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The Conventions of “Ward Essays” and the Boom of
Imperial Examination Essays in Late Ming China

Shiuon Chu

Institute of Modern History, Academia Sinica

When tracing the origin of the boom in examination essays they had been
experiencing, scholars in the late Ming and early Qing dynasties often focused on a
specific genre of examination publication—the “ward essay” =F5. The exact nature of
this essay form, however, remains unclear in literature on the late imperial examination
system and history of publishing, which is not least because of the lack of surviving
copies of ward essays. To reconstruct the practices surrounding ward essays and the
enormous impact they made in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the
present paper draws on more than one hundred prefaces written for ward essay
publications scattered in late Ming literary collections. These prefaces, with a close and
contextualized reading, provide crucial information regarding the practices and
conventions in the publication and circulation of ward essays, as well as contemporary
ideas on the authority of examiners, successful examinees, and professional examination
critics who had not necessarily obtained high degrees from the examination system. By
apprehending the obscure history of ward essays, this paper demonstrates the importance
of evanescent publications in research on books, book production, and culture. It also
provides a new explanation for the late Ming boom of essays which compliments current

accounts on the late Ming culture of imperial examinations.

Keywords: late Ming; imperial examination essays; history of publishing; literati

societies; ward essays
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