu juan/Lingshu in Yang Shangshan's HuangDi nei jing tai su of the

second half of the seventh century competed for the attention of scholars and practitioners with an

interest in medicine. Eventually, beginning in the twelfth century, the Su wen xun jie and the Huang Di

nei jing tai su fell into oblivion, and the Su wen annotated by Wang Bing was the only one of the

three to be transmitted continuously in China until the present day.

A major reason for this success story was the editorial effort the Imperial Editorial Office put into

Wang Bing's version in the second half of the eleventh century. As stated earlier, we can only

speculate about the motives that led the Song-era editors to prefer Wang Bing's Su wen over the Su

wen xun jie by Quan Yuanqi or over the even more comprehensive Tai su by Yang Shangshan.

However, we may not be wrong in assuming that the quality of the version they published under the

title Chong guang bu zhu Huang Di nei jing su wen (The HuangDi nei jing su wen, once again

broadly amended and commented) guaranteed this book its future position.

Altogether, the Su wen was edited by imperial committees three times in the eleventh century. No

records exist explaining the background of this flurry of activities around the ancient classic. In 1026

Emperor Ren zong ordered Chao Zongyi and Wang Juzheng to establish an authoritative text of the

Su wen. Nothing is known, though, of the outcome of this endeavor if it ever started. The fact that in

1035 another order was issued to a group around Ding Du to undertake the same task may indicate

that no authoritative version existed at that time. The outcome of the second attempt is not known

either.

Finally, in 1057, an editorial office was founded to edit an entire series of what may have been

considered the core texts of Chinese medicine. Among the leading scholars asked to work on these

projects were Zhang Yuxi, Lin Yi, Zhang Dong, and Su Song, as well as Sun Qi, Gao Baoheng, and

Sun Zhaotong.l A high-ranking official named Han Qi had made a list of texts requiring editorial

work; Zhang Yuxi and Lin Yi were assigned to work on the Su wen. The Ling shu and the Tai su were

mentioned too; it is not known, though, why they were eventually left out. The work on the Su wen

required ten years; maybe no impetus was left once this project and some others had been completed.

The preface to the Chong guang bu zhu Huang Di nei jing su wen demonstrates some of the

difficulties medicine encountered in its attempts to gain recognition as a serious field of knowledge

and practice by the state administration, that is, the class of Confucian scholar-officials, at the time. In

view of their complaints, one can only guess at the intensity of political quarrels that must have

preceded the institution of an entire office devoted to medical literature. After all, such a gesture can

only be regarded as the success of those groups in Chinese society that strove for increased

recognition of the healing arts. The complete preface reads as follows:

[We imperial] subjects have heard: In peace not to forget peril, and while being alive not to forget

death; this was a preeminent obligation of the sages of former times. To bring the suffering of
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people to an end, and to feel pity with the grief of people, this was the deeply felt humanity of the

rulers of the past.

When in ancient times Huang Di ascended the throne, he first ordered his own body and then also

the state.2 He occupied a seat high in the Hall of Light, and he looked down upon the eight farthest

[regions]. He examined and [then] determined the five constants.3 Then he spoke: as for human

life, it carries yin on its back and yang on its front. One consumes the [five] flavors and wears

[clothing in the five] colors. Outside [the body] there is the abrupt alternation of summer heat and

cold; inside joy and anger compete with each other. Early death and death because of epidemics

occur all the time in the state and in the family. [I] should like to concentrate myself on the five

happinesses and then diffuse them so as to give them to my people.4

Hence, together with Qi Bo, he thoroughly investigated the arrangements of heaven above and fully

explored the structures of the earth below. From far away, they sought to grasp all beings; from

nearby, they drew on all available human talents. Through discussions of difficult issues, they left

an example of how to give happiness to a myriad of generations. Thereupon the Nei jing was

compiled in that the principles of good conduct established by Lei Gong were handed down

through teaching. [This text] was treasured throughout history; it never fell into oblivion.

With the rise of the later Zhou, [the physician] He of Qin related a discourse on the six qi.5 His

work came to the attention of the scribe on the left.6 After that, Yueren7 got hold of one or two

[parts of this], extended them, and wrote the Nan jing. During the Western Han era, it was Cang

gong8 who further transmitted the old learning. During the Eastern Han era, [Zhang] Zhongjing9

wrote down the discourses bequeathed to his time. During the Jin era, Huangfu Mi pierced

[needles into the skin] and produced the Jia yi [jing] . After the Sui dynasty had been established,

Yang Shangshan compiled the Tai su. At that time there was also Quan Yuanqi; he prepared the

first commentary to the [Nei jing]. The entire seventh [juan] was missing. When it came to the bao

ying reign period of the Tang, the tai pu Wang Bing cherished the [text]. He obtained the juan kept

by his teacher and extensively rearranged and commented on them.

Nevertheless, as it appears [today], the text left to posterity by the Three Emperors is in bad shape.

Unfortunately, the Tang ordered [the text] to be classified as medicine, and they added it to the

stream of practice. Because of this, high-ranking officials rarely speak about it.

The distance from the sages [of the past] is great by now. Their art has become obscure. Hence the

text and its commentaries have become mixed up. Meaning and structure are confused. It is

impossible to know the bequest of the three great [rulers of antiquity], the eminence of the

emperor-kings [of the past], and the abilities of the sages and exemplary men [of former times].

Yao contributed the four seasons, Shun provided the seven policies. Yu established the six palaces

to enhance the achievemens of the emperors. King Wen extended the six sons [of qian and kun] to

record the trigrams and their qi. Yi Yin exhausted [his knowledge on] the harmonization of the five

flavors to the ruler.10 Ji Zi arranged the five agents to assist the world.11 Their achievements were

identical.



PAUL U. UNSCHULD     HUANG DI NEI JING SU WEN     UNIV. OF CALIFORNIA PRESS

ACU CENTRE,  Suites 2 & 11,  219 Balaclava Rd.,  Caulfield North.  Victoria.  3161.
Australia www.acucentre.com.au 3

What sense would it make to transmit the most essential and the subtlest Way to the most primitive

people in the lowest ranks? One would have to speak of extreme luck if [its transmission] were not

interrupted altogether!

Recently, in the jia you reign period [Emperor] Ren zong became aware that the bequest by the

sage ancestors was about to fall to the ground. Hence he called on experts in this learning to

correct [the situation]. [We, his] subjects, have been entrusted to fill this open position and to revise

the canon. For ten years we have devoted ourselves to its study. We have conducted a

comprehensive investigation, and we have collected all copies to search for its meaning and to

correct its errors. In three or four out of ten cases we were successful; in the remaining cases we

were unable to complete our task. It was our opinion that it did not suffice to be called brilliant.

We were ordered to assist the Imperial will and brought together the writings of the Han and Tang

eras. We managed to obtain tens of ancient medical classics that were still present. We took one

after another into consideration to examine what might be correct. We followed the thread [of

truth] through all the confusion, searching for an encompassing understanding. In some instances

we went to the roots to enquire about the ends; in other cases we went against the current to reach

the source. This way we established what could be known, and we added the old titles to the [new]

sequence.

We have corrected errors in connection with more than 6,000 characters, and we have added

commentaries to elucidate meanings in more than 2,000 paragraphs. Every entering or elimination

of a single word was based on a judicial examination. This way all doubtful meanings were

clarified. If this [work] is used to treat one's body, it can reduce suffering before it is visible, and if

it is given to those in the administration, it can extend life ad infinitum.

Full of respect, we have realized how the emperor cherishes the period of great unity, and how he

loves limitless carefreeness. By spreading the intentions of the former [sages], he is granted

success; by raising subtle learning [to the attention of the public], he has established its perennial

orthodoxy. As a result, he can summon the qi of harmony, and catastrophes do not arise, so that

eventually all people of this age will enter the land of longevity.

Respectfully submitted by the erudite of the National University, subject Gao Baoheng, and by the

auxiliary in the Imperial Archives, subject Lin Yi, and others.12

2. THE SCOPE OF THE REVISION BY GAO BAOHENG ET AL.

In contrast to Wang Bing, the editorial committee of 1053 did not intend to create an entirely new

version of the Su wen or even to attempt to reestablish what might have been considered a more

original version, that is, one closer to the ancient sages. Such an endeavor might have been meaningful

a few centuries later, when dissatisfaction with the political and cultural situation in Chinese society

called for a move back to the roots of Chinese greatness. It was only then that scholars set out to

reconstruct authentic Han versions of some medical texts.

For the time, though, the legitimacy of progress was still taken for granted. Maybe the reason behind

the decision to choose Wang Bing's version for revision and not the older Su wen xun jie or the Tai

su was as simple as that. Still, Gao Baoheng et al. felt obliged to at least explain to the readers of their
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version what Wang Bing had done to the text, that is, in what way he had rearranged Quan Yuanqi's

edition. Wang Bing himself had not such a need. In their first note following the title of the first

section of the Su wen, the Song editors, who marked all their comments by the three characters xin

jiao zheng (newly revised, and corrected), stated:

[The present section] appears in the version commented on by Quan Yuanqi in the ninth juan.

When Mr. Wang rearranged the sequence of the treatises, he moved it to the very beginning.

When we now comment on all treatises, we wish to ensure that [the readers] are informed of their

position in the juan of Quan Yuanqi's edition, because we wish to preserve [knowledge of] the old

sequence of the treatises. The current sequence of the treatises is entirely a result of the

rearrangements made by Wang Bing.l3

Gao Baoheng et al. were not concerned with a resurrection of the past, but to a certain degree they

wished to inform their readers about the historical development of the text they edited. Hence they

pointed out that the "seven comprehensive discourses" incorporated in the Su wen by Wang Bing

were, in their opinion, identical with the Yin yang da lun, the "Comprehensive Discourse(s) on Yin

and Yang," listed by Zhang Ji in his preface to the Shang han lun as one of his sources.l4

The comments added by Gao Baoheng et al. resulted from comparisons of different sections in the Su

wen, from comparisons of their Su wen master copy with the Quan Yuanqi edition, the Tai su, the Jia

yi jing, and other texts, from a comparison of different copies of Wang Bing's Su wen, and from a

perceived need to correct mistaken commentaries byWang Bing or even mistakes in the master copy

itself.

An example of an inner-textual comparison is the note added to Su wen 66 pointing out that Su wen 5

lists the five affects as follows:

Man has the five depos;

they transform the five qi,

thereby generating joy, anger, sadness, anxiety, and fear.l5

In contrast, Su wen 66 stated:

Man has the five depots;

they transform the five qi,

thereby generating joy, anger, pensiveness, anxiety, and fear.16

Gao Baoheng et al. commented:

Su wen 5 has “joy, anger, sadness, anxiety, and fear." The two discourses differ. Pensiveness is

associated with the spleen; all the four [remaining] depots are supplied by it. Sadness dominates

anger.17

Presumably, by the eleventh century various copies of Wang Bing's Su wen were available that were

marred by transcription errors. Hence in a note to Su wen 14 Gao Baoheng et al. stated: "Another

version has 'to say,' instead of ....18
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The opening characters of Su wen 55 convey the following message:

An expert in piercing does not diagnose. He listens to the patient's statement: "It is in the head. The

head has an illness, pain." And [if then] he needles him <the depot>, when the piercing reaches to

the bones, the disease ends.

Gao Baoheng compared this statement with the Su wen xun jie and wrote: "The Quan Yuanqi edition

does not have the character X, ''l9 We too regard this character as a later addition.

Occasionally it was not enough just to point out differences. At one point Su wen 7 stated:

In cases of [diseases] belonging to the killing yin [type],

death follows within three days.

In cases of [diseases] belonging to the generating yang [type],

death follows within four days.20

The Song editors noted that both another version of Wang Bing's text and the Su wen xun jie

contradicted their master copy, in that they associated diseases of the "generating yang type" with a

good prognosis. Hence they considered these two versions correct but, interestingly enough, did not

decide to change their master copy:

Another version has "after four days [the patient returns to] life." The Quan Yuanqi edition has,

"after four days [the disease is] cured." Both are identical [in their meaning]. A careful comparison

with the preceding and following text suggess that those [editions] having "death," are wrong.

Similarly, when Gao Baoheng et al. identified an entire passage of eleven characters, "If the movement

is reflected by the garments below the breast, the basic qi leaks,” as a later addition to Su wen 18, they

simply noted that this insertion should be omitted but did not do so themselves:

The Quan Yuanqi edition does not have these eleven characters. The Jia yi jing does not have them

either. Given the meaning of the preceding and of the following text, these eleven characters should

be omitted.21

Also in Su wen 18 one may find an example of the Song editors correcting what they considered an

erroneous commentary by Wang Bing. The statement in Su wen 18, "When the urine is yellow-red,

and one sleeps peacefully, this is 'yellow dan,’” 22 is followed by a commentary by Wang Bing to the

effect that "dan is identical to 'taxation.' When the kidneys are taxed, and the uterus is hot, one's urine

is yellow-red. The Zheng li lun states: 'One calls this X because one gets it from taxing [intercourse]

with women.'"23 Gao Baoheng et al. added the following note.

In his commentary, Wang Bing considers X to be Y. This is not the meaning. When it is said: one

gets X from taxing [intercourse] with women, this is admissible; [but] if one considers X to be Y

then this is not correct.24

Su wen 58 has the following statement: "On both sides above the Great Hammer there is one [hole];

together these are two holes."25 Wang Bing pointed out: "Neither the Jia yi jing nor the Jing mai liu
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zhu kong xue tu jing lists [these holes]. It is not clear which transporters [are meant here]."26 The

Song editors confirmed Wang Bing's note but could not offer a solution to this enigmatic passage

either:

Above the Great Hammer on [both] sides there are no holes. The holes on [both] sides below the

Great Hammer are called Great Shuttle and Posterior Presence. Hence, Wang Bing states: "It is not

clear [what is meant here].”27

Only rarely did Gao Baoheng et al. demonstrate that they commanded a thorough understanding of

the contents of the Su wen. One example occurs in Su wen 6, where the following allegory required

an extensive commentary:

In the division and unity of the three yang [vessels],

the major yang is the opening;

the yang brilliance is the door leaf;

the minor yang is the pivot.28

The commentary by Wang Bing may not have appeared sufficient to the Song editors; hence they

added the following discourse.

According to theJiu xu [lingshu],29 the major yang is "the gate." The yang brilliance is "the door

leaf." The minor yang is the "pivot." Hence when the "gate" is broken, the flesh is destroyed and

the joints slow down and sudden illnesses emerge. Hence when one observes such sudden

diseases, they are to be eliminated through the major yang [vessel]. When the "door leaf " is

broken, the qi has nothing that could stop it, and diseases of perturbed breathing emerge. Hence

such perturbations are to be eliminated through the yang brilliance [vessel]. When the "pivot" is

impaired, the bones are tossed, and do not rest firmly on the ground. Hence in case of tossed

bones, [the disease] is to be eliminated through the minor yang [vessel].30

The Chong guang bu zhu HuangDi nei jing su wen, one may conclude from these examples, reflects

the efforts of a committee working within a state bureaucracy to generate an authoritative edition of the

Su wen. As is to be expected from such a committee, it lacked the courage and inspiration of

individual scholars. The state "as is" is described; divergences between different copies are noted;

obvious errors are identified. The committee either did not dare or could not agree, however, to draw

the necessary consequences and propose a text version that might have been considered "correct" or

perfect.

Nevertheless, the impact of the work of the editorial committee of the eleventh century should not be

underestimated. The Chong guang bu zhu HuangDi nei jing su wen has remained, as was intended,

the authoritative edition ever since. Until late in the twentieth century, numerous scholars have

published rearranged, abridged, or newly commentated versions. The Song edition, though, has always

been viewed as the standard from which individuals started out to pursue their own ends; none of the

secondary works has been able to establish a continuing second line of tradition or push the Song text

into the background of history.
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3. THE MAJOR COMMENTATED SU WEN VERSIONS SUBSEQUENT TO GAO

BAOHENG ET AL.

3.1  Ma Shi's Huang Di nei jing su wen zhu zheng fa wei

Ma Shi, zi: Zhonghua, original hao Xuantai,31 wrote the Huang Di nei jing su wen zhu zheng fa wei

(The Huang Di nei jing su wen, commented, validated, its subtleties elucidated) in nine chapters in

1586. Ma Shi was a physician during the final years of the Ming era. First he studied Confucian

literature; later he practiced medicine. His Su wen commentary did not receive much praise in

subsequent centuries; for example, the Si ku quan shu zong mu wrote: "[Ma Shi's] comments do not

elucidate anything; his frequent criticism of the comments written by earlier authors is exaggerated."32

Nevertheless, Ma Shi offered interpretations that were adopted by later, more famous authors. For

example, Su wen 11 states: "Whenever one treats a [patient's] disease, one must examine his

below."33 While Wang Bing considered "his below" to refer to the region "below the eyes,"34 Ma Shi

commented: "'Observe the below' is to observe whether the lower orifices are passable or not." This

interpretation was repeated as correct by Zhang Jiebin (1563-1640), Xue Xue(1681-1770), and others

later on.

Ma Shi is best known for the first comprehensive commentary on the Ling shu, published under the

title Huang Di nei jing ling shu zhu zheng fa wei.35

3.2  Wu Kun's Huang Di nei jing su wen zhu

Wu Kun, zi: Shan fu, biehao Hegao shanren, second hao Canhuangzi (l552-l 620), was a famous

physician and prolific medical author of the Ming era. He was born into a family with an established

medical tradition and a comprehensive medical library. His father, a renowned author and clinician

himself, is reported to have been poisoned after his many successful treatments at the court had

aroused the envy of the Imperial physicians.36

In 1594 Wu Kun wrote the HuangDi nei jing su wen zhu in twenty-four juan; it was published in

1609. This book became one of the most influential commentated versions of the Su wen with

changes and supplementations inserted into the original text. Wu Kun's ability to explain difficult

passages in simple words received much praise in later times; his liberal attitude toward altering the

original text was occasionally severely criticized.

The Xu xiu si ku quan shu ti yao characterized his work as follows: "His comments often follow

statements by former authors. He abridged those that were too voluminous and he enlarged on those

that were too short. In the arrangement of the treatises, he followed the precedence set by Wang Bing,

but he introduced some changes as far as the headings of the individual sections are concerned."37

Wu Kun appears to have been the first author who employed his extensive clinical experience in

commenting on the Su wen. An example is the disease fu liang, "hidden beams," which may not have

been familiar to medical scholars without clinical practice. A passage in Su wen 40 introduced the

term:

[Huang] Di: A disease is [as follows]:

The lower abdomen [gives the patient a feeling of] abundance.
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Above, below, to the left, and to the right, everywhere are roots.

Which disease is that?

Can it be treated, or not?

Qi Bo: The name of the disease is Hidden Beams.

[Huang] Di: Hidden Beams, through which cause is this [disease] acquired?

Qi Bo: [The lower abdomen] holds massive pus and blood, located outside of the intestines and the

stomach.

This must not be treated.

If one treats it, each time one presses the [lower abdomen] this brings [the patient] closer to death."

[Huang] Di: How is that?

Qi Bo: When this is moved downward, then it is by way of yin [passageways].

It is inevitable that what moves downward is pus and blood.

When this is moved upward, then it presses against the stomach duct where it generates [the

disease] ge-jia.38

Wang Bing had stated: "[The term] 'Hidden Beams' [refers to] accumulations in the heart." Gao

Baoheng et al. disagreed: "This [disease of] Hidden Beams is very different from the Hidden Beams

of the accumulations in the heart. These diseases have the same name, but in fact they differ and are

not alike."39 Wu Kun was aware that the same term appeared in the Nan jing, but he attributed a

different meaning there and relied on his clinical knowledge to clarify the difference: “X is to say: like

hidden bridge beams. This name was chosen because the suffering is deep inside. The [occurrence of

the term] here is not identical with the discourse on 'Hidden Beams' in the Nanjing. There it refers to

accumulations in the heart, that is, to yin qi in the depots. Here it refers to accumulations of pus and

blood, that is, to yang poison."40

3.3  Zhang Jiebin's Lei jing

Zhang Jiebin, zi: Huiqing, hao:Jingyue, second hao: Tongyizi (1563-1640), a famous physician

during the Ming dynasty, is the author of the Lei jing (The [Contents of the] Classic Categorized) in

thirty-two juan, published in 1624. The Lei jing constitutes a revised edition of the contents of the Su

wen and the Lingshu, rearranged according to topical categories. In the judgment of the Si ku quan

shu zong mu ti yao: "This book has divided the contents of the Su wen and of the Ling shu into the

following sequence of topical categories: 1. Nourishment of life. 2. Yin yang. 3. Condition of the

depots and their outer signs. 4. Pulse and complexion. 5. Conduits and network vessels. 6. Tips and

roots. 7. Qi and flavor. 8. Therapies. 9. Illnesses. 10. Needling. 11. [Five] Periods and [Six] Qi. 12.

Summary of different views. Altogether the book consists of 390 paragraphs, with an appendix

including the Tu yi in 11 juan and the Fu yi in 4 juan. Even though it was unavoidable that the original
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text was severely cut, the [new] order makes sense, and lends itself to easy consultation. The

comments are quite illuminating too."41

In fact, Zhang Jiebin often added commentaries that were much longer than those of his predecessors,

as if he had aimed at eliminating any possibility of a misunderstanding. For example, in view of the

meaning of the passage “observe his below" in Su wen 1 l, which had been interpreted by Ma Shi as

a reference to the two lower orifices, Zhang Jiebin added the following exhaustive comment:

“Below" is to say: the two yin [orifices; i.e., the openings for urine and stools]. The two yin

[orifices] are the orifices of the kidneys and the gate for [shutting or opening] the stomach. Su wen

17 states "If the granaries cannot keep what they store, the door gates are not under control." Those

who keep their guard survive; those who lose their guard, they die. Hence stools and urine are the

lock to the stomach qi, and they are closely linked to the uncritical or critical state of the original qi

of the entire body. Hence one must observe the "below.”42

Despite his erudition and diligence, Zhang Jiebin could not escape criticism by subsequent

commentators for some of his own interpretations. For example, Su wen 77 states: "The practice [of

medicine] has five faulty and four virtuous [ways of therapy]."43 The character de was interpreted as

"virtue" by Wang Bing; Zhang Jiebin followed him: "In medicine one distinguishes between the

ignorant and the sages. The ignorant commit many mistakes; hence there are the five transgressions

[in treatment]. The Way of the sages is perfect; hence it embraces the four virtues."44 Zhang Qi, the

author of the Su wen shi yi , of 1829 (see below), was not the first to doubt Zhang Jiebin: "The text

does not refer to the 'four virtuous ways of behavior' again. Hence his text is corrupt. Another author

states: X is an error for Y, as can be seen from the title of the next treatise: XXX."45 More recently,

though, Qian Chaochen may have been the first to arrive at a correct interpretation: " X is the opposite

of Y, Z is 'fault,' 'mistake.' XX refers to five types of mistakes. X is a loan character for the homophone

V used here in the sense of 'correct medical procedure.' X must not be read here as the Y of Z, but as,

'gain and loss,' 'success and failure.' Wang Bing was wrong."46

In its combination of the Su wen and the Ling shu, Zhang Jiebin's Lei jing may be comparable to the

Tai su and the Jia yi jing. Since the Tai su had brought the two texts together in the second half of the

seventh century, no one else had followed this example. However, Zhang Jiebin's Lei jing differed

from earlier commentated Su wen versions in that his was the first to rearrange the heterogeneous text

on the basis of thematic categories. A contemporary of Wu Kun, Zhang Jiebin too let his clinical

experience enter his comments on the Nei jing, in that he was the first to quote entire case histories he

had encountered as a practicing physician to elucidate the meaning of obscure passages.

3.4  Zhang Zhicong's Huang Di nei jing su wen ji zhu

Zhang Zhicong, zi:Yin'an (ca. 1619-1674),was a famous physician of the Qing era. He practiced

medicine professionally. He established a center called Lü shan tang in Hangzhou and invited

colleagues and disciples to join him there to discuss and study medicine. His research on the

HuangDi nei jing resulted in two major publications, the HuangDi nei jing su wen ji zhu. it (The
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HuangDi nei jing su wen with collected commentaries) in nine juan of 1670 and the HuangDi ling

shu jing ji zhu (The Huang Di nei jing ling shu with collected commentaries). His Su wen ji zhu, as

the former is often called, is the first complete edition of the Su wen with consecutive comments not

only by Zhang Zhicong himself but also by earlier authors. The introductory section states:

First. The meaning of the statements of the original classic is confused and has been changed [in

its nature. It contains] unclear and strange [passages]. Sometimes one paragraph reveals very little,

while another chapter is most lucid. The meaning [of a statement] may be expressed in specific

terms, but the wording is difficult and remains on the level of a general discourse. Hence in

[writing my] commentaries, [I] have sought only to clarify the meaning of the classic; it was not my

intention to write excessively detailed commentaries.... Second. This compilation has the sole

purpose of expounding the meaning of the classic; it does not strive for literary elegance. Hence

the classic is used to explain the classic. I have not dared to impose my own ideas on it even in a

single word.... Third. The meaning of the classic is most subtle; to elucidate it is quite difficult.

Hence in this compilation there may be some sections where it was not considered annoying to

deal with their [meanings] again and again, but this is not a useless repetition. Also, in case of those

passages whose meaning has not been elucidated sufficiently, with the meaning proposed by the

commentaries exceeding that of the original, and in cases in which passages diverge from the

notions proposed by the commentaries, I have retained both of them nevertheless, to let scholars of

later times decide after due reflection.47

Criticism was voiced by Wang An (b. 1615), a prolific and popular medical author himself: "Zhang

Yin’an's Su wen ji zhu was printed in the year geng xu of the reign period kang xi (1670). The entire

book was written by his colleagues. They completely set aside the old text and construed many

annotations of their own. They may even have applied their personal ideas to fathom the [statements

of the ancient] sages."48

3.5  Gao Shishi's Huang Di su wen zhi jie

Gao Shishi, zi: Shizong (1636-l700),is the author of the Huang Di su wen zhi jie (The HuangDi su

wen with straight-forward explanations) in nine juan, published in A.D. 1695. Gao Shishi came from

a poor family but managed to read books from his youth on. He began practicing medicine at age

twenty-three and gained a certain reputation. Later he fell ill himself and, despite the assistance of

other physicians, his condition worsened. It was then that he began to study with Zhang Zhicong, and

he is said to have become particularly well versed in medical theory. He adopted from his teacher the

approach of commenting on the entire text, and he opposed those who cut the original text apart,

leaving out and rearranging individual phrases and passages. In addition to the Su wen zhi jie, he

published a Ling shu zhi jie, the Ben cao chong ynan, and other titles identifying him as associated

with the school of Han learning in medicine.

An early characterization of his Su wen edition is given in the Zheng tang du shu ji by Zhou Zhongfu

(1768-1831):
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[Gao] Shizong was of the opinion that all commentaries on the Su wen written by [earlier] authors

were either insignificant and full of errors or shallow and uncanonical. Finally, Zhang Yin’an (i.e. ,

Zhang Zhicong) published his Su wen ji zhu. [However,] its meaning was difficult to understand;

its drawback was its obscurity. Hence [Gao Shishi] wrote another commentary on the [Su wen].

He first commented on the tide of a particular pian. Then he drew attention to the overall message

of that pian. He divided the contents of each pian into several sections. Because the [original]

discourse is unsystematic and verbose, he gave short accounts of the meaning of these sections, so

that readers could easily understand it.... However, [his book] should be given only to beginning

students; his language is not directed at accomplished scholars.49

The latter verdict may have been meant to express the dismay some later scholars may have felt when

they viewed the work of a man who had made his way from the more destitute echelons of society.

One feature in particular may have disturbed readers used to the conventional style of annotations.

That is, in view of characters with more than one possible meaning, Gao Shishi resorted extensively to

the technique of "straight interpretation."50 Rather than describe the meaning of a character in a

particular context, he pointed out its meaning by either succinctly noting in which tone it was

propounced (e.g., zhong, "descending tone") or juxtaposing it to just one other character clarifying the

pronunciation of the character in question (e.g., shi, "pronounced si"). This technique was quite

rational and effective, but it lacked any elegance of literary style.

Two further characteristics of Gao Shishi's Su wen commentary may be pointed out here: Gao Shishi

sought to preserve the entire text transmitted since Wang Bing. In addition, he filled the gap of Su

wen 72 and Su wen 73 by inserting the two apocryphal treatises Ci fa lun, and Ben bing lun, and

commenting on them. While Wang Bing had interspersed his annotations whenever he felt a comment

was necessary and while Ma Shi and Zhang Zhicong had added clustered commentaries to lengthy

paragraphs within a section of the text, Gao Shishi followed the latter but divided the text into many

more paragraphs, providing more sites for his own comments.

3.6  Zhang Qi's Su wen shi yi

Zhang Qi (1765-1 833), original name Yi, zi: Hanfeng, hao: Wanlin, became a licentiate of the first

class in 1788. He took the ju ren degree in 1813 and then began a civil service career. At one time he

was district magistrate; in his literary writings he followed the Changzhou school. He developed an

interest in medicine after he lost his son due to what he considered incompetent medical care and

compiled the Su wen shi yi in ten chapters in 1829; it was published in 1830.

In a preface, Zhang Qi outlined the background of his Su wen edition:

I have appreciated this book since my youth, but at the same time its heterogeneity has bothered

me. Hence I searched for its basic message, I investigated the reason behind the sequence of its

treatises, and eventually I wrote yet another critical commentary. I have omitted those passages that

are questionable, and I have deleted those that were not genuine. I have kept what was agreeable,

and I have corrected what was wrong. I have devoted twenty years to this; the final outcome was a

[Su wen] shi yi in ten juan. In the sequence of the treatises, I have followed the old order
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established by Mr. Wang [Bing], and I have adopted the sectional commentaries of Mr. Lin [Yi's]

edition to preserve its true character. The seventh juan was already lost during the Jin era, and Mr.

Lin has stated that Mr. Wang had supplemented the Yin yang da lun instead. This then is an old

text too, and I have added it to the present edition) . . . Huang Yuanyu's Su wen wei yun and Zhang

Hejie's Su wen que yi, these two texts have not yet circulated for long. In the treatises [of the

present book], I have occasionally made use of their statements.

Zhang Qi placed particular emphasis on pointing out, first, erroneous insertions that make no sense

whatsoever, neither in their present context nor anywhere else in the Su wen; second, those erroneous

insertions that had been moved into their present context from another context in the Su wen; and

third, those instances where text portions appear to have been misplaced within the same section.51

3.7  Hu Shu's Huang Di nei jing su wen jiao yi

Hu Shu (1825-1872), zi: Gaifu, second zi: Ganbo, hao: Shisheng, received the second degree in his

hometown in 1859. Later he was promoted by purchase to the position of secretary of one of the six

boards and was dispatched as controller in Shanxi for the Board of Revenues. He was often ill in his

middle years and developed an interest in medicine and pharmaceutics. When he finally succumbed to

a disease, he was still working on the text and left behind only a manuscript draft of thirty-nine

paragraphs covering sections one through five of the first juan of the Su wen. It was published in

1872 under the title HuangDi nei jing su wen jiao yi (Meanings in the HuangDi nei jingsu wen

examined).

The Qing-era bibliographic work Jin shi hua jin lou shu mu jie ti stated: "[Hu] Shu carefully studied

the 'minor teachings' (i.e., philology). In his middle years he was often ill and developed an interest in

prescription books. He obtained a Song edition of the Nei jing and used the edition by Mr. Xiong of

the Yuan dynasty, a Ming edition of the Dao zang, and literature of the Tang era and earlier times to

introduce corrections. He died before his work was completed. All that exists are the present some

tens of paragraphs. The structure resembles that of Wang Niansun's Du shu za zhi. . . . His

philological studies contributed many new insights; they represent most careful analyses. For

example, in the initial paragraph, he explains the title Su wen, stating that su stands for fa (pattern). In

his commentary to the Shi sang li, Zheng [Xuan] has stated: The Zuo zhuan 11th year, states: X. In

both cases su is explained as fa. Su wen is Fa wen (Questions about Patterns, or Patterned Questions,

or Questions according to the Patterns). When Yang Xiong later wrote his book he called it Fa

yan.”52

Although Hu Shu's book touched on only a small fragment of the entire Su wen, he nevertheless left a

definite impact. Hu Shu's thirty-nine paragraphs mark the introduction of a modern philological

approach to the Su wen exegesis. In analyzing statements of unclear meaning, Hu Shu did not start

from what earlier authors appear to have perceived as clinical evidence; rather, he compared the

structure and wording of a phrase in question with earlier and subsequent portions of the text and with

occurrences of comparable wordings elsewhere in the Su wen. In this way he was able to demonstrate,

for example, why two characters had to be mutually exchanged to give them a very different meaning
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from the one attributed to them conventionally, thereby, possibly for the first time in centuries,

clarifying their original significance.

In addition, he consulted numerous ancient dictionaries and nonmedical texts to search for appropriate

meanings of characters in obscure passages. Not infrequently, he discovered that if a given character

was exchanged for its homophone a wording was understandable. Finally, Hu Shu applied a method

developed by Wang Niansun (1744-1832) in his Du shu za zhi, Huai nan zi jiao hou ji, taking into

account the rhyme structure of certain passages to delete erroneously inserted characters or to invert

the order of a sequence of characters and reconstruct what he regarded as the original wording.

3.8  Yu Yue's Nei jing bian yen

Yu Yue (1821-1907), zi: Yinfu, hao: Quyuan jushi, took his jin shi degree in 1850. Subsequently, he

served in various positions at the Hanlin Academy. Later he devoted himself to the study of the

Confucian classics and medicine. At some point he became a lecturer at the Zi yang shu yuan College

in Ziyang and at the Gu jing jing she College in Hangzhou. He compiled the collection Chun zai tang

quan ji, including the two medical texts Du shu yu lu, with forty-eight paragraphs of Su wen exegesis,

and Shen shang san zi jue. The exact dates of compilation of these texts are not known.

In 1924 a man named Qiu Qingyuan gave the title Nei jing bian yan (Discussion of the Words in the

Nei jing) to Yu Yue's Su wen commentary in the Du shu yu lu and included it as an individual text in a

collection with the title San san yi shu.

The forty-eight paragraphs of the Nei jing bian yan are comments on phrases quoted from the Su

wen. The author applied methods of literary criticism of the Confucian classics to the language of the

Nei jing, thereby elucidating issues that had not been considered noteworthy by earlier commentators.

Like Hu Shu, Yu Yue was influenced by the philological methodologies developed by Wang Niansun

and his son Wang Yinzhi (1766-1834).53

4. TWO JAPANESE COMMENTATED SU WEN VERSIONS OF THE EDO PERIOD

4.1  Tamba Genkan's Su wen shi

Japanese scholarship has contributed significantly to the exegesis of the HuangDi nei jing. The first

Japanese scholar to compile a completely annotated version of the Su wen was Taki Genkan

(1755-1810). He is usually quoted under the name Tamba Genkan; occasionally, Chinese and

Japanese literature refers to him as the "great Tamba" to distinguish him from his two sons, Tamba

Gen-in and Tamba Genken, both of whom also were noted Su wen scholars.

Tamba Genkan was educated as a traditional literary scholar; in addition, he studied medicine to

follow his father, a renowned physician and medical professor. Eventually Tamba Genkan succeeded

his father in his teaching position; his unique erudition enabled him to write and publish numerous

philological studies of ancient medical texts.

In compiling his Su wen study, the Su wen shi (Understanding the Su wen), Tamba Genkan quoted

numerous Chinese authors, beginning with Wang Bing, and added his own views at the end of his list

of previous comments on a specific issue. Whenever he decided to correct what he thought was an

erroneous interpretation by an earlier author, his point succeeded the error directly. Where he quoted
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only one earlier author and did not add a comment of his own, he was convinced that the earlier

comment was correct. Among his predecessors, he considered Wang Bing, Ma Shi, Wu Kun, Zhang

Jiebin, Zhang Zhicong, and Gao Shishi most important.

Tamba Genkan used ancient and more recent philological tools to justify his arguments; hence he

quoted from the Shuo wen, the Er ya, the Guang ya, and others, and also from the writings of Duan

Yucai (1735-1815) and Wang Niansun (1734-1832).Whenever possible, he provided evidence on the

meaning of a term or phrase from its occurrence in nonmedical literature, referring to the Shi jing, the

Chu ci, the Zuo zhuan, the Gong yang zhuan, the Shi ji, the Li ji , and the Lü shi chun qiu, among

other sources. An example is the introduction of Huang Di in the opening statement of Su wen 1.

Tamba Genkan quoted more than ten ancient titles to substantiate his view on the correct interpretation

of these lines.

Like his Chinese contemporaries, he also applied more recent methodologies in his comments, in

particular, pointing out rhyme structures and homophones.54

4.2  Tamba Genken's Su wen shao shi

Tamba Genkan's son is usually quoted under the name Tamba Genken (1795-1857). The major

difference between his Su wen edition, Su wen shao shi (Continued [Attempts to] Understand the Su

wen), and that of his father was his inclusion of references to the Tai su, fragments of which had

meanwhile been discovered in Japanese libraries.55 In addition, he drew on the most recent Chinese

scholarship that had reached Japan only after his father's death. An unknown portion of his comments

stem from his brother Tamba Gen-in.56

                                                                                                

Unschuld’s Footnotes (pp. 359-360)

1. Wang Hongtu 1997: 128.

2. Based on Zhuang zi, plan 28, Rang wang: "The true object of the Dao is the regulation of the

person. Quite subordinate to this is its use in the management of the state and the clan." Zhuang zi yin

de, p. 77, line 27.

3. See the opening lines of Su wen 67.

4. A quote from the section Hong fan in the Shu jing. The translation here follows James Legge .

5. A reference to the documentation of a physician named He of Qin in the Zuo zhuan, Chao gong 1st

year. Shi san jing zhu shu, vol. 2, p. 2025, top. In the Zuo zhuan, He drew attention to the relationship

between disease and "six qi," i.e., yin, yang, wind, rain, darkness, and brightness.

6. A Zhou-era official or institution responsib|e for recording teachings of lasting value.

7. I.e., Bian Que. See his biography in Shi ji, chap. 105.

8. I.e., Chunyü Yi. See his biography in Shi ji, chap. 105.

9. I.e., ZhangJi, author of the Shang han za bing lun.

10. See Lü shi chun qiu zhu zi suo yin, chap. 14.2, ben wei, p. 71, line 15.

11. Ji Zi is the man, recorded in the chapter Hong fan of the Shang shu, who spoke of several pentic

categorizations, including the wu xing.

12. Huang Di nei jing su wen 1983: 3-4.
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13. Su wen 1, commentary in small script following the title Shang gu tian zhen lun pian di yi.

14. Wang Hongtu 1997:129.

15. Su wen 5-34-5.

16. Su wen 66-361-3.

17. Su wen 66-36l, note 1.

18. Su wen 14-87, note 7.

19. Su wen 55-285, note 4.

20. Su wen 7-55-4.

21. Su wen 18-l l 1, note 12.

22. Su wen 18-114-1.

23. Su wen 18-114, note 2.

24. Ibid.

25. Su wen 58-297-2.

26. Su wen 58-297-4.

27. Ibid.

28. Su wen 6-50-2.

29. See I.2.

30. Su wen 6-50, note 4.

31. Mostly written Yuantai during the Qing because of a taboo on the character xuan.

32. Si ku quan shu zong mu, 881 (top).

33. Su wen 11-78-8.

34. Su wen 11-78, note 9.

35. Wang Hongtu 1997:108 ff.

36. Ibid., 123.

37. Xin xiu si ku quan shu ti yao, vol. 15, p. 1113.

38. Ge xia was identified by an anonymous commentary in the main text as "Yong-abscesses inside

the stomach duct." It may originally have been a foreign term whose meaning was lost subsequent to

its introduction to China. See Su wen 40-224-1.

39. Su wen 40-224, note 3.

40. Wang Hongtu 1997: 125.

41. Si ku quan shu zong mu, vol. 1, p. 876.

42. Lei jing, 3.11; Zhang shi lei jing, 60.

43. Su wen 77-554-1.

44. Lei jing, 12.18; Zhang shi lei jing, 251.

45. Zhang 1993: 297.

46. Qian 1990: 95; also Wang Hongtu 1997: 113.

47. Tamba 1956:44.

48. Ibid.

49. Zheng tang du shu ji 1959, vol.2, p. 740.

50. Wang Hongtu 1997: 126 f.
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51. Ibid., 142 f.

52. Qian 1990: 157 f.

53. Wang Hongtu 1997: 152.

54. Ibid., 161-165.

55. See above, III.3.

56. Wang Hongtu 1997: 165-167.


