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Classical Interpretation and the Spirit of the Times: Analyzing Divergent Views on
“Sacrifices at Bi” in Studies of the Book of Documents in the Han Dynasty

Wang Yunliang

Abstract: In the study of the Book of Documents during the Han dynasty, the phrase “King Wu offered sacrifices
at Bi” has been interpreted in two ways: one positing sacrifices at the tomb of King Wen in the Bi region, and the
other suggesting sacrifices to the Bi constellation. These interpretations have been debated for a long time and remain
unresolved. By examining the development of tomb worship in pre—Qin times, we argue that the custom of tomb rituals
did not exist prior to the Spring and Autumn period. Moreover, there are no other textual references to sacrificing to
the star Bi. Both explanations thus prove untenable in this context. In the Shang and Zhou dynasties, there were two
locations named Bi: one was in the north of the Wei River, the former capital of Wangji (King Wen’s father), and
the other was in the south of the Wei River, where King Wen was buried. King Wu’s “sacrifices at Bi” was
originally intended to honor his ancestors and natural deities at the former capital of Wangji. The interpretations that it
was a tomb sacrifice for King Wen or a sacrifice to Bi as a celestial net are inconsistent with the original meaning of
King Wu’s act, which later developed into divergent elaborations. The former reflects the prevalence of tomb worship
in Warring States and Han dynasty, while the latter embodies the rise of chenwei theories during the Western and
Eastern Han transition. The sequential emergence of these interpretations demonstrates the profound influence of social
and cultural contexts on the interpretation of classical texts.

Keywords: the study of the Book of Documents; sacrificing at Bi; grave sacrificial rites; Bi constellation; chenwei
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