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Sima Tan and the “Tianguan shu”

w3 S
Dorothee Schaab-Hanke

Abstract

Sima Qian’s father, Sima Tan, is assigned a strange role in the history of
great Chinese intellectuals: Although he is given the honour of being mentioned
in almost every study devoted to the Shiji as the initiator of the Shiji (Grand
Scribe’s record), the rest of the text is mostly concentrating on Sima Qian,
taking him as the sole author of the text, apart from the “Liujia zhi yaozhi lun”,
and of the few statements in the last chapter of the Shiji, which Sima Qian

testifies to have been voiced by his father.
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This study is instead based on the assumption that Tan, rather than merely
leaving behind a general vision and some ambitious plans, in fact wrote down
some kind of text, a draft which Qian had at his disposal when he proceeded to
finalize the work. The consequence of such an approach is that the Shiji must be
searched for authorial layers. Such layers have been accepted by many for the
time after (Tan and) Qian. There are convincing studies on the contributions of
later hands such as Yang Yun and Chu Shaosun, but they have so far not been
applied on what is generally considered as the “core text” of the Shiji.

The question of how it might be possible to distinguish between Tan and
Qian in a given text will be approached here on the basis of Shiji 27, the chapter
on the “Office of the Heavens”. This chapter is, as I think, of special interest
here, since it was Tan, not Qian, who was the specialist for the Office of the
Heavens.

In this paper, I will propose a tripartite structure for Shiji 27: a Tan layer, a
Qian layer and one by a later hand. I will establish criteria of how to distinguish
between these layers and discuss the conclusions which may be drawn from the

text if it is perceived from this new angle.
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