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The year after Wencheng died [120 B.c.E.], the Son of Heaven was very sick
while at Dinghu. All the wu-shamans and physicians were summoned, with
no effect. Youshui Fagen mentioned that there was a wu at Shangjun, who
could be possessed by ghosts and spirits when sick. The Emperor ordered
to establish a shrine for him at Ganquan. When the wu became sick [i.e.,
possessed by spirits], the Emperor ordered attendant to seek advice from the
shenjun. The shenjun said, “The Son of Heaven should not worry about illness.
The illness will be gone soon, and be sure to meet me at Ganquan.” Then the
illness was gone; the Emperor was able to rise, and travelled to Ganquan, as
the illness was completely gone. Grand amnesty was granted, and the shenjun
of Shougong was established. The most honourable shenjun at Shougong was
Taiyi, whose assistants were Dajin and Siming and others, who were all in
attendance. They could not be seen. When their voice was heard, it was the
same as the human voice. They would come and go at will; when they come
there would be swift wind, and they would reside behind the drapes in the
chamber. They sometimes spoke in the day time, but often during the night.
The Son of Heaven would purify himself before entering. The wu would be
acting as the host and provide food and drink. What was said [during the
meeting with the shenjun] was transmitted and followed. Then Shougong and
Beigong were established, with winged banners and offering tables to honour
the shenjun. When shenjun spoke, the Emperor ordered attendants to write
down the words, and called them “/huafa” [meaning uncertain]. What they said
was known to the common people, and nothing out of the ordinary. But the
Son ot; Heaven alone liked it. The matter was a secret and was unknown to the
world.

With the above two paragraphs, and the accompanying translation, I hope to make
several points: (1) The term shenjun was a generic title referring to an “honourable
spirit,” or efficacious spirit. The woman of Changling was called shenjun because
her spirit was considered efficacious. This shenjun was not the same as the shenjun
mentioned in the context of Emperor Wu’s illness at Dinghu. It is clear that the shen-
jun that possessed the wu-shaman was not the woman from Changling, but the spirits

* Shiji, juan 28, pp. 1388-89.
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called Taiyi, and his assistants like Dajin and Simin. (2) The shrine of the shenjun
of the woman from Changling was located in the Shanglin Park, while the shrine
of the shenjun that possessed the wu from Shangjun was located at Shougong at
Ganquan. (3) The shenjun of the woman of Changling was worshipped by Emperor
Wu’s maternal grandmother Princess Pingyuan; thus, it was before Emperor Wu be-
came the emperor. His honouring this shenjun was probably a way to honour his
maternal grandmother and also to confirm the saying that because Princess Pingyuan
worshipped this shenjun, her descendants, including her daughter, Emperor Wu’s
mother, her three sons who were all granted the ranks of Aou-marquis, and of course
Emperor Wu himself, were all illustrious and most exalted people under heaven. (4)
The shenjun of Changling did not have any direct contact with Emperor Wu, whereas
the shenjun of Shougong predicted his recovery from illness. Thus, it is reasonable
that Emperor Wu paid more attention to the shenjun of Shougong and noted down
their words as precious guidance. (5) The motivation of Sima Qian in including these
two events was probably not much different from his motivation in writing the entire
“Treatise on the Feng and Shan Sacrifices,” with a purposefully ironic intention to
“let the facts speak for themselves,” to show the massive gullibility, even the fragile
mental state, of Emperor Wu regarding things extra-human. In this connection, one
wonders whether the famous case of witchcraft, the tragedy that wrapped up the reign
of Emperor Wu, should be weighed together, although Sima Qian did not seem to
have witnessed it.
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