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Han Dynasty Wooden Slips Containing Official Documents
and the Problems of Original Versions, Copies,
Drafts, and Signatures

I-tien Hsing
Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica

Thousands of wooden slips have already been excavated from the Dunhuang and
Edsen-gol sites. The large majority of these slips contain official documents and
account records from Han dynasty border region administration. Speaking from the
perspective of administrative work, if these slips are not the original versions, master
copies, or other copied versions of official documents, they are then drafts of these
documents. If we do not adequately understand the characteristics of original versions,
copies, and drafts, as well as their respective places within the administrative process,
it will be difficult both to re-construct administrative work as it existed during the Qin
and Han dynasties and to gain a deeper understanding of the most basic and everyday
aspects of bureaucracy during that period.

Although, at the present time, we possess some knowledge as to the formation,
transmission, and preservation of official documents during the Qin and Han dynasties,
distinguishing definitively between the originals, copies, master copies, and drafts of
these documents is still quite difficult. This article attempts to identify some of the
characteristics of the different documents found on excavated wooden slips and
analyzes the differences between them. However, it must be admitted that the author
has run into several problems in carrying out this type of analysis.

In recent years, aside from wooden slips excavated from the Edsen-gol and
Dunhuang border regions, several slips containing official documents related to local
administration have also been unearthed from regions previously within Qin and Han
dynasty interior prefectures. Take, for example, the town of Liye in Hunan’s Longshan
county, where over 30,000 wooden slips containing official documents have been
unearthed from what was once the Qin dynasty’s Qianling county seat. In Hubei’s
Jiangling county and Jingzhou city and the Zouma Building, Dongpai Building, and

Wuyi Square in Hunan’s Changsha city, large numbers of wooden slips containing
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local government documents also await further compilation and publication. As soon
as these materials are published, our understanding of Qin and Han dynasty local
administration and document management will be far greater than it is today. The
preliminary conclusions arrived at in this article can also be more thoroughly examined

at that time.

Keywords: Han dynasty wooden slips, original versions, copies, drafts, signatures
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