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Abstract  Jian bureaucrats as a group played an active role in the cultural and 
political life of China during the mid-Tang period (CE 766–835). Mid-Tang 
scholars engaged in literary pursuits formed strong attachments to jian positions 
and were eager to serve as jian bureaucrats. If experience had taught the 
mid-Tang jian bureaucrats anything, it was that they had to follow cautious 
strategies in making arguments or suggestions concerning government affairs. 
This paper aims to show that these jian bureaucrats tended to incorporate their 
political agenda for administrative supervision into literary writings. In this sense, 
the relevance between literary activities having political significance and the 
political agenda of the mid-Tang literati holding jian positions can be examined. 

Keywords  jian bureaucrats, political agenda, administrative supervision, 
mid-Tang literary activities 

摘要  谏官是中唐政治和文化舞台上活跃的社会角色之一。中唐文人具有强烈的谏
诤意识，但在可谏可不谏、直谏或微讽之间, 谏官们处于一种尴尬的有待选择的处
境。他们可以处理得巧妙, 也可能处理得生硬, 从中可以看出个人的性格和品质, 以
及为人处事的不同, 亦可以看出时事政治以及与此相关的人事等因素，对中唐文人
的深刻制约和影响。唐代存在一个谏官的文学设计传统, 从谏诤精神在中唐谏官诗
文中的消长，即谏诤传统在中唐的继承与变奏的轨迹中, 可以清理出中唐谏官的文
学活动和创作特色, 还可以发掘出谏官的这种身份, 以及基于这种身份的观念和言
行与文学活动之间的互动关系。 
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Jian bureaucrats as a group played an active role in the cultural and political life 
of China during the mid-Tang period (CE 766-835). Based on an analysis of the 
size and composition of the jian bureaucracy of the Tang Dynasty (Tang Chao 唐
朝 CE 618-907), this paper focuses on the political and cultural activities of those 
scholar-bureaucrats holding jian positions and those representative figures 
outside the jian bureaucracy who were active in making arguments or 
suggestions concerning government affairs just as the responsible jian officials 
were. This paper also aims to reveal the relevance between literary activities 
having political significance and the political agenda attached to the jian 
bureaucracy. 

1  The jian bureaucracy of the Tang Dynasty 

The administrative system of the Tang Dynasty is termed as sansheng 三省 (three 
departments) system. The three departments were Shangshusheng 尚书省 (the 
Department of State Affairs), Zhongshusheng 中 书 省  (the Secretariat) and 
Menxiasheng 门下省 (the Chancellery). Bureaucrats holding jian positions worked 
either for Zhongshusheng or for Menxiasheng. Jian positions at Zhongshusheng 
comprehended: two cong sanpin 从三品  (pseudo-third-level) positions of You 
Sanqichangshi 右散骑常侍 (the Right Imperial Attendant), four zheng sipin xia 正
四品下 (sub-regular-fourth-level) positions of You Jianyidafu 右谏议大夫 (the Right 
Grandee Adviser and Consultant), two cong qipin shang 从 七 品 上  
(super-pseudo-seventh-level) positions of You Buque 右补阙 (the Right Rectifier), 
two cong bapin shang 从八品上 (super-pseudo-eighth-level) positions of You 
Shiyi 右拾遗 (the Right Reminder). Jian positions at Menxiasheng comprehended: 
two cong sanpin positions of Zuo Sanqichangshi 左散骑常侍 (the Left Imperial 
Attendant), four zheng sipin xia positions of Zuo Jianyidafu 左谏议大夫 (the Left 
Grandee Adviser and Consultant), four zheng wupin shang 正 五 品 上 
(supper-regular-fifth-level) positions of Jishizhong 给 事 中  (the Supervising 
Secretary), two cong liupin shang 从六品上 (super-pseudo-sixth-level) positions 
of Qijulang 起居郎 (the Imperial Registrar), two cong qipin shang positions of 
Zuo Buque 左补阙 (the Left Rectifier), two cong bapin shang positions of Zuo 
Shiyi 左拾遗 (the Left Reminder). In addition, Hanlin xueshi 翰林学士 (members 
of the Hanlin Academy [i.e. the Imperial Academy]) can also fulfill supervisory 
functions. 

Judging by their official titles, Jianyidafu, Buque and Shiyi most prominently 
embodied the political agenda for administrative supervision. Originated in the 
Qin Dynasty (Qin Chao 秦朝 221-206 BCE), Jianyidafu became a crucial and 
powerful position for performing advising and supervisory duties in the early 
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Tang period (CE 618-713). Officials in this position were authorized to sign 
imperial edicts1 or attend closed meetings restricted to high-ranking officials 
(above sanpin 三品 [the third level of rank]). It was also possible for a bureaucrat 
holding the office of Jianyidafu to accept a dual appointment as Zhizhigao 知制诰 
(the Imperial Drafter) who was responsible for drafting mandates for the emperor 
or Tong pingzhangshi 同平章事, a de facto Zaixiang 宰相 (the Grand Councilor).2 
Positions of Buque and Shiyi were established during the Chuigong 垂拱 reign 
period (between January 685 and December 688, according to the Chinese Lunar 
Calendar). “Buque” means to rectify errors in government affairs while “Shiyi”, 
to call attention to significant omissions. Officials holding the jian positions of 
Buque and Shiyi were “authorized to stand at the emperor’s side in attendance or 
follow the emperor’s horse carriage. Whenever these officials find the edicts or 
orders improper or inadvisable for the time being, they can raise objections in 
imperial council meetings or report it directly to the emperor. If a righteous and 
talented person is worthy of a higher ranking or, loyal and dutiful deeds are 
worthy of recognition, these officials can make recommendations”.3 In this sense, 
the social role of the jian bureaucracy is best embodied in the powers exercised 
by bureaucrats in the positions of Buque and Shiyi. 

Sanqichangshi was the top-ranking position in the jian bureaucracy of the 
Tang Dynasty. The position was started in the Qin Dynasty. Because of the high 
status attached to this position, only patriarchs of the court or retired 
high-ranking officials were appointed. Officials in this position were regarded as 
established consultants rather than responsible jian bureaucrats.  

The position of Jishizhong was also originated in the Qin Dynasty. According 
to Tang liudian 唐六典 (Compendium of Administrative Law of the Six Divisions 
of the Tang Bureaucracy), the functions of this position fell into four categories: 
to scrutinize memorials to the throne and imperial mandates or edicts so as to 
raise objections or make corrections if needed; to serve as arbiters or judges in 
hearings and judicial reviews; to participate in assessment of civil officers; to 
serve as inspectors making quality inspections of officially made books. In the 
Tang Dynasty, Jishizhong was a powerful post bestowed with not only functions 
attached to jian positions but also those attached to judicial positions and the 
official posts at Yushitai 御史台 (the Censorate).4 And some bureaucrats holding 

                                                  
1 According to the seminal chronicle Zizhi tongjian 资治通鉴 (Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in 
Government), Wei Zheng, a renowned jian bureaucrat of the Tang Dynasty, had once refused 
to sign an edict when he served as Jianyidafu. 
2 For details please refer to “Liu Gongquan zhuan” 柳公权传 (“Biography of Liu Gongquan”) 
in the 165th Volume and “Zhao Zongru zhuan” 赵宗儒传 (“Biography of Zhao Zongru”) in the 
167th Volume of Jiu Tangshu 旧唐书 (Old History of the Tang Dynasty) respectively.  
3  “Menxiasheng”. Li Linfu, 1992, Vol. 8. 
4  Zhang Guogang 张国刚, 1987, p. 37.  
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the position of Jishizhong had accepted a dual appointment as Zaixiang.5 
Qijulang was an official position for imperial historians, which was first set up 

in the Tang Dynasty. Tang liudian made it clear that these imperial historians 
were responsible for keeping chronological records of the emperor’s words and 
deeds. The records kept by the officials holding the office of Qijulang were 
named Qijuzhu 起居注 (Qiju Records), which was organized in chronological 
order. At the end of each quarter, officials serving as Qijulang were expected to 
show Qijuzhu to official historians for their reference in compiling official 
histories. Since Chinese official historians had a certain degree of independence, 
6 their existence exerted a restrictive effect on the emperor, the fact of which 
contributed to the tradition of “telling the truth” in official compilation of 
histories. Qijulang was regarded as a jian position because Emperor Taizong had 
made it a rule that officials holding this position were responsible for taking 
records in major council meetings,7 and bureaucrats serving as Qijulang often 
held positions such as Jianyidafu and Jishizhong concurrently.8 

Members of the Hanlin Academy could also fulfill supervisory responsibilities. 
The reasons were as follows: Firstly, members of the Hanlin Academy held at 
least another official position concurrently, which could be a jian position (e.g. 
Liang Su 梁肃 also served as You Buque; Bai Juyi 白居易, Zuo Shiyi; Li Shen 李
绅, You Shiyi; Cui Qun 崔群, You Buque). Secondly, a number of the officials 
served as jian bureaucrats before they became members of the Hanlin Academy 
(e.g. Yuan Zhen 元稹 had been serving as Zuo Shiyi). Thirdly, a number of the 
officials were appointed jian bureaucrats after they became members of the 
Hanlin Academy (e.g. Wang Ya 王涯 was appointed You Shiyi first and Zuo 
Buque later). Fourthly, members of the Hanlin Academy usually regarded 
themselves as jian bureaucrats (e.g. Li Jiang 李绛 and Bai Juyi) because they 
could see the emperor to make suggestions or voice objections.9  

The jian bureaucracy in the Tang Dynasty had such a notable size that its 

                                                  
5 “Zuo You Sanqichangshi”. Tang hui yao 唐会要 (Institutional History of the Tang Dynasty), 
Vol. 54. 
6 Emperor Taizong 太宗 (CE 599-649) of the Tang Dynasty asked to have a look at Qijuzhu in 
639. His request was refused by Chu Suiliang 禇遂良, who served as Jianyidafu and Qijulang 
at that time. Details can be found in the 7th volume of Zhenguan zheng yao. 
7 “Qijulang and Qiju Sheren”. Tang hui yao, Volume 56. This institution was terminated after 
the reign of Emperor Gaozong 高宗 (CE 628-683), the fact of which can be regarded as hard 
evidence of emperors’ feelings about the presence of and the chronological records kept by 
Qijulang.  
8 Details can be found in the 47th volume of Xin Tangshu 新唐书 (New History of the Tang 
Dynasty) and the 7th volume of Zhenguan zheng yao. 
9 Li Jiang’s biography can be found in the 164th volume of Jiu Tangshu. As to Bai Juyi’s career in 
the Civil Service, please refer to Fu Xuancong’s 傅璇琮 article entitled “Cong Bai Juyi yanjiu de 
yige wu dian tanqi” 从白居易研究的一个误点谈起 (“A Mistake in Studies of Bai Juyi”). 
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bureaucrats as a group was referred to as “jianguan 谏官 (jian bureaucrats)”10 
and the workplaces for these bureaucrats as a whole, “Jianyuan 谏院 (the Jian 
Department)”. In the beginning subdivisions of the Jian Department used their 
separate official seals. For security a special seal for the Jian Department was 
made. According to the section on emperors in the 103rd volume of the 
prestigious encyclopedia Cefu yuangui 册府元龟 (Outstanding Models from the 
Imperial Storehouse of Literature), the seal for the Jian Department was made in 
December of the Chinese lunar year in 835. Since then, jian bureaucrats’ 
memorials to the throne were submitted to the emperor separately so as to 
prevent unnecessary publicity about or undesirable revelations of sensitive 
information.  

For a large number of the literary scholars serving as civil officials, their 
experiences in the Hanlin Academy and the jian bureaucracy were highly 
relevant. The vicissitudes of the political life of Pang Yan 庞严, Wang Ya 王涯 
and Li Rangyi 李让夷 within the state bureaucracy, recorded in the 166th, 169th 
and 174th volume of Jiu Tangshu respectively, provided typical instances which 
spelt out the scholar-bureaucrats’ political pursuits.  

The section “Zhiguan er 职官二 (Official Posts [II])” in the 43rd volume of Jiu 
Tangshu has summarized the five strategies which were often adopted by the jian 
bureaucrats in making suggestions or arguments as follows: fengjian 讽谏 , 
shunjian 顺谏, guijian 规谏, zhijian 致谏 and zhijian 直谏. According to the 
explanation of these strategies provided in the section “Menxiasheng” in the 8th 
volume of Tang liudian, fengjian means to persuade the emperor by using 
circumlocution; shunjian, to dissuade the emperor by conforming to his 
expectations; guijian is to make things right by explaining the norms and 
regulations; zhijian 致谏, to make things clear by using analogies; zhijian 直谏 
means to come forward with outspoken criticism on the mistakes committed by 
the emperor, which is a risky strategy for a momentous occasion. An alternative 
explanation of the strategies adopted by the jian bureaucrats can be found in the 
first volume of Baihu tongyi 白虎通义 (Comprehensive Meanings [as Discussed] 
in the White Tiger [Hall]), a scripture-interpretive classic of the social and moral 
patterns, which categorizes the strategies into fengjian 讽谏, a strategy for the 
intelligent, which refers to taking precautionary measures by giving timely 
advice to prevent negative effects; shunjian 顺谏, a strategy for the clement, 
which is to talk in a modest, obedient manner; kuijian 窥谏, a strategy for the 
courteous, which means to keep close watch on the emperor’s mood so as not to 
offend him; zhijian 指谏, a strategy for the loyal, which refers to presenting 
logical and believable arguments supported with facts; bajian 伯谏, a strategy for 

                                                  
10 Please refer to Bai Juyi’s “Letter to Yuanjiu (i.e. Yuan Zhen 元稹)”. Cen Shen 岑参, a famous 
poet, in one of his poem also mentioned that he once served as a jian bureaucrat. 
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the righteous, which means to analyze the advantages and disadvantages of 
political decisions or policies disregarding one’s own safety and well-being.11 
These two explanations share a fundamental pattern and certain similarities. The 
summarization of the strategies adopted by the jian bureaucrats shows that in 
discussions of political and government affairs, the scholar-officials tended to 
employ rhetorical devices, pragmatic skills and particular discursive strategies to 
make their arguments, suggestions or criticisms powerful, diplomatic and 
acceptable. The arguments, debates and writings made for supervisory purposes 
in the Tang Dynasty were included in the section “Yiwenzhi” 艺文志 (“Treatise 
on Literature”) of Song shi 宋史 (History of the Song Dynasty): seven volumes 
of Tang mingchen zou 唐名臣奏 (Memorials to the Throne by Prominent Court 
Officials of the Tang Dynasty) complied by Zhang Yuanjing 张元璥, seven 
volumes of Tang zhichen jianzou 唐直臣谏奏 (Memorials to the Throne by 
Righteous Court Officials of the Tang Dynasty) complied by Zhang Yi 张易, ten 
volumes of Jianzheng ji 谏诤集 (An Anthology of the Words and Writings of Jian 
Bureaucrats) complied by Zhao Yuangong 赵元拱, 80 volumes of Yu ji jianshu 
御集谏书 (An Imperial Collection of Memorials to the Throne), one volume of 
Tang zouyi bolun 唐奏议驳论 (Refutations to Memorials to the Throne of the 
Tang Dynasty). In addition, Wang Pu 王溥, the compiler of Tang hui yao, had set 
aside a section to include the arguments, debates and writings made for 
supervisory purposes in the Tang Dynasty in the 62nd volume devoted to the 
political activities and functions of Yushi tai 御史台 (the Censorate). For the 
above-mentioned historical records, a bureaucrat’s arguments and writings were 
judged by their relevance to supervisory purposes rather than the person’s official 
position—even if he was not a jian bureaucrat, his words and deeds would be 
regarded relevant as long as he talked or wrote for supervisory purposes. 

2  Mid-Tang  jian bureaucrats 

Among scholar-officials in ancient China, respect for those righteous bureaucrats 
who, disregarding their own safety or well-being, spared no efforts in persuading 
the emperor to make right decisions or dissuading the emperor from adopting 
inappropriate policies was deep-rooted. The fact that there were more righteous 
bureaucrats in the Tang Dynasty than in earlier dynasties had reinforced the 
afore-mentioned reverence. The reason was two-fold: Firstly, a number of 
ambitious emperors of the Tang Dynasty tended to encourage suggestions and 

                                                  
11 Ban Gu 班固. “Jianzheng, Delun shang” 德论上· 谏诤 (“Section of Supervisory Arguments, 
the first part of Virtuous Discussion ”). Baihu tongyi. Vol. 1. Siku quanshu 四库全书 (The 
Complete Library of the Four Treasures). Wenyuange edition. 
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dissidence and were more receptive to different opinions and ideas. Secondly, 
besides discussions held at the imperial court, there were a variety of modes and 
channels for the bureaucrats of the Tang Dynasty and the candidates taking 
selection tests conducted for civil officials to make arguments, raise objections, 
or provide suggestions in respect of government affairs—bureaucrats could 
submit memorials to the emperor while the candidates attending the imperial 
examination could take a special test known as Xianliang fangzheng neng zhiyan 
jijian ke 贤良方正能直言极谏科  (the Test for Selection of Righteous and 
Outspoken Civil Officials) and hand in their duice 对策 (replies). This political 
climate had a notable impact on Chinese scholar-officials—they were eager to 
serve as jian bureaucrats and to reflect on government affairs from a supervisory 
perspective. This was especially the case with the literati of the mid-Tang period 
when the empire fell into a gradual decline, the fact of which resulted in the 
awakening of political conscience on the part of the scholar-officials.  

Take Han Yu 韩愈 (CE 768-824), an influential essayist and poet of the 
mid-Tang period, for example. He yearned to serve as a jian bureaucrat in his 
youth. In 792 he wrote “Zhengchen lun” 争臣论 (“On Jian Bureaucrats”) to 
rebuke Yang Cheng 阳城, a respected jian bureaucrat, for his inactivity during the 
five years in the position of Jianyidafu, saying that “Court officials who neglect 
their duties should be dismissed from office, and jian bureaucrats who fail to 
fulfill their responsibilities should be removed”. But Han Yu’s criticism of 
Yang Cheng was regarded as unfair by many scholars. When Han Yu was 
serving as Guancha Tuiguan 观察推官 (a low-ranking official in charge of area 
politico-military affairs and supervision over local Government administration) 
under Zhang Jianfeng 张建封, who was Jiedushi 节度使 (the Governor-General) 
of Xuzhou 徐州, he composed the poem “Chuochuo” 龊龊 (“Prudence”) in 799 in 
the hope that Zhang Jianfeng would recommend him for a jian position. Though 
his political ambition was not fulfilled, he did his best to implement his political 
agenda by talking or writing about government affairs candidly. Consequently he 
suffered vicissitudes of his official life because of his words and writings. 

Activities of the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period had their own 
distinctive features. Firstly, comparing with their counterparts of the early Tang 
period, the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period were not so active in making 
arguments, providing suggestions or raising objections because the emperors of 
this period usually held a passive or discouraging attitude towards the words and 
writings of jian bureaucrats. For example, in 820 when Shence jun 神策军 (the 
Regal Guards) and the troops from eight garrison posts were dispatched to rescue 
the frontier guards on the northwestern border of China, Emperor Muzong 穆宗 
(CE 795-824), who had been referred to as a mediocrity in Chinese history, 
suddenly decided to travel to the Huaqing Palace 华清宫, a provisional palace, to 
enjoy the natural hot springs. Some bureaucrats (e.g. Yushidafu 御史大夫 [the 
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Censor-in-Chief] Li Jiang 李绛, Sanqichangshi Cui Yuanlue 崔元略) knelt outside 
the gate of the Yanying Palace 延英殿 trying to dissuade the emperor from 
making the trip. According to the “Emperor Muzong’s Reign: Chronicle 
Records” in the 16th volume of Jiu Tangshu, the emperor said impatiently to the 
kneeling officials, “I have made up my mind to go, please do not bother me with 
your memorials or reports.” 

Secondly, though the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period kept a close 
watch on the political situations and government affairs, their arguments, 
suggestions or objections were not as effective as expected in bringing positive 
results. Troubles harassing the government affairs during the mid-Tang period 
were mainly from three sources: the fanzhen 藩 镇  (the renegade military 
governors of border provinces) hankering for regional autonomy, the pengdang 
朋党 (political fractions) pursuing their conflicting interests, and the palace 
eunuchs trying to dominate the court life. Obviously it was difficult for the jian 
bureaucrats to keep up the tradition of candidly discussing or reporting 
government affairs in such a troubled society. Nevertheless, there were righteous 
bureaucrats who had carried out their supervisory duties with loyalty. 

Jiu Tangshu included a biology of Wei Wen 韦温, who was a righteous jian 
bureaucrat. His father Wei Shou 韦绶 began his official career as Sanqichangshi, 
which bestowed Wei Wen a heritage of moral uprightness. Wei Wen passed the 
Mingjing 明经  Test (the Evaluation Test for a Deep Understanding of the 
Confucian Classics) of the imperial examination for selection of civil officials 
and the Shupan bacui 书判拔萃 Test (the High-Level Test for Selection of 
Personnel Developed Good Styles of Writing and Handwriting) held by Libu 吏
部 (the Ministry of Personnel). Serving in the jian position of You Buque, he was 
renowned for literary merits as well as unbiased opinions. He had said that “We 
jian bureaucrats must not let our sage king and the worthy Zaixiang be deceived 
or deluded simply because we are afraid of transitory thunderclouds”. His deeds 
matched his words—when Song Shenxi 宋申锡 was falsely accused of usurpation, 
Wei Wen took the lead in kneeling at the threshold of the palace to argue with the 
emperor, which stood out as a notable example of the jian spirit in the mid-Tang 
period. His reputation as a righteous bureaucrat who would not mince his words 
for his own benefits, in a sense, indicated that he was a rarity among his peers.  

But there were other mid-Tang jian bureaucrats who carried on the tradition 
which valued supervisory functions disregarding personal safety and well-being. 
For example, the emperor issued an order in October 808 to confer on “Tutu 
Chengcui 吐突承璀, a palace eunuch serving as Zhongwei 中尉 (the Commanding 
Officer) for zuojun 左军 (the Left Corps) of Shence jun, several official titles (e.g. 
Zhaotaochuzhishi 招 讨 处 置 使  [the Executive Commissioner in Charge of 
Rebellion Suppression] at the field headquarters at Zhenzhou 镇州)” and appoint 
“Longwu jiangjun 龙 武 将 军  (the Longwu General) Zhao Wandi 赵 万 敌 
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Xianfengjiang 先锋将 (the General of the Vanguard) of Shence jun and a number 
of palace eunuchs such as Song Weicheng 宋惟澄, Cao Jinyu 曹进玉, and Ma 
Chaojiang 马朝江  Guanyishi 馆驿使  (the Commissioner in Charge of Post 
Houses and Horses) and Liangliaoshi 粮料使 (the Commissioner in Charge of 
Soldiers’ Pay and Provisions) at the field headquarters. Jingzhaoyin 京兆尹 (the 
Governor of the Capital Area) Xu Mengrong 许孟容 and some jian bureaucrats 
raised objections in face of the emperor, saying that the commander in chief and 
generals of a punitive expedition should not be palace eunuchs. Dugu Yu 独孤郁, 
a bureaucrat holding the position of Buque, contested the emperor’s decision 
vehemently. As a compromise the emperor modified his order and appointed 
Tutu Chengcui Xuanweishi 宣慰使 (the Pacification Commissioner) instead of 
Chuzhishi 处置使 (the Executive Commissioner), but retained the epithet of 
Zhaotao 招讨 (rebellion suppression)”. In September 810, the emperor “again 
appointed Tutu Chengcui Zhongwei for zuojun of Shence jun. Some jian 
bureaucrats objected that the law codex must be respected and implemented and 
Tutu Chengcui should be punished as an incompetent commanding officer. The 
emperor then remitted Tutu Chengcui and demoted him to Junqishi 军器使 (the 
Commissioner in Charge of Weapons). Cheng Wengan 程文干, another palace 
eunuch, replaced Tutu Chengcui’s position of Zhongwei for zuojun”.12 Though 
the vehement arguments of Dugu Yu, son of Dugu Ji 独孤及, could not change 
the palace eunuchs’ dominance in administrative affairs, they were powerful 
enough to render positive results.  

In the later part of the mid-Tang period, jian bureaucrats often argued in vain. 
According to the “Jingzong benji” 敬宗本纪 (“Emperor Jingzong’s [CE 809-826] 
Reign: Chronicle Records”) in the 17th volume of Jiu Tangshu, in December 824, 
“Wang Bo 王 播 , Jiedushi of Huainan 淮 南 , heavily bribed the powerful 
high-ranking officials for the position of Yantieshi 盐铁使 (Commissioner in 
Charge of Salt Production, Smelting Works and Tea Trade). Jianyidafu Dugu 
Lang 独孤朗 and Zhang Zhongfang 张仲方, Qijulang Kong Minxing 孔敏行, Liu 
Gongquan 柳公权 and Song Shenxi, Buque Wei Renshi 韦仁实 and Liu Dunru 
刘敦儒，Shiyi Li Jingrang 李景让 and Xue Tinglao 薛廷老 knelt in the Yanying 
Palace arguing against the new nomination of Wang Bo”. The consensus of the 
jian bureaucrats was a notable phenomenon, which was explained in Tang guoshi 
bu 唐国史补 (A Supplementary to the History of the Tang Empire) as follows: 
“Members of the Jian Department share the same political anxiety or sense of 
responsibility. …Hence the saying ‘Jian Bureaucrats holding the positions of 
Shiyi and Buque tend to sympathize with each other…’”. Though the number of 
the jian bureaucrats who had joined in raising objections to the nomination of 
Wang Bo was fairly large, the result was unfavorable—Wang Bo was reinstated 
                                                  
12  “Emperor Xianzong’s Reign: Chronicle Records (I)”. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 14.  
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in the second year and had no misgivings about negative public opinion after that. 
From then on, the palace eunuchs overwhelmed the jian bureaucrats in the 
political life of the society. 

Thirdly, the political agenda of the mid-Tang jian bureaucrats was more 
conservative than that of their predecessors of the early Tang period. Some of the 
mid-Tang jian bureaucrats dreaded the consequences of being accused of 
exceeding their authority in making suggestions or discussing government affairs. 
These officials believed that jian bureaucrats should not overstep their authority 
and overdo their tasks. Yuan Zhen (CE 779-831) described this philosophy in his 
“Lun jianzhi biao” 论谏职表 (“Memorial on the Jian Capacity”): “Nowadays it 
is believed that only rash or imprudent bureaucrats will hand in memorials or 
make suggestions and bureaucrats holding official positions such as Shiyi and 
Buque are unoccupied idlers.” 

Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi’s (CE 772-846) careers in the Civil Service can be 
examined for a better understanding of the evolution or even a deterioration of 
the political enthusiasm of the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period.  

In April 806 Yuan Zhen passed Caishijianmao mingyutiyong ke 才识兼茂明于
体用科 (the Test for Selection of Talented and Capable Officials Achieving a 
Deep Understanding of the Confucian Cannons and Their Applications) of the 
imperial examination and was soon appointed Zuo Shiyi. In this jian position, he 
finished a number of memorials to the throne such as “Lun jiaoben shu” 论教本
书 (“On Educating the Crown Prince”), “Lun jianzhi biao” and “Xianshi biao” 
献事表 (“My Suggestions”). In his essay “Xu zou” 叙奏 (“About My Former 
Memorials”), he wrote about his activities as a jian bureaucrat and the 
subsequent consequences: “In the early years of the Yuanhe 元和 reign period 
(CE 805-820), Emperor Zhangwu 章武皇帝 (i.e. Emperor Xianzong 宪宗 CE 
778-820), quite new to the throne, was unfamiliar with the suggestions and 
opinions of the court officials. I was serving as Shiyi at that time and submitted 
more than ten memorials such as ‘Lun jiaoben shu’, ‘Lun jianzhi biao’ and 
‘Xianshi biao’. Disagreeing with Zaixiang’s point of view, I supported the 
arguments of Pei Du 裴度, Li Zhengci 李正辞 and Wei Xunsong 韦纁讼. The 
emperor was interested in my memorials and I was summoned to voice my 
opinion, which rendered me loathsome to Zaixiang. Less than a month later, I 
was demoted to Wei 尉 (the Sheriff) of He’nan 河南.”13 It was recorded in “Pei 
Du zhuan” 裴度传 (“The Biography of Pei Du”) in the 170th volume of Jiu 
Tangshu that “being transferred to the position of Jianchayushi 监察御史 (the 
Investigating Censor), Pei Du handed in a secret memorial to speak against the 
powerful favorites of the monarch. The emperor found his fervent and 
straightforward words disturbing”. It turned out that Pei Du was framed by the 
                                                  
13 “Xu zou”. Yuan Zhen ji. Vol. 32. 
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powerful favorites of the monarch and his secret memorial was futile. When the 
emperor summoned Yuan Zhen for his opinion, Yuan Zhen said that Pei Du was 
right. Yuan Zhen’s remark offended Zaixiang and he was demoted in Pei Du’s 
company—Pei Du was degraded to Gongcao canjun 功曹参军 (a low-ranking 
local official in the Bureau of Merit responsible for assessment of local officers’ 
performance) of He’nan fu 河南府 (Prefecture of He’nan) while Yuan Zhen, the 
sheriff of He’nan. The reason for this degradation of Yuan Zhen may be “the 
stirring effect of his candid words”14. 

“Lun jiaoben shu” was targeted at the defects in the education of the crown 
prince—“the recent regulation allows only pedantic and stubborn Confucian 
scholars in old age as reading partners for the crown prince. Their pedantry and 
stubbornness estranged them from the crown prince. As a result, they were not 
summoned once for months”. Yuan Zhen suggested that “the task of the 
education of the crown prince should be assigned to those upright persons”.15 
The author of Jiu Tangshu believed that Yuan Zhen’s suggestion was an 
insinuation of Wang Shuwen 王叔文 and Wang Pi 王伾, two favorites of the 
crown prince. Actually, Yuan Zhen’s suggestion was targeted at inadvisable 
practices in education of the crown prince. “Lun jiaoben shu” was written in the 
early days of Yuan Zhen’s official career as a jian bureaucrat and it was effective 
since the emperor was very pleased with it.16 

A little later Yuan Zhen handed in “Lun jianzhi biao”, which was a political 
treatise on the jian bureaucracy. Based on an account of the two influential jian 
bureaucrats Wang Gui 王珪 and Wei Zheng 魏征 at the court of Emperor 
Taizong of the Tang Dynasty, this treatise defined the relationship between an 
emperor and his jian bureaucrats as the one between the body and the arms and 
legs or the one between the head and the eyes and ears. For him the emperor and 
his jian bureaucrats were bonded not only by the obligations between an emperor 
and his court officials but also by the attachments between father and son and the 
affections between friends. This idealist picture is, of course, illusionary. Yuan 
Zhen saw that jian bureaucrats were rarely summoned to discuss government 
affairs and that their suggestions or opinions were rarely considered. As a result, 
the jian bureaucracy was crippled. Yuan Zhen expressed in his memorial his wish 
to see the emperor and voice his opinions and hoped to change the situation by 
helping the emperor recognize the importance of the functions of the jian 
bureaucracy. 

In “Xianshi biao”, Yuan Zhen argued that channels through which criticisms 
                                                  
14 Bai Juyi 白居易. “Tang He’nan Yuan Fujun furen Xingyang Zheng shi muzhiming”  唐河南元
府 君 夫 人 荥 阳 郑 氏 墓 志 铭  (“Epitaph for Yuan Zhen’s Mother)”. Bai Juyi ji 白 居 易 集 
(Anthology of Bai Juyi’s Writings). Vol. 42. 
15 Biography of Yuan Zhen. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 166.  
16 Ibid. 
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and suggestions could be communicated were important for effective 
administration. He also contrasted the surge of criticisms and suggestions in the 
region period of Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty and the scarcity of 
criticisms and suggestions in his time. Then he made ten suggestions for the 
emperor to consider. He wrote at the end of the memorial, “If my suggestions are 
regarded as well-grounded and get implemented properly, it will not be a 
blessing for myself, but a blessing for the people of the whole empire. If my 
suggestions are regarded as ill-grounded and will bring me trouble, I will be 
ready to accept my fate”. This is a declaration from a responsible jian bureaucrat. 
His words show that he had foreseen the danger of being a responsible and 
outspoken jian bureaucrat. But words are words. When he was confronted with 
repeated political setbacks, he abandoned his original intention to remain a 
righteous bureaucrat. 

In his early days in the position of Zuo Shiyi, Yuan Zhen was eager to make 
suggestions and arguments. His memorials to the throne were effective since “the 
emperor was happy to accept his suggestions and often summoned him to discuss 
political matters.”17 But he was soon confronted with major setbacks: Initially he 
was downgraded because of speaking up for Pei Du. In 810 he was demoted for 
the second time from Jianchayushi to Shicao Canjun 士曹参军 (a low-ranking 
official in charge of civil actions) of Jiangling 江陵. Later, he was transferred first 
as Sima 司马 (the Military Minister) of Tongzhou 通州, then as Zhangshi 长史 
(the Adjutant) of Guozhou 虢州. Looking back with regret on his experience in 
jian positions and the pain that was caused by his candid words in his poem 
“Chou Hanlin Baixueshi daishu yibaiyun” 酬 翰 林 白 学 士 代 书 一 百 韵 
(“Responding to Bai Juyi’s One Hundred Rhyming Couplets as a Letter”), he 
decided not to try in vain to keep his integrity. This new philosophy made Yuan 
Zhen go to extremes for his own well-being—he was on friendly terms with the 
palace eunuchs, which rendered him notorious among the intellectuals.18 

Though Bai Juyi developed commitments in his political career which were 
different than those of Yuan Zhen, his enthusiasm for supervisory activities had 
suffered deterioration in a similar manner as Yuan Zhen’s did.  

In the early days of his official career, Bai Juyi acquired a thorough 
understanding of the political commitments to supervisory activities, which was 
reflected in his “Chushou Shiyi xianshu” 初授拾遗献书 (“Memorial from a 
Newly Appointed Shiyi”). The memorial was composed on May 8th, 808, a little 
more than one month after he was appointed Zuo Shiyi and entered the Hanlin 
Academy. As Zuo Shiyi, he was responsible for making arguments, criticisms or 

                                                  
17 “Xianzong Yuanhe yuannian” 宪宗元和元年 (“First Year of the Yuanhe reign period [CE 
805-820] of Emperor Xianzong)”. Zizhi tongjian. Vol. 237. 
18 “Zhongshu sheren” 中书舍人 (“the Secretariat Drafter”). Tang hui yao. Vol. 55.  
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suggestions; As a member of the Hanlin Academy, he could meet the emperor 
easily. In the closing lines of the above-mentioned essay, Bai Juyi wrote, “If I 
want to serve Your Majesty with all my heart, I must devote myself to 
supervisory activities because I serve at the imperial court rather than in local 
governments. As a court official, my function is not the same as that of a local 
government official—my loyalty to Your Majesty is justified by my candid 
words”.  

His resolution to be a responsible jian bureaucrat was firm in the beginning of 
his official career, and his deeds matched his words perfectly. He submitted a 
number of memorials to impeach powerful and imperious officials: “Lun Yu Di 
Pei Jun zhuang” 论于頔裴均状 (“Memorial concerning Yu Di 于頔 and Pei Jun 
裴均”) in 808, impeaching Yu Di and Pei Jun, Jiedushi of Shannandongdao 山南
东道 and Jingnan 荆南; “Lun Wang E 王锷 yu chuguan shiyi zhuang” 论王锷欲
除官事宜状 (“Memorial on Wang E’s Promotion”) in 808, impeaching Wang E, 
Jiedushi of Lingnan 岭南; the First Entry of “Lun Taiyuan shi zhuang sanjian” 
论 太 原 事 状 三 件  (“Memorial on Taiyuan’s Government Affairs”) in 809, 
impeaching Yan Shou 严绶, Jiedushi of Hedong 河东; “Lun Wei Zheng jiuzhai 
zhuang: Li Shidao 李师道 zouqing chusicai shoushu Wei Zheng jiuzhai shiyi” 论
魏征旧宅状——李师道奏请出私财收赎魏征旧宅事宜 (“Memorial on Wei Zheng’s 
Former Residence: Li Shidao’s Memorial Asking to Ransom Wei Zheng’s 
Former Residence by His Private Capital”) in 809, impeaching Li Shidao, 
Jiedushi of Ziqing 淄 青  and Pinglu 平 卢 . All the officials involved were 
powerful military governors of different districts that had gained local autonomy. 
Bai Juyi suggested in his memorials that military power at the local level should 
be restrained. He also handed in a number of memorials to impeach 
eunuch-bureaucrats: The First and Second Entry of “Lun Taiyuan shi zhuang 
sanjian” in 809 concerning Ju Wenzhen  俱文珍 (i.e. Liu Zhenliang 刘贞亮) and 
Li Fuguang 李 辅 光 ; “Lun Chengcui zhiming zhuang” 论 承 璀 职 名 状  
(“Memorial on Chengcui’s Post”) in 809 aiming at Tutu Chengcui19; “Lun Yuan 
Zhen disan zhuang” 论元稹第三状 (“The Third Memorial on Yuan Zhen’s 
Degradation”)20 in March 810, concerning Qiu Shiliang 仇士良 and Liu Shiyuan 

                                                  
19 Other bureaucrats speaking against appointing eunuchs as military leaders included Duzhishi
度支使 (Commissioner of Finance) Li Yuansu 李元素, Yantieshi Li Yong 李鄘, Jingzhaoyin Xu 
Mengrong, Yushi zhongcheng 御史中丞 (Vice Censor-in-Chief responsible for judicature and 
supervision) Li Yijian 李夷简, Jishizhong Lü Yuanying 吕元膺 and Mu Zhi 穆质, You Buque 
Dugu Yu 独孤郁, etc. 
20 In the spring of the fifth year (CE 809) of the Yuanhe reign period, Yuan Zhen was 
summoned back to the Western Capital (i.e. Chang’an) by the emperor. On his return journey, 
he came to Fushui Yi 敷水驿 (Fushui Post) and stayed in the best room. Qiu Shiliang and Liu 
Shiyuan, two palace eunuchs, came after him and demanded that Yuan Zhen give up the room. 
When Yuan Zhen refused to do so, Liu Shiyuan attacked and injured him. Unexpectedly the 
emperor was not on Yuan Zhen’s side and dismissed Yuan Zhen from his post. At that time, 
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刘士元. 
Bai Juyi began to retrospect his political functions and official roles after two 

major setbacks. In May 810, Bai Juyi’s term as Zuo Shiyi expired. But he was not 
promoted to Buque as usual or elevated as Yuanwailang 员外郎  (the Vice 
Director). Retaining his position as the member of the Hanlin Academy, he was 
transferred to Hucao Canjun 户曹参军 (a low-ranking official in charge of 
residence registration) of Jingzhao Fu 京兆府 (the Government Office for the 
Capital Area)21 by his own request. Thus Bai Juyi had been marginalized by 
losing his position as a jian bureaucrat. Failing to interpret this marginalization, 
Bai Juyi handed in “Qing babing disan zhuang” 请罢兵第三状 (“The Third 
Memorial on Ceasefire”) on June 15th, 810, asking Emperor Xianzong to stop 
dispatching troops to suppress the armed rebellion led by Wang Chengzong 王承
宗, a military governor of Hebei 河北. Disregarding the opposition of many court 
officials such as Pei Ji 裴垍  and Li Jiang 李绛 , the emperor insisted on 
nominating Tutu Chengcui, a palace eunuch, as the commander of the troops 
dispatched in 809 to suppress the repel forces of Wang Chengzong. The 
expedition was ill-fated and time-consuming because of this improper 
nomination, and ended up with granting a request made by Wang Chengzong in 
811 saying that he promised to serve the emperor and pay taxes if the emperor 
would nominate him for a post at the Imperial Court.22 Bai Juyi had submitted 
three memorials asking the emperor to withdraw the troops sent out for 
subjugating the rebellion. In the third memorial, Bai Juyi went so far as to ask the 
emperor to “read my memorial for ten to twenty times” and to “resolve the 
problem as soon as possible” if his arguments were deemed as well-grounded. 
But the emperor was indifferent to his memorial.  

In 811 Bai Juyi left the Hanlin Academy to mourn for his mother. When the 
mourning term ended in 814, he was nominated Zuo Zanshandafu 左赞善大夫, a 
senior official responsible for assisting the crown prince. In June 815 Bai Juyi 
took the lead in submitting memorials to the throne, demanding that the 
assassinator of the late Zaixiang Wu Yuanheng 武元衡 should be captured. 
Unexpectedly he was degraded to Sima of Jiangzhou 江州 . After repeated 
retrospections, Bai Juyi believed that though he was publicly accused of 
“violating the Confucian ethical code by writing poems entitled ‘Shanghua’ 赏花 
(‘Admiring Flowers’) and ‘Xinjing’ 新井 (‘A New Well’) after his mother’s death 
caused by falling into a well while admiring flowers”, the real reason for his 
                                                                                                                      
several members of the Hanlin Academy (e.g. Li Jiang 李绛, Cui Qun 崔群) submitted memorials 
to argue on Yuan Zhen’s behalf. Bai Juyi had submitted three memorials consecutively to defend 
Yuan Zhen, and the first two of them were missing. Please refer to “Biography of Qiu 
Shiliang” in Part One of “Biographies of Palace Eunuchs”. Xin Tangshu. Volume 207. 
21 “Biography of Bai Juyi”. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 166.  
22 “Emperor Xianzong’s Reign: Chronicle Records (I)”. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 14. 
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downgrade was that he had offended the dignitaries and powerful favorites of the 
monarch by “exceeding his own duties and meddling in others’ affairs”.23 In this 
consideration, Bai Juyi tried to justify his actions in some of his essays and 
personal letters by emphasizing his position as a jian bureaucrat during the time 
when he handed in memorials and composed allegorical poems. In “Yu Yuanjiu 
[i.e. a hypocorism for Yuan Zhen] shu” 与元九书 (“A Letter to Yuan Zhen”) he 
wrote, “At the moment, I’ve been serving as a jian bureaucrat and a member of 
the Hanlin Academy. With sheets of paper in my hand to write memorials on, I 
must compensate for the neglects and limitations in government policies. When I 
came upon things that may not be included in the memorials, I incorporated them 
into my poems”. All the allegorical poems composed during his term as a 
member of the Hanlin Academy was categorized as political writings of a jian 
bureaucrat, which did not agree with the truth. In his “Xin Yuefu xu” 新乐府序 
(“Preface to New Yuefu[i.e. form of Chinese poetry derived from the folk-ballad 
tradition] Poems”), he said that the poems “were composed in 809 when I was 
Zuo Shiyi”. Actually Bai Juyi mentioned in “Yu Yuanjiu shu” that the series of 
new folk-song-styled poems were composed “between the Wude 武德 (CE 
618-626) and Yuanhe reign periods, motivated by a variety of matters”. Judging 
by the contents, it would be unlikely for the poems to be composed in one year.24 
The reason why he took pains to justify his poems might be the political lessons 
he learned from repeated degradations. He chose to be a “recluse” in his official 
career and refrained from submitting memorials which would jeopardize his 
well-being. He also abandoned allegorical poems and turned to xianshishi 闲适诗 
(poems depicting leisurely life) and zalüshi 杂律诗 (assorted regulated verses). 

Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi’s subsequent refraining from active administrative 
supervision signified that mid-Tang scholar-bureaucrats had to make a choice 
between facilitating their political agenda and protecting their personal 
well-being. Different choices reflected the characters of the scholar-bureaucrats 
as well as the social factors such as the political climate and power distributions. 

3  Jian bureaucrats and creative writing 

In his monograph Tangdai jianyi zhidu yu wenren 唐代谏议制度与文人 (The 
Jian Bureaucracy and Literati of the Tang Dynasty), Fu Shaoliang 傅绍良 has 
explained the relevance of the jian scholar-bureaucrats’ political agenda to their 

                                                  
23 “Biography of Bai Juyi”. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 166. 
24 But Bai Juyi nianpu 白居易年谱 (The Chronicle of Bai Juyi’s Life) compiled by Zhu 
Jincheng 朱金城 listed the 50 poems under the heading “Xin yuefu” as works composed in 
809. 
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literary activities in the Tang Dynasty.25 Trying to pinpoint the literary design of 
the jian scholar-bureaucrats, this section aims to provide a brief summary of the 
literary activities of the mid-Tang jian bureaucrats and the distinctive features of 
their creative writing.  

The jian scholar-bureaucrats’ literary design centered on conceiving the 
formula for new genres and styles, which reflected the evolving direction of the 
literary innovation initiated by a group of jian bureaucrats serving in the 
Zhenguan 贞观 reign period (between January 627 and December 649, according 
to the Chinese Lunar Calendar) with Wei Zheng as their leader. Resulted from the 
scholar-bureaucrats’ double identity (i.e. as a literary scholar and a jian 
bureaucrat), the literary design was an ideological product motivated by the 
political agenda attached to the jian positions. Chinese scholars often regarded 
the stylistic renovation initiated by the bureaucrats of the Zhenguan reign period 
as an indicator for the revival of the literary tradition that cherished linguistic 
elegance and propriety. When contemporary Chinese scholars explore the literary 
renovation of the mid-Tang period, they tend to focus on the renaissance of 
Confucianism and the mid-Tang literati’s desire for political rejuvenation and 
often ignore the supervisory elements of this stylistic renovation and the literary 
design of Wei Zheng and his peers. As a result the sustaining of the literary 
design of the jian bureaucrats in the mid-Tang period is rarely examined.  

Ancient Chinese scholar-bureaucrats were very attentive to the social functions 
and identities of themselves and other people. If we juxtapose the supervisory 
positions held by Wei Zheng, Kong Yingda 孔颖达, Yao Silian 姚思廉, Li Baiyao
李 百 药 , Chu Suiliang 褚遂 良 26  and their supervisory activities during the 
Zhenguan reign period, we will not fail to understand the jian bureaucrats’ role in 
literary design of the early Tang period. The political agenda of the “Four 
Prominent Poets” of the early Tang period (i.e. Wang Bo 王勃, Yang Jiong 杨炯, 
Lu Zhaolin 卢照邻, Luo Binwang 骆宾王) and Chen Zi’ang 陈子昂 (a literary 
scholar of the same period) was not as overt as those of the jian bureaucrats of 
the Zhenguan reign period, but these literary scholars inherited the political 
awareness and literary design of the jian bureaucrats in the process of literary 
innovation. The pioneers and doers of the literary and stylistic innovation in the 
mid-Tang period acclaimed Cheng Zi’ang’s achievements as initial and 
pioneering because they shared the same inheritance of the political awareness 

                                                  
25 Fu Shaoliang, 2003.  
26 Initially served as taizi xianma 洗马 (the Attendant for the Crown Prince [i.e. Li Jiancheng 李建成]), 
Wei Zheng was appointed Jianyidafu after Emperor Taizong ascended the throne. Kong Yingda was 
transferred to Jishizhong from Guozi boshi 国子博士 (Erudite of the National University) in 628 and 
was offered a joint appointment of Yuanwai Sanqichangshi 员外散骑常侍 (the Additional Imperial 
Attendant) in 630. Yao Silian was appointed Sanqichangshi in 635; Li Baiyao, Sanqichangshi in 636; 
Chu Suiliang, Jianyidafu and Qijushi 起居事 (a similar post as Qijulang) in 641. 
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and literary design from the jian bureaucrats of the Zhenguan reign period. 
Lu Cangyong 卢藏用 is the earliest compiler of Chen Zi’ang’s literary writings. 

The 94th volume of Jiu Tangshu depicted Lu Cangyong as “a cunning and 
hypocritical toady, who was scoffed by society for fawning on the grandees and 
influential officials and leading an extravagant and debauching life”. But he was 
a close friend of Chen Zi’ang and the compiler of Chen Boyu (i.e. the courtesy 
name of Chen Zi’ang) wenji 陈伯玉文集 (Anthology of Chen Boyu’s Essays), the 
author of the preface to Chen Boyu wenji and Chenshi biezhuan 陈氏别传 
(Supplementary Biography of Chen Zi’ang). It must be noted that he had served 
as Zuo Shiyi during the Chang’an 长安 reign period (CE 701-704). Naturally he 
treated Chen Zi’ang’s political writings for supervisory purposes seriously and 
valued them as Chen Zi’ang’s primary achievements in creative writing. In a 
sense, it was because of Lu Cangyong’s recommendation of Chen Zi’ang’s 
literary writings that the pioneers and doers of the literary and stylistic innovation 
in the mid-Tang period reached a consensus on the status of Chen Zi’ang’s poetic 
creations.  

Since the final official position held by Chen Zi’ang was You Shiyi, he was 
often referred to as Chen Shiyi. He was politically active and had a clear-cut 
political agenda. To promote his political agenda, he presented “Jian lingjia 
rujing shu” 谏灵驾入京书 (“Against Sending the Hearse of the Late Emperor to 
the Capital”) and “Jian zhengli shu” 谏政理书 (“On Principles of Government 
Administration”) as a “grass-roots subject” in 684 just after he passed the 
imperial examination in Luoyang.27 Chen Zi’ang’s “Xiuzhu pian xu” 修竹篇序 
(“Preface to ‘Thin and Long bamboo[the title of a poem]’ ”), representing his 
literary beliefs, indicates that he and the jian bureaucrats of the Zhenguan reign 
period shared similar views on literary design. It is no surprise that the literati of 
the mid-Tang period, especially the pioneers of the literary and stylistic 
innovation, had regarded Chen Zi’ang as a kindred spirit. The political agenda 
and literary design of the jian bureaucrats of the Zhenguan reign period were 
inherited by a group of literary scholars such as Xiao Yingshi 萧颖士, Li Hua 李
华, Dugu Ji 独孤及, and Liang Su 梁肃. Practitioners of the literary renovation 
such as Yuan Zhen, Bai Juyi, Han Yu, Liu Zongyuan 柳宗元, and Li Ao 李翱 had 
reinforced this legacy which combined the political agenda with literary creations. 
Therefore a thread of political commitment ran through the literary design and 
renovation.  

Major distinctive features of the literary creations of the jian bureaucrats of the 
mid-Tang period include identification with the early inclusive concept of 
literature, the stylistic renovation of political writings, and the decline of the 
supervisory spirit. The concept of literature experienced significant changes 
                                                  
27 Meng Erdong 孟二冬, 2003, Vol. 3.  
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before the Tang Dynasty. For a long time, early Chinese scholars had failed to 
discriminate different genres. Literary studies acquired disciplinary 
independence and became wenzhang zhi xue 文章之学 (the study of writing) 
until the reign of the Kingdom of Wei 魏 (CE 220-265) and the Jin 晋 Dynasty 
(CE 265-420). A distinction between wen 文  (rhymed writing) and bi 笔 
(unrhymed writing) was made between the reigns of the Southern Qi 南齐 (CE 
479-502) and Liang 梁 (CE 502-557) Dynasties. At the moment, Chinese 
scholars were purists in terms of the concept of literature. Histories compiled in 
the early Tang period about the previous dynasties such as Liang shu 梁书 
( History of the Liang Dynasty), Chen shu 陈书 (History of the Chen Dynasty), 
Zhou shu 周书 (History of the Zhou Dynasty), and Beiqi shu 北齐书 (History 
of the Northern Qi Dynasty [CE 550-557]) stuck to the distinction between 
rhymed and unrhymed writing. After the prime (CE 713-766) of the Tang 
Dynasty, this distinction was again replaced by the former inclusive concept of 
literature. When Chen Zi’ang said in his “Xiuzhu pian xu” that “Defective 
principles for writing have been dominating for five hundred years”, he used 
“writing” as a word inclusive of various writings of different genres. The 
literary scholars supporting the archaizing tendency in creative writing during 
the mid-Tang period also adopted this concept of writing. The changes in 
literary concept during the Tang Dynasty exerted profound influences on 
creative writing: The inclusion of texts for practical use into the body of 
literary creations had expanded the social functions of literature; the archaizing 
tendency in creative writing had triggered off changes in the connotations and 
denotations of the concept of writing.28 Because of these changes, the genres 
employed by the jian bureaucrats in their paper work (i.e. a variety of memorials 
to the emperor such as zou 奏, zhuang 状, shu 疏 and biao 表) and the candidates 
taking the imperial examination (i.e. duice) were regarded as literary creations. 
Being endowed with high writing ability, these jian bureaucrats had facilitated 
the ripening of skills for political prose. For instance, the memorials or proposals 
of the jian bureaucrats as well as zhigao 制诰 (i.e. edicts and mandates) drafted 
by members of the Hanlin Academy had developed into a particular genre or 
style for political writings, the well-known examples of which involved Lu 
Xuangong [i.e. Lu Zhi 陆贽] zouyi 陆宣公奏议 (Lu Xuangong’s Memorials and 
Proposals) and Bai Juyi’s Manual of Style for drafting edicts and mandates 
known as Baipu 白朴29 in the Tang Dynasty, Song mingchen zouyi 宋名臣奏议 

                                                  
28 Please refer to “Sanwen de wenti wenfeng gaige” 散文的文体文风改革 (“Literary Renovation 
concerning Prose Genres and Styles”) by Shang Yongliang 尚永亮, the eighth chapter of “Sui 
Tang Wudai wenxue ” 隋唐五代文学 (“Literature of the Sui Dynasty, the Tang Dynasty and the 
Five Dynasties”), the fourth part of the second volume of Zhongguo wenxue shi.  
29 In Yuan Zhen’s “Chou Letian 乐天 (Bai Juyi’s courtesy name) yusi bujin jia wei liuyun zhi 
zuo 酬乐天余思不尽加为六韵之作 (Responding to Letian’s Poem ‘Yusi weijin jia wei liuyun 
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(Memorials and Proposals of Renowned Court Officials of the Song Dynasty) 
compiled by Zhao Ruyu 赵汝愚 in the Song Dynasty (Song Chao 宋朝 CE 
960-1279) and Lidai mingchen zouyi 历代名臣奏议 (Memorials and Proposals of 
Renowned Court Officials of Previous Dynasties) compiled by Yang Shiqi 杨士奇 
in the Ming Dynasty (Ming Chao 明朝 CE 1368-1644). The literary practice of 
the jian bureaucrats of the Tang Dynasty was a solid support for the archaizing 
tendency in creative writing, which helped to promote the advancement of prose 
writing.  

The distinctive features of the literary creations of a certain historical period 
can be highlighted by a comparison between the literary works of that particular 
period and those of the preceding or subsequent period. A comparison between 
the poems of certain jian bureaucrats of the late Tang (CE 836-906) and 
mid-Tang period may help to illustrate the stylistic changes and theme variations, 
which were induced by different political climates and government policies.  

Zheng Gu 郑谷 (CE 849-911), a jian bureaucrat of the late Tang period, whose 
courtesy name was Shouyu 守愚, was a native of Yuanzhou 袁州. He passed the 
royal examination in 887 and was nominated You Shiyi. Later, he held the office 
of Duguan langzhong 都官郎中 (Director of the Criminal Administration). He 
was able to compose poems in his childhood and became a well-known figure in 
the last years of the dynasty. His literary creations encompassed two 
three-volume anthologies of poems entitled Yuntai bian 云 台 编  (Yuntai 
Anthology) and Yiyang ji 宜阳集 (Yiyang Anthology) respectively in addition to a 
three-volume complementary anthology. Quan Tang shi 全唐诗 (A Complete 
Collection of Tang Poetry) had included about one third of his poems. His “Zao 
ru Jianyuan ershou” 早 入 谏 院 二 首  (“Two Poems on Entering the Jian 
Department in the Morning”) depicted the lonesome atmosphere of the Jian 
Department and his personal mood.30  

Wu Rong 吴融, another jian bureaucrat of the late Tang period, whose courtesy 
name was Zihua 子华, was a native of Shanyin 山阴, Yuezhou 越州. He passed 
the royal examination in 889. When Zaixiang Wei Zhaodu 韦昭度 was ordered to 
suppress the rebellion in Sichuan 四川, Wu Rong was nominated Zhangshuji 掌书
记 (the Confidential Secretary to a Jiedushi) and was soon transferred to Shiyushi 
侍御史 (i.e. Dianzhong shiyushi 殿中侍御史, the Court Attendant Censor). In 895 

                                                                                                                      
chong ji Weizhi 余思未尽加为六韵重寄微之 [Six Rhyming Couplets Resending to Weizhi: My 
Afterthoughts]’)”, there is an annotation for “Baipu liuchan yong zhuan xin 白朴流传用转新 
(Baipu was popular and repeatedly used)”, which reads: “When Letian served in the Hanlin 
Academy and Zhongshusheng, he created his own Manual of Style for drafting edicts and 
mandates known as baipu among the court officials. Copies of the manual were sought after by 
the new members to the Hanlin Academy and were valued more than Liudian (i.e. Tang 
liudian)”. Yuan Zhen ji. Vol. 22. 
30 For further details of the two poems, please refer to the 675th volume of Quan Tang shi. 
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he was degraded to a subordinating official under Cheng Rui 成汭, Jiedushi of 
Jingnan 荆南. In winter, 896, Wu Rong was appointed Zuo Buque. He entered the 
Hanlin Academy as Libu Langzhong 礼部郎中 (the director of a department of 
the Ministry of Rites) and was then transferred to Zhongshu sheren. When 
Emperor Zhaozong 昭宗 (CE 867-904) resumed his emperorship, Wu Rong was 
summoned to draft imperial edicts. Though in most cases he was ordered to 
finish the drafts in a hurry, he managed to do a good job. Thereupon he was 
promoted to Hubu shilang 户部侍郎 (the Vice Minister of the Ministry of 
Revenue). In 901 the palace eunuchs hijacked Emperor Zhaozong to Fengxiang 
凤翔. Failing to accompany the emperor, Wu Rong sojourned in Wenxiang 阌乡. 
He was summoned back to the Hanlin Academy in 903 as Chengzhi xueshi 承旨
学士 (the leading member of the Hanlin Academy) and remained in that position 
until his death. His literary creations constituted a three-volume anthology of 
poems entitled Tang Ying ji 唐英集 (Tang Ying Anthology), some of which were 
included in Quan Tang shi. In a vein similar to the afore-mentioned poems of 
Zheng Gu, his “He Lu Shiyi ti Jianyuan song” 和陆拾遗题谏院松 (“Responding 
to Lu Shiyi’s Poem on the Pine Tree Growing in the Courtyard of the Jian 
Department”) portrayed the courtyard of the Jian Department as a lonesome 
place.31 

In contrast to the vehement words and political consciousness in the 
allegorical poems composed by the mid-Tang scholar-bureaucrats, a sense of 
solitude and retirement permeated the above-mentioned poems of the jian 
bureaucrats of the late Tang period. If the poems and essays of the jian 
bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period are examined within the social context, it can 
be noted that the positive attitude of the scholar-bureaucrats is accompanied by 
an undercurrent of compromise or conformity. In this sense, the literary creations 
of the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang and late Tang period share certain 
similarities.  

The following section will provide a brief case study of Bai Juyi’s literary 
creations. As a prominent figure among the scholar-bureaucrats serving in jian 
positions during the mid-Tang period, Bai Juyi had declared his resolution to be 
an outspoken and responsible bureaucrat in the second poem (i.e. “He Yang 
Cheng Yi” 和阳城驿 [“Response to Yuan Zhen’s ‘Yang Cheng Post’ ”]) of a 
series of allegorical poems “Heda shi shishou” 和答诗十首 (“Ten Responsive 
Poems”)—he compared the corrupt bureaucrats trusted by the emperor to 
“vermin” and decided that he would fight to expel them at his own risk.32 He 
considered composition of allegorical poems as a strategy for promoting his 

                                                  
31 For further details of the poem, please refer to the 684th volume of Quan Tang shi.  
32 For further details please refer to the second volume of Bai Juyi ji. 
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political agenda and had reiterated this belief in his essays.33 His poems were 
powerful with vivid images and vehement words, written in a style similar to that 
of his memorials.34 Holding a view similar to the Confucian scholars of the Han 
Dynasty who commented on Shi jing 诗经 (The Book of Songs), he believed that 
political poems should focus on admiration for the good as well as criticism of 
the evil. For instance, he sang in praise of “a righteous official meeting a wise 
emperor” in his poem “Daozhou min” 道州民 (“Civilians of Daozhou”). Bai 
Juyi’s literary achievements came from an integration of the political awareness 
of a responsible jian bureaucrat, his understanding of the poetic inheritance of 
Shi jing, and the deep concern for social situations inherited from the 
folk-song-styled poems of the Han Dynasty.  

When Bai Juyi was serving in the Hanlin Academy, he also composed a 
number of xianshishi and zalüshi. In 810 Bai Juyi wrote “Daishu shi yibaiyun ji 
Weizhi 微之 (i.e. the courtesy name of Yuanzhen)” 代书诗一百韵寄微之 (“One 
Hundred Rhyming Couplets as My Letter to Weizhi”). Yuan Zhen had not 
received this poem until he arrived at Jiangling 江陵, to where he was degraded 
because he had refused to give up the best hotel room to two palace eunuchs on 
his return trip to Chang’an. Bai Juyi looked back on his political experience of 
“stopping influential officials abusing their power for personal gain” with Yuan 
Zhen. He felt sad at Yuan Zhen’s degradation and doubted whether he could 
realize their political ambition by himself. By that time his term of Zuo Shiyi 
expired. Upon his own request he was transferred to Hucao Canjun of 京兆府 
and retained his former position as a member of the Hanlin Academy. Though he 
led a better life in his new position, the loss of his title as a jian bureaucrat was 
detrimental to Bai Juyi’s political enthusiasm because of his “disdain for those 
who hold on to the official’s position and salary only to support their families” 
and his belief in “the courage needed for eradicating the social evils as well as 
the loyalty needed for dispelling selfish desire”.35 In “Chu chu Hucao xi er 
yanzhi” 初除户曹喜而言志 (“My Ambition: Glad of the Appointment of Hucao 
Canjun”) Bai Juyi wrote that both prosperity and high-ranking positions were 
“transient visitors to the body (i.e. external things without spiritual power)”.36 He 
thanked the emperor for the appointment of Hucao Canjun on behalf of his 
family and his parents. This poem of Bai Juyi betrayed a typical sentiment of the 

                                                  
33 For further details please refer to “Yu Yuanjiu shu” in the 45th volume and “Yu Yang Yuqing 
shu” 与杨虞卿书 (“A Letter to Yang Yuqing 杨虞卿”) in the 44th volume of Bai Juyi ji. 
34 For instance “Qing fei 轻肥 [Light Furs and Large Horses]” depicted the draught in Quzhou
衢州 which turned ordinary people into cannibals while “Hongxian tan 红线毯 [Red-Thread 
Carpet]” revealed that Taishou 太守 (the Governor) of Xuanzhou 宣州 ground the local people 
and deprived the poor of clothes to send red-thread carpets as tributes to please the emperor. 
35 For further details please refer to “Yu Yang Yuqing shu” in the 44th volume of Bai Juyi ji. 
36 For further details please refer to the fifth volume of Bai Juyi ji. 
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jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period, who were anxious about their own 
well-being as well as government affairs.  

Besides Bai Juyi, many scholar-bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period (e.g. Wei 
Wen, Dugu Yu, Dugu Lang, Zhang Zhongfang, Kong Minxing, Liu Gongquan, 
Song Shen Xi, Wei Renshi, Liu Dunru, Li Jingrang, Xue Tinglao, Li Jiang, and 
Yang Cheng) were politically motivated and had been active in supervisory 
activities. Li Jiang (CE 764-830) was famous for his sincerity and reasoning 
power in discussing political affairs. His “Lun ren xian shu” 论任贤疏 (“On 
Using Righteous Officials”), “Lun pengdang” 论朋党 (“On Political Fractions”), 
“Lun jianchen” 论谏臣 (“On Jian Bureaucrats”) and “Lun Hebei sanzhen ji 
Huaixi shiyi zhuang” 论河北三镇及淮西事宜状 (“On Government Affairs of 
Huaixi and the Three Garrison Posts in Hebei”) were excellent examples of 
touching and unbiased essays. Liu Yuxi 刘禹锡 had highly praised Li Jiang’s 
political writings in “Tang gu Xiangguo Li gong ji ji” 唐故相国李公集纪 (“On 
the Anthology of the Late Zaixiang Li of the Tang Dynasty”): “I examined his 
essays and memorials to the emperor and was so deeply moved that the hairs of 
my head would not remain in their places”.37 In 825 Li Deyu (CE 787-850), a 
prominent official who had served as a member and Chengzhi Xueshi 承旨学士 
(the Academician as the Confidential Secretary to the Emperor) of the Hanlin 
Academy during the early years of Emperor Muzong’s reign, presented a red 
folding screen to Emperor Jingzong 敬宗 with six mottos on it, which were 
known as the “Dan yi liu zhen 丹庡六箴 (Six Mottos on a Red Folding Screen)”. 
“Li Deyu intended to speak out earnestly rather than criticizing and used the 
mottos to convey his ideas. The first motto ‘Xiao yi 宵衣 (Dressing before 
Dawn)’ was written because the emperor rarely held the morning reception at the 
royal court to talk about government affairs with the court officials; the second 
motto ‘Zheng fu 正服 (Proper Apparel)’ was written because the emperor often 
dressed in bizarre or improper attire; the third motto ‘Ba xian 罢献 (Rejecting 
Tributes from Court Officials)’ was written because the emperor often asked his 
court officials for rarities; the fourth motto ‘Na hui’ 纳诲 (‘Accepting Instructive 
Suggestions’) was written because the emperor did not heed suggestions or 
criticisms of responsible bureaucrats; the fifth motto ‘Bian xie’ 辨 邪 
(‘Identifying the Unrighteous’) was written because the emperor trusted a 
number of unworthy officials; the sixth motto ‘Fang wei’ 防微 (‘Guarding against 
Negligence’) was written because the emperor often took pleasure trips. Though 
Emperor Jingzong had not accepted all his suggestions, he was quite pleased 
with Li Deyu’s good intentions and ordered Wei Chuhou 韦处厚, a member of the 
Hanlin Academy, to praise Li Deyu for his special present”.38 Li Jiang and Li 
Deyu’s essays and memorials were typical specimens for the literary creations of 
                                                  
37 Liu Yuxi. “Tang gu Xiangguo Li gong ji ji” in the 19th Volume of Liu Yuxi ji. 
38 “Biography of Li Deyu”. Jiu Tangshu. Vol. 174. 
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the jian bureaucrats of the mid-Tang period. 
For further clarification on the role of jian bureaucrats as a social group in 

literary creations and the literary contribution of mid-Tang scholar-bureaucrats 
involved in supervisory activities, Bai Juyi and Liu Fen 刘蕡, two representative 
figures of the mid-Tang scholar-bureaucrats, will be examined. 

As a responsible jian bureaucrat, Bai Juyi had been highly lauded by Yuan 
Zhen. Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen composed a large number of responsive poems. 
Yuan Zhen’s evaluation of Bai Juyi is best exemplified by his poem “Chou 
Letian yusi bujin jia wei liuyun zhi zuo” and his essay “Baishi Changqing ji xu” 
白氏长庆集序 (“Preface to Anthology of Bai Juyi’s Literary Writings Compiled 
during the Changqing 长庆 Reign Period [CE 821-824] ”). The former portrayed 
the social influences of Bai Juyi’s political creations such as memorials to the 
throne and edicts and mandates drafted for the emperor while the latter described 
the popularity of Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi’s responsive poems, which were 
collectively known as Yuanhe shi 元和诗 (poems composed during the Yuanhe 
reign period). A scholarly summary of the literary trend of that period reads as 
follows: “Since the Yuanhe reign period, scholars engaged in the act of prose 
writing have tried to imitate Han Yu for his weird style and Fan Zongshi 樊宗师 
for his bitter style; those engaged in composing gexing 歌行 (folk-song-styled 
poems with loose rhyming patterns) have tried to imitate Zhang Ji 张籍 for his 
flowing style; those engaged in the act of composing poems have tried to imitate 
Meng Jiao 孟郊 for his pressing style, Bai Juyi for his readable style, and Yuan 
Zhen for his meticulous style. The literary style of this period was categorized as 
Yuanhe ti 元和体 (Yuanhe Style). Approximately the literary works of the Tianbao 
天宝, Dali 大历 and Yuanhe 元和 reign period favor straightforward, plain and 
weird style respectively”.39 In fact, besides his readable poems, Bai Juyi also 
gained a reputation for his political poems reflecting the political agenda of a 
responsible jian bureaucrat such as “He yu” 贺雨 (“Celebrating the Rain”) and a 
series of ten poems under the heading “Qinzhong yin” 秦中吟 (“Chanting in 
Qinzhong”). Just as Yuan Zhen mentioned in his “Baishi Changqing ji xu”, the 
scholars of the mid-Tang period regarded Bai Juyi’s political poems as equals to 
“Li Sao” 离骚, the seminal ancient poem which is often translated as “The 
Lament” or “On Encountering Trouble”, and the poems included in the section 
“Guofeng” 国风 (Local Folk Songs) of Shi jing. In a sense Bai Juyi’s political 
poems had been canonized by Confucian scholars in ancient China. 

Another prominent scholar-bureaucrat worthy of examination is Liu Fen. Liu 
Fen made it hot for himself by submitting an essay entitled “Dui xianliang 
fangzheng zhiyan jijian ce” 对贤良方正直言极谏策 (“A Reply to the Questions 
of the Test for Selection of Righteous and Outspoken Civil Officials”) when he 
                                                  
39 Zhao Lin 赵璘. “Yin hua lu 因话录 (“Anthology of Essays and Short Stories”). Li Zhao. Tang 
guoshi bu. Vol. III. 
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attended the imperial examination for selection of upright bureaucrats. His essay 
produced huge shock waves because he was bold enough to suggest that the 
palace eunuchs wielding great power should be eradicated. Official historians 
wrote profusely on Liu Fen and the above-mentioned essay, which made Liu Fen 
an exemplary model for jian bureaucrats though he was not in a jian position. 
According to the 103rd volume of Xin Tangshu, “Seven years after Liu Fen had 
submitted his answer sheet, Ganlu zhi bian 甘露之变 (the Ganlu [i.e. Sweet Dew] 
Coup) broke out. Linghu Chu 令狐楚 and Niu Sengru 牛僧孺 administering 
Shannan dong dao 山南东道 (i.e. the eastern inspection circuits of Shannan) and 
Shannan xi dao 山南西道 (i.e. the western inspection circuits of Shannan) 
respectively both took Liu Fen as assistants. Liu Fen was appointed Mishulang 
秘书郎 (the Secretary) and treated as a teacher. The palace eunuchs hated Liu 
Fen and brought a false charge against him. Liu Fen was then degraded to Sihu 
Canjun 司户参军 (a low-ranking official in charge of residence registration) of 
Liuzhou 柳州 and died in that place”. Before Liu Fen’s demise, Li Shangyin was 
on friendly terms with him; after Liu Fen’s demise, Li Shangyin composed a 
series of poems to bewail him. Li Shangyin regarded Liu Fen as a valuable 
teacher and friend representing political righteousness as Qu Yuan 屈原 and Jia 
Yi 贾谊. In 903, the third year of the Tianfu 天复 reign period (CE 902-904), Zuo 
Shiyi Luo Gun 罗衮 submitted “Qing baozeng Liu Fen shu” 请褒赠刘蕡疏 (“A 
Request for Praising and Awarding Liu Fen”) and asked Emperor Zhaozong to 
redress Liu Fen’s grievance. The emperor then bestowed upon Liu Fen the title of 
Zuo Jianyidafu and conferred official titles on his offspring. According to 
“Taidingdi ji yi” 泰定帝纪一 (“Emperor Taidingdi’s Reign: Chronicle Records 
[I] ”) in the 29th volume and “Shundi ji ba” 顺帝纪八 (“Emperor Shundi’s Reign: 
Chronicle Records [VIII] ”) in the 45th volume of Yuan shi 元史 (The History of 
the Yuan Dynasty), a college for jian bureaucrats 谏议书院 was established in the 
Yuan Dynasty in Liu Fen’s hometown Changping xian 昌平县 (Changping 
County) to commemorate him and he was conferred the title of Wenjie 
Changping Hou 文节昌平侯 (a aristocratic title). Thus he had finally been 
recognized by the central government. 
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