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Printing Sishu daquan (Complete Annotations of the Four
Books): Confucian Classics, the Imperial Examination,
Publishing, and Society in Ming China (1368—1644)

He Wang
Ph.D. Student, School of Liberal Arts, Nanjing University

The officially edited Sishu daquan VUZE K% (Complete Annotations of the Four
Books) in the reign of the Yongle Emperor (r. 1402—1424) not only strengthened the
status of Zhu Xi’s commentaries on the Four Books, but was also expected to become a
new classical authority. Although the central government printed and distributed Sishu
daquan, its commercial publication was also popular within society and played an
important part in the circulation of the book until the end of the Ming period. The
contents of these commercially published editions in the interim were not limited to that
of the official edition, revealing the various intellectual and academic orientations of the
editors and readership.

According to historical records and extant editions, the commercial editions of
Sishu daquan thriving in Jianyang from the period of the Xuande Emperor (r. 1425—
1435) to the mid-Ming followed the style of books on the imperial examination from the
Yuan dynasty. The contents of these editions were supplemented by Liu Shan ZI[:|
beyond their official counterpart, and it was Liu’s text that was copied by all the
subsequent editions of Sishu dagquan. Many of the materials Liu added to Sishu daquan
were suitable for the imperial examination, but meanwhile, others concerned evidential
research, which can be viewed as a legacy of the evidential research proffered by the
Zhu Xi school in the Song-Yuan period. Sometime in the later years of the reign of the
Wanli Emperor (r. 1572—1620), the new edition of Sishu daquan from a publisher in
Jianyang by the name of Yu %% changed the former style of the book which then became
the new popular edition. Yu also produced another form of the supplemented edition that
included the new ideas of Ming scholars on the Four Books, especially those of Wang
Yangming, thereby providing a compromise between the Zhu Xi and Wang Yangming
schools. Moreover, the commercial publication of Sishu daquan spread to the Jiangnan

area in the late Ming period, and at that time, the reprinting and sharing of the woodblock
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of Sishu daquan was common. Of the editions, the Suzhou one included Sishu kaoyi U
EHEFE (Collation of the Four Books) by Wang Yinglin T JEB% as an appendix,
demonstrating an intention to turn to evidential research. In Nanjing during the reign of
the Chongzhen Emperor (r. 1627-1644), Zhang Zilie 5& H %1 made use of revising Sishu
daquan to further negotiate the Zhu and Wang schools, and his new edition played a
political role in the demonstrations of “Fu She” (Restoration Society) in its later years.
Without long-term, effective forms of publishing supervision or authority, Sishu daquan
was not rigid but a fluid and malleable cultural resource. The life of Sishu daquan in the
Ming dynasty thus indicates the close relationship between classic texts, the imperial

examination, publishing, and society in Ming China.
Keywords: Sishu daquan (Complete Annotations of the Four Books); Confucian

classics in Ming China; imperial examinations in Ming China;

publishing in Ming China; “Fu She” (Restoration Society)
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