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ABSTRACT

Exegesis (Xungu #ll7fi) is an important branch -of classical Chinese
philology. It is a discipline devoted to the explanation of characters and
expressions in ancient Chinese texts. The emergence of Xungu can be
traced back to Er ya FHE, a Pre-Qin dictionary. The Han-Tang period,
which is the heyday of the discipline, witnessed the production of many
important Xungu works, most @fthem appearing in the form of
commentaries. They have then. become the indispensable guides to
subsequent readers of classical Chinese texts. Given the canonical
importance of these ancient' commentaries, it is not surprising to see that
most modern philologists regard the explanations of ancient Chinese texts
offered in these classical Xungu works as authoritative dictionary
meanings and uucritically adopt them in their own works. To date,
however, little work has thoroughly examined how these ancient Xungu
scholars "arrived at their judgments. This article remedies this gap by
clarifying the working mechanism of these ancient Xungu scholars in
annotating ancient texts. It argues that these ancient Xungu scholars,
when explaining a character in an ancient text, would first and foremost
compare that text with parallel texts from other textual sources to identify
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textual variants. If a difference in terms of word choice existed between
the text they were commenting and other relevant parallel texts, they
would often uncritically use the latter to provide glosses to the former,
even if the two were obviously not synonyms or near-synonyms. This
article then shows that subsequent important philologists such as Zhu
Junsheng 2% (1788-1858) and Hong Yixuan YEEAJE (1765-1837),
unaware of this unique working mechanism of ancient Xungu scholars,
anachronistically mistook the judgments offered in these ancient Xungu
works, which were simply made on the basis of textual variants, to be true
and accurate dictionary meanings. As a result, they -unavoidably
established unnecessary connection between the semantically unrelated
textual variants and ended up creating mistakes of theirewn.
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INTRODUCTION

The study of ancient texts can be approached from many angles, one
of them being alternative characters. Alternative characters might appear
under three conditions: 1) different versions of the same book, 2) multiple
sources recording the same matter or event, 3) citations and the texts from
which they are cited. This last condition can be further divided into three
cases: a) general citations and the cited work, b) annotations and the text
being annotated, ¢) leishu FHH,' excerpts from books, and their original
sources. (Wang Yankun 1996) Since characters used in a text are closely
linked to its meaning, past scholars would expend great effort in collating
and identifying alternative characters in an ancient text in the hope of

1. Chinese encyclopedias (leishu) are reference books consisting of extracts from sources
extant at the time of compilation. These extracts were organized under different categories. By
the time of the Tang J# and Song & dynasties, the compilation of leishu became fashionable,
and well-known examples survive in the present day, for instance, Beitang shuchao 1t >
(Book excerpts from the Northern Hall), Yiwen leiju 335 (Classified collection based on
the classics and other literature), Chuxue ji ¥J5%5C (Materials for elementary instruction) and
Taiping yulan V4% (Imperial readings of the Taiping era).
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