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The Structure of Han Dynasty Prefaces
in Light of Ssu—ma Ch’ien’s Preface to
the Shih Che

CH’E Hsing—chien

The book preface emerged as a literary form in the pre-Ch’in period
and developed considerably in the Han dynasty. In the course of this
development, Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s Preface to the Shih Chi played a pivotal role
as heir to the early tradition and a paradigm for later writers. The starting
point of this paper is an analysis of the structure of Ssu-ma Ch’ien’s
Preface. Through an examination of this and other extant Han dynasty
prefaces (focusing on prefaces by the authors of the works themselves), this
study discovers that prefaces by Han dynasty authors all tend to share a
certain common structure and features. These include: (1) a description of
the writer’s ancestry and major events in his life; (2) a description of the
main themes of the book and a statement of the aims of the work and
motivation for writing it; (3) a list of the contents of the work, including
the main point of each chapter; and (4) placement of the preface at the end
of the work. Aside from the fourth point, which pertains to external,
editorial form, the other three points all relate to the function and
requirements of the preface. In addition to discussing the content,
character, and function of this common structure, this paper attempts to

explain the reasons that led to the structural standardization of Han
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dynasty prefaces.

Keywords: Ssu-ma Ch’ien Shih Chi prefaces author’s preface
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