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Abstract 

Sima Qian’s 司馬遷 Shiji 史記 records 

the history from the Five Emperors 五帝 

to the Emperor Wu of Han 漢武帝 with 

526,500 words. Ban Gu’s Hanshu only 

records the history of Western Han 西漢 

with 800,000 words. With the period from 

the beginning of Emperor Gaozu 漢高祖 

of Han to Emperor Wu of Han, Shiji and 

Hanshu recorded the history of Han 

dynasty by using the same materials, i.e. 61 

chapters of Hanshu are transcribed from 

Shiji. After the emergence of Shiji, only a 

few scholars put concentration on this 

book. Besides, Shiji was regarded as a book 

that slandered the Han government due to 

its sublime words with deep meaning. The 

situation of Hanshu is totally different from 

Shiji. Shiji and Hanshu have many parallel 

passages but one is dyslogistic and the 

other one is eulogistic. This paper 

examines the relationship between Shiji and 

Hanshu, according to the parallel passages, 

to discuss the style of writing in which 

sublime words with deep meaning are used 

in Hanshu, and also to demonstrate the 

spirit of Hanshu and its submerged 

meaning. 
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Hanshu is the first dynastic history in 

Chinese history. It includes 12 Annals 紀, 8 

Tables 表, 10 Treatises 志 70 Memoirs 傳, 

totalling 800,000 words. Sima Qian’s Shiji 

ended with the reign of Emperor Wu. 

Many scholars, including Liu Xiang 劉向, 

Liu Xin 劉歆 , Yang Xiong 揚雄 , etc., 

wanted to continue Sima Qian’s work. 

However, Ban Gu’s 班固 father, i.e. Ban 

Biao 班彪, thought that the scholars who 

continued the work of Shiji were not doing 

well. He therefore wrote the Later 

Biographies 後傳 in 65 chapters. After Ban 

Biao died, his son Ban Gu continued his 

father’s work. According to Fan Ye 范曄, 

Ban Gu is the author of Hanshu, but the 8 

Tables and Treatise on Astronomy 天文志 

were not written by him. When Hanshu was 

published, it was regarded as a difficult 

book. Even Ma Rong 馬融  treated Ba 
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Zhao 班昭 (Ban Gu’s younger sister) as his 

teacher because Ma wanted to learn the 

deep meaning of Hanshu. Also, Emperor 

He of Han 漢和帝 commanded Ma Rong’s 

brother (Ma Xu 馬續  ) to continue Ma 

Rong’s work. Therefore, we can say that 

Hanshu has 4 authors, i.e. Ban Biao, Ban 

Gu, Ban Zhao, Ma Xu.  

 

After the Hanshu was published, there 

were many scholars who wanted to learn its 

meaning and make annotations. In the 

Treatise on Literature 藝文志 of Hanshu, Shiji 

belonged to the category of Chunqiu 春秋 

(Historiography) in the Confucius Classics

六藝略. In Shiji, rectification of names (正

名) was an important issue, and it has the 

writing style of using sublime words with 

deep meaning. Due to the parallel passages 

found in Shiji and Hanshu, we can assume 

that Hanshu also has this significant 

characteristic. Because of this, it is essential 

for us to review the relationship between 

Shiji and Hanshu. Wang Jilun 王基倫 and 

Hong Shuling 洪淑苓 said,  

Hanshu continued the style founded in 

Shiji, and applied Shiji’s materials. Hanshu 

expanded the content of Shiji and gave 

some new meanings to the old style. 

Sometimes, Hanshu gave us a different 

point of view, or a supplement of new 

materials.  

班固《漢書》因襲了《史記》的體

例，取用了部分材料，而又能擴充內

容，再創體制新義，顯見《漢書》的

成就非凡。在少數地方，《漢書》提

出不同的觀點，或是補充一些史料，

也值得我們注意。1 

As mentioned above, Wang’s opinion is 

correct. In the following, there are the new 

findings in the relationship between Shiji 

and Hanshu: 

 

1. Succeeded Shiji and should be 
studied together with Shiji 

Sima Qian could not record the history 

after Emperor Wu of Han. In the Ban Biao 

Memoir 班彪列傳  in The History of Later 

Han後漢書 it is stated that,  

Biao continued by selecting episodes 

left out in the earlier records, cross-

referencing them with alternate versions 

that had been heard of. He composed an 

appended tradition in several dozen 

chapters, using this opportunity to mull 

over the earlier records and to comment 

upon and correct the successes and failures 

in them. 

武帝時，司馬遷著《史記》，自太

初以後，闕而不錄，後好事者頗或綴

集時事，然多鄙俗，不足以踵繼其

                                                            
1 Wang Jilun, Hong Shuling, Sishidaodu, Taipei: 

Taiwan Book Store,1999, p. 210-211. 
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書。彪乃繼採前史遺事，傍貫異聞，

作後傳數十篇，因斟酌前史而譏正得

失。1 

We can see that Ban Biao is not satisfied 

with the works done by other scholars 

which continued Shiji. As mentioned 

above, Ban Biao was one of the authors of 

Hanshu, but there were different opinions 

about how many chapters of Hanshu were 

written by him before his son inherited his 

work. Wang Chong’s 王充 Lunheng 論衡 

said it were over 100 chapters,2  the History 

of Later Han claimed it were several dozen 

chapters, and Shitong 史通  in the Tang 

dynasty argued it were 65 chapters. We can 

only confirm that Ban Biao continued the 

work of Sima Qian to write the history of 

Han dynasty. After Ban Biao died, his son 

Ban Gu continued to record Han’s history. 

Ban Gu said, 

The Han continued the Mandate of Yao 

堯帝 , and on that basis established its 

imperial occupation. Once we came to the 

sixth generation of Han rulers (i.e., 

Emperor Wu), the Minister of history, 

Sima Qian, accordingly pursued writing to 

attain meritorious virtue. He privately 

produced the “Basic Annals”, and edited 

                                                            
1 Fan Ye, The History of Later Han, Beijing: Chung 

Hwa Book Company, 2000, chapter 40A, p. 

1324. 

2 Liu Pansui, Lunhengjiaoshi, Beijing: Chung Hwa 

Book Company, 1990, chapter 13, p. 615. 

into them accounts of the various kings 

during declining dynastic years. At the 

same time he included his likes of Qinshi 

Huangdi 秦始皇帝 and Xiang Yu 項羽. 

After the Taichu 太初  era, there were 

accounts omitted and unrecorded. So, I 

investigated writings that had been 

previously recorded and gathered together 

what I had heard in order to write the 

History of the Han. Hanshu began with 

Gaozu 高祖, and recorded history until the 

end of Wang Mang 王莽. It recorded the 

twelve emperors of Han within the period 

of 230 years. Also, the writing style of 

Hanshu  resembles that of the Confucius 

Classics. This book included Basic Annals, 

Tables, Treatises, Memoirs, totalling 100 

chapters. 

漢紹堯運，以建帝業，至於六世，

史臣乃追述功德，私作本紀，編於百

王之末，廁於秦、項之列。太初以

後，闕而不錄，故探篹前記，綴輯所

聞，以述《漢書》，起元高祖，終于

孝平王莽之誅，十有二世，二百三十

年，綜其行事，旁貫五經，上下洽

通，為春秋考紀、表、志、傳，凡百

篇。3 

Ban Gu criticized Sima Qian. He said 

that Han continued the Mandate of Yao, 

but Sima Qian only started to record the 

Han history during the period of Emperor 

                                                            
3 Ban Gu, Hanshu, Beijing: Chung Hwa Book 

Company, 1962, Chapter 100B, p. 4235. 
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Gaozu. Due to the style of dynastic history, 

the Han can merely be placed at the end of 

Shiji beneath the Qin 秦 dynasty and Xiang 

Yu 項 羽 . Moreover, the history after 

Emperor Wu was not recorded, which 

means the mightiness of the Han Empire 

could not be reflected. As a result, Ban’s 

family started to write the whole Han 

dynasty history based on the records of the 

Shiji. This is the reason for the appearance 

of Hanshu. 

From the latest edition of Hanshu, we 

can still notice that some verses were 

written by Ban Biao. Pu Qilong 浦起龍 

said,  

Ban Gu did not mention his father’s 

contribution of Hanshu in the Xuzhuan 敘

傳(the biography of Ban Gu’s family). He 

tried to deceive everyone that Hanshu was 

written by himself. 

〈敘傳〉竟不及父彪續史事，欺所

生，欺萬世，糾班史者當以是為首

款。1 

Besides, Gu Jiegang 顧頡剛 said,  

Ban Gu’s Hanshu was based on his 

father’s work, but he didn’t mention his 

father’s name and took it as his own work. 

Therefore, Xuzhuan never pointed out  Ban 

                                                            
1 Pu Qilong, Shitongtongshi, Shanghai: Shanghai 

Guji Chubanshe, 2009, chapter 1, p. 21 

footnote. 

Biao’s contribution in the writing of 

Hanshu. 

固之作史，接受父之遺產而欲湮滅

父名，攘為己作，故〈敘傳〉之中於

彪之史學及其著書遂不道其一字也。2 

Pu and Gu’s opinions are quite similar, 

but were too harsh for Ban Gu. The 

knowledge of Hanshu provided by Ban’s 

family is the family academic transmission 

and inheritance. Yan Shigu 顏師古 said,  

All eulogies in Hanshu were written by 

Ban Gu. If they were written by Ban Biao, 

his name would be displayed. So some 

scholars argued that the accusation of Ban 

Gu plagiarizing his father’s work was lack 

of evidence.  

《漢書》諸贊，皆固所為。其有叔

皮先論述者，固亦具顯以示後人，而

或者謂固竊盜父名，觀此可以免矣。3 

According to Yan, we can see that Ban 

Biao’s name appeared 3 times in Hanshu’s 

eulogy, i.e. Wei Xian Memoir 韋賢傳, Zhai 

Fangjin Memoir 翟方進傳 , Yuan Hou 

Memoir 元后傳. Also, we can be certain 

that the eulogies of Emperor Yuan Annals 

元帝紀 and Emperor Cheng Annals were 

compiled by Ban Biao. As a result, 

                                                            
2 Gu Jiegang, “Ban Gu plagiarized his father’s 

work.” In Journal of Historiography, vol. 2, 1993, p. 

2. 

3 Hanshu, chapter 73, p. 3130. 
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scholars’ argument of Ban Gu plagiarizing 

his father’s work is not proven. After Ban 

Gu’s death, Ban Zhao continued his 

brother’s work to finish Hanshu. We cannot 

see her name in Hanshu either. We can say 

that Ban’s family, i.e. Ban Biao, Ban Gu, 

Ban Zhao, were all the authors of Hanshu. 

Hanshu was the product of this family. It 

showed the family academic transmission 

and inheritance. We cannot accuse Ban Gu 

of plagiarizing his father’s work. 

Hanshu continued Shiji’s work to record 

matters of the Han dynasty after the Taichu 

era of Emperor Wu. On the other hand, 

for the matters that happened before Taichu 

era, Hanshu used Shiji as its main reference. 

Although the Shiji already covered the first 

century of the Han dynasty, Ban Gu did 

not only use the material provided in the 

Shiji but also added other sources or even 

rearranged the materials in a new mode, 

often in a very different style compared 

with the Shiji. For example, in the Jiayi 

Memoir 賈誼傳, Shiji recorded the life story 

of Jiayi. It included how he, as the youngest 

among the Erudites, was appointed by 

Commandant of Justice Wu 吳廷尉  to 

head a department. In Shiji, it always 

recorded some literary works, and for Jiayi, 

Shiji recorded Jia’s rhapsody to condole Qu 

Yuan 弔屈原賦 and a rhapsody to console 

himself which is named “Owl Fu (鵩鳥賦

)”. However, despite the fact that Jiayi was 

a very important politician in the Han 

dynasty and introduced many policies 

which benefitted the Han Empire, Shiji 

omitted all his great memorials to the 

throne. The same situation can be found in 

Dong Zhongshu Memoir 董 仲 舒 傳 . 

Compared with Shiji, Hanshu included 

some great memorials to the throne and 

political proses. We can regard this as a 

supplement to the Shiji. This is an 

important relationship between Shiji and 

Hanshu. Zhao Yi 趙翼 said,  

Comparing Hanshu with Shiji, we can 

find some parts which were only in Hanshu. 

These were all important literary works 

done by the characters of the memoir. 

今以《漢書》各傳與《史記》比

對，多有《史記》所無而《漢書》增

載者，皆係經世有用之文，則不得以

繁冗議之也。1 

Zhao’s opinion proves that Hanshu is a 

supplement to Shiji and we should read the 

two books together. 

 

2. Sublime words with deep meaning 

Park Jae Woo 朴宰雨 listed 61 chapters 

of Hanshu which had parallel passages with 

                                                            
1 Wang Shumin, Ershiershi Zhaji Jiaozheng, Beijing: 

Chung Hwa Book Company, 1984, chapter 2, 

pp. 29-30. 
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Shiji. 1  Although Hanshu employed some 

passages from Shiji, there are still 

differences between these two books. We 

can observe some characteristics of Hanshu 

where it amended the records of Shiji. 

 

A. Not sticking to its own style 
According to Ban Biao’s opinion, Shiji 

did not record the characters in a 

systematic manner. He criticized that Shiji 

sometimes recorded the character’s 

prefecture and county, and also his literary 

name, e.g. Sima Xiangru 司馬相如, while 

for some others his literary name was not 

included, but just either his prefecture or 

county, e.g. Xiao He 蕭何, Cao Can 曹參, 

Chen Ping 陳平, Dong Zhongshu 董仲舒. 

Ban Biao thought that Shiji’s style was 

inconsistent, so when he started to 

continue the Han history, he needed to 

make some amendments. In the Hanshu, 

we can see Ban’s family already made these 

changes as follows: 

                                                            
1 Park Jae Woo, Shiji Hanshu bijiao yanjiu, Beijing: 

Zhongguo Wenxue Chubanshe, 1994. 
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  Shiji 史記 Hanshu 漢書 

1 Sima 
Xiangru 

司馬相如 

司馬相如者，蜀郡成都人也，

字長卿。（117/2999） 

司馬相如字長卿，蜀郡成都人

也。（57 上/2529） 

2 Xiao He 

蕭何 

蕭相國何者，沛豐人也。（

53/2013） 

蕭何，沛人也。（39/2005） 

3 Cao Can 

曹參 

平陽侯曹參者，沛人也。（

54/2021） 

曹參，沛人也。（39/2013） 

4 Chen Ping 

陳平 

陳丞相平者，陽武戶牖鄉人

也。（56/2051） 

陳平，陽武戶牖鄉人也。（

40/2038） 

5 Dong 
Zhongshu 

董仲舒 

董仲舒，廣川人也。

（121/3127） 

董仲舒，廣川人也。

（56/2495） 

Table 1: Comparison of Shiji and Hanshu with amendments by the Ban family. 

This makes it clear that changes were 
made in Hanshu, just like what Ban Biao 
said. That means, Hanshu’s author was 
not solely Ban Gu but all the Ban family 
members. In this table, we can easily find 
that Hanshu recorded the character’s 
literary name, prefecture and county. This 
was different from what Shiji recorded. 

Although Hanshu made some 
amendments and criticized Shiji’s style, 
Hanshu still created some situations to 
break its own rule. There were 3 chapters 
which did not comply with the style listed 

by Ban Biao, namely Sima Qian Memoir 司

馬 遷 傳 , Wang Gong Liang Gong Bao 

Memoir 王貢兩龔鮑傳, Ban Biao and Ban 

Gu Memoir 敘傳 . According to Hanshu 
style, the Sima Qian Memoir should start 
like this: 

司馬遷，字子長，夏陽人也 

However, as Ban Gu just solely used 
the autobiography of Sima Qian in Shiji, 
the Sima Qian Memoir of Hanshu became: 
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昔在顓頊，命南正重司天，火正黎

司地。1 

It is exactly what we find in Shiji. For 
Shiji, autobiography meant it was 
reasonable for Sima Qian to 
commemorate and pay a tribute to his 
ancestors, but it was not suitable for 
Hanshu. Some scholars even argued that 
Ban’s family had much discontent about 
Sima Qian and Shiji. As we stated, we 
should read Shiji and Hanshu together, 
Hanshu continued to record the history of 
Han Empire after Emperor Wu, and 
Hanshu is a supplement to Shiji. Unlike 
the opinions about how Ban Biao and 
Ban Gu criticized Sima Qian, the parallel 
passages found in the Sima Qian Memoir 
represented the homage of Ban’s family 
toward Sima Qian and his Shiji. The 
second one is Ban Biao and Ban Gu Memoir 
(Xuzhuan). It was not strange that Shiji 
and Hanshu had a similar style so the 
autobiography of the two books  used the 
same method to describe their own 
ancestors. The third one is the Wang Gong 
Liang Gong Bao Memoir. In this chapter, 
Ban Gu recorded the life story of Wang Ji

王吉, Gong Yu 貢禹, Gong Sheng 龔勝, 

Gong She 龔舍, Bao Xuan 鮑宣. They 
were all virtuous people who lived in 
seclusion. The aim of this biography was 
to try to admonish people to be honest 
and not to be greedy. Overall, these 3 
extraordinary examples represented that 
the writing style of Hanshu was stuck to 
the rule made by Ban Biao, and only 

                                                            
1 Hanshu, chapter 62, p. 2727. 

three of them were different due to 
specific reasons.  

 

B. The term “had biography (有列
傳)” in the “Treatise on Literature 
(藝文志 )” means that Shiji and 
Hanshu must be read together 

Ban Gu largely took over the literary 

categories of the catalogue Qilüe 七略 by 

Liu Xin 劉 歆  and compiled a 
bibliography with six categories of 
literature, with 38 sub-categorical types of 
books written by 596 different authors 
(plus the anonymous texts), with a 
physical corpus of 13,269 scrolls in total. 
In this Treatise, Ban Gu had some 

commentaries. Zhang Shunhui 張舜徽

said, “there were some annotations in the 
Treatise on Literature under some senten-
ces, they were Ban Gu’s commentaries.”2 
Besides , Zhang said, 

If those authors’ life stories can be 
found in Shiji, the words “had biography(

有列傳)”can be found under the book 
title in this treatise. For example, Yan Zi

晏子 , Mencius 孟子 , Xun Zi 孫卿子 , 

Luzhonglan Zi 魯仲連子 in Confucian 儒

家; Guan Zi筦子 in Taoism 道家; Book of 

Lord Shang 商君書 in Legalism; Su Zi 蘇

子 , Zhang Zi 張子  in the School of 

Diplomacy 縱橫家; rhyme prose of Qu Yuan

屈原賦 in the Summary of Poetry and 

                                                            
2 Zhang Shunhui, Hanshu Yiwenzhi Shili, Wuhan: 

Huazhong Normal University Press, 2004, p. 

125. 
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Fu; Wu Qi吳起, Prince Wei魏公子 in the 

Books on Warfare 兵書略.  

凡事蹟見於《太史公書》者，則曰

有列傳，如儒家《晏子》、《孟

子》、《孫卿子》、《魯仲連子》，

道家《筦子》，法家《商君》，縱橫

家《蘇子》、《張子》，《詩賦略》

《屈原賦》，《兵書略》吳起、魏公

子之屬是也。3 

As mentioned above, “had biography (

有 列 傳 )” referred to the Shiji. The 
Treatise on Literature largely took from Liu 
Xiang and his son Liu Xin’s works. The 
annotations of each record of this 
chapter came from Ban Gu himself. As a 
result, we can assume that Ban Gu’s 
record of history was based on Shiji, and 
Hanshu was the continuity of Shiji. We 
can find 11 instances of “had biography (

有列傳)”; details are as follows: 

I. 《晏子》八篇、《筦子》八十六
篇，「列傳」所指乃《史記・管
晏列傳》； 

II. 《孟子》十一篇、《孫卿子》三
十三篇，「列傳」所指乃《史
記・孟子荀卿列傳》； 

III. 《魯仲連子》十四篇，「列傳」
所指乃《史記・魯仲連鄒陽列
傳》； 

IV. 《商君》二十九篇，「列傳」所
指乃《史記・商君列傳》； 

V. 《蘇子》三十一篇，「列傳」所
指乃《史記・蘇秦列傳》； 

VI. 《張子》十篇，「列傳」所指乃 

                                                            
3 Hanshu Yiwenzhi Shili, pp. 127-128. 

《史記・張儀列傳》； 
VII. 《屈原賦》二十五篇，「列傳」

所指乃《史記・屈原賈生列
傳》； 

VIII. 《吳起》四十八篇，「列傳」所
指乃《史記・孫子吳起列傳》； 

IX. 《魏公子》二十一篇，「列傳」
所指乃《史記・魏公子列傳》。 

The authors of these books were all 
people before the Han dynasty. As we 
know, Hanshu recorded the history of the 
Han dynasty, so we found these authors’ 
biographies only from Shiji. This reflects 
the close relationship between Shiji and 
Hanshu, and indicates that these two 
books should be read together. 

 

3. The narrative techniques of 
“writing explicitly” and “writing 
obscurely” 

The compilation of the Hanshu had 
been initiated by Ban Biao, who compiled 
65 chapters of a book to be called 

Houzhuan 後傳 . It was planned as an 
appendix or supplement to the Shiji. 
After the death of his father in 54 CE, 

Ban Gu continued this work. Liu Zhiji 劉

知幾  in the Tang dynasty quoted Fu 

Xuan’s 傅玄 opinion and blamed Hanshu 
for the glorification of emperors and the 
neglect of loyalty of the officials. Wang 

Shumin 王 樹 民  declared that the 
characteristics of Hanshu were to try to 
glorify the feudal rule of the Han Empire, 
and abnormally increase the status of the 
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ruler. 4  Liu and Wang’s opinions were 
both great. 

Actually, the authors of Hanshu 
(including Ban Biao, Ban Gu and Ban 
Zhao) were civil servants of the Later 
Han government. It was no doubt that 
they gave praise to the Han Empire. 
Hanshu still criticized the Han govern-

ment, but indistinctly. Ran Zhaode 冉昭

德 believed that Hanshu did not conceal 
the fault of Han Empire.5 For example, 
the Shiji and Hanshu all portrayed 

Emperor Wen of Han 漢文帝 . In the 
Emperor Wen Annal of Shiji, Sima Qian 
acclaimed Emperor Wen for the 

suspension of corporal punishment 除肉

刑. Hanshu indicated that Emperor Wen 
appeared to reduce the use of the penalty, 
but he was cruel underneath. Hanshu did 
not give any praise to the Rule of Wen 

and Jing 文景之治 , but pointed out 
Emperor Wen abused punishments. Zhu 

Dongrun 朱 東 潤  said, “History 
presented in a series of biographies 
means that the author can avoid 
duplication, and expressed their 
glorification and condemnation toward a 
specific character. However, to read a 
single biography was not enough. We can 
obtain the final answer after reading 
through the whole book. If we only 
focuse on the character’s own biography, 

                                                            
4 Wang Shumin, Shibu Yaoji Jieti, Beijing: Chung 

Hwa Book Company, 1981, p. 38.  

5 Ran Zhaode, “Ban Gu and Hanshu.” In 

Hanshu Yanjiu (Beijing: Encyclopedia of China 

Publishing House, 2009), p. 59. 

what we can see may be too ambiguous 
and untrue.”6 In another occasion, Zhu 
said, “One of the writing styles of Shiji 
was the use of related contents in 
different biographies, so we can 
understand each character well from 
different aspects. Hanshu used this style 
too, and sometimes even more flexible 
and bolder. The main reason was that 
people already had conclusion about 
those characters, so it was difficult for 
Hanshu to re-arrange the life story for 
them or to re-evaluate them based on 
what Shiji said. However, Hanshu always 
gives us new evidences that leads us to 
re-consider what was recorded in Shiji .”7 
Zhu’s opinions were enlightening. By 
using the method of parallel passages and 
reading through different Basic Annals 
and Memoirs, we can re-construct the 
personality of Emperor Wen of Han.  

 

Another one is Emperor Jing of Han

漢景帝 . In Hanshu, Ban Gu recorded 
three events that arouse the need to re-
evaluate the personality of Emperor Jing. 
The first one was the accident which 

killed the Prince of Duke Wu 吳王濞太

子 . When Emperor Jing was still a 
youngster, he killed the Prince of Duke 
Wu with the checkerboard after losing in 
                                                            
6 Zhu Dongrun, Zhongguo Zhuanxuwenxue Zhi 

Bianqian, Shanghai: Fudan University 

Publishing House, 2016, p. 38. 

7 Zhu Dongrun, “Hanshu Kaosuo.” In Shiji 

Kaosuo (Shanghai: East China Normal 

University Press, 1997), pp. 282-283. 
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a checker competition.8 The second one 
was the job relocation of his master Shi 

Fen 石奮. When Liu Qi 劉啟 was still a 
prince, Shi Fen was the teacher of the 
prince. After Liu Qi came to the throne, 
Shi Fen became one of the nine ministers 

九卿, and always admonished Emperor 
Jing (Liu Qi). Emperor Jing was dreaded 
and then relocated Shi Fen to the vassal 

state.9 The third one is to kill Chao Cu 晁

錯  during the rebellion of feudal lords 

from Wu and Chu 吳楚七國之亂. In the 
beginning of the Han dynasty, all-under-
heaven had been divided into big and 
small states, within which feudal princes 
were established in order to preserve the 
royal house. Their titles had been fixed 
and divided, and they were passed on to 
their descendants for preservation as the 
plan for all generations. However, after a 
few generations, the relationship between 
the central government and the feudal 
lords was not as close as the very 

beginning. Jiayi 賈誼  already proposed 
his idea about how to divide the 
territories and to establish a system of 
rule. But Emperor Wen did not concur 

                                                            
8 事見《漢書・吳王濞傳》，其曰：「孝文

時，吳太子入見，得侍皇太子飲博。吳太

子師傅皆楚人，輕悍，又素驕。博爭道，

不恭，皇太子引博局提吳太子，殺之。」

(Hanshu, chapter 35, p. 1904.)  

9 事見《漢書・石奮傳》，其曰：「及孝景

即位，以奮為九卿。迫近，憚之，徙奮為

諸侯相。」（Hanshu, chapter 46, pp. 2193-

2194.） 

with Jiayi’s idea. As a result, the power of 
feudal lords was getting larger and larger 
under the era of Emperor Jing. 
Therefore, Emperor Jing entitled Chao 
Cu to weaken the power of feudal states. 
The seven states, including Wu and Chu, 
rose in revolt. Their objective, they 
declared, was to force the execution of 
Chao Cu. Emperor Jing then ordered 
Chao Cu to put his court robes on and 
had him cut in two in the eastern market 
of the capital. All the policies or fault 
were made by Emperor Jing himself, but 
he just blamed it on other people. Hanshu 
recorded all these things without any 
hesitation so that we could understand 
Emperor Jing very well. This is another 
example to show the fearlessness of 
Hanshu. 

 

In a comparison between the Sima 
Qian Memoir (Hanshu) and the Autobio-
graphy of Sima Qian (Shiji), we can use a 
sentence as an example: 

《史記 太史公自序》 貶天子，

退諸侯，討大夫 

《漢書 司馬遷傳》  貶    

諸侯，討大夫 

This is the aim of the book Spring and 

Autumn Annals春秋, i.e. even the king of 
empire can be evaluated. In this example, 

Wang Mingtong 王明通 and Lu Shihao

呂世浩 thought that Ban Gu deleted the 

words “ 貶 天 子 (defaming emperor)” 
because of the reverence towards the 
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Han dynasty. 10  However, as stated, 
Hanshu should be read together with Shiji. 
If we read these two books together, we 
then know that those words were deleted 
by Ban Gu deliberately. This once again 
reminded us Hanshu was just similar to 
Shiji and has so many sublime words with 
deep meaning, or the so-called “allusive 
meaning of Spring and Autumn”. 

 

4. Very brave to record Han history 
based on “satirical work (Shiji)” 

When Hanshu was published, it was 
widely spread, and there were so many 
people who wanted to learn from this 
book and even to annotate it. Shiji was 
not like that. There was little attention on 
this book. The Shiji was finally 
disseminated during the reign of 

Emperor Xuan of Han 漢宣帝 by Sima 
Qian's grandson (through his daughter), 

Yang Yun 楊惲, after a hiatus of around 
twenty years. Shiji belonged to the 

category of Chunqiu春秋(Historiography) 

in the Confucius Classics 六藝略. Yang 
Yun also found his book similar to 
Chunqiu. In the Autobiography of Sima Qian 
in Shiji, Sima Qian said Chunqiu is top of 
the Confucius Classics and had its own 
writing style. He said,  

                                                            
10 Wang Mingtong, Hanshu Yifa, Taipei: Chinese 

Culture University Graduate School Thesis, 

1982, p. 36. Lu Shihao, Cong Shiji dao Hanshu : 

zhuan zhe guo cheng yu li shi yi yi, Taipei: Guoli 

Taiwan daxue chuban zhongxin, 2009， p. 

323. 

As for the Chunqiu, above, it manifests 
the way of the Three Kings, and below, it 
distinguishes the principles of human 
affairs. It resolves doubt and suspicions, 
clarifies right from wrong, and settles 
uncertainties. It endorses good and repels 
evil, honors the worthy and demotes the 
unfilial. It preserves the states [on the 
verge] of extinction and restores the 
families with their lineages cut off. It 
repairs what was damaged and revives 
what was abandoned. It is a great 
manifestation of the way of kingship.  

夫《春秋》，上明三王之道，下辨

人事之紀，別嫌疑，明是非，定猶

豫，善善惡惡，賢賢賤不肖，存亡

國，繼絕世，補敝起廢，王道之大者

也。11 

Then Hu Sui 壺遂 said to Sima Qian, 
the political atmosphere during 
Confucius’ life was unfavourable, so he 
used Chunqiu as a ruler to measure all 
people and events in the world. But now, 
with the Han dynasty and Emperor Wu, 
there was no need to compile a book like 
that. The answer of Sima Qian was quite 
ambiguous, he replied that it was very 
difficult to compare Shiji and Chunqiu. 

Shiji had 130 chapters, ten of them 
only had titles but without contents. 
What we see today was replenished by 

other scholars. Wei Hong 衛宏 said, 

Basic Annals of Emperor Jing shows 
Emperor Jing’s shortcomings and the 

                                                            
11 Shiji, chapter 130, p. 3297. 
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faults of Emperor Wu. After it was 
published, Emperor Wu felt very angry 
and destroyed it. Sima Qian had defended 

general Li Ling 李陵 , who had been 
accused of cowardice. Then, he received 
penal castration as punishment. Later, 
Sima Qian still had complaints and died 
in prison.  

司馬遷作《景帝本紀》，極言其短

及武帝過，武帝怒而削去之。後坐舉

李陵，陵降匈奴，故下遷蠶室。有怨

言，下獄死。12 

Ge Hong 葛洪, the author of Xijing 

Zaji (Miscellany of the Western Capital 西京

雜 記 ), also had similar opinions. 
Therefore, those ten chapters which only 
had titles but without contents might 
have been destroyed by Emperor Wu. 

Zhang Yan 張晏, who lived in the Cao-

Wei empire 曹魏  (220-265), identified 
the missing chapters, namely the Basic 

Annals of the Emperor Jing 孝景本紀, Basic 

Annals of the Emperor Wu 孝武本紀 , 

Treatise on Rites 禮書, Treatise on Music 樂

書, Treatise on Harmony and Measurements律

書, Table of the Imperial Princes of Han漢興

以來將相年表, the Soothsayers Memoir 日

者列傳 , Diviners’ Memoir 龜策列傳 , Fu 

Kuan and Jin She Memoir 傅靳列傳, as well 
as that of the Biography of The Houses of the 

Three Princes 三 王 世 家 . These ten 
chapters were replenished by other 

scholars. Wang Yun 王允 said, “Emperor 
Wu did not kill Sima Qian, so he had a 

                                                            
12 Shiji, chapter 130, p. 3321.  

chance to write down a satirical work, 

and let later ages  read it.” Li Xian 李賢 

annotated the word “satirical work(謗書

)”! He said,  

When a historian records events, he 
will minute good deeds and misdeeds. 
Sima Qian’s Shiji recorded some 
misdeeds of Han Empire.That was why 
others called it a “satirical work”. 
Misdeeds in Shiji not only focused on 
Emperor Wu, but also included the event 
of Gaozu taking his steward’s advice, and 
levying poll-taxes upon property cash 
during Emperor Wu era, creating a 
monopoly of fermented drink and selling 
it also during Emperor Wu era.  

凡史官記事，善惡必書。謂遷所著

《史記》，但是漢家不善之事，皆為

謗也。非獨指武帝之身，即高祖善家

令之言，武帝筭緡、榷酤之類是也。
13 

Li Xian said these were all misdeeds of 
the Han Empire recorded in Shiji. Li’s 
opinion was right. However, Hanshu also 
recorded these three events. If we say the 
Shiji is a satirical work, then Ban Gu was 
very brave to record Han history based 
on the Shiji. 

Ban Gu criticized Sima Qian in the 
Sima Qian Memoir. In 74AD, Ban Gu 

wrote an essay titled “Dian yin” 典引 
(Elaboration on the canon), in which he 
praised the Later Han imperial house as 
the legitimate successor to the sage ruler 

                                                            
13 The History of Later Han, chapter 60B, p. 2006. 
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Yao 堯. In this essay, Ban Gu criticized 
Sima Qian once more, 

Sima Qian compiled a book while he 
established a tradition of his own and 
became famous. But when he was put in 
prison, he used sublime words to satirize 
the Han government, and tried to judge 
the world. This was not what a righteous 
man should do.  

司馬遷著書成一家之言，揚名後世

，至以身陷刑之故，反微文刺譏，貶

損當世，非誼士也。14 

As above, if Ban Gu had much 
discontent about Sima Qian, then when 
he prepared the history of Han dynasty, 
he would not have referred to Shiji. But, 
61 chapters of Hanshu were based on 

Shiji. Lu Shihao 呂世浩 said, 

The life story of Ban Gu was full of 
greed and flattery. He changed the 
writing style of Shiji. His death was the 
result of his own behavior, such as 
wanting to seek connections and 
conniving with his own servants. 
Compared with Sima Qian, Sima’s death 
may be weightier than Mount Tai, Ban’s 
death may be lighter than a feather. It was 
easy to say Sima was better than Ban.  

班固之一生，皆因貪利慕榮而曲學

諂媚，不惜變亂篡改《史記》之良

法，其後終因攀附權兇、驕縱子弟而

死。前後相較，太史公之死可謂重於

                                                            
14 Xiao Tong, Wenxuan, Shanghai: Shanghai Guji 

Chubanshe, 1986, chapter 48, p. 2158. 

泰山，而班固之死可謂輕於鴻毛。二

者之高下，如是而已矣！15 

Lu’s opinion is open to discussion. 
Ban Gu’s death was due to the 

connection with Dou Xian 竇憲, and also  
the spoiling of his servants. But, the 
writing style of Hanshu was not much 
different from that of Shiji. In Later Han, 
i.e. life times of Ban Gu, Confucianism 
was the sole dominant ideology for a long 
time. Unlike Sima Qian, if Ban Gu 
wanted to give some comments about the 
political situation, he must be braver than 
Sima Qian. Shiji may be a satirical work. 
Ban Gu can only use the material 
provided by Shiji carefully. Before Hanshu 
was published, Ban Gu had already been 
in jail because someone accused him for 
modifying Han’s history privately. Ban 

Gu’s younger brother Ban Chao 班超 
feared that Ban Gu would not be able to 
escape from prison, so he met the 
Emperor Ming of Later Han to state 
what his brother had written. After that, 
Emperor Ming realized Ban Gu was a 
good historian, and let him continue to 
record the history of the Han Empire. 
Therefore, Ban Gu knew the danger of 
being a historian, and if Shiji was a 
satirical work, it posed great danger for 
Ban Gu to use its materials. In addition, 
the Biography of Sima Qian gave praise to 
the Shiji and Sima Qian. It is a common 
way of description in Shiji, not 
exaggerating a person’s good deeds, but 

also not hiding the shortcomings (不虛
                                                            
15 Cong Shiji dao Hanshu: zhuan zhe guo cheng yu li 

shi yi yi, p. 359. 
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美，不隱惡). It was also true for the 
Hanshu. 

Actually, 61 out of 100 chapters of 
Hanshu were based on Shiji, and Hanshu 
breaks its own style to describe Sima 
Qian’s ancestors. All these represented 
Ban Gu’s admiration for Sima Qian and 

Shiji. Xu Shuofang 徐朔方 said, 

Hanshu was based on Shiji and used 
Shiji’s materials. This fact indicates that 
Ban Gu admired and adored Sima Qian 
and his Shiji.  

《漢書》承襲《史記》這一事實生

動地表明班固對司馬遷的敬仰和崇

拜。16 

Xu’s opinion is right. If Shiji was a 
satirical work, then Ban Gu used its 
materials and worked on Hanshu as a 
continuation of Shiji. As described above, 
Shiji and Hanshu should be read together, 
so that Hanshu must have had sublime 
words with deep meaning, i.e. a book’s 
writing style just like Chunqiu and Shiji. 

 

3. Conclusion 

This paper discusses the relationship 
between Shiji and Hanshu, and also 
examines sublime words with deep 
meaning in Hanshu. It can be concluded 
as follows: 

1. Due to the parallel passages in Shiji 

                                                            
16 Xu Shuofang, Shihan Lungao, Nanjing: Jiangsu 

Guji Chubanshe, 1984, p. 31. 

and Hanshu, the latter always acts as a 
continuation of Shiji. Besides, Shiji 
and Hanshu should be read together. 
The compilation of  Hanshu had been 
begun by Ban Biao who compiled 65 
chapters of  a book to be called 
Houzhuan後傳. It was planned as an 
appendix or supplement to the Shiji. 
After the death of  Ban Biao in 54 CE, 
Ban Gu continued this work. 

 
2. Hanshu had parallel passages with Shiji 

but had its own sublime words with 
deep meaning. Ban’s family criticized 
Shiji about the style of introducing a 
character. However, as an admiration 
for Sima Qian, Ban Gu compiled the 
Sima Qian Memoir starting by Sima’s 
ancestors and did not follow his own 
style. Besides, the Shiji and Hanshu 
should be read together, and we can 
notice that through the self-anno-
tation of the Treatise on Literature. Also, 
the Shiji did not exaggerate a person’s 
good deeds and also did not hide the 
shortcomings! The Hanshu is the 
same. 

3. Actually, Ban Gu was a civil servant 
of  the Later Han government. It was 
no doubt that he gave praise to the 
Han Empire. Hanshu still criticized 
the Han government, but indistinctly. 
Hanshu’s writing style is similar to 
Chunqiu and Shiji. The Hanshu just ac-
ted as a ruler to measure all people 
and events in the world. Lu Shihao 
thought that the life story of Ban Gu 
was full of greed and flattery, as 
above, it was not true. 
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