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An “International Symposium on the Suan Shu Shu:
Appraisals and Appreciations,” was held on August 23-25 at
National Taiwan Normal University, Taipei
Xu Yibao

Between December of 1983 and January of 1984, more than sixteen hundred bamboo
strips were found in Han Tomb 247 at Zhangjiashan in Jiangling, Hubei Province, China.
Among these, 190 are devoted to mathematics and are known collectively as the Suan Shu Shu
(because of three Chinese characters, % El’zi?f; suan shu shu, found on the verso of one of the
strips). However, due to the great difficulties of decoding the Chinese characters on the strips,
arranging them in a coherent orders, and providing necessary commentaries, the full text of this
work was not published until September of 2000, when it appeared in the journal Wenwu
(Cultural Relics).

Publication of the Suan Shu Shu immediately aroused great interest among scholars
around the world. In less than six years, dozens of articles, several books, and even a
dissertation have been devoted to it. The text has also been translated into English and Japanese.
This symposium served to mark publication this year of the most recent study of the Suan Shu
Shu, written by the principal organizer of the meeting, HORNG Wann-Sheng, and LIN Cang-Yi,
SU Hui-yu, and SU Jun-Hong: Suan Shu Shu, Shuzhi Qiyuan Zhongguo Shuxueshi Kaizhang
Suan Shu Shu g €5 - [IBEE L (%,*g’(?; ) (Origin of Numbers: The Opening Chapter in the
History of Chinese Mathematics, Suan Shu Shu) (Taipei: Commercial Press, 2006). In order to
assess and appreciate the results of all these studies, and to promote further research on the Suan
Shu Shu, an international Symposium was held on August 23-25 at National Taiwan Normal
University in Taipei. The invited speakers (in alphabetic order) were:

Karine Chemla (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique and Université Paris 7,

France);

CHEN Liang-Tso (National Tsinghua University, Hsinchu, Taiwan);

CHIN Shih-Ch’i (National Chengchi University, Taiwan);

Joseph W. Dauben (City University of New York, Graduate Center and Lehman College,

USA);

GUO Shuchun (Institute for the History of Natural Science of the Chinese Academy

of Sciences, China);

HARIKAE Toshio (Osaka Sangyo University, Japan);

LI Chien-Min (Institute for History and Philology at the Academia Sinica, Taiwan);

LIN Boxin (China Medical University, Taiwan);

LIN Yanquan (National Taichung University, Taiwan);

MA Biao (Yamaguchi University, Japan);

TAMURA Makoto (Osaka Sangyo University, Japan);
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Alexei Volkov (National Tsinghua University ,Hsinchu, Taiwan); and
XU Yibao (City University of New York, Borough of Manhattan Community College,
USA).

Joseph Dauben, whose English translation of the Suan Shu Shu will soon appear in the
Archive for the History of Exact Sciences, outlined the major research results of the Suan Shu
Shu achieved thus far, and also presented his own interpretation of certain problematic sections
of the text in the opening plenary lecture. Karine Chemla, in addition to her plenary lecture on
“Documenting a Process of Abstraction in the Mathematics of Ancient China,” also led a
seminar session devoted to possible meanings of the term jingfen %5 and the problems of danlii
715, both of which occur in the Suan Shu Shu and in the Jiuzhang Suanshu (Nine Chapters on
Mathematical Procedures). GUO Shuchun talked about the relation between the Suan Shu Shu
and the Nine Chapters, and argued that the former is by no means a direct source for the latter.
CHEN Liang-Tso offered his comments on the book written by Horng Wann-Sheng and his
students mentioned above, in addition to presenting his own thoughts on several issues
concerning the Suan Shu Shu. Alexei Volkov considered the problematic order of the text in the
xiangcheng #'5= section of the Suan Shu Shu, and why he believes the bamboo strip version of
this work was most likely copied from an earlier version of the book written on silk. MA Biao
provided a new interpretation on the term yiruan #£J|, and suggested that it means
“compensation with some poor quality land nearby a city wall” rather than the conventional
interpretation of “adding and subtracting.” MA Biao, with his collaborators in Japan, OKAWA
Toshitaka, HARIKAE Toshio, and TAMURA Makoto, presented a paper which offered a fresh
interpretation of the sections entitled chongsu %5 and xing =, respectively. LIN Yanquan
commented on the first published version of the Suan Shu Shu, Zhangjiashan Hanjian Suan Shu
Shu Zhushi 3=25 | &y <<$.T§S'(?} ) =7 (Commentaries on the Bamboo Strips Suan Shu Shu
unearthed from Zhangjiashan) (Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 2001) by PENG Hao, and voiced his
difference of opinion on some of the commentaries provided by PENG. XU Yibao discussed
some possible algorithms behind solutions to the problems of futan {1/% and yushi }<, and how
the formula articulated in the sections entitled giandu s (L) and chu 8 were likely
developed.

Due to the fact that some of the texts found in the tomb at Zhangjiashan, along with the
Suan Shu Shu, are related to medicine and to legal codes, two historians of Chinese medicine and
one historian of Chinese law were invited to give plenary lectures. LI Chien-Min explained
how ancient Chinese medical texts were formed. LIN Boxin discussed Chinese physiological
and pathological views before the third century B.C.E. based on texts preserved on silk and
bamboo strips unearthed from Mawangdui in 1973 and Zhangjiashan in 1984. CHIN Shih-Ch’i
outlined the contents of the Ernian Liiling ~ = & g (Statutes and Ordinances of the Second Year
of the Reign of the Dowager Empress Lii), and also provided an overview of current scholarship
related to this work.
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The Symposium was not only productive, but a very enjoyable one thanks to the sponsors:
National Taiwan Normal University, the National Science Council, the Tourism Bureau of the
Transportation Department of the Republic of China, and the Chiu Chang Cultural Foundation in
Taipei. Following the symposium, the participants had an opportunity to visit the Juming
Museum and the National Yangmingshan National Park, as well as to hear authentic Tang
dynasty court music and dancing while enjoying a Tang dynasty dinner served in a restaurant
overlooking Taipei.

The Symposium attracted nearly 100 registered participants from China, France, Japan,
and the United States, as well as local institutions in Taiwan. Revised versions of the papers
presented during the symposium will be published in a book of proceedings under the editorship
of HORNG Wann-Sheng and Joseph Dauben.

?’F}H A RETER i fEEVF | Newsletter of the International Society for the History of East

Asian Science, Medicine, and Technology.
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