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黃帝內經素問	 

《上古天真論篇第一》	 

Plain	 Questions	 1:	 	 

On	 [the	 State	 of]	 Heavenly	 Genuineness	 in	 Remote	 Antiquity	 

	 

Note:	 This	 translation	 is	 a	 draft	 version,	 prepared	 by	 Sabine	 Wilms	 for	 the	 purpose	 of	 teaching	 this	 

chapter	 in	 the	 Classical	 Texts	 series	 at	 the	 School	 of	 Classical	 Chinese	 Medicine,	 National	 College	 of	 

Natural	 Medicine.	 It	 is	 currently	 being	 taught	 by	 Long	 Rihui	 and	 Sabine	 Wilms.	 	 

	 

SECTION	 ONE	 

（一）昔在黃帝，生而神靈，弱而能言，幼而徇齊，長而敦敏，成而

登天。	 

（二）乃問於天師曰：余聞上古之人，春秋皆度百歲，而動作不衰。

今時之人，年半百而動作皆衰者，時世異耶，人將失之耶？	 

（三）岐伯對曰：上古之人，其知道者，法於陰陽，和於術數，食飲

有節，起居有常，不妄作勞，故能形與神俱，而盡終其天年，度百歲

乃去。	 

（四）今時之人不然也，以酒為漿，以妄為常，醉以入房，以欲竭其

精，以耗散其真，不知持滿，不時御神，務快其心，逆於生樂，起居

無節，故半百而衰也。	 

1)	 Once	 upon	 a	 time,	 there	 was	 a	 Yellow	 Emperor.	 He	 was	 divinely	 responsive	 at	 

birth,	 was	 able	 to	 speak	 as	 a	 vulnerable	 neonate,	 was	 in	 alignment	 and	 in	 perfect	 

harmony	 [with	 his	 environment]	 as	 a	 youth,	 was	 reliable	 and	 perceptive	 in	 adolescence,	 

and	 ascended	 to	 Heaven	 in	 adulthood.	 

2)	 Thereupon,	 he	 asked	 the	 Heavenly	 Teacher:	 “I	 have	 heard	 that	 people	 in	 the	 most	 

ancient	 past	 through	 springs	 and	 autumns	 all	 surpassed	 a	 hundred	 years	 [of	 age]	 and	 

yet	 did	 not	 become	 decrepit	 in	 their	 activity.	 [By	 contrast,]	 the	 people	 of	 our	 modern	 

age	 all	 become	 decrepit	 in	 their	 actions	 already	 at	 half	 of	 that!	 Is	 it	 that	 the	 times	 are	 

just	 different	 or	 is	 it	 that	 people	 have	 lost	 it?”	 

3)	 Qí	 Bó	 answered:	 “As	 for	 people	 in	 the	 most	 ancient	 past,	 their	 knowledge	 of	 the	 

Dào	 [was	 such	 that	 they]	 modeled	 themselves	 after	 yīn	 and	 yáng,	 harmonized	 [their	 

actions]	 with	 the	 various	 arts	 of	 divination	 and	 calculations,	 knew	 the	 perfect	 measure	 
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in	 their	 food	 and	 drink,	 had	 constancy	 in	 their	 periods	 of	 rest	 and	 activity,	 and	 did	 

not	 recklessly	 tax	 their	 bodies	 by	 excessive	 physical	 activity.	 For	 this	 reason,	 they	 

were	 able	 to	 keep	 their	 body	 and	 spirit	 together	 and	 thus	 live	 out	 their	 Heavenly	 

[allotted]	 years	 to	 the	 end,	 only	 departing	 after	 more	 than	 a	 hundred	 years	 of	 age.	 

4)	 The	 reason	 why	 the	 people	 of	 our	 present	 times	 are	 not	 like	 this	 is	 that	 they	 use	 

liquor	 as	 an	 every-day	 drink,	 take	 recklessness	 as	 normal	 [behavior],	 have	 sexual	 

intercourse	 when	 intoxicated.	 As	 a	 result,	 they	 exhaust	 their	 essence	 because	 of	 their	 

desires	 and	 scatter	 the	 genuine	 because	 of	 their	 squandering	 lifestyle.	 They	 do	 not	 

know	 how	 to	 preserve	 the	 state	 of	 fullness	 or	 properly	 time	 when	 to	 drive	 their	 shén.	 

They	 live	 in	 the	 service	 of	 pleasing	 their	 hearts	 and	 [thereby]	 go	 against	 true	 joy	 in	 

their	 life,	 and	 do	 not	 know	 the	 proper	 measure	 of	 activity	 and	 rest.	 For	 this	 reason	 

they	 become	 decrepit	 already	 after	 only	 half	 of	 a	 hundred	 years.	 

	 

Notes	 

• 神靈:	 The	 Yijing	 defines	 神 as	 “beyond	 demarcation	 of	 yin	 and	 yang”	 (陰陽不測之謂

神).	 Ling靈	 has	 the	 meaning	 of	 being	 able	 to	 respond	 to	 external	 stimuli,	 but	 can	 also	 

just	 refer	 to	 a	 nimble,	 quick,	 intelligent	 mind,	 to	 anything	 concerning	 the	 spirits	 of	 the	 

dead	 or	 supernatural,	 or	 special	 efficacy,	 as	 in	 the	 English	 word	 “magic.”	 
Etymologically,	 it	 is	 composed	 of	 rain	 雨,	 three	 mouths	 口	 (or	 rain	 drops),	 and	 

shaman	 巫	 (two	 people	 dancing	 around	 a	 pole).	 Alternately,	 the	 compound	 can	 be	 read	 

very	 literally	 as	 simply	 meaning,	 “having	 god-like	 magic	 power.”	 
• 弱	 ruò:	 The	 vulnerable	 state	 of	 the	 neonate	 who	 has	 not	 yet	 successfully	 passed	 the	 

first	 100	 days.	 The	 character	 may	 be	 a	 depiction	 of	 the	 wings	 of	 a	 young	 bird,	 not	 

fully	 fledged	 yet.	 

• 幼	 yòu:	 According	 to	 the	 禮記,	 this	 means	 10	 years	 of	 age.	 

• 徇	 xùn，循同。順也。齊	 qí，正也。Alternately,	 徇齊	 can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 agile	 

and	 nimble,	 if	 徇	 is	 read	 as	 迅	 (speedy),	 and	 齊	 as	 疾,	 in	 other	 words,	 a	 sign	 of	 great	 

intelligence	 and	 a	 keen	 mind.	 For	 more	 on	 齊,	 see	 the	 famous	 line	 from	 the	 Great	 

Learning	 大學.	 The	 character	 depicts	 ears	 of	 grain	 standing	 perfectly	 aligned	 all	 at	 

the	 same	 height.	 In	 the	 Great	 Learning,	 齊家	 (creating	 order	 and	 harmony	 in	 one's	 

family)	 is	 what	 the	 ancients	 did	 as	 the	 necessary	 preparation	 for	 ruling	 the	 country	 

and	 making	 their	 Virtue	 shine.	 And	 to	 do	 this,	 they	 had	 to	 cultivate	 their	 bodies,	 

make	 their	 hearts	 upright,	 and	 make	 their	 intention	 sincere.	 古之欲明明德於天下者，

先治其國；欲治其國者，先齊其家；欲齊其家者，先修其身；欲修其身者，先正其

心；欲正其心者，先誠其意；欲誠其意者，先致其	 知，致知在格物。	 

• 長，上聲。In	 other	 words,	 the	 character	 is	 here	 pronounced	 in	 the	 modern	 third	 tone	 

as	 zhǎng,	 which	 indicates	 that	 it	 should	 be	 read	 in	 the	 verbal	 sense	 of	 “to	 grow	 up.”	 
• 敦	 dūn，誠信也。敏	 mǐn，通達也。Honest/sincere/reliable	 +	 perceptive.	 This	 

combination	 of	 characters	 combines	 the	 qualities	 of	 earth	 and	 of	 water,	 so	 a	 more	 

flowerly	 translation	 might	 be	 “solid	 like	 a	 mountain	 and	 quick	 and	 adaptive	 like	 

running	 water.”	 
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• 登天:	 Commentators	 interpret	 this	 expression	 variously	 as	 meaning	 that	 he	 rose	 to	 

heaven	 in	 broad	 daylight	 or	 that	 he	 assumed	 the	 position	 of	 “Son	 of	 Heaven”	 (天子),	 

i.e.	 the	 throne.	 In	 other	 texts	 that	 contain	 this	 phrase	 in	 almost	 literal	 version,	 登天 is	 

replaced	 by	 聰明	 (intelligent),	 so	 some	 commentators	 suggest	 that	 this	 wording	 might	 

have	 been	 introduced	 by	 Wang	 Bing	 王冰	 who	 is	 known	 for	 his	 Daoist	 inclinations.	 

• 天師	 tiān	 shī:	 Literally,	 the	 Heavenly	 Teacher,	 here	 it	 is	 clearly	 a	 reference	 to	 Qí	 Bó.	 

• 春秋	 chūn	 qiú:	 Literally,	 “spring	 and	 autumn,”	 the	 phrase	 stands	 for	 the	 cycle	 of	 a	 

complete	 year	 through	 all	 the	 seasons.	 

• 度	 dù，越也。In	 other	 words,	 it	 should	 be	 read	 as	 if	 it	 contained	 the	 water	 radical:	 

渡	 (“to	 cross	 over/ford	 a	 river”).	 Alternatively,	 it	 can	 just	 mean	 “to	 spend/live	 for.”	 
• 人將失之:	 What	 exactly	 it	 is	 that	 people	 have	 lost	 is	 not	 specified	 in	 the	 text.	 

Presumably,	 it	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 live	 in	 harmony	 with	 nature,	 accord	 with	 the	 Dao,	 or	 

exist	 in	 a	 state	 of	 heavenly	 genuineness,	 to	 simply	 be	 true	 to	 their	 nature.	 The	 

following	 line	 suggests	 to	 me	 that	 之 refers	 to	 the	 Dao.	 Note	 that	 將 here	 does	 not	 

function	 as	 a	 future	 marker	 but	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 把／以	 as	 “take	 it.”	 
• 術數:	 This	 term	 is	 a	 technical	 phrase	 referring	 to	 the	 ancient	 skills	 of	 divination,	 

medicine,	 demonology,	 calendrical	 and	 astronomical	 calculations,	 etc..	 In	 other	 words,	 

it	 is	 the	 techniques	 that	 allowed	 the	 方士	 (“gentlemen	 of	 recipes”)	 from	 the	 Warring	 

States	 period	 to	 interpret	 the	 various	 signs	 in	 the	 natural	 and	 supernatural	 world	 so	 

as	 to	 align	 themselves	 with	 the	 flow	 of	 the	 Dao	 in	 the	 most	 advantageous	 manner.	 

Some	 commentators	 also	 interpret	 this	 expression	 as	 referring	 to	 the	 skills	 and	 

techniques	 of	 achieving	 longevity.	 Obviously,	 the	 two	 readings	 are	 closely	 linked,	 

especially	 in	 the	 minds	 of	 the	 ancients.	 

• 勞	 láo:	 To	 toil	 or	 tax	 oneself.	 The	 character	 consists	 of	 two	 fires	 (火)	 burning	 on	 top	 

of	 the	 character	 for	 physical	 work	 or	 strength	 (力),	 thus	 it	 signifies	 yáng	 qì	 being	 

consumed	 and	 burning	 brightly.	 This	 term	 can	 be	 understood	 on	 three	 different	 levels:	 

as	 physical	 overexertion	 (形勞),	 mental	 overwork	 (心勞),	 or	 sexual	 taxation	 (房勞).	 In	 

the	 Mawangdui	 馬王堆	 medical	 manuscripts	 (dating	 from	 the	 early	 second	 century	 

BCE),	 sexual	 taxation	 is	 described	 in	 discussions	 of	 sexual	 cultivation	 (房事,	 “matters	 

of	 the	 bedroom”)	 in	 the	 context	 of	 七損八益	 (“seven	 detriments	 and	 eight	 benefits”),	 
instructions	 on	 how	 to	 generate	 and	 follow	 microcosmic	 energy	 through	 the	 

unification	 of	 yin	 and	 yang	 by	 means	 of	 sexual	 intercourse.	 The	 term	 explained	 the	 

previous	 note	 here,	 術數	 (“methods	 and	 calculations”)	 can	 also	 be	 read	 in	 this	 

narrower	 context	 of	 sexual	 cultivation.	 

• 持滿	 “hold	 on	 to	 fullness”:	 Compare	 this	 to	 the	 passage	 from	 《五臟別論》	 『五臟

者藏精氣而不瀉也，故滿而不能實；六腑者，傳化物而不藏，故實而不能滿。』	 

• 時:	 In	 its	 earliest	 meaning,	 the	 term	 refers	 not	 just	 to	 the	 four	 seasons	 but	 also	 to	 the	 

ability	 to	 measure	 the	 year	 by	 the	 procession	 of	 the	 sun	 and	 moon.	 As	 such,	 it	 is	 

equated	 in	 the	 Shuowen	 with	 伺	 sì,	 to	 wait	 or	 watch,	 to	 “know	 the	 proper	 timing.”	 
• 樂，音落，下同，餘篇仿此。	 
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SECTION	 TWO	 

（一）夫上古聖人之教下也，皆謂之虛邪賊風，避之有時，恬憺虛無

，真氣從之，精神內守，病安從來。	 

（二）是以志閑而少欲，心安而不懼，形勞而不倦，氣從以順，各從

其欲，皆得所願。	 

（三）故美其食，任其服，樂其俗，高下不相慕，其民故曰朴。	 

（四）是以嗜欲不能勞其目，淫邪不能惑其心，愚智賢不肖不懼於物

，故合於道。	 

（五）所以能年皆度百歲，而動作不衰者，以其德全不危也。	 

1)	 Now	 in	 the	 ancient	 past,	 the	 ancients	 taught	 those	 below	 them	 always	 by	 framing	 

it	 in	 terms	 of	 vacuity	 evil	 and	 bandit	 wind,	 which	 must	 be	 avoided	 at	 the	 [necessary]	 

times.	 In	 a	 state	 of	 tranquility	 and	 ease,	 of	 emptiness	 and	 absence	 [of	 desires	 and	 

external	 stimulation],	 [on	 the	 other	 hand,]	 the	 genuine	 qi	 followed	 there.	 Guarding	 the	 

jingshen	 inside,	 where	 could	 disease	 come	 from?	 

2)	 As	 a	 result	 of	 this,	 their	 will	 was	 unoccupied	 and	 marked	 by	 few	 desires,	 their	 

heart	 was	 peaceful	 without	 nervousness,	 their	 physical	 body	 was	 taxed	 without	 being	 

exhausted.	 The	 qi	 followed	 and	 therefore	 flowed	 in	 the	 proper	 direction.	 Everybody	 

followed	 their	 desires,	 and	 always	 obtained	 what	 they	 wished	 for.	 

3)	 Therefore,	 they	 took	 delight	 in	 their	 food,	 viewed	 their	 clothes	 as	 flattering,	 and	 

took	 pleasure	 in	 their	 conventions.	 The	 elevated	 people	 and	 their	 inferiors	 did	 not	 

envy	 each	 other,	 and	 the	 population	 was	 therefore	 called	 “in	 their	 natural	 state.”	 

4)	 As	 a	 result	 of	 this,	 their	 fancies	 and	 desires	 were	 not	 able	 to	 tax	 their	 eyes,	 and	 

their	 wanton	 irregularities	 were	 not	 able	 to	 confuse	 their	 hearts.	 Whether	 they	 were	 

fools	 or	 sages,	 paragons	 of	 virtue	 or	 unworthy	 of	 their	 parents,	 they	 were	 not	 

intimidated	 by	 things.	 Therefore	 they	 united	 with	 the	 Dao.	 

5)	 Consequently,	 the	 reason	 why	 they	 were	 all	 able	 to	 surpass	 a	 hundred	 years	 in	 age	 

and	 not	 become	 decrepit	 in	 their	 activity	 is	 that	 their	 de	 was	 kept	 complete	 instead	 of	 

imperiled.”	 

	 

Notes:	 

• 虛邪賊風	 xū	 xié	 zéi	 fēng:	 When	 blowing	 from	 the	 proper	 direction,	 the	 Eight	 Winds	 

are	 referred	 to	 as	 實風	 shí	 fēng	 (repletion	 wind),	 and	 when	 blowing	 from	 the	 opposite	 

direction	 as	 虛風	 xū	 fēng	 (vacuity	 wind).	 The	 four-character	 combination	 here	 

furthermore	 emphasizes	 the	 notion	 that	 there	 must	 be	 a	 pre-existing	 vacuity,	 a	 
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weakness,	 in	 the	 body,	 which	 allows	 “evils”	 to	 be	 able	 to	 enter	 and	 cause	 harm	 in	 the	 

body.	 

• 憺	 dàn:	 In	 some	 editions	 and	 commentaries,	 this	 is	 interpreted	 as	 淡	 dàn	 (pale,	 

tasteless,	 bland).	 Both	 恬	 tián	 and	 憺 are	 defined	 in	 the	 Shuowen	 as	 安.	 The	 character	 

consists	 of	 the	 heart	 radical	 next	 to	 the	 phonetic	 詹,	 a	 picture	 of	 a	 person	 on	 top	 of	 a	 

cliff	 with	 words	 言 underneath,	 meaning	 talkative	 but	 also	 having	 the	 association	 with	 

危	 “risk.”	 憺	 is	 most	 commonly	 used	 in	 the	 compound	 憺然	 “content.”	 恬	 is	 most	 

likely	 a	 combination	 of	 the	 heart	 radical	 with	 an	 abbreviation	 of	 甜	 (meaning	 “sweet”)	 
as	 the	 phonetic.	 

• 真氣	 zhēn	 qì:	 I	 have	 translated	 this	 phrase	 as	 “genuine	 qi,”	 but	 the	 character	 真,	 

which	 is	 the	 topic	 of	 this	 entire	 chapter,	 is	 ultimately	 a	 classical	 Chinese	 concept	 that	 

no	 English	 word	 can	 adequately	 describe.	 It	 is	 most	 often	 translated	 as	 “genuine,”	 
“true,”	 or	 “real,”	 in	 opposition	 to	 假	 jiǎ	 (meaning	 “false,”	 “fake,”	 “phony,”	 
etymologically	 perhaps	 related	 to	 something	 only	 being	 skin-deep).	 Nevertheless,	 

another	 common	 classical	 usage,	 which	 is	 obviously	 important	 in	 the	 context	 of	 this	 

chapter,	 is	 the	 aspect	 of	 “perfection,”	 as	 in	 the	 compound	 真人	 “Perfected	 Person.”	 
See	 below	 in	 the	 notes	 for	 Line	 Five	 for	 more	 information	 on	 this	 compound.	 	 

• 從之	 cóng	 zhī:	 Unlike	 its	 standard	 meaning	 in	 modern	 Chinese	 as	 “from,”	 the	 

character	 從	 must	 be	 read	 here	 in	 its	 more	 common	 classical	 meaning	 as	 a	 verb	 in	 the	 

sense	 of	 “to	 follow.”	 This	 is	 made	 clear	 by	 the	 fact	 that	 it	 is	 followed	 by	 the	 direct	 

object	 之.	 As	 Zhang	 Xujing	 (quoted	 in	 the	 Nei	 Jing	 Zhi	 Yao	 內經至要)	 explains:	 “If	 

you	 gather	 the	 spirit	 back	 in	 as	 soon	 as	 it	 leaves,	 as	 the	 spirit	 comes	 back	 to	 within	 

the	 body,	 qì	 returns	 on	 its	 own”	 (神一出便收來，神返身中氣自回).	 

• Similarly,	 the	 character	 安 ān	 must	 here	 be	 read	 in	 its	 common	 classical	 meaning	 as	 a	 

question	 particle	 meaning	 “how”	 or	 “where.”	 
• 閑 xián:	 While	 the	 pictograph	 originally	 depicts	 a	 wooden	 bar	 that	 locks	 a	 gate	 shut,	 

it	 should	 here	 be	 read	 (as	 is	 common	 for	 this	 character)	 as	 閒,	 a	 picture	 of	 the	 moon	 

being	 visible	 through	 the	 cracked	 door.	 

• 懼	 jù:	 Heart	 radical	 with	 two	 eyes	 目	 over	 a	 bird	 隹,	 hence	 the	 timid,	 vigilant	 

appearance	 of	 a	 bird	 that	 always	 has	 to	 be	 on	 the	 lookout	 for	 danger.	 

• 倦	 juàn:	 A	 combination	 of	 a	 person	 and	 卷,	 which	 is	 explained	 in	 the	 Shuowen	 as	 罷,	 

a	 depiction	 of	 a	 net	 网 over	 a	 bear	 能,	 according	 to	 a	 much	 older	 form	 of	 the	 

character.	 Fatigued,	 weary.	 

• 任其服	 rèn	 qí	 fú:	 This	 can	 also	 be	 interpreted	 very	 differently	 as	 “were	 responsible	 

in/fulfilled	 their	 service.”	 The	 interpretation	 of	 this	 line	 hinges	 on	 the	 reading	 of	 服	 as	 

either	 “service”	 (as	 in	 服務)	 or	 as	 “clothing”	 (衣服),	 both	 of	 which	 meanings	 are	 

possible	 in	 classical	 Chinese.	 The	 character	 任	 is	 a	 depiction	 of	 a	 person	 carrying	 

weight	 on	 their	 shoulders,	 which	 would	 fit	 nicely	 with	 the	 reading	 of	 服 as	 service.	 In	 

an	 alternate	 explanation,	 though,	 it	 can	 stand	 for	 壬	 rén,	 which	 can	 mean	 “flattering.”	 
On	 its	 own,	 任 can	 also	 just	 mean	 “permissible,”	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 were	 satisfied	 

with	 their	 clothing,	 regarding	 it	 as	 satisfactory	 or	 comfortable.	 My	 reading	 of	 this	 line	 

is	 based	 on	 the	 context,	 that	 the	 people	 lived	 a	 simple	 life	 with	 few	 desires	 and	 needs	 

in	 a	 state	 of	 naturalness	 (朴).	 
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• 朴	 pǔ:	 This	 character	 is	 here	 used	 as	 the	 simplified	 form	 of	 樸,	 which	 is	 defined	 in	 the	 

Shuowen	 as 木素也.	 It	 means	 plain	 wood,	 the	 raw	 material	 that	 has	 not	 been	 worked	 

on	 or	 altered	 in	 any	 way.	 

• 肖	 xiào:	 The	 character	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 small	 小	 and	 flesh	 肉/月.	 It	 means	 to	 

resemble,	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 being	 a	 smaller	 version	 of	 one’s	 parents.	 The	 compound	 不

肖	 is	 an	 expression	 meaning	 somebody	 who	 is	 unworthy	 (presumably	 of	 being	 the	 

child	 of	 one’s	 parents).	 

	 

	 

SECTION	 THREE	 

（一）帝曰：人年老而無子者，材力盡耶？將天數然也？	 

（二）岐伯曰：女子七歲腎氣盛，齒更髮長；二七而天癸至，任脈通

，太衝脈盛，月事以時下，故有子；三七腎氣平均，故真牙生而長極

；四七筋骨堅，髮長極，身體盛壯；五七陽明脈衰，面始焦，發始墮

；六七三陽脈衰於上，面皆焦，發始白；七七任脈虛，太衝脈衰少，

天癸竭，地道不通，故形壞而無子也。	 

（三）丈夫八歲腎氣實，髮長齒更；二八腎氣盛，天癸至，精氣溢寫

，陰陽和，故能有子；三八腎氣平均，筋骨勁強，故真牙生而長極；

四八筋骨隆盛，肌肉滿壯；五八腎氣衰，發墮齒槁；六八陽氣衰竭於

上，面焦，髮鬢頒白；七八肝氣衰，筋不能動，天癸竭，精少，腎藏

衰，形體皆極；八八則齒發去。	 

（四）腎者主水，受五藏六府之精而藏之，故五藏盛，乃能寫。	 

（五）今五藏皆衰，筋骨解墮，天癸盡矣。故髮鬢白，身體重，行步

不正，而無子耳。	 

1)	 The	 emperor	 said:	 “Concerning	 the	 reason	 why	 people	 age	 over	 the	 years	 and	 lose	 

the	 ability	 to	 bear	 children,	 is	 it	 because	 their	 raw	 material	 and	 strength	 are	 used	 up?	 

Or	 is	 it	 a	 matter	 of	 the	 numbers	 from	 Heaven?”	 

2)	 Qí	 Bó	 said:	 “When	 girls	 are	 in	 their	 seventh	 year	 of	 life,	 their	 kidney	 qi	 is	 

exuberant,	 their	 teeth	 change,	 and	 the	 hair	 on	 their	 head	 grows	 long.	 In	 their	 

fourteenth	 year,	 the	 tiān	 guǐ	 arrives,	 the	 flow	 in	 the	 Rènmài	 penetrates,	 the	 great	 

Chōngmài	 is	 exuberant,	 and	 the	 menses	 descend	 in	 a	 timely	 manner.	 Therefore	 they	 

can	 have	 children.	 In	 their	 twenty-first	 year,	 the	 kidney	 qi	 is	 balanced	 and	 even.	 

Therefore	 the	 true	 [i.e.,	 wisdom]	 teeth	 are	 born	 and	 growth	 reaches	 its	 limit.	 In	 their	 

twenty-eighth	 year,	 the	 sinews	 and	 bones	 are	 firm,	 the	 growth	 of	 head	 hair	 has	 

reached	 its	 limit,	 and	 the	 body	 is	 exuberant	 and	 strong.	 In	 their	 thirty-fifth	 year,	 the	 
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Yángmíng	 vessel	 weakens,	 the	 face	 becomes	 scorched,	 and	 the	 hair	 begins	 to	 fall	 out.	 

In	 their	 forty-second	 year,	 the	 three	 yang	 vessels	 weaken	 above,	 the	 face	 is	 scorched	 

all	 over,	 and	 the	 head	 hear	 begins	 to	 turn	 white.	 In	 their	 forty-ninth	 year,	 the	 Rènmài	 
is	 empty	 (xū),	 the	 great	 Chōngmài	 is	 weakened	 and	 reduced,	 the	 tiān	 guǐ	 is	 exhausted,	 

and	 the	 Dào	 of	 the	 earth	 is	 impenetrable.	 Therefore	 their	 physical	 body	 has	 gone	 bad	 

and	 they	 can	 no	 longer	 have	 children.	 

3)	 As	 for	 their	 husbands,	 in	 the	 eighth	 year	 of	 life,	 the	 kidney	 qi	 is	 full	 (shí),	 the	 hair	 

on	 the	 head	 grows	 long,	 and	 the	 teeth	 change.	 In	 their	 sixteenth	 year,	 the	 kidney	 qi	 is	 

exuberant,	 the	 tiān	 guǐ	 arrives,	 essence	 qi	 spills	 over	 and	 drains	 out,	 and	 yin	 and	 

yang	 harmonize	 [most	 likely:	 sexual	 intercourse	 takes	 place).	 Therefore	 they	 are	 able	 

to	 have	 children.	 In	 their	 twenty-fourth	 year,	 the	 kidney	 qi	 is	 balanced	 and	 even,	 and	 

the	 sinews	 and	 bones	 are	 robust	 and	 strong.	 Therefore	 the	 true	 teeth	 are	 born	 and	 

growth	 reaches	 its	 limit.	 In	 their	 thirty-second	 year,	 the	 sinews	 and	 bones	 are	 

abundant	 and	 exuberant	 and	 the	 flesh	 is	 full	 and	 strong.	 In	 their	 fortieth	 year,	 the	 

kidney	 qi	 weakens,	 the	 head	 hair	 falls	 out,	 and	 the	 teeth	 wither.	 In	 their	 forty-eighth	 

year,	 the	 yang	 qi	 is	 weakened	 and	 exhausted	 above,	 the	 face	 becomes	 scorched,	 and	 

the	 hair	 on	 the	 head	 and	 temples	 turns	 grey	 and	 white.	 In	 their	 fifty-sixth	 year,	 the	 

liver	 qi	 weakens,	 the	 sinews	 are	 no	 longer	 able	 to	 move	 [freely],	 the	 tiān	 guǐ	 is	 

exhausted,	 essence	 is	 reduced,	 the	 kidney	 is	 weakened,	 and	 the	 body	 is	 in	 distress	 all	 

over.	 In	 their	 sixty-fourth	 year,	 they	 lose	 their	 teeth	 and	 head	 hair.	 

4)	 As	 for	 the	 kidney,	 it	 governs	 water	 and	 it	 receives	 the	 essence	 (jīng)	 from	 the	 five	 

zang	 and	 six	 fu	 organs	 and	 stores	 it.	 For	 this	 reason,	 when	 the	 five	 zang	 organs	 are	 

exuberant,	 [the	 essence]	 can	 pour	 out.	 

5)	 In	 the	 present	 case,	 the	 five	 zang	 organs	 are	 all	 decrepit,	 the	 sinews	 and	 bones	 

dissolve	 and	 fall	 out,	 and	 the	 tiangui	 is	 exhausted!	 Therefore	 the	 hair	 on	 the	 head	 and	 

on	 the	 temples	 turns	 white,	 the	 body	 feels	 heavy,	 the	 gait	 is	 no	 longer	 straight,	 and	 

the	 person	 is	 no	 longer	 able	 to	 procreate.”	 

	 

Zhang	 Zhicong	 (Qing	 dynasty)	 commentary:	 七為少陽之數。女本陰體。而得陽數者

。陰中有陽也。	 人之初生。先從腎始。女子七歲。腎氣方盛。腎主骨。齒者骨之

餘。故齒更。血乃腎之液。發乃血之餘。故發長也。按陰陽之道。孤陽不生。獨陰

不長。陰中有陽。	 陽中有陰。是以天乙生水。地二生火。離為女。坎為男。皆陰

陽互換之道。故女得陽數。而男得陰數也。	 

天癸、天乙所生之癸水也。衝脈任脈、奇經脈也。二脈並起於少腹之內胞中。循腹

上行。為經血之海。女子主育胞胎。夫月為陰。女為陰。月一月而一周天。有盈有

虧。故女子亦一月而經水應時下泄也。虧即複生。故於初生之時。男女構精。當為

有子。虛則易受故也。	 
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腎氣者。腎臟所生之氣也。氣生於精。故先天癸至。而後腎氣平。腎氣足。故真牙

生。真牙者。盡根牙也。	 

腎生骨髓。髓生肝。肝生筋。母子之相生也。女子四七。精血盛極之時。是以筋骨

堅。發長極也。血氣盛則充膚熱肉。是以身體盛壯。	 

陽明之脈榮於面。循發際。故其衰也。面焦發墮。夫氣為陽。血脈為陰。故女子先

衰於脈。而男子先衰於氣也。再按足陽明之脈。並衝任挾臍上行。衝任脈虛。而陽

明脈亦虛矣。	 

三陽之脈。盡上於頭。三陽脈衰。故面皆焦。血脈華於色。血脈衰。故發白也。	 

地道、下部之脈道也。三部九候論曰：下部地。足少陰也。癸水藏於腎。天癸竭。

是足少陰下部之脈道不通。衝任虛。是以形衰而無子也。	 

	 

Notes:	 

• 材	 cái:	 Literally	 meaning	 “timber,”	 it	 refers	 here	 to	 the	 raw	 material	 that	 each	 of	 us	 

carries	 in	 us,	 our	 ability	 to	 produce	 something	 of	 use.	 It	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 木	 “wood”	 
with	 才	 meaning	 “talent.”	 See	 the	 Zhuangzi	 story	 山木	 that	 contrasts	 the	 材	 of	 a	 tree	 

on	 the	 mountain	 top	 that	 does	 not	 get	 felled	 because	 it	 is	 too	 twisted	 and	 therefore	 of	 

no	 use	 to	 humans	 (“此木以不材得終其天年”),	 and	 the	 goose	 that	 gets	 slaughtered	 

because	 it	 does	 not	 honk	 (以不材死”).	 
• 力	 lì:	 In	 the	 Shuowen	 defined	 as	 筋	 “sinews,”	 it	 is	 said	 to	 depict	 a	 muscular	 arm.	 

Hence	 some	 commentators	 interpret	 the	 phrase	 材力	 to	 refer	 to	 kidney	 qi.	 

• 將	 can	 be	 interpreted	 in	 two	 ways:	 As	 a	 function	 word	 meaning	 “or”,	 introducing	 the	 

alternative	 answer,	 or	 as	 a	 full	 verb	 meaning	 順	 “being	 in	 alignment	 with”.	 
• 更 gèng:	 This	 character	 must	 be	 read	 in	 the	 fourth	 tone	 here,	 indicating	 that	 it	 is	 used	 

in	 a	 verbal	 sense.	 

• 《五臟生成篇》云︰“腎之合，骨也，其榮髮也。”	 
• 寫	 xiè:	 Must	 be	 read	 in	 the	 fourth	 tone	 here,	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 瀉.	 Here,	 this	 “draining”	 

seems	 to	 refer	 to	 an	 outpouring	 of	 essence	 (jīng)	 that	 is	 necessary	 for	 both	 men	 and	 

women	 to	 occur	 during	 sexual	 intercourse,	 in	 order	 for	 conception	 to	 take	 place.	 

• 能瀉	 néng	 xiè:	 Because	 no	 subject	 or	 object	 is	 specified,	 this	 phrase	 can	 be	 read	 either	 

in	 a	 transitive	 or	 intransitive	 manner,	 which	 ultimately	 convey	 the	 same	 meaning:	 We	 

can	 either	 read	 it	 as	 “[The	 kidney]	 is	 able	 to	 drain/pour	 out	 [its	 essence],”	 or	 as	 “[The	 

essence]	 is	 able	 to	 pour	 out.”	 Either	 way,	 it	 refers	 to	 the	 man’s	 ability	 to	 ejaculate.	 

	 

	 

SECTION	 FOUR	 

（一）帝曰：有其年已老而有子者，何也？	 

（二）岐伯曰：此其天壽過度，氣脈常通，而腎氣有餘也。	 
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（三）此雖有子，男不過盡八八，女不過盡七七，而天地之精氣皆竭

矣。	 

（四）帝曰：夫道者，年皆百數，能有子乎？	 

（五）岐伯曰：夫道者能卻老而全形，身年雖壽，能生子也。	 

1)	 The	 Emperor	 said:	 “Why	 is	 it	 that	 there	 are	 those	 who	 are	 already	 in	 their	 old	 age	 

and	 yet	 are	 able	 to	 have	 children?”	 

2)	 Qí	 Bó	 said:	 “This	 is	 because	 the	 length	 of	 the	 lifespan	 allotted	 to	 them	 by	 Heaven	 

is	 greater	 than	 normal,	 the	 flow	 of	 qi	 in	 the	 vessels	 is	 constant	 and	 penetrating,	 and	 

their	 kidney	 qi	 has	 excess.	 

3)	 Even	 though	 these	 people	 may	 still	 be	 able	 to	 bear	 children,	 men	 must	 not	 go	 

beyond	 the	 limit	 of	 eight	 times	 eight,	 and	 women	 must	 not	 go	 beyond	 the	 limit	 of	 

seven	 times	 seven,	 or	 otherwise	 the	 essence	 qi	 of	 Heaven	 and	 Earth	 is	 all	 exhausted!”	 

4)	 The	 Emperor	 said:	 “Those	 who	 follow	 the	 Dao,	 however,	 are	 all	 able	 to	 reach	 a	 

hundred	 years	 of	 age.	 Are	 they	 able	 to	 still	 bear	 children	 [at	 that	 age]?”	 

5)	 Qí	 Bó	 said:	 “Those	 who	 follow	 the	 Dao	 are	 able	 to	 resist	 aging	 and	 keep	 their	 outer	 

body	 complete.	 Even	 though	 the	 years	 in	 their	 body	 are	 long,	 they	 are	 able	 to	 bear	 

children.”	 

	 

Notes:	 

• Line	 Three:	 Wang	 Bing	 王冰	 reads	 this	 line	 differently	 from	 most	 other	 commentators	 

as:	 “Even	 though	 these	 people	 do	 have	 children	 [in	 old	 age],	 male	 [children	 produced	 

by	 such	 old	 parents]	 will	 not	 live	 beyond	 the	 limit	 of	 8	 times	 8	 and	 female	 [children]	 

will	 not	 live	 beyond	 the	 limit	 of	 7	 times	 7,	 and	 their	 essence	 qi	 of	 Heaven	 and	 Earth	 

will	 be	 exhausted.”	 	 

• 天地:	 Presumably	 a	 reference	 to	 male	 and	 female.	 

• 竭	 jié:	 While	 it	 is	 generally	 interpreted	 here	 in	 its	 standard	 meaning	 as	 “used	 up”	 or	 

“exhausted,”	 it	 is	 also	 possible	 to	 read	 it	 in	 what	 may	 be	 an	 earlier	 sense	 as	 “severely	 

strained,”	 based	 on	 the	 definition	 in	 the	 Shuowen	 Jiezi	 說文解字	 as	 負舉	 “to	 carry	 on	 

the	 shoulders	 and	 raise	 up.”	 In	 other	 words,	 reproduction	 at	 such	 a	 late	 age	 places	 a	 

severe	 strain	 on	 the	 essence	 qi	 of	 both	 the	 man	 and	 the	 woman.	 

• 卻	 qùe:	 Here	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 “to	 drive	 back.”	 Etymologically,	 the	 character	 is	 related	 

to	 去	 qù,	 “to	 get	 rid	 of,”	 “to	 drive	 out.”	 	 

	 

	 

SECTION	 FIVE	 
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（一）黃帝曰：余聞上古有真人者，提挈天地，把握陰陽，呼吸精氣

，獨立守神，肌肉若一，故能壽敝天地，無有終時。此其道生。	 

（二）中古之時，有至人者，淳德全道，和於陰陽，調於四時，去世

離俗，積精全神，游行天地之間，視聽八達之外。此蓋益其壽命而強

者也，亦歸於真人。	 

（三）其次有聖人者，處天地之和，從八風之理；適嗜欲於世俗之間

，無恚嗔之心，行不欲離於世，被服章，舉不欲觀於俗，外不勞形於

事，內無思想之患，以恬愉為務，以自得為功，形體不敝，精神不散

，亦可以百數。	 

（四）其次有賢人者，法則天地，象似日月，辯列星辰，逆從陰陽，

分別四時，將從上古，合同於道，亦可使益壽而有極時。	 

1)	 The	 Yellow	 Emperor	 said:	 “I	 have	 heard	 that	 in	 remote	 antiquity	 there	 were	 

Perfected	 Persons.	 These	 people	 held	 up	 Heaven	 and	 Earth,	 had	 a	 firm	 grasp	 on	 Yin	 

and	 Yang,	 inhaled	 and	 exhaled	 essence	 and	 qi,	 stood	 upright	 on	 their	 own	 and	 kept	 

their	 spirit	 well-guarded,	 and	 had	 flesh	 that	 was	 as	 if	 One/resembled	 the	 One.	 

Therefore	 they	 were	 able	 to	 live	 so	 long	 as	 to	 wear	 Heaven	 and	 Earth	 ragged,	 without	 

a	 time	 of	 ending.	 This	 was	 their	 life	 in	 the	 Dao.	 

2)	 At	 the	 time	 of	 mid-antiquity,	 there	 were	 Accomplished	 Persons.	 Their	 virtue	 

undiluted	 and	 their	 Dao	 intact,	 they	 were	 in	 harmony	 with	 yin	 and	 yang	 and	 attuned	 

to	 the	 four	 seasons.	 Having	 left	 behind	 the	 world	 of	 ordinary	 mortals,	 they	 collected	 

essence	 and	 kept	 their	 spirit	 complete,	 traveled	 freely	 in	 the	 space	 between	 Heaven	 

and	 Earth,	 and	 were	 able	 to	 see	 and	 hear	 beyond	 the	 far	 reaches	 of	 the	 Eight	 

Directions.	 This,	 then,	 was	 how	 they	 must	 have	 increased	 their	 lifespan	 and	 become	 

strong.	 [In	 that	 case?],	 they	 can	 also	 be	 counted	 among	 the	 Perfected	 People.	 

3)	 On	 the	 next	 lower	 level	 after	 these	 there	 were	 the	 Sages,	 who	 resided	 in	 harmony	 

with	 Heaven	 and	 Earth	 and	 followed	 the	 ordering	 principle	 of	 the	 Eight	 Winds.	 

Adapting	 their	 preferences	 and	 desires	 to	 life	 among	 the	 common	 people,	 they	 carried	 

no	 grudges	 or	 anger	 in	 their	 heart.	 In	 their	 actions,	 they	 did	 not	 want	 to	 distance	 

themselves	 from	 the	 world,	 and	 in	 the	 clothing	 and	 adornments	 they	 wore,	 as	 well	 as	 

in	 their	 activities,	 they	 did	 not	 want	 to	 be	 looked	 up	 to	 by	 the	 common	 people.	 On	 the	 

outside,	 they	 did	 not	 tax	 the	 body	 in	 their	 work,	 and	 on	 the	 inside,	 they	 did	 not	 worry	 

themselves	 with	 preoccupied	 thinking.	 They	 handled	 their	 responsibilities	 with	 calm	 

contentment	 and	 achieved	 results	 with	 self-satisfaction.	 Their	 physical	 body	 and	 limbs	 

did	 not	 get	 worn	 out,	 their	 essence	 spirit	 did	 not	 get	 scattered,	 and	 hence	 there	 were	 

thereby	 also	 able	 to	 live	 for	 a	 hundred	 years.	 
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4)	 Lower	 than	 these	 again	 are	 the	 Paragons	 of	 Virtue.	 Taking	 Heaven	 and	 Earth	 as	 

their	 model,	 imitating	 the	 role	 of	 the	 sun	 and	 the	 moon,	 they	 differentiated	 and	 

arranged	 in	 order	 the	 stars	 and	 heavenly	 time	 markers,	 greeted	 the	 arrival	 and	 

followed	 the	 departure	 of	 yin	 and	 yang,	 and	 distinguished	 between	 the	 four	 seasons.	 

Wanting	 to	 follow	 [the	 example	 of	 the	 Perfected	 Persons	 in]	 Remote	 Antiquity,	 they	 

were	 in	 complete	 unity	 and	 accord	 with	 the	 Dao	 and	 were	 thereby	 also	 able	 to	 

increase	 their	 lifespan	 and	 yet	 they	 had	 a	 limit	 in	 their	 time.	 

	 

Notes	 

• 真人	 zhēn	 rén:	 This	 phrase	 designates	 a	 human	 with	 such	 a	 high	 level	 of	 self-

cultivation	 that	 he	 or	 she	 has	 managed	 to	 reach	 the	 first	 level	 of	 Daoist	 sainthood.	 

The	 Shuo	 Wen	 Jie	 Zi	 說文解字	 defines	 真	 as	 “an	 immortal	 who	 has	 transformed	 his	 

or	 her	 outer	 body	 and	 ascended	 to	 Heaven”	 (仙人變形而登天也).	 The	 Táng	 

commentator	 Xú	 Kǎi 徐鍇	 in	 turn	 explains	 the	 expression	 登天	 “ascending	 to	 Heaven”	 
as	 “riding	 the	 wind	 and	 the	 clouds”	 (乘風雲也).	 Sun	 Simiao	 孫思邈,	 to	 cite	 just	 one	 

illustrious	 example	 of	 a	 真人,	 is	 often	 referred	 to	 as	 孫真人	 “Perfected	 Person	 Sun.”	 
In	 that	 context,	 真	 refers	 to	 a	 person	 who	 has	 integrated	 all	 of	 existence	 and	 

transcended	 their	 mental	 patterns	 and	 the	 falsity	 of	 the	 superficial	 bodily	 experience.	 

According	 to	 Dr.	 Brenda	 Hood,	 the	 Daoist	 tradition	 sees	 this	 process	 as	 a	 return	 to	 

“Earlier	 Heaven”	 先天,	 to	 the	 real	 truth	 of	 who	 we	 are.	 It	 is	 a	 person	 who	 is	 self-

contained	 and	 not	 reliant	 on	 anything	 (無待	 wú	 dài).	 The	 Huainanzi	 淮南子	 explains	 

真人	 as	 follows:	 “What	 we	 call	 ‘Perfected	 Persons’	 are	 people	 whose	 inner	 nature	 

(xing)	 has	 joined	 with	 the	 Dao.	 Therefore	 they	 exist/have	 but	 are	 as	 if	 they	 didn’t	 

exist/have;	 they	 are	 full	 but	 are	 as	 if	 empty;	 reside	 in	 their	 oneness	 but	 don’t	 know	 

their	 duality,	 govern	 what	 is	 inside	 of	 them	 and	 don’t	 know	 what	 is	 outside”	 (所謂真

人者也，性合於道也。故有而若無，實而若虛；處其一不知其二，治其內不識其

外).	 

• 提挈	 tí	 qiè:	 This	 can	 be	 interpreted	 literally	 as	 “to	 hold	 up	 Heaven	 and	 Earth,”	 or	 

figuratively	 as	 “to	 guide,”	 “to	 lead	 along,”	 or	 even	 as	 “to	 uphold	 the	 natural	 order	 of	 

Heaven	 and	 Earth.”	 
• 肌肉若一	 jī	 ròu	 rùo	 yī:	 According	 to	 the	 Nei	 Jing	 Zhi	 Yao	 內經至要,	 this	 expression	 

means	 that	 even	 though	 they	 had	 flesh,	 their	 bodies	 were	 identical	 with	 the	 great	 

Emptiness	 because	 their	 spirit	 had	 returned	 to	 a	 state	 of	 Nothingness	 (神還虛無，雖

有肌肉而體同虛空也).	 

• 呼吸精氣	 hū	 xī	 jīng	 qì:	 According	 to	 Zhang	 Jiebin	 張介賓,	 this	 refers	 to	 breath	 

cultivation	 where	 the	 exhalation	 links	 one	 to	 Heaven,	 hence	 connecting	 to	 the	 qi,	 while	 

the	 inhalation	 links	 one	 to	 Earth,	 hence	 connecting	 to	 essence.	 

• 敝	 bì:	 Wang	 Bing	 王冰 explains	 this	 character	 as	 meaning	 盡,	 which	 would	 result	 in	 

a	 possible	 meaning	 of	 this	 phrase	 as	 “were	 able	 to	 live	 as	 long	 as	 (or	 even	 outlive)	 

Heaven	 and	 Earth.”	 I	 prefer	 to	 read	 it	 more	 literally	 as	 “wearing	 out”	 (as	 in	 old	 

clothing).	 In	 either	 case,	 the	 meaning	 is	 that	 their	 longevity	 was	 as	 great	 as,	 or	 greater,	 

than	 the	 lifespan	 of	 Heaven	 and	 Earth.	 In	 other	 words,	 they	 had	 attained	 immortality.	 



	   CT	  VII	  (Fall	  2014):	  上古天真論	   	  
	  

	   ©	  Sabine	  Wilms,	  2014	   	  

12	  

• 此其道生	 cǐ	 qí	 dào	 shēng:	 This	 enigmatic	 phrase	 is	 often	 explained	 as	 an	 erroneous	 

edition	 to	 the	 text	 and	 therefore	 ignored	 by	 commentators.	 But	 one	 could	 read	 it	 as	 I	 

translate	 it	 above,	 which	 could	 be	 further	 interpreted	 as	 “This	 was	 due	 of	 their	 living	 

in	 the	 Dao.”	 Or	 we	 can	 read	 it	 with	 道	 as	 the	 subject	 and 生	 as	 the	 verb	 as	 “This	 was	 

the	 birth	 of	 their	 Dao,”	 in	 the	 sense	 of	 “This	 is	 how	 their	 Dao	 was	 born,”	 or	 even	 as	 

“This	 was	 how	 they	 gave	 birth	 to	 the	 Dao.”	 	 

• 至	 zhì:	 Etymologically,	 the	 character	 is	 explained	 as	 a	 picture	 of	 either	 an	 arrow	 or	 a	 

bird	 coming	 straight	 down	 in	 a	 vertical	 line	 and	 hitting	 the	 ground.	 In	 other	 words,	 

reaching	 the	 target,	 like	 an	 eagle	 diving	 with	 wings	 closed	 to	 catch	 a	 rabbit.	 From	 its	 

literal	 meaning	 of	 “to	 reach,”	 the	 character	 can	 function	 like	 an	 adjective	 or	 stative	 

verb	 meaning	 “consummate”	 or	 “ultimate.”	 Some	 commentators	 therefore	 explain	 it	 

here	 as	 “utmost”	 (極).	 It	 is	 important	 to	 remember,	 however,	 that	 至人	 zhì	 rén	 is	 a	 

technical	 term,	 just	 like	 真人,	 referring	 to	 the	 next	 lower	 level	 of	 self-cultivation.	 

• 去世離俗	 qù	 shì	 lí	 sú:	 While	 去世	 is	 a	 common	 expression	 that	 means	 “to	 die,”	 it	 

should	 be	 read	 in	 a	 more	 literal	 way	 here.	 The	 Nei	 Jing	 Zhi	 Yao	 explains	 it	 as	 

“concealed	 their	 physical	 body	 and	 hid	 their	 traces”	 (藏形隱跡也),	 in	 other	 words,	 

they	 withdrew	 from	 the	 world	 of	 ordinary	 mortals	 to	 live	 as	 recluses.	 

• 聖人	 shèng	 rén:	 The	 character	 聖	 is	 a	 combination	 of	 耳	 (“ear”)	 and	 呈	 (“[to	 present]	 

a	 petition	 or	 memorial”	 and	 then	 simply	 “to	 present,”	 especially	 in	 the	 context	 of	 

submitting	 information	 or	 requests	 to	 a	 person	 in	 a	 higher	 social	 position	 than	 oneself),	 

in	 other	 words,	 somebody	 who	 is	 able	 to	 listen	 to	 advice	 or	 requests	 offered	 to	 them	 

from	 below.	 In	 the	 Shuo	 Wen	 Jie	 Zi,	 聖	 is	 explained	 as	 identical	 with	 通,	 to	 penetrate,	 

see	 through,	 discern,	 understand,	 and	 the	 commentary	 further	 explains	 that	 this	 

means	 to	 be	 aligned	 with	 what	 one	 hears	 (按耳順之謂聖).	 The	 character	 often	 carries	 

a	 slightly	 religious	 connotation,	 similar	 to	 the	 English	 “saint.”	 
• 被服章舉	 bèi	 fú	 zhāng	 jǔ:	 The	 meaning	 of	 these	 three	 or	 four	 characters	 is	 difficult	 to	 

discern	 and	 has	 been	 the	 subject	 of	 much	 debate,	 resulting	 in	 very	 different	 readings.	 

It	 is	 often	 interpreted	 as	 a	 three-character	 addition	 to	 the	 text,	 because	 it	 does	 not	 fit	 

in	 the	 rhythm	 or	 parallel	 construction	 of	 the	 passage.	 Regardless,	 被	 can	 be	 

interpreted	 as	 a	 type	 of	 quilted	 clothing,	 or	 as	 the	 verb	 “to	 wear”,	 in	 which	 case	 it	 

goes	 well	 with	 the	 next	 character	 服,	 understood	 as	 “clothing.”	 章	 can	 be	 decorations	 

or	 insignia,	 markings	 of	 social	 status,	 or	 it	 can	 be	 read	 as	 彰	 zhāng	 (“to	 display”)	 and,	 

in	 combination	 with	 the	 next	 character	 舉,	 as	 “bearing.”	 Lastly	 章 can	 also	 refer	 to	 

regulations	 (as	 in	 規章	 guī	 zhāng).	 

• According	 to	 Wang	 Bing	 王冰,	 星辰	 is	 a	 compound	 that	 refers	 to	 all	 stars	 in	 general	 

(星)	 and	 the	 pole	 star	 in	 particular	 (辰).	 Most	 commentators	 agree	 that	 辨列	 	 biàn	 liè	 
should	 be	 read	 as	 a	 compound	 of	 two	 verbs	 with	 the	 meaning	 of	 

“differentiating	 and	 arranging	 in	 order”	 (分辨條列).	 

• 逆	 nì:	 Here	 in	 the	 meaning	 of	 “welcoming”	 or	 “having	 something	 move	 

towards	 one	 (迎),”	 in	 contrast	 to	 the	 following	 從	 cóng,	 meaning	 “to	 follow	 

after	 something,”	 or	 to	 have	 something	 move	 away	 from	 one.	 


