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The Nature of the “Kongzi Shilun” Text and the Current—Script Tradition in

Interpreting the Odes
Zhang Hanmo

Abstract : Among the many newly discovered texts in the Shanghai Museum collection of Warring States writings on bamboo strips,
the piece called “Kongzi shilun,” or Confucius’s discussion on the Odes, is so far the most discussed text that potentially could play a
significant role for us to understand early traditions in interpreting the Odes. Nevertheless, this text is fragmentary, and its nature also
reveals that it is more likely a collection of short pieces of materials on the interpretation of the Odes rather than an article tightly knit
and well written by Confucius or his disciples. It reflects a method of interpreting the Odes differently from what is seen in the “Preface
(or Postface) to the Maoshi” or the Maoshi Guxun Zhuan, a method missed in the corpus of transmitted Early Chinese texts. This
method, dubbed in this article as the Current—Script tradition in interpreting the Odes as shown in the “Kongzi shilun” , does not follow
the “Preface (or Postface) to the Maoshi” to construct a historical framework to organize and interpret the Odes. Rather, it focuses on
the building of sematic chains to elicit the hidden meanings supposedly encoded in the ode lines by Confucius himself. In other words,
similar to the difference between the Current— and Archaic—Script traditions, the relationship of the “Kongzi shilun” and the “Preface
(or Postface) to the Maoshi” or the Maoshi Guxun Zhuan resembles that between the Gongyang or Guliang Commentary and the Zuo
Commentary to the Spring and Autumn Annals.

Key words : “Kongzi shilun” ; Conveying deep meaning with few words; Nature of a Text; Preface to the Maoshi; Traditions of In-

terpreting the Odes
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