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ON THE HISTORICAIL AND RELIGIOUS SIGNIFICANCE OF
THE TUN-HUANG MS. OF LAO-TZU, BOOK I, WITH
COMMENTARIES BY “HISANG ERH”

SHIH-HSIANG CHEN
(ENGLISH SUMMARY)

General Remarks: This MS., S6825 in the British Muscum, is a complete
Lao-tzu, Book I, or T'ao Ching, cxcept for the first two and halfl chapters torn
and missing. Lengthy commentarics interposed between sentences without
any distinction of chapter or verse make a unique format, and indicate how
commentarices in carlicr tradition entered this way could have Dbeen casily
mistaken for parts of the main text. The text, compared with numerous other
Lao-tzu versions, resembles most closely the so called “l.o MS.” (i. e. in Lo
Chen-yu’s collection) and its like, but from all evidence antedates it. But
more interesting are the Commentaries, which are found to be perhaps the
carliest attempt by a religious cult to interpret the entire Lao-tzu book, far-
fetchedly and sometimes illiterately, to suit its occult purposes.

I. Dating of the Ms.: This was, from all evidence, a pre-T’ang copy. Dr.
Lionel Giles of the British Museum, in his unpublished catalogue which he
kindly showed this writer in 1950, places it in the 6th century. This view is
further corroborated by ecxamining, besides the quality of the paper and the
absence of T’ang taboo characters, the calligraphic style and particularly the
obsolete or variant characters corresponding to those appearing in the stone
and brick inscriptions of the later Han down to the end of the Six-dynasties,
in a remarkable quantity.

2. Transmission of the Commentaries and their loss of popularity. Even at the
time when this MS. was copied, its contents had probably alrcady fallen into
obscurity, among both scholars and Taoist priests; while, we may observe,
among certain esoteric Taoist circles the name “Hsiang FErh” was, however
distantly and without much comprehension, held in awe. Lu Te-ming, for all
his erudition, was very vague about the identity of “Hsiang Erh,” and record-
ed as hearsay that it might be “ecither Chang Lu or Liu Piao” of the Three
Kingdoms period. Three hundred years after L.u Te-ming, at the end of the
T’ang dynasty, Tu Kuang-t'ing the Taoist priest mearly said, “The vanishing
path of ‘Hsiang Erh’ is hard to overtake.” An important phase of thc carly

secular history of the Taoist religion is involved in the strange fate of the
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“Hsiang Erh” Commentaries. The peculiar character of the Commentarics,
and the history involved, are discussed: i. e. the [all of the so callzd “early
Taoist empire” of Chang lLu, changes in the religion and later reform culmi-
nated in the early fifth century. And in connection with Chang Lu, the
tantalizing meaning of “Hsiang Erh” is pointed out, to he conjectured on in
later part of this essay.

3. The l.ao-tzu Text in the “Hsiang Evh” MS. as the Primordial Version of the
later so called Wu-ch’ien-wen, or Five-thousand-character Version: This is proved
by first comparing this “Hsiang Erh” text with other Tun-huang MSS, of Lao-
tzu and finding it almost identical with -those (56453 of the B. M., London; 2599
and 2471 of the B. N, Paris) which were explicitly labelled Wu-ch'ien-wen hy
the T’ang copyists themselves. But the great difference lies in that the Lao-
tzu text amidst the “Hsiang Erh” Commentaries is not divided into chapters,
while the 1’ang Wu-ch'ien-wen versions are in eighty-onc chapters such as are
familiar to us today. A study of the tradition of the attempts to divide the
text reveals the antiquity of the “undivided” version in “Hsiang LErh.” A
search in the pre-T’ang Taoist religious records in T’ao Hung-ching’s Chen
Kao and Teng-chen Yin-chueh enhances the revelation, and furthermore helps

’

to decide this ancient undivided text to be the original “Wu-ch’ien-wen” used
by the early Taoist cult, and noted in the San-kuo-chih Chu.

4. More on the Relation between “Hsiang Erk’ and Chang Lu: This “original”
Wu-c’hien-wen with its “Hsiang Erh” Commentaries is on evidence regarded as
a legacy inherited by Chang Lu, the founder of the earliest “Taoist empire”,
from his rival Chang Hsiu whom he killed, rather than from his grandfather
Chang Ling as tradition would have it. Several historical and religious re-
ferences point to Chang Ling as more of a bogus character than usually sup-
posed. The “Hsiang Erh” Commentaries, as the earliest attcmpt to convert
the whole Lao-tzu book into occult tcaching, was once most worshiped reli-
giously because of Chang Lu’s success as “empire” founder. Whether the com-
mentaries were by Chang Hsiu, Chang Lu himself or some “ghost writer” will
perhaps remain impossible to decide. But definitely to Chang Lu it owes its
once possessed glamour. And “Hsiang Erh” might not even be a personal
name, but some esoteric term. Its meaning, “think so” or “mecditatc such”,
strongly suggests a religious practice traced to Chang Lu’s age and area,
closely connected with the chirg-shi fa or “quiet room method” handed down
by Chang Hsiu. This view, however, is offered admittedly as a conjecture.

5. The “Hsiang Evh’ Commentaries and the “Hsiang Erh Precepts (Chieh)’:
An analysis of many passages in the rediscovered Commentaries first reveals

their religious orthodoxy which clarifies the cryptic “Precepts” known as
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the strong anti-Confucianism of Chang Lu's sect, and its opposition to other
contemporary sects. And by comparing the rediscovered Commentaries with
extant works in the Tao Tsang and fragments in the Tai-ping Yii-lan, we gain
at least a glimpse of the early theological differences later unheeded; and by
contrast and correlation many obscure remnants of Taoist literature yield

more historical meaning and significance.
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