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Imperial Textbooks:
A Study of Annotated Classics from the Ming Court”

Chieh, Chih-yin"~

Abstract

This article investigates a type of text edition known as an “annotated book of the
Ming court,” which refers to a classic text from the past to which punctuation, diacritical
marks, and other explanatory notes were added by civil officials of the court during the
Ming dynasty. These annotated books at the Ming court were provided for the education
of imperial children and grandchildren to serve as “imperial textbooks.” Among the
Song and Yuan dynasty rare books in the former Qing dynasty collection of the Grand
Secretariat are often texts with round punctuation marks stamped in red and explanatory
notes written in ink in the upper margins, the origin for which scholars in the past had yet
to provide an accurate explanation. The present study takes Collected Works of Master
Ouyang Wenzhong (Ouyang Wenzhonggong ji) as a typical example of this kind of text.
This edition of collected writings by Ouyang Xiu, with its explanatory marks, historical
materials, and collection provenance, testifies to the fact that the existing fourteen Song
dynasty imprints and one Ming dynasty court manuscript of this book were all once
annotated versions belonging to the Ming dynasty court.

Four key elements for appraisal can be generalized from this study--that explanations
were made in the form of an abstract, round imprints in red provided punctuation, there
was a systematic format as well as scale and that they came from the former collection
of the Qing court, and they offer strong evidence for being originally in the Grand
Secretariat of the Qing. An initial analysis of the surviving 16 annotated classics in 27
copies from the Ming court shows that most are Song and Yuan editions along with Ming
court manuscripts of texts from previous periods. Finally, at the end of this study is an
examination of the feasibility and limitations of appraisal methods with an explanation of
the significance to the book history of these “imperial textbooks.”

Keywords: Ming court, Grand Secretariat of the Qing, book history, Song and Yuan dynasty
woodblock editions, Collected Works of Master Ouyang Wenzong

(Translated by Donald E. Brix)
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** Doctoral student, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University
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