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As in Western political thought from Plato's time there was the ideal of a philosopher 

king, so in China there developed the ideal of the sage ruler. The First Emperor of Qin 

秦始皇帝 is said to have burned books and buried scholars, but the founding Emperor 

Gao of Han 漢高帝 proclaimed his approval of Confucianism, establishing a principle 

and a pattern of conduct which was maintained for two thousand years. Beside his 

physical and military power, the procedures of ritual and the support of scholarship 

enhanced the legitimacy and authority of a ruler. 

 Such sponsorship may have in fact been little more than lip service, to conceal 

rather than contradict the necessary firmness and occasional brutality of government, 

and one may question whether the support of Confucianism by the energetic Emperor 

Wu 武帝 of Former Han was anything more than window-dressing. The academic 

debates of the first century BC, however, with conflict between practical Modernists 

and more idealistic Reformers, had political significance, and they culminated in the 

complex and confusing ritualistic changes which Wang Mang 王莽 brought to his 

usurping government.
1
 Wang Mang had claimed support from Heaven and the Five 

Powers 五行, but reality and portents turned against him, and his reign was brought to 

an end with disastrous flooding of the Yellow River, widespread banditry from the 

Red Eyebrows and a multitude of other groups, and a successful rebellion by 

members of the deposed imperial Liu clan. 

 Wang Mang was destroyed in 23 AD, replaced by Liu Xuan 劉玄, Gengshi 更始 

Emperor of the restored Han, but civil war continued and in 25 Liu Xuan's cousin Liu 

Xiu 劉秀 laid claim to the throne in his stead. Known to history by his posthumous 

title as Emperor Guangwu 光武帝, Liu Xiu established a dynasty which lasted two 

hundred years and which confirmed the traditions of his predecessors.
 2
 Part of that 

inheritance was the connection to Confucian scholarship, but most common 

knowledge of the imperial interest relates to the great conference at the White Tiger 

Hall 白虎觀 under Emperor Zhang 章帝 in 79.
3
 This paper considers further aspects 

of the relations between the rulers of Later Han and the scholars with whom they had 

dealings. [58] 

Emperor Guangwu and the Imperial University 

Guangwu took the imperial title on 5 August 25, and set his capital at Luoyang 洛陽 

later that year. Though he did not achieve final victory in the civil war until 36, he 

moved swiftly to restore the city, and his brother-in-law Li Tong 李通, left in charge 

while the new ruler was on campaign, paid particular attention to repairing the palaces 

and to re-establishing schools. In 29, even as his armies were engaged on the middle 

Yangzi, and he himself was clearing up the North China plain, Guangwu had the 

                                                
1  On Modernists, Reformers and Wang Mang, see Loewe, Crisis and Conflict, 11-13 and Chapter 9. 
2  The authoritative account of the career of Liu Xiu and his reign is that of Bielenstein, RHD I-IV. 
3  A most detailed account of the White Tiger Hall discussions and their background is provided by 

Tjan, Po hu t'ung. 
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Imperial University (taixue 太學; Bielenstein: Academy
4
) constructed to the south of 

the city, and it was officially opened in the autumn of that year. 

 From the time of Emperor Wu in 136 BC, positions as Academicians (boshi 博士; 

Bn: Erudits) had been reserved for Confucian scholars, and by the second half of the 

first century there were thirteen chairs, dealing with the Book of Changes (Yi jing 易

經), the Classic of Poetry (Shi jing 詩經), the Classic of History (Shu jing 書經 or 

Shangshu 尚書), Ritual (li 禮)
5
, and Chunqiu 春秋 (Spring and Autumn Annals); all 

were studied in accordance with the interpretations of the New Text tradition.
 6

 In 4 

AD, during his period of government for the infant Emperor Ping 平, Wang Mang 

added the Classic of Music (Yue jing 樂經) to the subjects studied,
7
 and raised the 

number of Academicians to thirty, five for each of the canon. He also created chairs 

for the Old Text schools of the classics of History and Poetry, for Ritual, notably 

Zhou li (周禮 Rites of Zhou, also known as Zhou guan周官, Offices of Zhou), and for 

Zuo zhuan 左傳. 

 Wang Mang's changes, like the rest of his innovations, disappeared with his 

ruined regime, but in 26, even before the University was built, Guangwu appointed 

the noted scholar Ding Gong 丁恭 as Academician for the Gongyang 公羊 comment-

ary of Chunqiu, and [59] there were two more appointments as early as 28, both for 

the Book of Changes. By the end of his reign in 56 there were a total of fifteen chairs: 

four positions were allocated to the Book of Changes, three to the Classic of History, 

three to the Classic of Poetry, three to the Ritual, of which one was later dropped, and 

two for the Gongyang commentary. All of them were designated for New Text 

schools, and the Old Text, supported by Wang Mang, was deliberately excluded. 

                                                
4  My renderings of official titles sometimes vary from those given by Bielenstein, Bureaucracy. In 

such cases I also give Bielenstein's version (hereafter as Bn). 
5  During the Han period the term Li or Li jing 禮經 referred primarily to the work now identified as 

Yi li 儀禮, with parts of the present-day Li ji 禮記, not yet gathered as an independent work: 

William G Boltz in Loewe, Early Chinese Texts, 234-243 and 293-297. 
6  The structure of the University during Former Han and in the time of Wang Mang is discussed by 

Bielenstein, RHD IV, 185. On the Confucian canon of that time, see also Tjan, Po hu t'ung I, 89-

94, and Loewe, Early Chinese Texts, sub voce. On the nature of the debate between adherents of 

the New Text, notably of the Classic of History, and those of the Old Text, who argued for the 
authenticity of a version of the History said to have been found in a wall of the house of 

Confucius, and also for that of Zuo zhuan as a commentary to Chunqiu and of Zhou li (周禮 Rites 

of Zhou], see Kramers, "Confucian Schools," 756-763, Tjan, Po hu t'ung I, 137-146, and van Ess, 

Politik und Gelehrsamkeit and "Apocryphal Texts." 
7  The Yue jing is mentioned only once in Han shu, at the time it was granted a chair in the 

University by Wang Mang: HS 99A. 2069; Dubs, History of the Former Han Dynasty, 192. Wang 

Chong of the first century AD says that it was compiled by Yangchang Heng 陽成衡 (style: 

Zizhang 子長), who lived in the time of Wang Mang: Forke, Lun-Heng I, 88, and II, 297, Loewe, 

Biographical Dictionary, 641. 

  There was at this time a work entitled Yue ji 樂記 "Record of Music," compiled in the second 

century BC, and possibly a later one of the same name: e.g. Loewe, Biographical Dictionary, 290, 

562. Furthermore, there is a Yue ji chapter in the present-day Li ji 禮記, while chapter 20 of the 

Xunzi 荀子 is entitled Yue lun 樂記 "Essay on Music." 

  There is no reference to a Yue jing in later bibliographies, and though a single juan 卷 of 

fragments, ascribed to Yangcheng Heng, is still recorded, the work is effectively lost. It seems 

likely that Yangcheng Heng compiled it at Wang Mang's instigation, probably with extensive 

borrowing from the other texts, but that its canonical status, and the work itself, were lost in the 

reaction against the usurper. 
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 At the time of the first appointments Guangwu presided over a formal conference, 

held at the Cloud Terrace (Yun tai 雲臺) of the Southern Palace of Luoyang during 

the New Year court of 28, at which supporters of the Old Text tradition argued their 

case. The critical question was whether the Zuo zhuan, associated with Chunqiu, 

should be recognised with a chair: many scholars favoured the proposition, with their 

major spokesman Chen Yuan 陳元, who argued against a fierce attack from Fan 

Sheng 范升, an Academician for the Book of Changes. In the end, Guangwu approved 

the establishment of a chair for Zuo zhuan: Chen Yuan was passed over on account of 

his personal involvement in the debate, and a certain Li Feng 李封 was appointed. 

Opposition nonetheless continued, and when Li Feng died some time later the 

emperor allowed his position to lapse.
8
 

 The New Text schools had thus re-established the dominant position they had 

held under Former Han, but the ruler had played a key role: debates were held in his 

presence, or took the form of memorials presented to the throne, and decision lay in 

his hands. This is patronage on a grand scale, and made it clear that the sovereign of 

Han was the fount of official knowledge and understanding. On later occasions, the 

emperor paid formal visits to the University, had discussions on the classics held 

before him at court, and involved himself in the selection of Academicians; we may 

observe that although he had studied History at the University when he was young, we 

are not told what school he belonged to, and he had not been an outstanding student.
9
 

Some of Guangwu's bias towards the New Text schools may be explained by his 

commitment to the apocrypha (chanwei 讖緯), mysterious works loosely associated to 

the Confucian canon. At the time of rebellion against Wang Mang and during the civil 

war which followed, portents and sayings attributed to these texts were used by 

contenders on all sides, and Guangwu was among the most enthusiastic.
10

 

 Though it would be simplistic to define the debates of the Old Text and New Text 

as that between the rational and the supernatural approach, it happened that three 

leaders of the Old Text school, Huan Tan 桓譚, Zheng Xing 鄭興 and Yin Min 尹敏, 

were strongly opposed to the apocrypha. Huan Tan presented a memorial against them, 

and later told Guangwu to his face that he had no use for such revelatory texts; and 

while Zheng Xing was prepared to use an eclipse of the sun as a portent to press a 

point on the reform of government, he also denied the apocrypha. Still worse, when 

Yin Min was asked to edit the books, he replied that they had not been composed by 

the sages and they served only to confuse; he rejected [60] the assignment. All three 

lost favour with an angry ruler, for Guangwu's position was very clear: his claim to 

the empire had been justified in part by reference to such texts and omens, he had 

cited them even as he claimed the Mandate of Heaven and the throne, and anyone 

who doubted them might also question the legitimacy of his rule.
 11

 

 Despite his sponsorship of the Imperial University, and although Guangwu held 

discussions with Academicians and sought advice from them, the institution did not 

occupy a high place in the hierarchy of government, and it did not provide a regular 

route into commissioned ranks of the imperial civil service. The head of the 

                                                
8  The individual chairs established by Guangwu are listed by Bielenstein, RHD IV, 186-189; the 

debate at the Cloud Terrace is discussed in detail at 190-193. 
9  For a visitation to the University, see HHS 37/27:1250, for a competitive debate at court, 

79/69A:2554, and for personal examinations given by the emperor, 79/69A:2560 and 

79/69B:2579; Bielenstein, RHD IV, 194. On Liu Xiu's ability as a student, see HHS 1A:1; RHD I, 

100. 
10  Bielenstein, RHD II, 235-247. 
11  HHS 28/18A:961 and 36/26:1223; Bielenstein, RHD IV, 195-196 and 163. 
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University, the Libationer (jijiu 祭酒), ranked at just 600 shi 石, the same grade as the 

head of a regular bureau such as the Court Astronomer, the Court Physician or the 

Court Butcher, and equal to the magistrate of a mid-sized county in the provinces. 

Academicians were graded at Equivalent to 600 shi, immediately below the 

Libationer, at the lowest level of most commissioned ranks and no higher than a 

Gentleman of the Household (zhonglang 中郞), most senior of probationary cadets. 

Furthermore, though there were examinations for students who wished to take them, 

they were seldom a means of entry to the higher ranks of the imperial service.
12

 

 Besides his rebuilding of the University, Guangwu also restored the imperial 

libraries. Those archives and texts which had survived the turmoil at the former 

capital were brought to Luoyang and rehoused in four complexes of buildings: the 

Eastern Pavilion (Dongguan 東觀; Bn: Eastern Lodge) was a centre for literary and 

editorial work; the Library of the Orchid Terrace (Lantai 蘭臺) held government 

documents and core editions of the classics; the Hall of All-Embracing Brightness 

(Xuanming dian 宣明殿) in the Northern Palace contained a further collection and 

was also used for editorial work; and the Stone House 石室 held apocryphal and other 

portentous texts in a building of special security. Besides these, the Private Library (Bi 

shu/mi shu 祕書 ; Bn: Imperial Library) associated with the Imperial Secretariat 

(shangshu 尚書), contained archives and rare and valuable books, while the Palace 

Assistant Imperial Clerk (yushi zhongcheng 御侍中丞), head of the Censorate, had a 

general responsibility for all the libraries and their collections.
13

 

Emperor Ming and the Circular Moat 

In the spring of 56, just one year before his death, Emperor Guangwu celebrated the 

Feng and Shan 封禪 sacrifices on Mount Tai 泰山, and at about the same time he 

arranged the construction of the Spiritual Terrace (Lingtai 靈臺), the Bright Hall 

(Mingtang 明堂) and the Hall of the Circular Moat (Biyong 辟雍). These buildings, 

known collectively as the Three Enclosures (San yong 三雍), had been planned by 

Guangwu, but they had evidently not been high among his priorities. It seems likely 

that his son and Heir, Liu Zhuang 劉莊, future Emperor Ming明帝, encouraged the 

work; it was certainly Liu Zhuang, following [61] his accession to the throne in 57, 

who brought the sites to completion and inaugurated the ceremonies which were held 

there. 

 These ceremonies included such hallowed institutions as the Great Archery (Da 

she 大射) and Serving the Aged (Yang lao 養老), whose origins came from most 

ancient times,
14

 but we are also told that in the year after he came to the throne the 

new ruler held a gathering at which he himself lectured, and where scholars debated 

the classics. At the end of the proceedings the emperor urged his attendants to pay 

                                                
12  This question is discussed further below at note 33. 
13  The libraries of the imperial palaces are discussed by Bielenstein, Lo-yang, 28-31 and 37; the 

librarian duties of the Palace Assistant Imperial Clerk (Bielenstein Palace Assistant Secretary] is 

discussed by Bielenstein, Bureaucracy, 59. 

  In 159 Emperor Huan established the position of Inspector of the Private Library (mishu jian

監] to enhance his control over the secretarial offices of the government. It is likely that this new 

official took over supervision of all the libraries: Ch'en, Hsün Yüeh, 77, and Bielenstein, 

Bureaucracy, 59. 
14  Bodde, Festivals, 361 ff. 
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particular attention to the explanations offered by the detailed commentary (zhangju 

章句) to the Book of Filial Piety (Xiao jing 孝經).
15

 

 This was of course a fine demonstration of the sovereign acting as intellectual 

leader of the empire, but the account of Liu Zhuang's lecturing to the assembled 

scholars of the court must be tempered by the reality that the thirty-year-old monarch 

would have needed very careful preparation and guidance if he was not to be 

embarrassed before such an audience. We may believe that the information came from 

Huan Rong 桓榮, a noted scholar of the Ouyang version of the New Text of the 

History,
16

 who had been appointed Junior Tutor to Liu Zhuang as Heir in 52.
17

 

Though the Academician Zhang Yi 張佚 had been named Senior Tutor at that time, 

he is not heard of again, while Huan Rong was ordered to reside in the apartments of 

the Heir and instruct him both in History and in the Book of Filial Piety. While 

serving as an Academician, Huan Rong continued in his tutorial position for several 

years. In 54 he also became Minister of Ceremonies (taichang 太常), and in that 

capacity he played a leading role in planning for the Feng and Shan sacrifices and 

construction of the Three Enclosures 

 Following the initial imperial lecture in 58, we are told that the New Text scholar 

Fan Shu 樊鯈/儵, a cousin of Emperor Guangwu who was expert on the Gongyang 

commentary to Chunqiu, persuaded the ruler to act as patron to a meeting of 

Academicians and other senior advisers which should determine the meanings of the 

classics in accordance with the apocrypha..
20

 

 In the winter of the following year, 59, at the inaugural ceremony of Serving the 

Aged at the Hall of the Circular Moat, the former tutor Huan Rong was named Five-

fold Experienced (wugeng 五更), one of the chief figures for the imperial offering, 

and was awarded a secondary fief and a substantial pension. At the same time, he and 

his followers took part in [62] a discussion of the classics, held in the presence of the 

emperor, and this became the first of a series of annual gatherings. 

 Huan Rong died about 60 at the age of eighty, but his influence in support of the 

New Text History continued, and his son Huan Yu 桓郁, also a scholar in that field, 

continued in the imperial favour.
21

 He was appointed a gentleman cadet in 57, 

inherited his father's marquisate, and in 71 he reached high position as a Palace 

                                                
15  HHS 79/69A:2545-46; Nylan, Ying Shao, 194; at 181 Nylan points out the significance of the 

concept of xiao 孝 Filial Piety for the government of Han: the example of the rulers, who 

incorporated the term xiao into each dynastic title, should serve as an example and a model of the 

respect and obedience which each subject owed his lord 
16  The Ouyang school was based upon the interpretation of Ouyang Gao 歐陽高 of Former Han: 

Tjan, Po hu t'ung I, 85-86 and Table II, Loewe, Biographical Dictionary, 445. 
17  The biography of Huan Rong is at HHS 37/27:1249-53. See also Bielenstein, RHD IV, 59. 
20  The biography of Fan Shu is at HHS 32/22:1122-24. Tjan, Po hu t'ung I, 6 and 154-155 translates 

and discusses the reference to Fan Shu's proposal of 58 as it was cited in the edict establishing the 

conference at the White Tiger Hall in 79. At 158 Tjan implies that there was only one meeting, in 

59 as below, but I suggest here that it was part of a longer process. 

  Fan Shu also recommended Cheng Gong 承宮 and Zhou Ze 周澤, colleagues in the study of 

Chunqiu according to the New Text interpretations; both men were invited to court and held high 

position there. 
21  Huan Rong reduced the commentary of his master Zhu Pu 朱普 of Former Han from 400,000 to 

230,000 words. His son Huan Yu condensed the work further, to 120,000 characters. Huan Yu 

later held the same ministerial post as his father, so their editions became known as the "Greater 

and Lesser Commentaries of the Ministers of Ceremonies the Lords Huan" 桓君大小太常章句. 

The biography of Huan Yu is in HHS 37/27:1254-56. 
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Attendant (shizhong 侍中). In that capacity he edited Wujia yaoshuo zhangju 五家要

說章句, formally attributed to Emperor Ming. 

 Dongguan Hanji says that in the winter of 59, on the occasion of the ceremonies 

at the Hall of the Circular Moat, Emperor Ming himself presented his Wuxing zhangju 

五行章句 "Detailed Commentary to the Five Powers."
22

 It also says that in 71 the 

emperor composed Wujia yaoshuo zhangju 五家要說章句, which was edited by Huan 

Yu. It seems fair to assume, as most commentators have done, that the character xing 

行 should be interpolated, and so the title of the work may be rendered as "Detailed 

Commentary to Major Points of the Tradition of the Five Powers."
23

 

 Regardless of the formal role of Emperor Ming, his mentors and assistants Huan 

Yu and Huan Rong were both scholars of the New Text Classic of History, so Hou 

Kang and Yao Zhenzong catalogue the work in that section of their bibliographies.
24

 

We may believe, however, that it was more than a study of that classic alone: both 

scholars note the importance of the Hong fan 洪範 chapter of the History for Five 

Powers theory at that time, and Professor Michael Nylan points out that Hong fan was 

the locus classicus during Han, emphasising the central role of the emperor in the 

cosmos, and so justifying his authority while noting the importance of portents as 

warnings to him from Heaven.
25

 With such a background, Wujia yaoshuo zhangju 

may be seen as the culmination of several years' official scholarship, representing a 

broad interpretation of the spiritual and physical nature of the empire. 

 In this fashion, the activity of Emperor Ming matched that of his son and 

successor Emperor Zhang: but whereas Emperor Zhang held one major conference, at 

the White Tiger Hall in 79, Emperor Ming held a series of scholarly gatherings, from 

the late 50s to the early 70s; the work of Huan Yu in 71 was analogous to that of the 

rapporteur Ban Gu 班固 in 79. On the other hand, Emperor Ming was following the 

approach of his father Guangwu, who saw the New Text, and particularly the Hong 

fan chapter, as valuable for the government of the empire; Emperor Zhang, however, 

as we shall see, was substantially less [63] enamoured of New Text scholarship and 

sought, albeit unsuccessfully, to encourage a degree of change. 

 We are told, moreover, that at some time in the middle 60s Emperor Ming even 

considered abolishing the University, presumably because the discussions at the Hall 

of the Circular Moat made the deliberations of Academicians superfluous. The elder 

statesman Zhao Xi 趙憙/壹/熹 argued, however, that both institutions had a role, and 

the emperor was eventually persuaded.
26

 

 In a more positive demonstration of his concern for scholarship, in 66 Emperor 

Ming set up the Palace School for Noble Families 四姓小侯學校 (literally: "little 

lords of the four lineages"). Established in the Southern Palace, the School was 

designed initially for young gentlemen of four clans of relatives by marriage, but it 

also accepted the families of kings and marquises, and catered as well to hostage 

princes of the Xiongnu and other non-Chinese. The curriculum was based firmly upon 

the Five Classics: Changes, History, Poetry, Ritual and Chunqiu, and this academy 

                                                
22  Dongguan Hanji 2:2a and 16:4b (the biography of Huan Yu). 
23  Wujia yaoshuo zhangju is mentioned only once in Hou Han shu, by that title at HHS 37/27:1255; 

the Hou Han shu of Hua Qiao 華嶠 of the third century, quoted by Tang commentary to that 

passage, refers to the Wuxing zhangju, as in Dongguan Hanji above. A single juan of fragments 

entitled Wujia yaoshuo zhangju survives to the present time. 
24  ESWSBB II, 2106 and 2310. 
25  See Chapter 2 of Nylan, Shifting Centre. 
26  HHS 46/36:1606. 
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for young noblemen was maintained for most of the dynasty though, not surprisingly, 

its standards varied with the passage of time. The name of only one member of staff is 

recorded: Zhang Pu 張酺, a student of Huan Rong, became the first Tutor for the 

Classic of History; he later taught the Heir Liu Da 劉炟, future Emperor Zhang, and 

rose to become an Excellency 公, highest position in the civil service.
27

 

Emperor Zhang and the White Tiger Hall 

The authority of the New Text schools of Confucianism, established through 

Guangwu's concern for portents and the apocrypha, had been strongly maintained by 

Emperor Ming, but a generation later, despite the influence of Zhang Pu and his 

colleagues, Emperor Zhang was disenchanted with the complexities of official 

scholarship. Soon after he came to the throne in 75, he invited the scholar Jia Kui 賈

逵 to make a presentation. Though competent in both the New Text and Old Text 

disciplines, Jia Kui preferred the Old Text, and the youthful ruler was delighted. At 

his request, Jia Kui presented a long memorial arguing that only Zuo zhuan agreed 

with the established texts of prognostication. This was again received with approval, 

Jia Kui was rewarded with presents, and as the two men continued their discussions 

he was ordered to choose twenty good young scholars to compile a new edition of 

Chunqiu and Zuo zhuan. He was also commissioned to prepare comparisons between 

the Old and New Texts of both History and Poetry and also a commentary to Zhou li, 

a work of Old Text scholarship which had been sponsored by Liu Xin 劉歆 of Former 

Han but had been rejected after the fall of Wang Mang. Concerned that he should 

have no distractions from his work, the emperor sent twenty thousand cash to Jia 

Kui's aging mother, while Jia Kui himself was appointed commander of the guards in 

the Northern Palace. 

 Scholars of the New Text schools were increasingly concerned at this support for 

their rival, and though the Academician Li Yu 李育 had studied Zuo zhuan, he too 

disapproved of it. Eventually a formal conference was held in the White Tiger Hall in 

79, under the patronage of the emperor, to debate the issues. Jia Kui took part in the 

meeting, but the surviving [64] record of the discussions, Bohu tong 白虎通, largely 

compiled by Ban Gu, reflects almost entirely the teachings of the New Text. There is 

question of how much may have been amended, interpolated, or even forged since the 

original compilation, but it does appear, as Tjan suggests, that New Text orthodoxy 

carried the day, and the interests of Jia Kui and his imperial patron were defeated.
28

 

 This was a disconcerting result. If the emperor was to be regarded as a sage-like 

sponsor of official learning, it was hardly appropriate that his wishes and inclinations 

should be ignored or overturned. As Tjan observes, moreover, even after the 

conference Emperor Zhang continued his support for the Old Text. The military and 

civil official Zheng Zhong 鄭眾, a scholar of the Old Text tradition of the Classic of 

Poetry and of the Book of Changes, became a minister in 81 and received the imperial 

commission to compile an edition of Zuo zhuan. Soon afterwards, in 83, an edict 

expressed the emperor's concern at the deterioration of learning and repeated his 

criticism of the lengthy commentaries which were a feature of official scholarship; 

there were renewed instructions for good students to be introduced not only to Zuo 

zhuan, but also to Old Text interpretations of the History and the Poetry. In the longer 

term, though New Text teachings dominated the University until the end of Han, the 

                                                
27  On the Palace School, see particularly HHS 2:113, 79/69A:2546 and Bielenstein, Lo-yang, 27. 
28  Tjan, Po hu t'ung I, 163-165. 
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most energetic and imaginative scholars were those of the Old Text tradition which 

had been largely revived by Jia Kui. 

 Emperor Zhang was also interested in new rituals for the court, and in 85, in an 

edict citing a number of apocryphal works, he raised the matter with his officials. The 

Academician Cao Bao 曹褒 responded with an enthusiastic proposal for compre-

hensive reform, and though there was opposition and another conference was 

proposed, the emperor was predictably reluctant. Remarking, with some justice, that 

such a gathering would spend its time in debate, without any decisions, he 

commissioned Cao Bao to carry out the project. 

 Cao Bao had evidently been working on the subject well before he received the 

formal request, for the invitation was issued at the beginning of 87, and by the end of 

that year he had prepared his New Rituals (Xin li 新禮), in 150 pian 篇; they dealt 

with everything from capping to marriage, and covered all levels of society from the 

ruler to the common people. The very scale of the production, however, proved self-

defeating, for Emperor Zhang recognised that such a comprehensive scheme would 

meet great opposition. He accepted the document, but did not discuss it with his 

ministers or seek to promulgate it further. 

 Emperor Zhang died just a few months later, and Cao Bao presented his son and 

successor Liu Zhao 劉肇, Emperor He 和帝, with two parts of his work. It was in 

accordance with his program that the young ruler received the cap of manhood, and 

though Cao Bao's system was then largely abandoned it had already played a notable 

political role. 

Emperor He, his Dowager Deng, and the decline of the University 

Emperor He came to the throne as a minor in 88, and the first years of his reign were 

dominated by his titular mother, the regent Dowager Dou, and her brother Dou Xian 

竇憲. In 91, however, though barely eleven by Western count, the emperor took the 

cap of manhood and became formally competent to rule. In the following year, 

encouraged and assisted by a group of palace eunuchs led by Zheng Zhong 鄭眾, but 

nonetheless showing remarkable [65] energy and ability for one so young, he 

destroyed the powerful Dou family and seized full power.
29

 

 The capping of 91 had been carried out according to the New Rituals of Cao Bao. 

Cao Bao had studied the New Text, but the occasion of the imperial coming of age 

fitted the requirements of the Old Text tradition rather than that of the New; New Text 

theories would have delayed the ceremony until the ruler reached twenty sui.
 30

 The 

timing of the ceremony was important, but the process itself proved complex, and 

about 95 Zhang Pu, former tutor of Emperor Zhang and now an Excellency, and 

Zhang Min 張敏  of the Secretariat criticised Cao Bao for having confused the 

procedures laid down by the sages. They urged that he should be punished, and 

though Emperor He did not formally accept their recommendation the system was 

largely abandoned.
 
 

                                                
29  Though the name of Emperor He's eunuch ally is the same as the minister referred to on the 

previous page, they were not the same person. 
30  On capping at the age of twenty based upon New Text principles, see Tjan, Po hu t'ung II, 613. 

On the appropriate age according to the Old Text, see van Ess, Politik und Gelehrsamkeit, which 

deals with the Wujing yiyi 五經異義, compiled by Xu Shen 許愼 about 100 to consider variant 

inter-pretations of the Old Text and New Text schools. At 174-181 van Ess discusses the ritual 

promulgated by Cao Bao, and he analysed the two schools' differences further in a seminar 

presented at the Australian National University in 1990. On Cao Bao's proposed rituals, see also 

Mansvelt Beck, Treatises, 87. 
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 Emperor He was interested in scholarship and tolerant of both Confucian schools. 

He continued to favour Jia Kui, but he also respected Lu Pi 魯丕 of the New Text, 

who was himself recommended by Jia Kui, and in 100 these two and other scholars 

held discussions at court; in the following year Lu Pi's brother Lu Gong 魯恭 , 

formerly an Academician for the New Text Poetry, became an Excellency. Otherwise, 

however, there was a general decline in orthodox learning. The Excellency Xu Fang 

徐防 complained in 102 that the traditional meanings of the Confucian classics were 

being lost amidst a plethora of new interpretations, and that the confusion was 

reflected at the Imperial University. Seeking to improve the situation, he urged that 

examiners should reward literal readings and accepted interpretations, while 

candidates who failed to follow authority should be penalised. The proposal was 

agreed by the court and duly ordered, but the effect was rather to stultify than 

reinvigorate official scholarship,
31

 and in 106 Fan Zhun 樊準  of the Secretariat 

presented a memorial in which he deplored the decline of Confucian learning and the 

empty formality of orthodox teaching, and urged that private scholars be called to 

court to add life to academic debate.
32

 

 Emperor He was also interested in history. The celebrated Ban Gu had fallen 

victim to the coup which destroyed his patron Dou Xian in 92,
33

 but the emperor 

ordered that his Han shu 漢書, history of Former Han, should be continued by Ban 

Gu's sister Ban Zhao 班昭; in a most unusual step, he appointed her to the Eastern 

Pavilion so that she could use the archives and books there. We are told that the 

emperor visited the library on [66] several occasions, and that he showed personal 

interest in the materials held there and in the recruitment of skilled staff. 

 At the death of Emperor He in 106, his Dowager the Lady Deng Sui 鄧綏 took 

power as regent. She brought the youthful Liu You 劉祐, Emperor An 安帝, to the 

throne,
34

 and though he formally came of age in 109 she continued to control the court 

until her death in 121. The Dowager had earlier been tutored by the Lady Ban Zhao 

on the classics, history, mathematics and astronomy, and it is said that when she came 

to power she worked on government business during the day and studied at night; we 

are also told that she had the palace eunuchs attend lessons, so they in turn could teach 

the inmates of the imperial harem: such stories were good publicity. 

 The Dowager Deng sponsored two major projects. About 110 the official Liu 

Zhen 劉珍, the librarian Liu Taotu 劉陶駼 and the private scholar Ma Rong 馬融 

were commissioned to join Academicians in compiling a definitive edition of the 

official Five Classics, Changes, History, Poetry, Ritual and Chunqiu.
35

 The project 

was supervised by the eunuch Cai Lun 蔡倫, putative developer of paper, and was 

carried out in the imperial library of the Eastern Pavilion. 

                                                
31  HHS 44/34:1500-01. On the advice of Xu Fang, and of Fan Zhun below, see also Loewe, 

"Conduct of Government," 298-299. 
32  HHS 32/22:1125-27. On later development of this theme, see at note 30 below. 
33  As Emperor He prepared his coup he used the Chapter on the Imperial Relatives by Marriage 外

戚傳 from Ban Gu's Han shu to guide his planning: HHS 55/45:1800-01. Since Ban Gu served on 

Dou Xian's staff, and died in prison after the fall of his patron, this provides an unfortunate 

example of the relevance of historical research. 
34  The Shuowen jiezi 說文解字 dictionary identifies the character 祜 hu as the tabooed personal 

name of the emperor, so Hou Han shu is probably mistaken in giving it as You 祐. Most scholars, 

however, use 祐 you. 
35 Boltz (in Loewe, Early Chinese Texts, 295] suggests that Li ji may have been formally compiled by 

Cao Bao a few years earlier. 
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 In 120 Liu Zhen, Liu Taotu and others were further commissioned to work on the 

official history of Later Han, Han ji, later known as Dongguan Hanji 東觀漢記. The 

work had been started by order of Emperor Ming, with the title Jianwu zhuji 建武注

記 "Diary of the Jianwu Period" to honour Emperor Guangwu; this second instalment 

contained annals for Emperors Ming, Zhang and He, together with tables and a 

number of biographies. Some time later Liu Zhen and Liu Taotu asked Emperor An, 

now ruling for himself, for permission to co-opt the celebrated Zhang Heng 張衡, but 

although he held position as Court Astronomer (taishi ling 太史令; Bn: Prefect Grand 

Astrologer), and was nominally in charge of official records, the proposal was not 

approved. Liu Zhen and Liu Taotu died soon afterwards, and further requests by 

Zhang Heng to complete the work were likewise rejected, it is possible that this 

recension of the history never reached a final form.
36

 

 Though some Academicians were involved, both projects of the Dowager Deng 

were set up outside the formal purview of the University, and it is clear that the 

institution was no longer the leader of thought and interpretation. Increasing numbers 

of men made their scholarly reputation outside the capital, teaching and studying in 

private academies, and respected for their personal achievement rather than any 

official position. Among them were Wang Chong 王充, who composed his Lun heng 

論衡 "Discourses Weighed in the Balance" at the end of the first century, and in later 

years such men as Fan Ying 樊英 and Zhou Xie 周燮 were invited to court but would 

not attend; such eremitism and disengagement became a feature of politics in the 

second century.
37

 [67] 

Emperor Shun, the Liang family, and the restoration of the University 

Early in the reign of Liu Bao 劉保, Emperor Shun 順帝, the son of Emperor An who 

came to the throne in 125, there was a yet more energetic search for private and 

reclusive scholars. Though he showed great reluctance and made many excuses of ill 

health, Fan Ying was eventually persuaded to take office at court, and so too was 

Yang Hou 楊厚/后, who had been consulted on portents by the Dowager Deng but 

had become still more celebrated for his moral withdrawal from public life. Neither 

Fan Ying nor Yang Hou proved of great value as officials, and their performance 

indeed was widely regarded as disappointing, but there was advantage to all sides in 

such invitation and acceptance. The gentleman's reputation was enhanced by such 

official attention, the ruler was able to demonstrate his appreciation of fine scholar-

ship and worthy conduct, and appointments of such men who held local respect 

maintained helpful links between the court and the provinces, outside the regular 

structure of the bureaucracy. 

 Parallel to this interest in private scholarship, and after years of neglect under 

Emperor He and the Dowager Deng, we are told that by the 120s the University had 

become a wasteland: Academicians failed to teach, their pupils would not study, the 

buildings were in ruins and the site had reverted to pasture and gleaning. Though 

Emperor An may have planned improvements, nothing had been done at the time of 

his death in 125, but a restoration eventually took place under Emperor Shun. In 131 

and 132 a labour force of 112,000 convicts constructed 240 buildings with 1,850 

                                                
36  The historiography of Dongguan Hanji is discussed by Bielenstein, RHD I, 10-11, and Loewe, 

Early Chinese Texts, 471-472 [Bielenstein and Loewe]. 
37  The biography of Fan Ying is at HHS 82/72A:2721-24; that of Zhou Xie at HHS 53/43:1741-43, 

and that of Yang Hou, below, at HHS 30/20A:1047-50. See also Vervoorn, Men of the Cliffs and 

Caves, 155-158. 
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rooms. The complex was ready within a year, and new teachers and students were 

recruited to occupy it.
38

 

 Though the work had been planned for some time, it is notable that it was 

completed in the same year as the Lady Liang Na 梁妠 was appointed Empress. For 

the first years of his reign, the court of the young Emperor Shun had seen an 

intermittent struggle between the eunuch group which had brought him to the throne 

and a number of Confucian officials, led by Yu Xu 虞詡 and Zuo Xiong 左雄 of the 

Secretariat, who sought to reform the government and maintain its moral standing. It 

does not appear, however, that Emperor Shun had any such long-term vision, and 

after the Lady Liang entered his harem in 128 her family gained increasing influence 

and her father Liang Shang 梁商 became a mentor. In 135 Liang Shang was named 

General-in-Chief (da jiangjun 大將軍), comparable in rank to the Excellencies, and 

when he died in 141 his son Liang Ji 梁冀 succeeded him in office and influence. 

After the death of Emperor Shun in 144, moreover, the Dowager Liang gained 

regency power and Liang Ji dominated the government for the next fifteen years. 

 Regardless whether the revival of the University can be attributed directly to their 

influence, it is certain that the Liang family became great patrons of the institution. In 

146 the heads of commanderies and kingdoms were ordered to nominate men between 

the ages of fifty and seventy as Understanding the Classics (mingjing 明經 ), 

presumably with a view to their joining the staff of the University, while sons of 

senior officials, from the General-in-Chief to those ranking at Six Hundred shi, were 

required to attend as students, and ten successful examinees were made gentleman 

cadets (lang 郎) or Members of the Suite of the Heir (taizi [68] sheren 太子舍人),
39

 

entry-level appointments to the bureaucracy. Other officers, cadets and young men of 

family were likewise encouraged to study and were rewarded with recognition, money 

and advancement. 

 Two years later in 148, during the minority of Liu Zhi 劉志, Emperor Huan 桓帝, 

it was ordered that all students sixteen sui or older could take examinations similar to 

those given to candidates recommended from the commanderies and kingdoms as 

Understanding the Classics. The thirty-one most successful were appointed to senior 

rank among the gentleman cadets, the next seventeen became members of the Suite of 

the Heir and the next seventeen were appointed to the court of a king. In 156, with 

government still in the hands of the Liang family, a new system was introduced, 

allowing candidates to take examinations in an increasing number of classics over a 

period of years, and to rise with each success, so that it became possible to obtain a 

substantive post in the bureaucracy. The way was narrow, compared to the number of 

students at the University and the number of officials recruited by other means, but 

the changes marked a restoration of entry to the commissioned civil service by this 

route. 

                                                
38  Using a passage from the biography of Zuo Xiong, HHS 61/51:2019-20 to interpret somewhat 

confusing texts at HHS 6:260 and HHS 79/69A:2547, it appears that men were recommended as 

Understanding the Classics and took an examination. The best were appointed as Academicians, 

the next as "Disciples" (dizi 弟子), more junior scholars and teachers. 
39  Though there were long periods when no Heir was designated, positions as Members of the Suite 

of the Heir were regularly maintained for cadets on probation: HHS 117/27:3606-09; Bielenstein, 

Bureaucracy, 78. With nominal salary of Two Hundred shi 二百石, they ranked below the 

gentleman cadets; and during all of Later Han, no senior official is recorded as having gained 

entry to the imperial service solely by such an appointment. 
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During Former Han, students of the University who had been successful in annual 

examinations could gain entry to the imperial service, and Wang Mang admitted a 

hundred men each year: forty students in the highest (jia 甲  A) category were 

admitted as gentleman cadets, twenty in the second (yi 乙 B) grade became Members 

of the Suite of the Heir, and a further forty in the third (bing 丙 C) grade were sent out 

to scholarly appointments in the commanderies and kingdoms. Under Later Han, 

however, this system was abandoned. The main routes into the commissioned service 

were by personal recommendation: either from a man's native commandery or 

province, the former subject to a period of probation as a cadet; or by recruitment into 

the office of one of the three Excellencies, highest officials of the empire, and a later 

transfer to more substantive rank. Attendance at the University might be useful for a 

man to establish his name, but it did not provide direct entry to office, and it was not 

until the edicts of 146, 148 and 156 that any openings were provided to students at the 

University.
40

 

 As a result of these new provisions and similar signs of encouragement and 

patronage – including a great assembly and feast each spring and autumn – it is 

claimed that the number of students at the University grew to thirty thousand.
41

 

Unfortunately, we are also told that the quality of writing and teaching was 

unimpressive, for the orthodox New Text tradition still held sway and the finicky 

pedantry of its traditional commentaries was no longer considered valuable. Vast 

numbers of nominal students, therefore, uninspired by their teachers or their [69] texts 

and with limited opportunity for official advancement, turned to idealistic criticism of 

the government; this tradition of activist opposition, inspired by Confucian morality, 

was maintained for twenty years, not only against the Liang hegemony but later also 

against Emperor Huan and his eunuch favourites who came to power afterwards. 

 The Liang family and its regency government also encouraged scholarship out-

side the University. In 136 the Palace Attendant Fu Wuji 伏無忌 and the Consultant 

(yilang 議郎; Bn: Gentleman Consultant) Huang Jing 黃景 had been commissioned to 

edit the imperial collections of Confucian classics and philosophical writings, together 

with works on art, mathematics, archery and chariot-driving, medicine and divination. 

No further detail is given of the project, and one must imagine that it entailed 

cataloguing rather than detailed copy-editing,
42

 but early in the reign of Emperor 

Huan orders were given for a third instalment of Han ji, official history of the Later 

Han dynasty. Those involved in the work included Fu Wuji and Huang Jing, together 

with Cui Shi 崔寔, Bian Shao 邊韶 and Yan Du 延篤.
 43

 The project was maintained 

throughout the 150s, but no Academician is recorded as taking part; the Library of the 

Eastern Pavilion 東觀, which later gave its name to the work, was the centre for 

                                                
40  I first presented this thesis in "Recruitment System." Bielenstein, Bureaucracy, 140 and 202-203, 

disagrees, but I have not found his argument conclusive. I am currently revisiting the debate, but 

note that the edicts of 146 and 148, providing for such entries, indicate that the system had not 

been in operation up to that time. As Bielenstein points out, examinations had indeed been carried 

on, but there is no evidence that they led to anything more than possible promotion within the 

University itself. 
41  HHS 79/69A:2947. 
42  HHS 26/16:898, the biography of Fu Wuji 伏無忌. The description of the project, 校典中書五經

諸子百家蓺術, is very similar to that describing the preparation of the Stone Classics in the 

middle 170s (below at note 48). Since only two men appear to have been involved, however, and 

there is no further reference to their work, one suspects that it was either discontinued or that it 

was never intended to be a major undertaking. 
43  E.g. HHS 26/16:898.  
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historical research, and the University was expected to devote its attention to the study 

of philosophy. 

Emperor Huan, Emperor Ling, the eunuchs and the reformists
44

 

In 159 the death of his own Empress Liang Nüying 梁女塋, second sister of Liang Ji, 

gave Emperor Huan, now twenty-seven years old, the opportunity to free himself of 

the dominance of his relatives by marriage. Aided by the palace eunuchs Shan Chao 

單超, Zuo Guan 左悺, Guan Ba 管霸 and others, he dismissed and killed Liang Ji, 

purged the court of his supporters, and took personal control of the government. 

 There had been a deal of opposition to the pretensions of the Liang family, but 

the political climate was not improved by the emperor's seizure of power. Isolated 

from his regular officials, Emperor Huan had been forced to rely upon his eunuch 

attendants, and they now achieved great influence. Confucian ideology, on the other 

hand was firmly opposed to any involvement in politics by such deformed creatures, 

and a series of conflicts, badly handled by the inexperienced ruler, alienated many 

scholar-officials and their class. Notable among the malcontents were the students of 

the University. 

 It is hardly surprising that a mass of thirty thousand young men, supposedly 

engaged in studies which were widely regarded as excessive and irrelevant, and 

deprived of any substantial means of entry to an official career, should have turned 

their attention and enthusiasm into popular politics; the phenomenon has been 

observed in more recent times. Predictably, the students criticised the government 

from the view-point of idealistic Confucianism, and they supported their opinions by 

demonstrations, chanting seven-[70] character rhyming slogans to praise their leaders, 

such as the moral commentator Guo Tai 郭泰, and their political favourites, including 

the censorial official Li Ying 李膺. The results were rather noisy than effective, but 

the long-term effect was dangerous, for it encouraged a rift between those carried on 

the business of the state and those who sought moralistic reform. In particular, as the 

emperor remained committed to his eunuch favourites, the vociferous Confucianist 

opposition created tensions with his senior officials and cast a shadow on the 

legitimacy of his rule. 

 Faced with such a challenge, Emperor Huan sought other forms of authority and, 

in an unusual development, he engaged in the worship of Huang-Lao 黃老, a com-

bined deity representing the Yellow Emperor 黃帝 and the Taoist sage Laozi 老子.
45

 

 The doctrines of Huang-Lao had been well established in Former Han and were 

popular in Later Han, with notable support among the scholars of the Eastern 

Pavilion,
46

 but the initiative of Emperor Huan was the first time they received full 

imperial patronage. In the late 140s the regency government of the Liang had 

arranged for the construction of temple to Laozi at his legendary birthplace of Hu 苦 

county in Chen 陳, but no further action took place until early in 165, when Emperor 

Huan sent the eunuch Zuo Guan to offer sacrifice there. Zuo Guan was impeached and 

dismissed a few months later, but that winter his colleague Guan Ba was sent again, 

and the Laozi ming 老子銘 stele, composed by Bian Shao, describes the emperor's 

                                                
44  The history of this period is described in ZZTJ 54-59, translated by de Crespigny, Emperor Huan 

and Emperor Ling. 
45  On Huang-Lao in Later Han, see for example Seidel, Divinisation, and on the worship by 

Emperor Huan, de Crespigny, "Politics and Philosophy," 72-75, also Portents of Protest, 

discussing the memorials of the private scholar Xiang Kai 襄楷 in 166. 
46  See, for example, HHS 23/13:821-22. 
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commitment to study and worship of the Yellow Emperor, and records that he had 

received a vision of Laozi in a dream. 

 In 166, moreover, the emperor held sacrifice to Huang-Lao at Luoyang, with a 

throne and palanquin provided for the god, and music which was normally used for 

the worship of Heaven. The ceremony also acknowledged the Buddha (futu 浮圖/屠), 

whose teachings were becoming known, but who was evidently regarded as another 

manifestation of Huang-Lao. It appears that Emperor Huan was seeking to establish 

an alternative source of spiritual authority which might rival the Confucian reformists 

and gain popular support for his regime. 

 There is no way to tell how this initiative might have developed or succeeded, for 

politics at the time were confused. Early in 165, embarrassed by the disgrace of Zuo 

Guan and other eunuch favourites, Emperor Huan was obliged to take the Lady Dou 

Miao 竇妙 as his Empress; the Lady's father Dou Wu 竇武 was a hero of the reform 

party. In the latter part of 166, on the other hand, following a counter-attack by the 

eunuchs, some two hundred members of the reform group were arrested on a charge 

of faction, and though they were released in the following year they were proscribed 

from office. And in the winter of 167/168, before such contradictions could be 

resolved, Emperor Huan died. The Lady Dou, now regent Dowager, enthroned the 

distant imperial kinsman Liu Hong 劉宏, Emperor Ling靈帝, while her father Dou 

Wu brought the reformers into government. 

 The triumph of the reform group, however, was short-lived. Dou Wu and his 

party planned to purge the eunuchs, but in the autumn of 168, having persuaded the 

young ruler to support them, the eunuch leaders Cao Jie 曹節 and Wang Fu 王甫 

placed the Dowager under house arrest, killed Dou Wu and his chief associates, and 

dismissed the men he had appointed. One year later, to confirm their power, the 

eunuch party revived the accusations of faction against the reformers; this time their 

enemies such as Li Ying were killed, while large numbers [71] were proscribed from 

office. In 172, following the death of the Dowager Dou there was a last flurry of 

resistance, when anti-eunuch slogans appeared on a gate of the Northern Palace. The 

frontier general Duan Jiong 段熲  readily accepted a commission to purge the 

dissidents, and he arrested a thousand students of the University. The general 

proscription remained in force until the Yellow Turbans 黃巾 rebellion in 184. 

 Many men were still willing to serve the state, and great official families such as 

the Yang 楊 and the Yuan 袁, were respected for their achievements,
47

 but Emperor 

Ling always accepted the guidance of eunuchs, and the years of turmoil had removed 

any close connection between the University and the throne. After the heady years of 

political activity under Emperor Huan and in the early 170s, the University fell once 

more into decline. Entry to the civil service may still have been available by 

examination on the limited scale established under Emperor Huan, but we have no 

record of any candidates, and the backlog may be judged by an edict of 176 which 

provided for special examinations of some hundred University students aged sixty or 

over, who were then appointed as gentleman cadets, members of the Suite of the Heir, 

and to junior positions at royal courts or commandery offices. 

 The most dramatic example of fallen standards came in 175, when the eunuch Li 

Xun 李巡 reported that texts held in the imperial library of the Orchid Terrace were 

                                                
47

  The Yang family were celebrated for producing four men who held Excellency rank, as had the 

Yuan; relying upon this prestige, Yuan Shao 袁紹 and Yuan Shu 袁術 later played prominent 

roles in the civil war at the end of Han. 
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being altered by Academicians of the University to support and fit their own theories. 

In response, Cai Yong 蔡邕 and other scholars proposed that five classics, Analects 

(Lun yu 論語), Changes, Ritual, History, and Chunqiu with the Gongyang comment-

ary, be edited and engraved upon stone. Emperor Ling approved, and he visited the 

University in 182, presumably to inspect the final stages of the work. The Stone 

Classics 石經, completed in 183, determined the canon for future generations of 

scholars, but the monumental project had been called into being by the corruption of 

the formal guardians of Confucian tradition.
48

 

 Also during the 170s, there was a further continuation of the history of the 

dynasty, now known definitively as Dongguan Hanji. Compilers included Cai Yong 

and Han Yue 韓說, [72] with the future Excellencies Yang Biao 楊彪 and Ma Midi 

馬日磾, and an Academician, Lu Zhi 盧植. 

 At the same time as this traditional activity, however in 178 Emperor Ling 

authorised his School at the Gate of the Vast Capital 鴻都門學 49
 to provide an 

alternative route of entry to the civil service. The emperor was interested in literary 

composition, notably rhapsodies (賦  fu), and also in calligraphy. He had earlier 

established the School to encourage such studies, but he now called for students to be 

proposed by senior officials, and he had graduates appointed directly to office. 

Students of calligraphy were required to write nine thousand characters in the major 

scripts, and were then assigned to the Imperial Secretariat, while others obtained 

senior positions at court or in the provinces. 

 The new establishment provided a challenge to traditional forms of scholarship, 

and leading officials such as Cai Yong, himself a noted calligrapher, objected to the 

patronage of such marginal skills. Even from hostile evidence, however, the 

curriculum of the school was not without merit. On the practical side, it included the 

style and technique of drawing up official documents, while in more imaginative 

fashion it included literary arts. A graduate of such an institution would arguably have 

been at least as well equipped to handle affairs of government as anyone who had 

studied the texts of current Confucianism. There was, however, a moral and political 

dimension to the debate, and when the emperor combined this new move with a 

                                                
48  On the Stone Classics, see Bielenstein, Lo-yang, 69-70, and de Crespigny, Huan and Ling, 132. 

All five were associated with the New Text, which evidently still held sway at the University. 

  As Bielenstein notes, though sources are clear on the matter it is a little surprising that 

Analects was carved rather than the Classic of Poetry, for Poetry was recognised by a chair at the 

University and Analects was not. The anomaly may be explained by the fact that Analects, as 

recording the words of Confucius, was more vulnerable to forgery and misrepresentation, while 

Poetry was probably more widely known and its metric structure rendered the text less vulnerable 

to amendment. (Li shi 14 includes an extract from the Poetry in the Lu interpretation, but this 

must be from later work of the third century.) 

  Though we are told that Cai Yong wrote the text for stone-masons to carve, he was actually in 

forced exile in the north and then the southeast from 178 to 189; the bulk of the work, whose 
fragments are still admired for their calligraphy, must have come from another's brush. 

  The funerary stele of Yang Zhu 楊著, a member of the great official clan who died in 168, 

says that he took part in editing the Confucian classics: Li shi 11:19b. This cannot have been the 
work commissioned in the 170s, and it may be that there was a similar project, otherwise 

unrecorded, in the time of Emperor Huan.  
49  Bielenstein, Lo-yang, 27-28, suggests that the Gate of the Vast Capital was an interior gate of the 

Southern Palace, but more recently de Crespigny, Fire over Luoyang, 217 note 46, has argued that 

it lay within the Northern Palace. On the School itself see HHS 8:340-41; de Crespigny, Huan and 

Ling, 137-138, 145 and 152-153. 
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system of purchases or fines for official appointments he did a great deal to damage 

the loyalty of the educated gentry upon whom the state depended.
50

 

 It is difficult, indeed, to dispute the general condemnation of Emperor Ling. He 

may have had artistic and literary skills, but he was utterly unsuited to rule China: 

frivolous in his personal conduct, he was absurdly greedy and extravagant, and he was 

besotted with the leading eunuchs within the palace who were themselves grossly 

corrupt. In the second half of the second century the government was under serious 

financial and military pressure, and the weakening of the bonds between the ruler and 

his scholar-officials reduced its capacity to cope with its problems. It is not surprising 

that the death of Emperor Ling in 189 was followed swiftly by massacre, usurpation 

and the destruction of the empire of Han. 

The warlords and the Three Kingdoms 

As open war broke out in 190, most military leaders were too pre-occupied with their 

fortunes on the battlefield to pay attention to civil arts, though Liu Biao 劉表, warlord 

Governor of Jing province 荆州 on the middle Yangzi, managed to close his borders 

against the troubles of the north. Liu Biao himself had compiled commentaries to the 

Book of Changes and the Ritual, he was interested in astrology, and he encouraged the 

scholars who took refuge at his court to clarify and simplify the classical texts. As a 

result of his patronage new and authoritative editions and commentaries were 

prepared and circulated; known as the "Later Edition" 後定, they may be seen as a 

development of the process already apparent in the work on the Stone Classics at 

Luoyang.
51

 [73] 

 Isolated further west in Yi province 益州, present-day Sichuan, the Governor Liu 

Zhang 劉璋 maintained an office for education, and when the condottiere Liu Bei 劉

備 seized his power and established the successor state of Shu-Han 蜀漢 he continued 

the policy, commissioning the noted scholar and calligrapher Lai Min 來敏 as Colonel 

for Education 典學校尉  and appointing several others to similar posts. He also 

engaged a group of scholars to codify procedures and rituals, a project intended to 

enhance the new ruler's authority by demonstrating his devotion to scholarship and 

public morality. The enterprise dissolved, however, in embarrassing squabbles.
52

 

 Though Sun Quan 孫權, ruler of Wu 吳, established a formal office for history, 

and members of his court made substantial contributions to astronomy and calendrical 

science, the southern state did not produce such pretensions to classical scholarship. 

There was nonetheless considerable interest and attention given to fine composition 

for official documents, notably as the separate states declared their imperial 

independence, while one aspect of relations between the states was the sophisticated 

debate at court when an was received from a rival power. Word-play and elegant 

insults were part of an envoy's armoury, and anecdotes of repartee were believed to 

enhance their masters' prestige.
53

 

 Such local enterprise nonetheless pales against the achievements of the state of 

Wei 魏 founded by Cao Cao 曹操, which controlled the greater part of north China. A 

competent poet as well as a fine general, Cao Cao attracted a brilliant court, including 

scholars and men of letters, and he enhanced the prestige of his new state by grand 

construction works. The University, however, which had fallen into ruin during the 

                                                
50  On Emperor Ling's sale of offices, see de Crespigny, Huan and Ling, 152-153.  
51  SGZ Wei 6:212. 
52  SGZ Shu 12:1025 and 1023. 
53  See, for example, de Crespigny, Generals of the South, 525-527 and 470-473. 
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upheavals of the early 190s, was not restored at this time, and the main stream of 

scholarship now mingled Confucianism, popular Taoism and the study of the 

Mysteries (xuanxue 玄學), maintained for the most part by individuals, many of 

whom led the hermit life which had become accepted during the last century of Han. 

 Cao Cao died in 220, and a few months later his son and successor Cao Pi 曹丕 

compelled the abdication of Liu Xie, 劉協, last emperor of Han, taking the title for 

himself. Though over-shadowed in the field by his brother the great poet Cao Zhi 曹

植, Cao Pi was a writer of quality, and his Lun wen 論文 "Essay on Literature" is a 

notable early work of criticism, celebrating among others the Seven Masters of the 

Jian'an period 建安七子, all of whom had served his father. In 224, as a sign of his 

commitment to traditional scholarship, Cao Pi re-established the Imperial 

University,
55

 but before that, at the same time as he took the imperial throne, he had 

also commissioned the Huang lan 皇覽 "Imperial Readings," a comprehensive edition 

of the classics and their commentaries. 

 Wang Xiang 王象, Custodian of the Private Library (mi/bishu jian 祕書監), was 

given charge of this massive project, and after his death in 222 he was succeeded by 

Wei Dan 韋誕 . The work involved several other scholars, and was probably 

completed before the death of Cao Pi in 226. Stored in the imperial collection, the 

final version contained more than forty bu 部 divisions, each with dozens of pian 篇 

sections, for a total of eight million characters and a thousand juan 卷 chapters. This 

vast compilation was no doubt designed to demonstrate the new emperor's concern to 

act as a patron to learning, justifying his succession to Han, and in its time it may have 

been comparable, at least in part, to the Siku quanshu 四庫全書 of [74] the Qianlong 

乾隆 emperor of the Qing 淸 dynasty, sixteen hundred years later. Naturally enough, 

Huang lan was vulnerable to quotation and cannibalisation without attribution, for it 

was primarily an edition and collection of other works, and those were the texts that 

later scholars were interested in. Great quantities were thus lost over the following 

centuries, and by the time of the Tang dynasty only a few fragments could be 

identified.
56

 The project and its fate may serve as an epitaph to the officially-

sponsored scholarship of Han. 

Conclusion 

In theory at least, though his power was ultimately based upon force, the emperor of 

China was a focal point of religion, philosophy and scholarship, and his patronage of 

scholarly gentlemen enhanced the legitimacy of his rule. At the beginning of Later 

Han, Emperor Guangwu played the game with skill, demonstrating his commitment to 

the University and to education, but ensuring that the scholars whom he appointed 

accepted the omens and principles upon which he had claimed and obtained his power. 

His son and successor, Emperor Ming, was equally successful and effective. 

                                                
55  SGZ 2.84 and 13.420-21; Fang, Chronicle, 170-171. 
56  Huang lun is recorded by Sui shu 34.1009 in 120 juan with mistaken ascription to Miao Shi 繆十, 

also written as Miao Bu 繆卜, and others; commentaries explain 十 and 卜 as corrupted writings 

for the personal name of Miao Xi 繆襲. Miao Xi did take part in the project, but the convenors 

were Wang Xiang and Wei Dan. 

  Sui shu 34 notes that the Liang dynasty collection had held 608 juan, together with other later 

works of the same or similar titles; these had been completely lost. At the present day there 

remains a single juan of identifiable fragments, whose original compilation is attributed to Liu 

Shao 劉邵, another contributor, and Wang Xiang. 
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 In the time of Emperor Zhang, however, the ties began to fray. In the conference 

at the White Tiger Hall the leaders of official scholarship turned from their imperial 

patron and confirmed their own interpretations; and they also turned away from the 

most interesting developments in the philosophy of their time. The rift may initially 

have appeared slight, but by the end of the first century the University had lost much 

of its influence and the rulers of the state were showing interest in history and other 

fields of scholarship. It was increasingly accepted, moreover, that the thoughts of 

private scholars were of comparable and even greater value than the academic tenets 

of New Text orthodoxy. 

 With some success, the government of Emperor Shun sought to attract such 

individuals to the court and, probably under the influence of the Liang family, the 

University was restored. The results, however, were not always happy, for the 

scholars and hermits did not always take well to official life, while the great mass of 

students who gathered at Luoyang by the middle of the second century became a hot-

bed of moral enthusiasm and demands for reform. 

 The eight years of personal government by Emperor Huan in the 160s marked a 

low point for the relationship between the emperor and the Confucianists, and the 

worship of Huang-Lao in 166 may be seen as an attempt to establish an alternative 

source of interest and loyalty among the people. The development went no further 

after the emperor's death, and as the students of the University were brought to heel 

by the eunuch-dominated government of Emperor Ling, the facade of orthodoxy was 

restored. On the other hand, while the carving of the Stone Classics may be seen as a 

sign of renewed imperial support for Confucianism, it was also a response to a major 

problem of forgery and an evident crisis of morale. [75] 

 Each in their own way, therefore, the rulers of Later Han found it appropriate to 

demonstrate concern for official scholarship through major projects and activities: 

Emperor Guangwu and the University, Emperor Ming at the Hall of the Circular Moat, 

Emperor Zhang in the White Tiger discussions, Emperor He and his Dowager Deng 

with the history of the dynasty and then the editing of the classics, and Emperor Shun 

through the restoration of the University. Emperor Huan had sought to break the 

pattern, but the status of the University was at least formally restored under Emperor 

Ling. 

 Even as Han fell into civil war, the principle and policy continued: the warlords 

Liu Biao, Liu Zhang and Liu Bei sought to justify their pretensions by academic 

projects, and Cao Pi of Wei was quick to adorn his new dynasty with a grand 

gathering of all that had gone before. The Mandate of Heaven involved responsi-

bilities to scholarship, and those who carried them out enhanced their claim to 

legitimate power. 
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