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The practice of some form of autopsy, regarded as a crucial component in the criminal procedure, is very old in China. It is attested to in materials excavated from early imperial tombs, and it is mentioned as a regular feature in the first preserved Chinese penal code, that of the Tang. There is a Tang statute on “autopsies not being done sincerely” (or in more bureaucratic terms, “autopsy reports not being faithful”), and there is one, though with a different emphasis, in the last version of the imperial penal code—the Ming Code and its inheritor, the Qing Code. The Tang statute is entitled “Not being sincere in examining deceitful illnesses, deaths, or wounds” (詐病死傷檢驗不實) (Tanglü shuyi, j. 25, article 384); it is placed in the section of the Tang Code on “trickery and cheating” (zhawei 詐偽), and is part of a group of statutes dealing with alleged illnesses, spurious reports on wounds, and the like, mostly with the intention to escape government service (see articles 381, 382); however, the second half of the article does lay down sanctions for insincere reports of autopsies of actual deaths, illnesses, and wounds.

The Ming-Qing statute—the only one dealing with forensics in the Penal Code—is entitled “Not Being Sincere in Examining the Wounds of a Corpse” (Jianyan shishang bu yi shi 檢驗屍傷不以實) (no. 436 in the Ming Code, no. 412 in the Qing Code), and it is entirely devoted to the latter aspect. Here is a full translation of the Qing text:
In all cases of first examination of the wounds on a corpse, if after having received his commission the official invokes pretexts to procrastinate and not do the examination at once, so that the corpse has time to decay; or if, though the examination is done at once, the official does not go in person to the site where the corpse lies to supervise the examination, but delegates the task to clerks and runners who will increase or decrease the number and seriousness of wounds at want; likewise, if the officials entrusted with the first autopsy and with the reviewing autopsy meet each other and agree on the content of the report; or if, though an official has gone in person to supervise the autopsy, he does not do it carefully, but changes things (e.g. he says “head” instead of “brain”, and so on), mixes up what is important and what is not (e.g. he reports a light wound as serious, or vice versa), adds or subtracts (e.g. he says there are many wounds when there are only a few, or conversely, that there are none when in fact there are a few), making the report on wounds inaccurate, determines vital spots in such a way that the cause of death is not made clear: in all of these cases, the original official will be punished with 60 strokes of the heavy stick, the superior official who has participated in the [second] autopsy with 70 strokes, and the lesser functionaries with 80 strokes. The coroner and menials who have made inaccurate observations or have connived [with the officials] on the content of the autopsy report will incur the same penalty as the lesser functionaries, viz. 80 strokes. If because of the insincerity of the autopsy performed by the official and coroner the penalty is mitigated or aggravated, they will be punished for “mitigating or aggravating a penalty by negligence” (with a reduction of five degrees if the penalty has been mitigated, three degrees if it has been aggravated).


It the officials or coroners accept bribes and are deliberately insincere in the examination report, so that the penalty is mitigated or aggravated, they will be punished for “deliberately mitigating or aggravating a penalty”. If the [punishment entailed by] the bribe exceeds [the punishment for] deliberately mitigating or aggravating a penalty, each will incur the heavier penalty for “illicit goods obtained by subverting the law”, calculated according to the bribe. (This concerns only those who have received bribes for making an insincere autopsy report; those who were not aware of it will still be punished for “mitigating or aggravating a penalty”.)


As one can see, this statute is entirely devoted to procedural and legal matters and to a careful review of the abuses and acts of negligence to be feared on the part of the officials and clerks. Faulty forensic reports, whether due to corruption, negligence, or incompetence, are liable to defeat the judicial system by causing injustices—in the worst scenario, executing innocent persons and letting criminals go. But the law only deals with the behavior of the people in charge of autopsies: it does allude to confusion or errors regarding the gravity of wounds or the determination of the so-called “lethal” spots (zhiming 致命), but says nothing of the specialized knowledge that supported such evaluations and allowed to decide why a forensic report should be regarded as correct or faulty. We need therefore to turn elsewhere to form an idea of what exactly was the “science” that undergirded and legitimized the practice of autopsies. 

And first of all, can traditional Chinese forensics be called a “science”? It can if we understand “science” in a premodern sense, that is, as a body of knowledge (a xue 學) sanctioned by tradition, by the written word, and to a certain extent by practice. Practice—implying repeated application of the knowledge in question, with the possibility of further testing and experimenting, hence further refinements and better comprehension—is indeed central to forensics. Traditional Chinese forensic science might perhaps be described as a combination of theoretical notions regarding the human body (of a medical science) with a repertoire of empirical considerations on causes and effects. Said otherwise, it endeavors to elucidate the causes of death by examining its observable effects on the body of the victim, the relationship of the former to the latter being informed by the physiological representations and notions that define Chinese traditional medicine—in particular, the paths (jing 經), channels (mai 脈), and other links that connect the various components of the body to each other. 

At least this is the definition of Chinese forensic science in the narrower sense of “forensic medicine”, and in this respect it is not very different, in intent if not in content, from modern forensic medicine. But to get a full picture it is also necessary to take into account the whole array of legal, procedural, or even purely practical considerations that regulated forensic examinations, not to speak of the techniques or even “tricks” that were developed by the forensic profession. Forensic knowledge in the wider sense encompasses all of these aspects—the medical, the legal, and the practical; and all are featured in the more comprehensive treatises on the subject, which I will discuss in what follows.
Forensic Treatises through the Seventeenth Century

As is well known, the founding text in the discipline is the five-juan Xiyuan jilu 洗冤集錄 (Collected Records on the Washing Away of Wrongs) composed in the late Southern Song by a Hunan judicial official (tixing 提刑) by the name of Song Ci 宋慈.
 As Song Ci explains in his preface (dated 1247), his work is a compilation of data extracted from several existing works (now lost),
 enriched with his own experience as a judicial official—hence the words jilu in the title, even though from early on the original Xiyuan jilu was often called “Xiyuan lu”, leading to occasional confusion between Song’s work and the later versions published under the title Xiyuan lu. 

The first sections of the Xiyuan jilu feature official regulations (tiaoling 條令), various indications on the procedure, considera​​tions on dubious cases (yinan 疑難), and generalities on the various circumstances of autopsies (depending on the time of the year, the age or sex of the victim, the condition of the corpse). From juan 3 (section 17) onward, the entries are more focused on the techniques to use and are arranged by causes and circumstances of death. Despite these somewhat heterogeneous contents, the Xiyuan jilu, which by all appearances was the first systematic treatise on the subject, was always regarded as a classic; but it was not a “scripture”, in the sense that over the centuries its text was subjected to various emendations and additions, while parallel texts, mostly inspired by it but occasionally adding new materials and methods, were published in the Yuan and Ming. Two of these texts have been preserved and are regularly mentioned in the late-imperial forensic literature, the Pingyuan lu 平冤錄 and especially the Wuyuan lu 無冤錄—literally, “smoothing away the wrongs”, and “no wrongs at all”. While the former is of uncertain date and authorship and subsists only in the form of fragments quoted elsewhere, the latter is known to be the work of Wang Yu 王與 (1261-1346), who prefaced it in 1308, and it went through a number of editions, notably in Korea.
 Other titles are mentioned as lost by the early Qing authors I will discuss later, such as a Liyuan lu 理冤錄 (“challenging the wrongs”) and a Mingyuan lu 明冤錄 (“illuminating the wrongs”).

The situation appears in fact to have become rather confused by the late Ming. One might say that, by then, the practice of forensics in the judicial process was based on a sort of empirical knowledge loosely proceeding from Song Ci’s original work and transmitted through books (those cited above and others) that shared as a common feature the fact that they were private commercial publications (lit. “booksellers’ imprints”, fangke 坊刻) without any official status or endorsement. This came to be regarded as a regrettable situation by many specialists, indeed for reasons not so much “scientific” as judicial: a body of knowledge that was marred by so many errors and uncertainties could only have unfathomable consequences for the administration of justice since erroneous forensic conclusions were liable to lead to grave injustices. In other words, it was no longer guaranteed that “washing away the wrongs” (xiyuan), the original intent of the discipline, could be accomplished as securely and, especially, as consistently as it reportedly had been after the appearance of the Xiyuan jilu, down to and including the Yuan dynasty.

The situation was the same in the first decades of the Qing. It would even seem that in some cases there was no Xiyuan lu at all and that autopsies were conducted more like improvisations in which the coroners relied on a knowledge more or less dependably transmitted, while the officials, who in any event disliked being too closely involved with the messiness of manipulating corpses, uncritically accepted their reports. This at least is what is suggested in a memorial sent to the throne by a certain Zhu Pei 朱裴 (?-1700), who added, interestingly, that “under the preceding [Ming] dynasty there was the book entitled Xiyuan lu, which was more detailed than ox hair when it came to identify the [lethal] wounds in homicides” (前明有洗冤錄一書，辨別人命傷痕，細於牛毛), and claimed that homicides would no longer be treated as trifles once the Xiyuan lu would be used alongside the Penal Code.


As we shall see, the eventual solution to this aporia in the Qing—missing or faulty handbooks of forensics—was the compilation and publication of an official Xiyuan lu that created a norm that judicial authorities everywhere in the empire were ordered to respect scrupulously in their investigations and conclusions. Before discussing this epoch-making decision and its consequences for the history of forensic science, however, it may be useful to analyze more closely the confused situation that led to it.
The Xiyuan lu Text in the Late Ming and Early Qing


This situation, according to several authors who attempted to rescue the text beginning in the early seventeenth century, resulted from the decadence of public service: as less and less officials felt concerned with a fair administration of justice, Song Ci’s hallowed work fell into abeyance and at one point could be regarded as virtually lost. One of the most graphic in this respect is Wang Mingde 王明德, an official at the Board of Punishments who authored a highly influential treatise on the Penal Code, the Dulü peixi 讀律佩觿 (The Portable Bodkin for Untangling the Difficulties of the Code, 1674 preface). Speaking in rather general terms, Wang claims that “in earlier periods” (qiandai 前代) the magistrates—even the “great sages and important Confucians” (gaoxian daru 高賢大儒)—took the Xiyuan lu [that is, the Xiyuan jilu] as their model (zongfa 宗法), and even the small judicial clerks, who had a notion of the consequences of errors in evaluating the circumstances of a crime (稍知出入為重), would use it as a body of regulations (facheng 法程). It was with the passing of time and the change in habits that officials came to devote most of their energy and capacities to levying taxes and to exhaust themselves in exchanging gifts, when they were not wasting their time in banqueting and gambling: hence the loss of any interest in the Xiyuan lu and in its importance for confounding criminals and avoiding injustices, and the fact that the text virtually ceased to be printed. 

There certainly is more than little exaggeration in this, especially when one remembers that several collectanea of official handbooks and many private editions of the Penal Code that had wide circulation in the late Ming and at the beginning of the Qing incorporated the Xiyuan lu and similar works (whatever the quality of the texts used).
 In any case, Wang Mingde claims that even though he had heard of Song Ci’s treatise ever since he was a child, he was never able to see it. He had been told that the entire work was comprised of over ten juan (in fact it has five), but despite more than forty years of effort he was unable to get a copy. What he managed to include in the Dulü peixi, therefore, was limited to the remnants collected by Wang Kentang 王肯堂 (1549-1613) in his famous commentary to the Ming Code, published at the beginning of the seventeenth century. To this he added a considerable expansion of his own, to which I shall return; but first let me say a few more words of Wang Kentang.

Wang’s extended and fairly discursive Da Ming lü fuli jianshi 大明律附例箋釋 (An Explication of the Code of the Great Ming with Attached Substatutes), whose preface is dated 1612, certainly stands out among the many commentaries to the Code that were published during the Ming, not only because Wang insisted on reviving the prestige of legal studies, traditionally despised by scholars, but also due to its continued influence in the Qing thanks to its adaptation by a certain Gu Ding顧鼎, published in its final version in 1691: Wang Kentang’s explanations and discussions were a recognized influence in the commentaries to the Qing code that were published through the late nineteenth century, and are copiously quoted in them.

Regarding the topic at hand, Wang’s Jianshi (as it is often called in abbreviated form) was regarded by later forensic specialists as crucial in preserving at least part of the text of the original Xiyuan jilu. This is found in Wang’s commentary to the statute “Not Being Sincere in Examining the Wounds of a Corpse”. There the quotation of the statute is followed, first, by Wang’s commentary, which expands on the text of the statute and deals with the mistakes and offences to be feared on the part of those in charge of autopsies; then it quotes a precedent (or “substatute”) from 1590 that specifies the procedural rules for autopsies; then again it reproduces a few orders and precedents regarding autopsies published during the dynasty, as found in the Da Ming huidian 大明會典; and finally it quotes 32 entries from the Xiyuan [ji]lu.


This Wang Kentang recension, found in what was the most authoritative commentary to the penal code at the time, was used by several early Qing authors, beginning with Wang Mingde in his Dulü peixi. Wang Mingde is neither the first nor the last to extol the purely technical treatise that is the Xiyuan lu—or in this case, what he could see of it—in terms of Confucian devotion: though the discussions in it are often insufficient, he says, “the painful dedication of the ancient sages is there, fully shaped on the page” (前賢苦心則已盡形紙上). Still, he considered Wang Kentang’s Xiyuan lu text dry and disorganized (which it is), and likely to bewilder the reader. He therefore (he tells us) divided it up to clarify it and make it easier to consult, and enriched it with his own observations as well as prescriptions to cure the wounds so as to save lives, end enmities transmitted from generation to generation, and prevent the wrongful denunciation and implication of people. Concretely, the section on forensics that closes the Dulü peixi (it is divided into juan 8A and 8B) begins by reproducing Wang Kentang’s Xiyuan lu 32 entries under the caption “Xiyuan lu yuanwen 原文”;
 then it offers the considerations just summarized; and finally it provides Wang Mingde’s own commentaries and additions in the form of a lengthy text entitled “Supplement to the Xiyuan lu” (Xiyuan lu bu 補), in which the entries of the original text is are again quoted one by one (or even fragment by fragment when Wang Mingde has much to say), followed by Wang’s comments and occasionally by further considerations, in part based on his own forensic experience, introduced by the word bu 補.


Wang Mingde’s Dulü peixi (that is, the Xiyuan lu bu, which makes up most of the Dulü peixi’s section on forensics) is cited by all subsequent early Qing authors as a major source for reconstructing the Xiyuan lu. It is important insofar as it added a lot of “knowledge” to the bare surviving entries salvaged by Wang Kentang in the late Ming, and much of this knowledge was integrated into his successors’ recensions, down to the official Xiyuan lu put out by the Qing government in 1742 (see below). Ascertaining whether this was a progress in terms of forensic “science” would require more in-depth examination of the text than has been possible for this essay, but the fact is that Wang Mingde’s impact on the field has been regretted by later authors. Thus, Jia Jingtao 賈靜濤, one of the best modern historians of Chinese forensics, considers that much of Wang’s opinions are irrational and non-scientific, and he deplores that they were in turn used by the editors of the official Xiyuan lu.
 In this he is in agreement with the editors of the Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao, some two centuries before, who in the entry devoted to the Dulü peixi remarked that “the miscellaneous notes and strange stories in the Xiyuan lu bu involve supernatural prescriptions which are close to xiaoshuo literature” (洗冤錄補雜記異聞旁及鬼神醫藥之事，尤近小說家言).


Whatever the case may have been, the Dulü peixi features prominently among the sources used by several authors who attempted to reconstruct a dependable Xiyuan lu during the next decades. The first among them is Pan Biaocan 潘杓燦, a private secretary (muyou 幕友) who compiled one of the most knowledgeable and influential early-Qing magistrate handbooks, modestly entitled Weixin bian 未信編 (An Unreliable Treatise). According to its preface and fanli 凡例, the book was composed in 1675, but only published in 1684 (the date of the preface), the author having resolved to “give it to the engraver” because of the faulty manuscript copies that had multiplied in between. (The earliest extant edition is dated 1704.) Pan’s career is therefore more or less contemporary with that of Wang Mingde, although the two men were situated far apart on the bureaucratic ladder: Wang was a ministry bureau director (langzhong 郎中) in the capital, while Pan was no more than a modest private secretary in the provinces. Apparently Wang’s work was already well circulated, since it is cited by Pan among the works to be consulted alongside his own forensic treatise, entitled “A Guide to Autopsies” (Jianyan zhinan 檢驗指南), which is inserted in the section on judicial administration in the Weixin bian.
 (The other sources mentioned at the beginning of the text are the Xiyuan lu, Wuyuan lu, Pingyuan lu, and Wang Kentang’s Minglü [fuli] jianshi.)

The Jianyan zhinan, an intensely practical text, features most of the main contents of the Yuan edition of the Xiyuan jilu, plus some additions from the Wuyuan lu, with careful rewriting, and adding Pan’s personal opinions. Interestingly, it is closely associated with a text on emergency treatment of wounds and other injuries, the Yijiu sishang fa 醫救死傷法. The latter was also an important reference for the editors of the official text of the Xiyuan lu, the fourth and last chapter of which is almost entirely devoted to “emergency rescue methods” (jijiu fang 急救方) and prescriptions against poisoning. This medical bent, already present in the original Xiyuan jilu, though much more discreetly,
 is inseparable from the humanistic approach to criminal justice proclaimed in all treatises: the ultimate goal is to save lives, and saving the life of the victim of an attempted homicide will at the same time excuse the criminal from capital punishment. In the Jianyan zhinan, the text of the Yijiu sishang fa is split among the entries discussing situations where a rescue, or even revival, can be attempted (e.g. persons found hanging, or drowned, or poisoned, and so forth).

The text of the Jianyan zhinan, also in combination with its companion medical text, the Yijiu sishang fa, is found in two more or less contemporary works, both of which were quite influential in bureaucratic circles. Such was especially the case of the first, Huang Liuhong’s 黃六鴻 celebrated magistrate handbook, the Fuhui quanshu 福惠全書 (Complete Book of Happiness and Benevolence), which had innumerable editions throughout the Qing. The Fuhui quanshu, which was based on its author’s experience as a magistrate in the 1670s, was completed in 1694 and first published in 1699. Chapters 15 and 16 feature most of the Jianyan zhinan, though unattributed and untitled,
 with the extracts of the Yijiu shishang fa inserted after the relevant paragraphs. The other work to which I am alluding is the Qing adaptation of Wang Kentang’s commentary to the Penal Code, published by Gu Ding 顧鼎 in 1689, and then in 1691 in a somewhat revised version: appended to it are Pan’s forensic treatise, entitled Jianyan shishang 屍傷 zhinan, as well as the Yijiu shishang fa; they are reproduced separately, however, one following the other.

The knowledge displayed in the texts discussed above is above all practical. Their authors, Wang Mingde and Pan Biaocan, started from a narrow textual base—a truncated and garbled Xiyuan jilu, plus a few parallel texts—and expanded on it, adding their own experiences and observations, explaining and discussing difficult points, and in Pan’s case (followed by Huang Liuhong) insisting on the details of the legal procedure and on the proper ways to conduct a forensic investigation, providing examples of the forms to fill out, and so on.

The approach is somewhat different in two important treatises that represent the most thorough and scholarly attempts to reconstruct a rounded-up and complete Xiyuan lu text until the Qing government imposed its own version. The first one, Chen Fangsheng’s 陳芳生 Xiyuan jishuo 洗冤集說, with a preface dated 1687, was composed during the same period as the works of Wang Mingde, Pan Biaocan, Huang Liuhong, and Gu Ding: all of these efforts were in fact concentrated within a decade and a half. Chen’s ambition was somewhat different, however. He started from the same observation as the others: the available commercial editions of the Xiyuan lu are crammed with errors, the Pingyuan lu and Mingyuan lu are no longer available, the Wuyuan lu is full of inaccuracies and oversights, and what one has to make do with are the 2,500-plus characters from the original Xiyuan jilu rescued by Wang Kentang at the end of the Ming and re-used by Wang Mingde; and despite Wang Mingde’s commentary based on these extracts and Pan Biaocan’s own expansion of the same material, forensic specialists (the xuezhe 學者) can only complain that a full Xiyuan lu text free of errors is still wanting.

Chen Fangsheng’s jishuo is a rather remarkable piece of scholarly work. To create a complete text he collated all the Xiyuan lu available editions (he lists ten Ming and Qing different recensions, some complete and some partial, some separate and some incorporated in larger works), and complemented them with materials he deemed acceptable from the Wuyuan lu, from the Yuan-period checklist called Jie’an shi 結案式, from the Dulü peixi  (i.e., the Xiyuan lu bu), from the Weixin bian (i.e., the Jianyan zhinan), and from other works as well, plus his own opinions.
 The emergency prescriptions cited in the Xiyuan lu have been combined with those provided by Wang Mingde, Pan Biaocan and others, and appended to the relevant entries. The source is indicated for each of the entries that compose the final text, and major variants in the various editions of the Xiyuan lu used are footnoted. Textual problems are pointed out. Different underlines distinguish the more or less important parts of the text, even the dubious ones are marked with a special kind of underline. And finally, the contents of each of the 8 chapters are discussed in a “Method for reading” (dufa) that precedes the table of contents.


We cannot know how influential this painstaking recension of the Xiyuan lu may have been. It is in any case acknowledged as an influence, even a model, in a later work that attempted again to propose to the public a complete, dependable, and usable version of Song Ci’s founding text. This is Lang Tingdong’s 郎廷棟 Xiyuan huibian 洗冤彚編, composed in 1710, edited and published in 1715 and again in 1718. Contrary to the obscure Chen Fangsheng, Lang Tingdong was a Chinese bannerman belonging to a distinguished family. At the time of compiling the Xiyuan huibian he held the important position of Hunan judicial commissioner, and duly noted in his preface that Song Ci was also a Hunan tixing when he compiled the Xiyuan jilu in the Song, hence the sense of belonging to a glorious tradition. As I will mention later, Lang’s colleagues who supported his effort and helped publishing and circulating it were also high provincial officials. In other words, bureaucratically speaking we are dealing here with a rather different group of authors and editors.

Lang’s preface is followed by an introduction entitled “Jishu benmo” 紀述本末, apparently written by the team of collaborators who “respectfully collated” the text, which resumes familiar complaints but is particularly graphic about the proliferation of competing texts and gradual disappearance of much of the original Xiyuan jilu:

The text was created in the Song, it was commented on in the Yuan, the accumulation came to over several tens of juan. Today, after a succession of regimes and generations, the wise scholars concentrate all their attention on such distinguished genres as the classics and histories, and this work has not been examined and set up for a long time, so that the text that is circulated is incomplete and in disorder. Inevitably, the order of entries has been lost and errors and lacunae cannot be detected. During the Yuan and Ming such books as Smoothing Out Wrongs, Suppressing Wrongs, Challenging Wrongs, or Illuminating Wrongs were published one after the other, but some have been kept, some have been lost, and errors keep being passed on. When Wang Kentang for the first time attempted to correct the situation, regrettably only one tenth of the [original] text was surviving, the complete book could no longer be obtained.

(其書創於宋，詳於元，集約數十餘卷。迄今代移世遠，賢士大夫究心經史風雅，此書久未考定。頒行殘篇亂簡，難免後先失次，譌缺無章。由元及明，平冤、無冤、理冤、明冤諸書雖相繼競出，或存或佚，舛錯相仍。至王肯堂始為一正。惜乎僅存文之什一，全卷終莫可得。

The text goes on saying that in the early Qing the authors of the Dulü peixi and Weixin bian pursued the effort to bring to light the contents of the original work (xu wei faming 續為發明), and that for his part Chen Fangsheng collected all available evidence for his project of producing a “completed book” at long last (ji wei chengshu 計為成書). 

Yet—the same note pursues—this scholarly accomplishment still raises a problem, this time a practical one. As we saw, Chen Fangsheng was careful to record all the variants, and whenever they were not in agreement he duly quoted the opinion of different books on one same topic side by side in order to allow the reader to form an opinion. But an official faced with the task of conducting an autopsy has no time to read the entire book and consult the competing propositions of several authors, he needs immediate and unambiguous guidance. The ambition of the Xiyuan huibian, therefore, was to offer a systematically itemized treatise where the practitioner working in the field would be able to find at a glance (yimu liaoran 一目了然) what he is looking for during an autopsy. For example, having to evaluate a certain kind of wound, he would go directly to the relevant entry and find all the necessary explanations on what characteristics to check and what distinctions to establish in order to make a correct diagnosis.

The Xiyuan huibian starts with the quotation of a series of statutes, substatutes and regulations on forensic examination taken from the Qing Penal Code and other government sources, replacing the obsolete “regulations” (jieshi tiaoling 結式條令) found in the usual editions (those in Chen Fangsheng’s Xiyuan jishuo were all Song-period). It is followed by the complete text of Wang Kentang’s Shenxing shuo, a classic account of the criminal procedure emphasizing its concrete aspects (as opposed to paper-work and correspondences) and insisting on moderation and care, reproduced in many Qing treatises. (Wang’s name is not mentioned.) The main text is comprised of 85 sections covering the contents of the original Xiyuan jilu and its sequels, with a record of ten dubious cases (yi’an 附疑案) as an appendix. As in the Xiyuan jishuo, the sources are always indicated in abbreviated form—indeed, the list of recensions used given in the fanli is exactly the same as the one in Chen Fangsheng, with the Xiyuan jishuo itself as the only addition. Contrary to the latter work, however, the saving-life prescriptions (jijiu fang 急救方) culled from Song Ci’s original work and Wang Mingde’s and Pan Biaocan’s treatises are not inserted in the body of the text: they were appended at the end of the volume at the last minute, we are said, Lang Tingdong considering at first that they concern people alive and are of no use to examine dead persons.

The Xiyuan huibian and the Xiyuan jishuo are the two extant early Qing attempts at establishing an updated and more dependable Xiyuan lu text known to us.
 As we have seen in the foregoing, forensic specialists at that time were confronted with a situation where, in the absence of an authoritative text, something approaching the original Xiyuan jilu and offering as much consistency as possible had to be assembled with odds and ends. The aim of Lang Tingdong and his predecessors was to restore, enrich, and give authority to a body of knowledge that had grown somewhat disorderly over the centuries and displayed many shortcomings and lacunae. And with Pan Biaocan and Lang Tingdong in particular, the more concrete aim was to provide local officials with a reliable handbook that would give them all the necessary information when confronted with the urgency of actual cases.
The Official Qing Xiyuan lu

But the more serious attempt was the compilation of a new authoritative text by the Qing government (called in what follows the “official Xiyuan lu”), which altered the original text rather profoundly—whereas the earlier attempts stuck to the original Xiyuan jilu as far as it was possible while expanding it with their own remarks and additions—and established a new orthodoxy. This official recension, entitled Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu 律例館校正洗冤錄 and comprising 4 juan, is not a mere edited version of the original Xiyuan jilu, as is often assumed, but a significantly different work. Its confection was entrusted (at a date that will be discussed in a moment) to the specialists of the Bureau of the Code (Lüli guan), an office that was in charge of the periodic revisions of the Penal Code—its initial task was to compile the first edition of the Qing Code, the Da Qing lü fuli 大清律附例 of 1646—and other editorial work on precedents and regulations. The Lüli guan was at first an independent and ad hoc body with a high official, usually a ministry president, appointed as chief editor (zongcai 總裁), and eighteen officials selected from among the metropolitan administrations for their competence in legal matters acting as compilers, collators, and translators. In 1742 it was attached to the Ministry of Justice, and from then on its personnel was entirely recruited within that ministry, the position of chief editor being assumed by one of its presidents or vice-presidents. After that date, too, the tasks of the Lüli guan appear to have been more focused on penal matters. It was in particular in charge of keeping abreast of the latest imperially-sanctioned jurisprudence and deciding which part of it would be integrated into the Code in the form of substatutes (li 例), as well as preparing and publishing the five-year “small revisions” and ten-year “major revisions” of the Penal Code, now called the Da Qing lüli 大清律例 (Statutes and Substatutes of the Great Qing, first completed in 1740). From the late eighteenth century onwards, the Lüli guan also became a sort of expert body within the Ministry of Justice, to which all the difficult cases were referred for discussion and which maintained an archive of the jurisprudence accumulating year after year. Its opinions (including on forensic problems) were submitted to the emperor by the Ministry in the form of memorials; they can be found in the vast collections of “memoranda” (shuotie 說帖) that were compiled from the Lüli guan archive for the entire duration of the nineteenth century.

The Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu is in fact a composite work. The compilers retained no more than about 60 percent of Song Ci’s original text (not without submitting it to some change and rewording), and for the rest drew from a vast array of literature that included most of the late Ming and early Qing works discussed above, though it encompassed much more. Several later authors describe the Lüli guan’s work as an “assemblage”, or an “anthology” (huicui 薈萃) of many sources. One example is Qu Zhongrong’s 瞿中溶 1827 preface to his Xiyuan lu bianzheng 洗冤錄辨正 (discussed below), and more specifically the last essay in the text, entitled “Jin Xiyuan lu nei zacai ge shu” 今洗冤錄内雜采各書, which is devoted to these sources, of which he gives a complete list: in addition to the original Xiyuan jilu, he enumerates no less than twenty titles, including a significant number of medical works and several miscellanea.
 The organization of the table of contents of the official Xiyuan lu is fairly different from that of the original Xiyuan jilu; and it features only 38 main entries as opposed to 53 in the earlier work. Procedural aspects receive a great deal of attention. There are no indications of sources, and the science displayed in the text is simply decreed—this is not the sort of treatise that discusses contradictions and uncertainties and calls for further research. And finally, as we have seen, the life-saving methods receive a great deal of attention in the fourth chapter of the work.

The result definitely is a mixed bag, and later in this essay I will discuss some of the criticism it incurred for that reason. Yet, by the very fact that it was endowed by the government with an authority equal to that of the Penal Code, the Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu became the state-imposed version of forensic science, accepted as such by a majority of literati, but disputed by a minority of forensic scholars for whom “science” remained a process, an evolving body of knowledge based on textual critique and on the direct observation of reality.

Before coming to this, however, two important questions related to the official Xiyuan lu need to be examined: one is the exact date of its compilation and publication; and the other is how efficiently it was circulated—in other words, known and used by practitioners in the field.
The Dating of the Official Xiyuan lu

When was the official Xiyuan lu compiled and published? None of the many surviving copies bears any date or features any preface that might deliver an indication.
 The conventional notion in modern Xiyuan lu scholarship is that the Lüli guan published it in 1694 for distribution across the empire. Yet, as Chen Chongfang’s exacting research has recently shown, even though author after author (including myself) has regarded this date as granted, its earliest mention goes no farther back than an article published in 1956 that does not provide any source in support;
 and indeed, it has not been possible so far to locate a single piece of evidence in Qing sources that might confirm that it was indeed 1694. The only approaching evidence is Yao Deyu’s 姚德豫 1831 preface to his Xiyuan lu jie 洗冤錄解 (discussed below), where he claims that “during the Kangxi period the Lüli guan collected [materials] to compile a text in four juan, and then only did a complete recension of the Xiyuan lu exist” (康熙年間律例館會萃成編，總為四卷，而洗冤錄乃有全書). Another author, Liang Gongchen 梁恭辰, possibly inspired by Yao Deyu, makes the same statement in a 1879 preface to an edition of the Xiyuan lu jizheng (also discussed below).

Yao Deyu seems to have been wrong, however. Not only is there no other Qing source to support his dating, but several pieces of evidence imply that, although there were calls for the government to compile and distribute a standard version of the Xiyuan lu, these calls were not answered. For example, a 1712 edict of the Kangxi emperor quoted the memorial of an official named Chen Ruxian 陳汝咸 who requested that the text be edited according to the Song-period Xiyuan lu (應照宋時洗冤錄較定) in order to solve certain problems on which uncertainties remained.
 Similarly, in 1728 the governor of Hubei, Ma Huibo 馬會伯, asked that the Xiyuan lu be checked anew with a view to unifying it (洗冤錄宜重加核閱以期劃一); but the emperor was content with referring the problem to the Nine Ministers.


Another, and possibly stronger, argument against the notion that an official version of the Xiyuan lu was compiled, and especially, printed and distributed in the Kangxi period is that it is never mentioned by contemporary authors, not even by specialists that one would expect to be the first interested in such a novelty. A striking example is the Xiyuan huibian 洗冤彚編, already discussed. As we have seen, the aim of Lang Tingdong, its compiler, was to bring consistency to a body of knowledge that was still in much disorder and provide local officials with a reliable handbook that might be easily used when confronted with the urgency of actual cases; in other words, exactly the same program as that of the (future) Xiyuan lu prepared by the Lüli guan, with the difference that the materials borrowed from the various works used are quoted in full, with their origin indicated, instead of being recombined into a single text without acknowledgement of sources. Had an official edition of the Xiyuan lu existed at the time, the persons who contributed to the compilation, revision, and publication of the Xiyuan huibian and wrote prefaces for it would have been in a particularly appropriate position to know about such an edition and dutifully celebrate it: Lang Tingdong was judicial commissioner of Hunan when he prepared the work (sometime between 1704 and 1710, which is the date of the preface); Yang Chaolin 楊朝麟, the editor of the first printed edition (in 1715), was judicial commissioner of Jiangxi; and the next edition (1718)—the earliest extant today—was published by the then judicial commissioner of Anhui, Zhu Zuoding 朱作鼎. Yet there is no mention anywhere in the work of a government recension of the Xiyuan lu; better still, Zhu Zuoding’s 1718 preface deplores that currently there exists nothing to guide autopsies apart from incomplete editions of the Xiyuan lu and Pingyuan lu—hence the usefulness of Lang Tingdong’s painstaking effort at retrieving as much data as possible.

When, then, was the Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu compiled, published, and circulated? One source that can be regarded as dependable is the catalogue of the books held at the imperial palace, which mentions one copy of the Xiyuan lu, and comments: “Before, it was promulgated together with the Penal Code. In 1740 the Bureau of the Code edited and republished it; it is in four juan” (向同律例頒行，乾隆五年律例館校正重刊，凡四卷).
 The mention “Lüli guan jiaozheng” and the four-juan format clearly designate the official recension that occupies us here (where the words “Lüli guan jiaozheng” are a prefix to the actual title, Xiyuan lu). The problem, apparently, is the word “republished” (chongkan) and the notion that already in the past the Xiyuan lu was distributed alongside the Code. In fact, “republication” is never a notion used with much strictness in traditional Chinese publishing: one can very well “republish” a text with the same title but a significantly altered content, which is exactly what was done with the official Xiyuan lu. More puzzling is the indication that before being edited by the Lüli guan the Xiyuan lu was already distributed together with the Penal Code. The Penal Code was circulated through the administrative hierarchy in the form of government copies that were in turn reproduced by the provincial administrations with the help of private publishers and distributed to the lower rungs of the bureaucracy, not counting the private editions with commentaries owned by individuals, which strictly respected the official text but enriched it with a variety of commentaries and reference materials. (Exactly the same happened to the official Xiyuan lu, as we shall see.) Was the same true of the Xiyuan lu before 1740? The problem is that no officially approved recension of the text, of whatever form, is known apart from those bearing the title Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu, which have to correspond with the 1740 revision mentioned in the catalogue of the Palace library.
 It may be the case that until 1740 the publishing of the Xiyuan lu (in whatever recension) was entirely left to the private sector, the government only making sure that copies were owned by all the administrative offices involved in criminal justice (the so-called wenxing yamen 問刑衙門), which also had their official edition of the Penal Code.

In any event, Chen Chongfang, based in particular on archival documents held at the Academia Sinica, has conclusively demonstrated that the Lüli guan version of the Xiyuan lu was prepared in 1742 in the wake of the compilation, copying, and proofreading of the Qianlong edition of the Da Qing lüli, which bears an imperial preface dated 1740 but was not “out of the press” until 1743. When the Lüli guan was done with the copying and proofreading of the Code, which was at the end of 1741, it could concentrate its energies on compiling and editing the revised Xiyuan lu; this was done in about six months in the course of 1742. The date 1740 indicated in the imperial catalogue most probably refers to that of the imperial preface to the Da Qing lüli.
The Circulation of the Official Xiyuan lu


Whatever the date of compilation and printing of the Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu may have been, the next question to ask is that of the circulation of this text which was supposed to be the most up-to-date version of forensic knowledge. 

How the distribution was expected to proceed is made clear in a 1742 report of the Lüli guan announcing that the carving of the text at the Wuying dian (the Palace printing office) has just been completed, and suggesting that 200 copies be printed. These 200 copies would be distributed to all the metropolitan yamen concerned with judicial matters and to the provincial administration chiefs (the governors-general and governors, Tartar generals, and administrative and judicial commissioners). As for local administrations (the intendancies, prefectures, departments, and counties), they were too many for the Lüli guan to distribute copies to all of them. The suggestion, therefore, was to send two extra copies to each province to serve as models to carve a new set of printing blocks, from which the local printing shops would then print copies for local use.


This, then, was the method approved by the throne; and had it been fully implemented, within a few months every official in a position implying at least the possibility of having to attend autopsies would have had easy access to the new recension of the Xiyuan lu, which in any event was from now on the only one allowed for use. Yet there is no lack of evidence suggesting that the imposition of an official text of the Xiyuan lu, in other words of a final version of the “science” it conveyed, on the administrative apparatus was not achieved overnight. There is no doubt that the recension of the Xiyuan lu made into law by the Qing gradually became the text which administrators would normally use when they had to handle criminal cases, including those among them who resorted to the more sophisticated private editions with commentaries discussed below. And yet, there are troubling indications that, for quite a long time, at least some officials and coroners continued to use non-approved and, reportedly, faulty recensions of the text. Writing in 1827, Qu Zhongrong, the author of a critical study on the government-published Xiyuan lu to which I will return, complained in the following terms:
Naturally every large and small yamen in the provinces should use the volume of the Xiyuan lu edited by the Bureau of the Code as a norm. Yet what I could usually see was a quantity of lousy booklets produced by booksellers; besides, only the judicial clerks and the coroners had them, and they regarded them as talismans. How could such people be aware of missing portions of text and spurious characters?

外省大小衙門，自當奉律例館校正洗冤錄之本為准。乃予所見，往往多坊刻惡劣小册。且惟刑書仵作備有其書，以為護身符耳。脫文譌字，若輩安得而知。

This is only one example, and it is of course difficult to know how much one can generalize from such statements. Qu Zhongrong says in the same preface that he is familiar with the situation in Hubei and Hunan, and it may well be that each place kept its own administrative tradition and “style”, of which the local subaltern personnel were the main transmitters. Still, the problem of circulation is closely tied to the question of usage. Even admitting that the state was successful in its efforts to have copies of its own Xiyuan lu text deposited wherever forensic science was required—that is, in virtually every administrative yamen of China—the question remains of who used them and to what effect.

First were the coroners. The ignorance and unreliability of coroners is everywhere denounced. They probably were not as systematically inclined to accept bribes as was routinely said, but we may assume that the majority of them were not very sophisticated as far as forensic science was concerned: they knew the basics and applied the recipes that had been taught to them by their predecessors or colleagues, and that was sufficient in a majority of cases. In other words, they considered that the practical booklets sold by booksellers, denounced by many authors yet so much easier to use than the standard text, were enough for them. To be sure, the Qing Code features a substatute (first promulgated in 1728, then twice enlarged, and finalized in 1788) prescribing in great detail how the coroners should be trained and regularly examined on their proficiency in forensic science, based on the official Xiyuan lu, of which each one was supposed to have a copy in his possession; but it does not seem to have been very thoroughly implemented.
 On the other hand, and as I have remarked elsewhere, certain accounts of cases reveal the existence of an elite of highly competent coroners who mastered perfectly the details of the Xiyuan lu and were able to argue their case with great expertise when their conclusions were disputed by their superiors or even by the Lüli guan specialists;
 and more generally, “old coroners”, meaning experienced ones, are routinely mentioned among the experts called for when it comes to examining a particularly difficult or disputed case, or even to emending and completing the text of the Xiyuan lu, as was the case when materials on the skeleton were added to it (see below).

But forensic science and Xiyuan lu competence were never supposed to be the exclusive province of coroners. By regulation, officials involved in autopsies were expected to closely supervise the coroners and systematically double-check their observations and conclusions, and therefore to possess the necessary expertise. Indeed, all the authors of prefaces to forensic treatises insist that the latter are first and foremost intended not for the coroners, but for the magistrates, and more generally for every official likely to be put in charge of an autopsy. In other words, forensic literacy was a requirement for truly professional officials. And yet, innumerable authors deplore that, in reality, a majority of officials are ignorant of or indifferent to even the basics of forensic science, which as literati they regard as a subaltern form of knowledge, not counting the fact that they tend to avoid physical participation in autopsies as it is a most unpleasant experience for a man of letters. Such considerations are found, for example, in a directive circulated in 1757 by the Jiangxi judicial commissioner, according to whom,
In ordinary times magistrates do not even cast an eye on the text of the Xiyuan lu, so that when suddenly one day they have to go for an autopsy, there are at a loss to locate the spots on the corpse; as for distinguishing between wounds made by hand or foot, or by other objects or by blades, they are even more at a loss. They just listen to the announcements shouted by the coroner and note them one by one. Yet half the coroners are ignorant, and many accept bribes: is there then any point in wondering whether the wounds on a corpse are real or fake? And after they have returned to their offices they omit to check with the Xiyuan lu; they just leave it to the clerks to put the seal on the checklist filled in haphazardly at the site of the autopsy and forward it, and consider that the process of examining and reporting is over.

洗冤錄一書，州縣平時既未寓目。一旦登場，屍身部位茫然不知。至傷痕何者為手足，何者為他物金刃，更茫然莫辨。任聽仵作喝報，一一填註。而仵作半屬不暗，且多受賄，則屍傷之真偽，尚可問乎。及至回署，又不將洗冤錄查對，惟以屍場混填之格，委諸書吏照填鈐印發申，以為驗報之事已畢。

In other words, the science is there, but nobody cares. The same sort of complaint is found in a circular addressed sometime during the 1820s by a provincial governor, Cheng Hanzhang 程含章 (1762-1832), to the officials of his province, in which he urges them to use their leisure time to get thoroughly acquainted with both the Penal Code and the Xiyuan lu.
 Also in the 1820s, Qu Zhongrong wrote the following remarks (that he said were based on his experience in Hubei and Hunan) just before the passage already quoted on coroners using faulty handbooks:
I used to talk with old friends in the [official’s] private cabinet, and they always said: “If the boss can read the Xiyuan lu, then the responsibility of the secretaries is easy and light. This is because, to decide on a verdict there are the laws and precedents, whereas the reality or gravity of wounds cannot be ascertained without looking at them with one’s own eyes.” But I say: If one is careful with administrative discipline, how could one dare to put away this book on a shelf?
嘗與幕中老友談論，每云，東家能看洗冤錄，則幕友之責便輕。蓋定讞固有例案，而傷痕之真偽重輕，非目睹者不能知之也。然予謂，苟留心吏治者，又豈肯以此書束之高閣邪。
Said otherwise, a dependable autopsy is based on both thorough acquaintance with the Xiyuan lu and on-the-spot inspection, and when this is realized it is much easier for the official’s advisors to round up a case file, which is their assigned function.
 The problem, as Qu says immediately after, is that all too often the book is abandoned on a shelf (when it is there) and the job is left to menials using flawed manuals.

More generally, it is a kind of topos in the prefaces to forensic treatises and in administrative handbooks to oppose the small minority of seasoned officials who pride themselves on their expertise and experience in, even passion for, forensic problems, to the effete and bookish scholars who only wish to stand clear of the messiness of postmortem examinations and are an easy prey for manipulative subaltern personnel. What seems to me necessary to emphasize is that the justification for such pride was less an ability to advance knowledge (though there is this too) than a superior capacity to dispense justice in accordance with the higher ideals of righteousness and benevolence embodied by the emperor.
The Official Xiyuan lu Contested


Still, I am inclined to assume that for a majority of local officials autopsies were a fact of life and that they possessed a reasonable grasp of the essentials of forensic knowledge. And for them the Xiyuan lu was the ultimate authority. In the entry on homicides in his celebrated handbook for magistrates, the Xuezhi yishuo 學治臆說 (1793), Wang Huizu 汪輝祖 (1731-1807) strongly advises his readers to take a copy with them when they go supervise an autopsy. As autopsies must be done on the spot and publicly, all too frequently people concerned with the case try to intervene and to dispute the observations “shouted” by the coroner and noted down by the magistrate: the only way to convince and subdue them is to go over the corpse book in hand and examine each wound or trace while pointing to the relevant paragraphs—nobody will dispute the science embodied in the Xiyuan lu.


Wang Huizu was most certainly referring to the official Xiyuan lu compiled by the Lüli guan, which by the late eighteenth century had been circulated widely enough to become the standard reference, which it was supposed to be by law in any case, and even though there must have been exceptions as we just saw. But not all forensic specialists displayed the same blind confidence in the fruit of the Lüli guan’s efforts as Wang. To be sure, when one was standing by the corpse and arguing with the relatives of the victim (or of the criminal) and other persons interested in binding the case to their own interests—the kind of situation described by Wang in this entry—this was no time for splitting hairs and questioning the legally enforceable version of the text. But it was not the same thing with specialists pondering over the inconsistencies, gaps, and errors they detected in the same text and confronting them with their own accumulated observations and readings.

The late-imperial paradox of Chinese forensic science is that it was more alive than ever after the government’s orthodox version of the Xiyuan lu had become the only one used in autopsies, at least formally. And if this was so, it was due in no small part to the private editions of that version, enriched with commentaries, quotations from legal cases, appended discussions, and various other sorts of additions, that started with the Xiyuan lu jizheng 洗冤錄集證 (Washing Away the Wrongs with Collected Evidence) compiled in 1796 by two private secretaries who were also legal specialists of much repute, Wang Youhuai 王又槐 and Li Guanlan 李觀瀾, and were continuously enlarged in the course of the nineteenth century.
 In other words, the official text was circulated together with texts and materials that not only elaborated on it and explained it, but also completed it, and occasionally criticized it, some of them rather harshly. 

Among the last were several essays that developed the various reasons why the official version of the Xiyuan lu (enriched with data on the skeleton from 1770 onwards, as we shall see) could not be seen as the last word. The early Daoguang era (around 1830) seems to have been particularly active in producing such criticism, and three works stand in evidence: the Xiyuan lu bianzheng (A Correction of Errors in The Washing Away of Wrongs), already mentioned, by Qu Zhongrong (1827 preface); the Jianyan hecan 檢驗合參 (Cross-References for Autopsies), by Lang Jinqi 郎錦騏 (1829 preface); and the Xiyuan lu jie (Views on The Washing Away of Wrongs), by Yao Deyu (1831 preface). At first they were texts locally published by rather obscure authors; but very soon all three were appended to new editions of what seems to have been in effect the principal medium of circulation of the government version of the Xiyuan lu outside administrative yamen—the above-mentioned Xiyuan lu jizheng. 
The Question of the Skeleton

I will come back to these three works, but first let me start with the question of the representation and understanding of the skeleton, on which much of the criticism was focused. Indeed, the “plates and checklists for examining the bones” (jiangu tuge 檢骨圖格) appended to the official Xiyuan lu after 1770 and the discussions they prompted form an interesting pattern as far as the interplay of government and science is concerned. Progress in the understanding of the human skeleton in late imperial China was closely tied to forensic theory and practice, which was itself associated with a major government responsibility, the administration of justice.
 In the late Qing at least, debates on the skeleton were originally stimulated by the initiative of an administrator working in a bureaucratic context; then they developed through the efforts and investigations of other administrators who were dissatisfied with the resulting standard promulgated by the government; and their opinions and findings were circulated through private handbooks composed by and intended for administrators.

The compilation of plates representing the skeleton front and back and naming the bones, accompanied by corresponding checklists to help magistrates in their reports,
 and intended for distribution among judicial yamen and insertion into the new editions of the official Xiyuan lu, was accomplished in 1770 at the suggestion of a certain Zengfu 增福, at the time judicial commissioner of Anhui. Zengfu was complaining of the lack of any systematic guide to examine and report on the bones of homicide or suicide victims whose corpse was too decayed for regular external examination; in particular, he deplored the lack of reliable information in the Xiyuan lu on the differences between the male and female skeletons (such as: a male skull is composed of eight bones while a female skull has only six; men have twelve ribs on each side while women have fourteen; and so forth).
 

Separate copies of these 1770 plates and checklists used for actual autopsy reports may still be preserved in local archives, but pending their discovery we have only access to the models appended to the official Xiyuan lu (that is, to post-1770 editions of it). One of the earliest examples might be the one found in an edition of the Xiyuan lu appended to a copy of a widely used handbook for private secretaries displaying the Code and regulations in the form of tables, the Xingqian zhizhang 刑錢指掌 (1744 preface): the checklists are inserted between the preface and table of contents, and the plates representing the skeleton are placed after the table of contents.
 The same are found in various editions of the Xiyuan lu jizheng.

The plates in these Xiyuan lu recensions are rather crude. There were important attempts at updating them, however, of which the two main examples are found in two nineteenth-century editions of the Xiyuan lu with commentaries, both close in format and intent to the successive versions of the Xiyuan lu jizheng just mentioned: one is the 1854 Xiyuan lu xiangyi 詳義 compiled by Xu Lian 許槤 (a 1833 jinshi), which went through numerous editions through the late nineteenth century; and the other is the 1891 Xiyuan lu yizheng 義證 compiled by Gangyi 剛毅 (1834-1900).
 

Xu Lian offered, in fact, actualized versions (lit. “modern likenesses”, xianni 現擬) for both the plates representing the corpse (which had been featured in the Xiyuan lu since the Yuan dynasty) and those representing the skeleton. Regarding the former, he has a note to the effect that the original plates include “positions that do not correspond” (buwei bufu 部位不符)—that is, to the observed reality—and appellations that keep being transmitted erroneously (mingmu yanwu 名目沿誤); only the corrected data have been written into the new plate in order to avoid confusion. He also warns officials reporting on autopsies that this new plate is only for checking (yi bei kaohe 以備考覈), and that the formal report to the higher authorities must still be made using the official table.
 The same is true with the representation of the skeleton: here, too, the official 1770 plates and lists of bones “do not very much correspond with today’s autopsy reports” (與今檢案不甚相符)—Xu Lian gives as an example the different numbers of ribs possessed by men and women according to the 1770 list, which he says is an absurdity—hence the actualized (xianni) plates that he inserts in the work, which include not only a general view of the skeleton but also pictures of selected individual bones with explanations.
 Most interestingly, Xu Lian explains in a note to the picture of the skeleton that when he was serving in Shanxi and Jiangnan, whenever he had to carry out autopsies—and he says in his preface that there were many of them—he would take a draughtsman along and direct him to make drawings of the bones and skeleton, the results being constantly improved in order to obtain perfect renditions. This has been going on for twenty years, he says, and only now does he dare to consider that the images are exact (及今二十餘年，方敢定準). Plates representing seventeen different bones have been added “because the image of the complete skeleton is limited by the page and remains difficult to grasp at a glance”. In the representation of the skeleton the proportions of the body and the shapes of the bones are somewhat more realistic than in the official representation and the connections between the bones are indicated, whereas in the old plates the bones were simply juxtaposed, as if laid out for an autopsy. Though it has been speculated that these new plates may reflect Western influence, Xu himself speaks only of his draughtsmen and of his discussions with colleagues and muyou, and makes no allusion whatsoever to external sources.


As for Gangyi, after reproducing and commenting on the 1770 tables and checklists, he inserts “new pattern” views of the skeleton (xinmo quanshen gu tu 新摹全身骨圖), front and back, followed by pictures of the various bones, which are definitely inspired by Western works on anatomy—even though, again, this is not explicitly said: proportions and detail are quite realistic, shading gives a sense of relief and perspective, even the gait that seems to animate the skeleton is in strong contrast with the inert shape of the earlier representations. Likewise, the representations of individual bones considerably improve on those found in Xu Lian’s work. Interestingly, Gangyi makes the same comment about Xu Lian’s plates as the one made by Xu Lian about the 1770 ones: although Xu Lian carefully criticized the 1770 plates and lists, he says, his work “does not much correspond with present-day forensic cases” (槤詳加考核，與今檢案不甚相符), hence the new plates. In other words, the empiric knowledge produced by actual autopsies had sufficiently changed to render Xu Lian’s efforts of less than forty years earlier obsolete.

Although Xu Lian’s and Gangyi’s plates are the earliest known examples of such redesigning of the visual representation of the skeleton, the 1770 officially sanctioned model had been subjected to criticism almost from the start. Specialists could not ignore the contradictions between the plates and lists of bone names, on the one hand, and both the plates of the corpse (shitu) and the data on bones scattered in the main text, on the other; nor could they be satisfied with the growing discrepancy between the 1770 standard representation of the skeleton and what was observed and recorded in the field by coroners and officials involved in autopsies.

Such complaints are found—to cite one important example—in the preface written in 1829 by Lang Jinqi for his Jianyan hecan, a treatise on bone examination to which he added an anthology of forensic cases entitled Jianyan jizheng 檢驗集證 as a companion volume.
 At the time of writing Lang was prefect of Guilin (Guangxi), and he had behind him a thirty-year career as a local official in four different provinces, during which he had to handle “no less than thousands and hundreds of cases”. He was clearly one of those forensic aficionados to whom we owe the best studies in that discipline in the nineteenth century. In the preface, Lang remarks on the crudeness and absence of explanatory notes of the plates inserted in the standard Xiyuan lu, both those of the body and the 1770 tables representing the skeleton, and on the contradictions between them, hence the many errors to which the officials attending autopsies are exposed. Indeed, Lang’s preface recounts some cases he had to handle in Guangxi, in which the traces observed on the corpse and bones of the victims went unmentioned in the Xiyuan lu, while certain bones observed in the autopsy were absent from the checklists. (Some of these problems were discussed in the “supplements” [fukao 附考, bukao 補考] appended to the official text in the various editions of the Xiyuan lu jizheng, however.) In sum, “In all the cases involving doubts and difficulties, one doesn’t know in how many [instances] the book cannot be entirely trusted” (凡獄涉疑難，不能盡信於書者，不知凡幾). Another consequence mentioned by Lang (and many others) was that when they fill in their autopsy reports the officials cannot record faithfully what they have seen and are forced to write inaccurate observations or complicated explanations into the preset tables and checklists. Official science, one might say, is divorced from living science.

Remarkably, Lang tells us that he had long considered that a faithful representation of the body and skeleton could only be obtained with a tridimensional model; and in the end he managed to realize his idea: two wooden dummies, one of the body and one of the skeleton, comprising the 365 parts that compose it, duly inscribed with their names, were made in Guilin to be stored in the prefectural treasury.
 Using them, officials faced with autopsies in the future would be able to distinguish the bones based on their shapes (yixing lunbian 依形論辨), which would avoid many errors.
 All things equal, the description of these models is evocative of the eighteenth-century wax models that can be seen today in the Museum of Anatomy in Bologna and represent the leading edge of anatomical science in classical Europ.

Lang also explains that together with his colleagues and secretaries he looked carefully through the relevant entries in the Xiyuan lu and its commentaries in order to insert the names of bones into the checklists accompanying the representation of the body (shige 屍格) in the standard Xiyuan lu: these lists enumerate the points on the body, both lethal and non-lethal, on which to check for wounds or other signs of trauma, but they do not mention the bones (if any) inside the body that correspond to these points. This is what the Jianyan hecan does: it takes the points listed in the shige one by one and either indicates the name of the corresponding bone, with quotations of the relevant sources and proper explanations as to the congruence or discrepancy between the outside and the inside, or indicates that there is no corresponding bone. All of these efforts were truly path-breaking, but Lang—as most innovators in the field—insists that he would not dare to speak of “novelty”: he is only pursuing the intentions of the ancient legalist masters in the hope that at least one among his thousand “stupid ideas” will prove valid.

Another interesting example of criticism dating from about the same time, and this one very systematic, is the Xiyuan lu jie, a short treatise published by Yao Deyu with a 1831 preface and appended to a number of commented editions of the Xiyuan lu. In his preface, Yao remarks that the preparation of the 1770 plates and lists of bones was entrusted to a group of experts each of whom had followed a different master, hence the contradictions that remained (然作者既非一手，各有師承，故間有異同).
 That many people were involved is confirmed by the memorial mentioned above, submitted by the Ministry of Justice in response to the request of the Anhui judicial commissioner that a standard description of the skeleton be elaborated in order to put an end to the prevailing empirical and unreliable methods of bone examination: after having approved the demand, the Ministry “selected knowledgeable officials from its departments to assemble experienced coroners from the various yamen and collect and re-examine the cases of autopsies formerly handled by the ministry in order to systematically investigate the appellations and forms of the bones and vessels (骨脈) all over the body as discussed in the Xiyuan lu” (臣等遴派熟練司員，傳集各衙門經習仵作，復彚查臣部歷來辦過檢驗成案，與洗冤錄所論沿身骨脈名色形式，逐細推究); in other words, a combination of practical experience, archival research, and Xiyuan lu scholarship. After further checking of the results, the Ministry had the plates and checklists submitted to the emperor; once approved, they were to be entrusted to the Lüli guan for printing and distribution. 

The contradictions deplored in general terms in Yao Deyu’s preface are discussed in great detail in the text, much of which is devoted to problems related with the skeleton. They concern the names, numbers, and relationships of the bones. According to Yao, they stem from the diverse origins of the passages in the Xiyuan lu text and attached plates and checklists discussing bones—some borrowing notions from the ancient medicine classics (such as the Lingshu 靈樞, a part of the revered Huangdi neijing 黃帝内經), others reproducing the original Xiyuan jilu, still others, notably the 1770 plates and lists, based on cases. No wonder that even the most experienced old coroners are sometimes at a loss. As for the people involved in homicides or suicides, and the lawsuit specialists (songshi 訟師) who advise them, they are more and more adept at taking advantage of the contradictions (maodun 矛盾) to dispute the conclusions of autopsies; and since the Xiyuan lu text cannot be changed (it is a chengshu 成書, a “completed book”), the officials are clueless in the face of such arguing. 

Yao made the decision to take the official checklists of bones and append his own remarks to each entry in the hope that it would help his colleagues. He thus identifies the contradictions and gaps one by one and tries to explain and correct them, based in part on his own forensic experience (like Lang Jinqi, he puts forward a thirty-year administrative experience, in his case in nine different counties), but also on a careful reading of both forensic and medical texts, noting all their contradictions and lacunae along the way. This is probably one of the most advanced and painstaking attempts at improving the understanding of the human skeleton in China at the time; and as we saw, it was spurred by dissatisfaction with the official and universally used handbook of forensics, and more specifically by the problems of judicial administration and social compliance that this situation entailed. 

The Importance of Textual Errors


The last of the early-Daoguang period authors critical of the official Xiyuan lu whose texts were appended to the enlarged editions of the Xiyuan lu jizheng from the 1840s onward is Qu Zhongrong. His Xiyuan lu bianzheng is a somewhat different kind of work from those of Lang Jinqi and Yao Deyu (composed slightly after his) insofar as it is more systematic in its concentration on textual issues. Qu is much aware of the practical consequences of a text marred with errors and contradictions, however: if an official is not warned about such problems, the coroners, clerks, and litigants will take advantage of them to argue and lead him to wrong conclusions, a situation (he says in the preface) that is truly frightening. Hence the necessity of being able to rely on a flawless Xiyuan lu, which in Qu’s eyes the Qing official version was not by any means.

Qu Zhongrong is in fact representative of a number of authors who considered the Qing Xiyuan lu instituted by the government to be clearly inferior to the Urtext published by Song Ci in the Song.
 In consequence he consulted the latter assiduously to criticize the new recension—early in his life he had had the good fortune of meeting a scholar who owned a Yuan imprint of the original 1247 edition and of being able to copy it. One motif in the Xiyuan lu bianzheng that we have already met in other works is the composite nature of the sources used—without explicit attribution—by the compilers of the official text in the eighteenth century: I have already mentioned the essay that concludes Qu’s text, which lists the twenty works that went into the Lüli guan’s revision in addition to the original Xiyuan jilu.

The Xiyuan lu bianzheng proceeds by taking one by one (indicating in each case the juan, page and column) the entries of the official Xiyuan lu that according to the author feature textual problems—there are nineteen in all, plus a discussion of the plates representing the body—each time reestablishing what he deems to be the correct text and adding comments. Some of his emendations may seem to be trifles, but in his commentaries he strives to demonstrate that they are details with real practical consequences. In other instances he shows the lack of consistency of the official text and the redundancies or contradictions that it conceals: some of these discussions may be evocative of the painstaking efforts of the Lüli guan specialists to detect contradictions in the judgments proposals submitted to them, as seen in the memos (shuotie) that were later anthologized and published—or for that matter, of the critique applied to certain substatutes in Xue Yunsheng’s Duli cunyi. One of his important criticisms concerns the distinction between lethal and non-lethal spots on the diagram representing the corpse and on the accompanying list. This distinction is absent from the original Xiyuan jilu text, and Qu considers it much too rigid inasmuch as many other factors intervene in the lethal or non-lethal nature of a blow or a wound, such as the gravity of the wound, the strength of the person who gave the blow, or the health condition of the victim. Such considerations are of the utmost importance when it came to ascertaining the responsibility of the criminal, which would have inescapable consequences on the category of punishment inflicted on him; and this was especially true in the case of a fight involving several persons, when deciding on who exactly gave the deadly blow could be endlessly debated in the exchanges between the magistrate, his superiors, and the officials at the Ministry.

 The diagram of the body in the official Xiyuan lu is likewise criticized for its cramped representation and confusing lines relating the captions to the parts of the body: Qu compares favorably the representations displaying the acupuncture points (tongren tu 銅人圖). And finally, the entry devoted to the works used to compile the official Xiyuan lu is followed by an itemized list of all the errors that went into the passages quoted in the text, and of their possible consequences. 


This short text would deserve more research. It is located at the confluence of evidential research, forensic practice, administrative practice, and the larger issues of criminal justice, and seems to me typical of the golden age of legal studies in late imperial China that was the first half of the nineteenth century.
Conclusion

The foregoing, it seems to me, allows us to say that the state did play a crucial role in the advancement of some sort of scientific knowledge through one of its important institutions—criminal justice. And indeed, the “Confucian state”, if we remember that a proper administration of justice was seen as a central tenet of the social harmony and moral excellence inseparable from the Confucian vision that it was incumbent on the dynastic state to promote and accomplish. Yao Deyu neatly posits in his preface the inseparability of law, Confucianism, and medical knowledge. Remarking on the profundity of the apparently simple message of the Xiyuan lu (yan jin zhi yuan 言近旨遠), he says that the reader often understands it erroneously: “Therefore, if the practitioner of justice who consults this work does not possess a deep understanding of the subtleties of Confucian learning and medical theory, it is not easy for him to attain the spirit of humanity and kind-heartedness which will allow our people to access to a realm of benevolence and longevity” (故習刑名者查閱是編，非深通儒學醫理之奥，未易得其仁述之心，使斯民登仁壽之域也).

Beyond this generalization, however, it is interesting to examine who exactly in the state apparatus was involved in such scientific cum political progress. In the present instance, it was all legal specialists, and they belonged to different strata in the system: the officials at the Ministry of Justice, seen as the ultimate law experts, and whose principal task was to close judicial cases in unassailable fashion; the local officials, who were directly involved in investigating the cases, in particular through the application of forensic knowledge; the coroners, who were the basic practitioners of forensic examination; and not least, the private secretaries (muyou) who served as legal advisors to the local officials and published a great amount of literature on legal issues in the Qing, notably the commentaries on the Penal Code which were the main conduit of legal knowledge among local administrators.


As already noted, when they involved themselves with forensic matters these legal specialists did not function in a void. From the start medical knowledge was very much part of the intellectual foundations of forensic science. It should also be stressed—and this is often overlooked—that from the very beginning and through its various avatars the Xiyuan lu included sections dealing not with handling corpses, but with curing wounded victims. Again, when he calls for criticism and comments on his work Yao Deyu claims that “Nowadays there is no want of famous officials and well-known secretaries, good ministers and good doctors” (名宦名幕良相良醫).


Indeed, Catherine Despeux has shown how the improvements displayed in the successive editions with commentaries of the official Xiyuan lu reflect growing interest in the skeleton on the part of both forensic specialists and doctors, and how “from the late Ming dynasty onwards, contact between forensic medicine and doctors became progressively closer”. The fact is that with time passing the Qing commentaries to the Xiyuan lu are increasingly quoting from medical sources, and I have had occasion to remark on the frequent communication between forensic knowledge and medical science revealed through an examination of judicial cases dealing with forensic matters: medical considerations and reference to medical works are frequent in the discussions centered on forensic problems, including on the part of coroners, regular pathologies (as opposed to the effects of violence or accidents) are taken into account to explain the condition of a victim, doctors are occasionally called in for help, and so on. 

In the opposite direction, and regarding “bone studies” again, Despeux has noted that forensic medicine had more impact on the growing interest in the skeleton on the part of doctors and men of letters than the Western knowledge brought by the missionaries with whom some of them were in contact.
 As a matter of fact (and this is a major point in her essay), the contribution of forensic knowledge and research to the understanding of the skeleton in late imperial China was truly crucial.

In sum, it seems to me that Brian McKnight’s remark to the effect that “The Western marriage of professional medical knowledge and forensic practice was lacking in China” should be seriously qualified.
 Still, more research is due to better understand not only this “marriage”, but also, and more generally, the interplay of the bureaucratic ways of doing and ordering things, which were much more varied and open than is commonly understood, and the changes that occurred in the Chinese perception of the physical world. 
� I have already proposed this translation in “Examining Homicide Victims in the Qing: Between Bureaucratic Routine and Professional Passion”, paper contributed to the conference on “Global Perspectives on the History of Chinese Legal Medicine”, The University of Michigan, October 20-23, 2011. This paper also examines the many substatutes that were appended to statute no. 412 in the course of the Qing.


� “The washing away of wrongs” is of course the felicitous translation of xiyuan used by Brian E. McKnight as a title for his classic translation of the Xiyuan jilu (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Center for Chinese Studies, 1981).


� They may have included a work published in 1174 by a judicial official named Zheng Xingyi 鄭興裔 and entitled Jianyan gemu 檢驗格目 (Tables on autopsies), which is mentioned in the Southern Song miscellanea Jiannian yilai chaoye zaji 建炎以來朝野雜記. It seems to have consisted in a list of spots on the body that the officials in charge of investigations were to fill in with their observations. See Qu Zhongrong’s 瞿中溶 preface to his Xiyuan lu bianzheng 洗冤錄辨正 (1827).


� The original text of the Pingyuan lu is no longer extant, but a significant part of its contents seems to have been drawn from the Xiyuan jilu, and much of the rest is found in juan 2 of Wang Yu’s Wuyuan lu. The Wuyuan lu was long known through its first juan only, which is mostly comprised of procedural regulations, while juan 2 includes forensic materials comparable to or extracted from the Xiyuan jilu; the complete work was reconstructed by the late Qing legal specialist Shen Jiaben 沈家本 (1840-1913) based on a Korean edition.


� See Zhu Pei, “Qing xingyu shen chuzhao shu” 請刑獄慎初招疏, in Huangchao jingshi wenbian 皇朝經世文編 (1873 ed.), 93/8a-b. Zhu spoke in his quality of xunfang 巡方 (inspecting censor), a position he held at some points during the Shunzhi era (1644-1661).


� I have described a number of these collections and editions in my Official Handbooks and Anthologies of Imperial China: A Descriptive and Critical Bibliography (Leiden: Brill, forthcoming).


� See Da Ming lü fuli jianshi, 28/25a-31a. In the Qing revised (and adapted) version of the work by Gu Ding there is no quotation of xiyuan materials under that statute (see Wang Yibu xiansheng jianshi 王儀部先生箋釋, reproduced in Siku weishou congkan 四庫未收叢刊, ser. 1, vol. 25, 28/36b-39a); they are found in an appendix to the work entitled Jianyan shishang zhinan 檢驗屍傷指南, discussed below.


� See the modern edition punctuated and collated by He Qinhua 何勤華 et al. Beijing: Falü chubanshe, 2001, 8A/302-308. The editors add endnotes locating each one of the entries in the original Xiyuan jilu, noting along the way the rewriting and abridgment to which they have more often than not been subjected. (As it happens, the numbering and placing of the endnotes is somewhat bewildering.)


� Ibid., 8A/309-8B/384, including a long end commentary.


� Jia Jingtao, Zhongguo gudai fayixue shi 中國古代法醫學史 (Beijing: Qunzhong chubanshe, 1984), p. 189.


� See Heyin Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao ji Siku weishou shumu jinhui shumu 合印四庫全書總目提要及四庫未收書目禁燬書目, ed. Wang Yunwu 王雲五 (Taibei: Taiwan shangwu yinshuguan, 1978), 101/2072. (The Dulü peixi was not copied into the Siku quanshu but was retained as a cunmu 存目 in the catalogue.)


� Weixin bian, 4/11b-45b.


� Only the penultimate section of the Xiyuan jilu is on methods for saving lives (jiusi fang 救死方).


� In his preface Huang Liuhong does acknowledge Pan Biaocan’s work as an important influence, however.


� See Xiyuan jishuo, preface and fanli. The title chosen by Chen Fangsheng for his work, Xiyuan jishuo, is very likely an allusion to the original Xiyuan jilu: like him Song Ci had collected evidence from all kind of sources to compose his treatise. Chen also notes that the unavailability of the Pingyuan lu is not to be regretted too much since the Wuyuan lu specifies in its notes that “it’s the same in the Xiyuan and Pingyuan”; as for the Mingyuan lu, also unavailable, it is posterior to the three others and therefore it may be that it added new useful considerations, which one can only regret not to be able to know about.


� At least one more is known to have existed, though only its preface seems to have survived: this is the Xiyuan lu heke 洗冤錄合刻 by Xiao Zhen 蕭震, a 1652 jinshi from Houguan (i.e. Fuzhou, Fujian) whose career included the positions of prefectural judge in Shunde 順德 (Zhili) and censor of the Shanxi circuit. See “Xiyuan lu heke xu 序”, in Huangchao jingshi wenbian, 93/1a-2a. The text must date from before 1667, since it mentions the so-called “prefectural judge” (tuiguan 推官, here called xingguan 刑官), a post that was abolished in 1667, among the local officials involved in handling judicial affairs.


� In the preface to his Xiyuan lu jie (see below), Yao Deyu likewise describes the process of compilation of the official Xiyuan lu with the words huicui chengbian 會萃成編.


� The only exception known to me is a 1777 private engraving in a smaller format than the official editions, edited and published (jiaokan) by a magistrate named Jin Tinglie 金廷烈 (or Yongzhai 庸齋), whose preface is dated 1764, held by the Staatsbibliothek in Berlin and by the School of Oriental and African Studies in London.


� See Chen Chongfang 張重方, “Qing Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu xiangguan wenti kaozheng” 清《律例館校正洗冤錄》相關問題考證, Youfeng chuming niankan, 6 (2010), 441-455. My thanks to Xie Xinzhe for communicating a copy of this important study to me.


� See Shengzu Ren huangdi shengxun 聖祖仁皇帝聖訓, j. 29 (Siku quanshu ed.). 


� See Shizong Xian huangdi zhupi yuzhi 世宗憲皇帝硃批諭旨, j. 31B (Siku quanshu ed.).


� See Guochao gongshi 國朝宮史 (1761), j. 26 (Siku quanshu ed.).


� Chen Chongfang (p. 444) claims that, had an earlier version bearing the same title (in fact, more probably, a different title) existed, it would have been duly mentioned in the catalogue, but this is not sure: for example, the only version of the Penal Code cited is the 1740 Da Qing lüli, that is, the latest one and the one promulgated by the reigning emperor. (It is true that the imperial prefaces to the Kangxi and Yongzheng editions are duly quoted before that of Qianlong.)


� See Chen Chongfang, p. 447, quoting from a memorial by the Fujian-Zhejiang governor-general, Nasutu 那蘇圖, who reported that he had received his copy and cited the Lüli guan report along the way. The method of distribution proposed by the Lüli guan was based on a precedent set in 1729 for the distribution of the Yongzheng edition of the Penal Code.


� Qu Zhongrong, preface to Xiyuan lu bianzheng (1827).


� This substatute is attached to the statute on “Not being sincere in examining the wounds of a corpse”. See Pierre-Étienne Will, “Developing Forensic Knowledge through Cases in the Qing Dynasty”, in Charlotte Furth, Judith T. Zeitlin et Ping-chen Hsiung (eds.), Thinking with Cases: Specialist Knowledge in Chinese Cultural History (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2007), 62-100, here p. 73. It was discussed in detail by the late-Qing legal specialist Xue Yunsheng 薛允昇 (1820-1901) in his well-known critical examination of the substatutes in force at the end of the Qing, the Duli cunyi 讀例存疑 (first published in 1905); Xue asserted that by his time it had essentially become an empty regulation.


� Will, p. 74


� See Xijiang zhengyao 西江政要, 1/42a (quoted in part in Will, “Developing Forensic Knowledge”, p. 74). In 1757 the position of Jiangxi judicial commissioner was occupied by a certain Kang Bao 亢保. The text is included in a long itemized directive entitled “To be cautious with the first report” (shenzhong chubao 慎重初報)—magistrates were always urged to take depositions and do autopsies immediately, that is, before the litigants had time to organize their argument and while the corpse of the victim was still fresh. After the passage just quoted, the judicial commissioner orders the magistrates to take time to learn and discuss the Xiyuan lu with the coroners. 


� Cheng Hanzhang, “Tongchi ge guan shudu lüli” 通飭各官熟讀律例, in Huangchao jingshi wenbian, 21/15a-b. Cheng was the governor of several provinces during the 1820s, but we do not know in which one he promulgated this order.


� The Pingping yan 平平言, Fang Dashi’s 方大湜 popular magistrate handbook first published in 1878, states at one point that “to manage cases one relies on private secretaries; to investigate cases one relies entirely on oneself, this is not something that your secretaries can do for you” (辦案靠幕友，審案則全靠自己，非幕友所能代勞). See Pingping yan (1892 ed.), 1/5b. Yet even in such crucial links of the procedure as questioning the litigants or conducting an autopsy the judicial secretaries were expected to advise their employer from behind the screen, discuss the results with him, and draft the report intended for his superiors. And of course not being supposed to participate in autopsies was not an obstacle to being an erudite in the discipline and publishing important treatises.


� Wang Huizu, Xuezhi yishuo (Rumu xuzhi wuzhong 入幕須知五種 ed. [1884]), 2/35a-b.


� Innumerable copies of the Xiyuan lu jizheng, especially its later editions, can be found in modern libraries. This was certainly the kind of work that serious officials would acquire and take with them when leaving for a new position in the provinces. 


� On this subject see in general Catherine Despeux, “The Body Revealed: The Contribution of Forensic Medicine to Knowledge and Representations of the Skeleton in China”, in Francesca Bray, Vera Dorofeeva-Lichtmann and Georges Métailié (eds.), Graphics and Text in the Production of Technical Knowledge in China: The Warp and the Weft (Leiden: Brill, 2007), p. 635-684.


� The magistrates were to fill in the checklists with their observations. The first boxes are reserved for the names of the criminal, witnesses, neighbors, relatives and landowner of the victim, and coroner.


� According to Chen Chongfang, Zengfu’s original memorial is not extant, but in reality the Beijing Number One Historical Archives hold a Grand Council working copy (Junji chu lufu zouzhe 軍機處錄副奏摺), a transcript of which, based on a microfilm at the Fu Sinian Library, Academia Sinica, Taibei, has been kindly communicated to me by Xie Xinzhe. It is quoted in part in the memorial of the Ministry of Justice that responded to it. The latter is found e.g. in Chongkan buzhu Xiyuan lu jizheng 重刊補註洗冤錄集證 (1844 edition), 5/15a-28a, together with the new tables and checklists and a detailed list of the implements used in bone examination (jiangu yingyong wujian 檢骨應用物件). While it accepted Zengfu’s proposal regarding the skeleton tables and lists, the Ministry rejected his other demands—to wit, that archival investigations be made to find forensic information on the handling of certain difficult situations in which only the bones could be examined due to the decay of the corpse, and that this new information be inserted into the Xiyuan lu text: in fact, said the Ministry, all the necessary information could already be found in the Xiyuan lu, or in concluded cases (cheng’an 成案) that had been circulated to the empire’s yamen; and when forensic evidence was lacking, the truth could hopefully be obtained through external evidence and questioning of the persons involved, as demonstrated by several examples. In other words, there was much reluctance to tamper with the official text of the Xiyuan lu.


� This copy is kept at the Tōyō bunka kenkyujō, Tokyo University; that it was appended to the Xingqian zhizhang is indicated by the handwritten cover, but the Xingqian zhizhang itself does not seem to have been preserved with it. In other copies of the Lüli guan jiaozheng Xiyuan lu the plates and checklists may be placed differently in the text.


� Gangyi, a Manchu official who held high positions both in the provinces and at the capital, died in disrepute after the Boxer catastrophe in 1900, during which he had been one of the foremost proponents of allying with the Boxers and expelling the foreigners. The author of several well-known official handbooks, he was particularly eager to improve the legal competence of local officials. On the representations of the skeleton and bones in Xu Lian’s and Gangyi’s works, see Despeux, p. 643-647.


� Xiyuan lu xiangyi (1890 Hubei guanshu chu ed.), 1/17a-19a


� Xiyuan lu xiangyi, 1/48a-64b. Xu Lian also added a text entitled “Explanation of bones” (Shigu 釋骨)—essentially an erudite study of terminology—originally due to a scholar from Wujiang (Jiangsu) named Shen Tong 沈彤 (1688-1752), which he says he has thoroughly edited and corrected (1/65a-72b)


� For more details on these works and an analysis of the cases, see Will, “Developing Forensic Knowledge”, passim. The 157 cases in the Jianyan jizheng were all based on autopsies handled by Lang Jinqi himself or by his colleague Ruan Qixin 阮其新 (also in post in Guangxi and the editor of an important recension of the Xiyuan lu jizheng at about the same time, in which most of the cases collected in the Jianyan jizheng are also found), as well as by other colleagues in Guangxi who gave him their own reports.


� On the cosmological significance of the figure 365 (or occasionally 360, or 366) ever since Antiquity, see Despeux, p. 647-648. Modern western science counts 205 or 206 bones. According to Despeux’s count the actual number of bones listed in the Xiyuan lu plates and checklists is 180.


� One problem often mentioned in forensic treatises is that officials who had to examine the remains of long-dead victims were occasionally confronted not with a well-preserved skeleton, but with scattered bones which they were not always able to identify with certainty, hence the importance of being able to refer to precise representations in order to diagnose with confidence the traumas suffered by the victim.


� See Xiyuan lu jie, preface, in Chongkan buzhu xiyuan lu jizheng 重刊補註洗冤錄集證, 1844 edition, juan 6C. The earliest known edition of the text is dated 1832.


� As noted in Li Zhangyu’s 李璋煜 1838 preface to the Xiyuan lu bianzheng, Qu’s father-in-law, the famous scholar Qian Daxin 錢大昕 (1728-1804), was already of the opinion that the original edition of the Xiyuan jilu is to be treasured because of all the changes to which it was subjected in later recensions, to the extent of losing its original figure. Not all authors had such a high opinion of the original Xiyuan jilu, however. For example, in the introduction to his Xiyuan lu zhiyi 洗冤錄摭遺 (1876), Ge Yuanxu 葛元煦 claims that after having studied Xu Lian’s Xiyuan lu xiangyi (a new edition of which he was working on at the time) he could see that Song Ci’s original work demonstrated “for a good part crude talent and superficial knowledge” (不小粗才淺識).


� As I noted above, however, in principle private secretaries were not supposed to participate in autopsies and could only have a theoretical understanding of forensics. To be sure, the main Qing commentary on the Xiyuan lu, the Xiyuan lu jizheng, was the work of three renowned muyou, Wang Youhuai 王又槐, Li Guanlan 李觀瀾, and Sun Guanlie 孫光烈, who were at about the same time involved in the compilation of an edition of the Qing Penal Code with commentaries, the Da Qing lüli quanzuan jicheng 大清律例全纂集成, whose revised editions and sequels were to dominate the market during the entire nineteenth century. But much of the evidence and commentaries collected in the Xiyuan lu jizheng and its sequels comes from officials who had a personal experience of autopsies; and more generally, most authors of forensic treatises in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries are officials priding themselves on their practical experience, Yao Deyu being a case in point.


� Xiyuan lu jie, preface. Yao Deyu says that, as he does not dare to be confident in his findings, he considers his work as a “non-definitive draft” (weiding gao 未定稿), and this is the justification for this call to all the eminent persons who will be able to correct his errors.


� Despeux, p. 643.


� McKnight, The Washing Away of Wrongs, p. 26.





