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A Preliminary Study on the “Shi-group Diviners”
(shi zu zhenren B#H1E A ) in Oracle Bone
Inscriptions

XU Zixiao
Department of History, Peking University

The term shi zu zhenren E#E A , appearing within various oracle bone
inscriptions, describes a group of closely related priests, or diviners, from
the Shang dynasty. This group included nine individuals: 7 € > gﬂ A5 t{j

‘ g]’: O ﬁ + B\ —the first three of which constituted its core. According
to the material available, we know that the “Shi-group diviners” assumed
their duties during the early to middle reign of Wu Ding ] and that they
held their positions throughout the middle and late periods of his reign. They
thus constitute the earliest known group of diviners. While presiding over
the divination process, they were responsible for “commanding the turtle”
(ming gui 77 ¥R ), “interpreting the cracks” (zhan duan 57 ), and so forth.
Apart from divination and prognostication, these “diviners” regularly had to
fulfill various other duties at the royal court, resulting in a rather complex
status which they occpuied in society. Sites where oracle bones containing the
shi zu zhenren inscription were excavated are scattered, but the oracle bone
inscriptions from both south and north of Xiaotun Village /NfE#Y appear to
originate from the same production unit that was responsible for divination at
the royal court.

Key words: Shi-group zhenren |2 #HE A , tenure, duty, Yinxu F%3 palace site



