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Preface

The Records of the Historian, wiitten two thousand years ago
oy Szutna Chien of the Han Dynasty, is the greatest historical
work China has ptoduced. Many parts of it are fine literature.
Thanks to Szuma Chien’s rich expetience of life, his enlightened
approach to history and his brilliance as a man of letters, he
was able to make a discriminating selection of material and to
write a new form of history. His monumental work provides
a realistic picture of many different historical figures and as-
pects of Han society, in addition to much information about
eatlier times. The excellent organization of this work, and
its method of presenting history from various angles, made it
a model for later historians from the Han to the Ching Dynas-
ties, In fact, this became the accepted way of recording offi-
cial history. The rich contents of the Rerords, its remarkable
character sketches and its vast panoramic view of complex so-
cial life induced later prose writers to imitate its style. In this
way it has bad a profound influence on Chinese literature.

Szuma Chien was born in 145 B.C. in Hsiayang County,
Fengyi, in what is now the province of Shensi. When he was
a child of about six his father, Szuma Tan, was appointed the
grand historian and took his son with him to the capital Changan
{present-day Sian). Szuma Chien began his studies there and
by the time he was ten was able to read the classics. After
he was twenty' he travelled widely and, on his return to the
capital, was made a palace attendant. This post afforded him
further opportunities for travel, and he went on government
missions, accompanying the emperor on his journeys, or touting

i



the country collecting material for his records. Indeed, he trav-
elled so widely that there were few parts of the country he
did not visit. He became especially familiar with the lower
teaches of the Huai and Yangtse Rivers. This enabled him to
make a close study of social conditions in those parts of China
most thickly populated and richest in tradition, thus laying the
foundation for the writing of the Records.

His father Szuma Tan died in 1o B.C., and three years later
Szuma Chien, who was then thirty-eight, succeeded his Father
as grand historian and began to collect materials for his history.
He edited and studied the historical documents in the imperial
library, consulted many people, and verified facts, supplement-
ing them by his own investigations. In 104 B.C., when he was
forty-two, his preparations were complete and he started to
write his history in a way which had never been attempted
before,

Five years later when he was forty-seven, he offended the
emperor by defending General Li Ling who had been defeated
in battle and had surrendered to the Huns. For this he was pun-
ished by imprisonment and castration. Despite this cruel indig-
nity, he continued his writing in gaol. In 96 B.C. he was pardoned
-and appointed palace secretary, a post slightly higher than that
of grand historian but one usually held by eunuchs. Humiliated
and distressed, he nevertheless went on writing the history and
completed his work in 91 B.C, when he was fifty-five.

The Records of the Historian is divided into: Twelve Basic
Annals, Ten Tables, Eight Treatises, Thirty Hereditary Houses
and Seventy Lives. It contains one hundred and thirty sec-
tions in all, and more than half a million words. Apart from
certain minor additions and changes he made later, he finished
writing it when he was fifty-six, and we have no reliable in-
formation about his closing years. The date of his death is
still uwncertain.

There had been a great deal of historical writing in China
before the time of Szuma Chien. Some of these works ate
lost, but those that remain include such chronicles as the Sprimg
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and Autumn Annals, Anecdotes of the States, Records of the
Warring States, political documents like those preserved in the
Sbu Ching (Book of Documents), and critical accounts of dif-
ferent schools of thought in some of the writings of such philoso-
phers as Chuang Tzu and Hsun Tzu. There was, however, no
systematized and comprehensive history of China. Szuma
Chien was able to assemble all the material needed for this
great task, and to create a new form of historicai writing,

The Twelve Basic Annals contain records of the twelve most
important reigns from the legendary Yellow Emperor down to
Szuma Chien’s own sovereign, Important social changes were
included here in chronological order. Historical events which
could not be grouped under any definite year were incorporated
in the Ten Tables, which clearly present the dynastic successions,
the telations between different states, and the appoiatments of
important officials. The Eight Treatises show the development
of ceremony, music, law, calendar science, astronomy, sacrifice,
water conservancy, and weights and measures. The Thirty
Hereditary Houses deal with the most important nobles and
princes during the Spring and Autumn Period, the time of the
Warring States, and the Chin and early Han Dynasties. The
Seventy Lives are biographies, though sometimes several men
belonging to the same category are grouped together, even
though they may have lived in different periods. There are
also accounts of foreign countries and of the minority peoples
withic China, showing their relations with the Han people.
These records usuvally end with the author’s comments and give
supplementary facts from Szuma Chien's personal investiga-
tions, or refute misconceptions. His comments are balanced
and matter-of-fact, unlike those of some later historiang who
deliherately advanced startling conclusions.

Szuma Chien’s outstanding ability is shown not only in his
ceeation of 2 new historical form, but also in his attitude to
his work. He travelled widely in search of the histotical ma-
terials then available, made a selection from them to draft his
basic records, and verified his facts by comparing different
versions.
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He made use of his travels to carry out investigations all over
China, and often corrected mistakes he found in the records.
In this way he was ablc to compile a remarkably accurate his-
tory. His aim was to tell the truth, and he fought all his life
against falsehood and hypocrisy. The Twelve Basic Annals,
for example, deal mainly with the rule of kings and emperors,
but during the five ycars of fighting and confusion which fol-
Jowed the Chin Dynasty Hsiang Yu was the man who dctually
ted the insurgent forces against Chin. Szuma Chien, therefore,
put an account of Hsiang Yu between the records of the First
Emperor of Chin and the First Emperor of Han. The First
Emperor of Han was succeeded by his son, but because the
actual authority was in the hands of the empress dowager,
Szuma Chien wrote a record of Empress Dowager Lu. It was
contrary to his principles to deny a defeated hero his place in
history, or to consider women as less important than men. He
made this penetrating comment: “Though the Empress Dowager
ruled as 2 woman from within doors, the empire was at peace,
there were few punishments and few criminals, the peasants
tiled the land diligently, and there was an abundance of food
and clothing.”

Similarly, his strong sense of right and wrong made him
wtite frankly about the ugly conduct of rulers. Thus he ex-
posed Emperor Wu's superstition, greed and ambition, the obse-
quiousness and craftiness of certain ministers, their avarice,
cruelty, scheming and backbiting, and the licentiousness of no-
bles like the Prince of Yen and Prince Li of Chi. He described
these vices truthfully, and made his condemnation clear. This
attitude offended the ruling class, and some of his contem-
poraries dubbed his work “a slanderous book”. Szuma Chien’s
fighting spirit made him a champion of justice and a spokesman
of the people. He did not discriminate against the different
professions and trades of his day, but gave equally fair pic-
tures of scholars, gallant citizens, peasants, merchants, physi-
cians, fortune-tellers, astrologers and others. Those who de-
served his sympathy could be sure of getting it, and he was not
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sparing in his criticism either. His likes and dislikes were so
strong that readers of later ages can almost see his characters
in the flesh and share the historian’s partisan view of them,

After this brief refetence to Szuma Chien’s achievements as
a historian, his great influence on Chinese literature should be
noted. His writing is highly realistic. He chooses typical
characters and brings them to life, breaking with stultified lit-
erary conventions and using the coloutful vernacular of his day.
He boldly rewrites archaic passages from old books to make
them more easily intelligible, interspersing them with collo-
quialisms and local figures of speech. He deliberately rejects
the euphuistic parallelisms popular at the time in favour of a
more natural prose, clear, concise and pleasing in style. All
the people he describes are very much alive and have strong
individuality. Their conversation is anthentic and in character,
subtly conveying the atmosphere of the occasion. In his choice
of episode he shows himself a master of significant detail, one
able to make history come alive.

The lively tales from the Records of the Historian have been
favoutites with Chinese in all walks of life throughout the cen-
turies. Many Ming Dynasty prose romances, such as the Ro-
rmance of the Warring States by Yu Shao-yu and the Romance
of the Early Han Dynasty by Tseng Wei, took their material
from Szuma Chien. Folk artists and story-tellers all over
China are still performing or relating episodes from these ro-
mances, Chinese drama owes a great debt to Szuma Chien
teo, numerous Yuan and Ming dramas being based on stories
from the Records. Eleven of the Selected Yuan Piays edited
duting the Ming Dynasty and the Sixty Dramas printed at the
beginning of the Ching Dynasty owe their plot to Szuma Chien,
The same is true of many popular Peking operas and local
operas which are being performed today. The modern writer
Kuo Mo-jo drew on Szuma Chien for his historical plays Chu
Yuan, The Tiger Tally and Cherry Blossom. This testifies to
the fact that, two thousand years after it was wiitten, Szuma
Chien’s Records of the Historian still exercises a great influence
on Chinese literature.



In this selection we include two of the Basic Annals, five of
the Hereditary Houses, and twenty-four of the Lives rearranged
in chronological order starting from the sixth century B.C., the
time of Confucius, down to the figst century B.C., Szuma Chien’s
own time,
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