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Literary Men and Canonical Scholarship
in Mid- and Late Tang China

Jo-shui Chen

Institute of History and Philology, Academia Sinica;

Department of History, National Taiwan University

Canonical scholarship in the Tang (618-907) was conventionally characterized by the
following two understandings. First, it was a time of decline for canonical scholarship, and
the True Meaning of the Five Classics (Wujing zhengyi) compiled at the beginning of the
Tang was perceived as the greatest achievement of the entire era in this regard. Second,
after the An Lu-shan Rebellion (755-763), there emerged a movement of new scholarship
in the study of the Annals of Spring and Autumn (Chungiu), led by Dan Zhu, Zhao Kuang
and Lu Chun (Lu Zhi). This new scholarship held sharply critical views against traditional
commentaries on the Annals and insisted on retrieving the fundamental meaning of this
classic through its main text. It is generally considered that this movement was the
precursor of the highly liberated interpretations on the Annals among the Song
canonical scholarship. In recent years, although researchers have mounted challenges to
the above-mentioned concepts, many remain unanswered in our understanding of canonical
scholarship in the mid- and late Tang.

The present work proposes that new dynamics came into play for the canonical
scholarship during the ninth century, yet this dynamics existed not among canonical
specialists but literary men who developed keen interest in canonical studies. The
involvement of these literary men was inspired partly by the new Annals scholarship
initiated by Dan Zhu, Zhao Kuang and Lu Chun, but not completely so. The vision of
the literary men working in canonical studies was not confined to the Annals either.
From the viewpoint of intellectual history, this “amateurization” actually represents a
significant boost for canonical studies, as literary men in Tang China enjoyed much
greater prestige and wielded much stronger influence than canonical specialists. This
article examines the following specific issues: the relationship between literary men
and new ideas in canonical scholarship in the post-Rebellion period, studies of the

Annals and Confucius’ Analects in the ninth century, and unorthodox works of literary
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men on the Confucian canon. Hopefully, these inquiries can provide a multifaceted and
multilayered account of the changes in canonical scholarship after the An Lu-shan
Rebellion. It goes without saying that the involvement of literary men in canonical
scholarship also signifies the formation and continuation of a Confucian revival in the
mid- and late Tang. The canonical scholarship with heavy participation from literary
men in the ninth century might have closer connections with the Song canonical
scholarship than the famed new Annals scholarship of Dan Zhu, Zhao Kuang and Lu
Chun.

Keywords: Tang canonical scholarship, literary men in the Tang, Tang intellectual

history, the studies of Annals of Spring and Autumn in the Tang, Lunyu
bijie
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