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Reading the Phrase Chun zhi Benben:
Multiple Interpretations in the Quotations and
Commentaries of the Book of Odes

(Abstract)

Pham Lee-moi

This study considers the particular phrase “benben,” from the poem in the Book of Odes,
“Chun zhi Benben” (The Quails are Ardent), focusing on two textual variants and three
different glosses found in the commentaries and quotations of the Odes. The aim is to
address the complex, multi-levelled relation between character and corresponding meaning
in Early Chinese written texts, taking into account such factors as historical change,
location, user, and type of change, all of which converge to create the phenomenon such
that “multiple characters can represent multiple words.” In particular, the study draws
attention to what is called “correlative thinking”- in.early Chinese thought, which has the
ability to restrict a character’s capacity to represent different words and thus limit the
number of interpretations possible. This is-an observation that the author believes directly
implicates current discussions of the question of reading practices.

On this basis, the study examines the multiple layers of interpretation, over the course
of history, of the phrase “chun zhi benben,” particularly Bo You’s quotation of the poem
as reported by the Zuo zhuan (Traditions of Zuo). These interpretations hail from different
historical contexts and all reflect in one way or another the phenomenon that “multiple
characters can represent multiple words.” As for the Zuo zhuan, the account there shows
how the written text of the Odes, due to the influence of correlative thinking, is used in
different contexts to serve different purposes.
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