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Lecturing and Reading at Court and Province: 	

The Classics Mat in the Vernacularization 		

of  Learning i n  Song and Yuan  China 

abstract:
This article explains both how the Classics Mat lectures became an institution with 
broad reach from the imperial court to the provinces and how they mediated the 
vernacularization of authoritative texts. It is based on linked examples extending 
from transcripts of Zhu Xi’s 1194 court lectures to late-Southern Song local academy 
lecture transcripts and a late-Yuan locally printed compendium of “discussions” on 
a Tang political advice text. It begins with an overview of the institutional history of 
the Classics Mat lectures that discusses the reconceptualization of the relationship 
between learning and governance, and between lecturing and current affairs. The 
essay’s core contribution lies in the three case studies that shed light on the ways in 
which the Classics Mat shaped the content, format, exegesis, and language of learn-
ing in local schools and academies and in the materials circulated and published 
therein. It proposes that the vernacularization of the learning reflected in academy 
lectures and their transcripts retained highly visible connections to authoritative liter-
ary Sinitic texts and thus forged close links between provincial literati and the court.

keywords:
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(Daoxue 道學), The Essentials of Governance from the Reign of Constancy Re-
vealed (Zhenguan zhengyao 貞觀政要), Zhu Xi, Song dynasty, Yuan dynasty, acad-
emies 書院

In 1333 Ge Zhi 戈直, an “ordinary scholar 庶士,” published Collected 
Discussions on The Essentials of Governance from the Reign of Constancy-

Revealed (Zhenguan zhengyao jilun 貞觀政要集論), a compendium printed 
most likely with the financial support of a local government school 
in Yangzhou 揚州.1 The Collected Discussions was a collated and anno-
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1 In one of the prefaces, Guo Sizhen 郭思貞, a high official who had served in various po-
sitions in the Censorate during the 1320s and 1330s and whose senior scholarly and political 
standing was also attested by his role as academician in Kuizhang Pavilion, mentioned that he 
had the text printed through an acquaintance. This acquaintance is referred to in the text as 
Cheng Rixin 程日新, who held a commission in the area of “Guangling 廣陵” or Yangzhou 揚
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tated edition of The Essentials of Governance from the Reign of Constancy-
Revealed (hereafter, The Essentials of Governance), a compilation of select 
exchanges between the second Tang emperor Taizong and his senior 
advisors attributed to the Tang-dynasty (618–907) court historian Wu 
Jing 吳競 (ca. 669–749). In his foreword Ge Zhi indicated that the Col-
lected Discussions aimed to do more than pass on the original text. Based 
on a comprehensive annotation of the text, the addition of carefully 
selected “discussions” from over twenty scholars, and his own critical 
assessments that read like exhortatory sermons rather than formal com-
mentary, Ge Zhi claimed to have made “the fundamental meaning of 
this work thoroughly plain 明白.”2 In another preface, Ge Zhi’s mentor 
Wu Cheng 吳澄 (1249–1333) referred to teachers in local schools and 
academies and their audiences as the intended readership.3

The case of Ge Zhi’s Collected Discussions on The Essentials of Gov-
ernance illustrates the ways in which lecturing at court, from the Song 
dynasty onwards in the “Classics Mat” lectures 經筵, transformed learn-
ing in the provinces. What may appear as a typical edition of a text by 
an ordinary scholar at a Yuan-dynasty local school was in many ways 
molded by a court practice that had been first institutionalized in the 
eleventh century. The choice of this Tang historical political advice 
text turned it into a “classic” to be fully annotated — the term Classics 
Mat became standard by Song times and featured texts conventionally 
called “classics,” “classical works,” or “scriptures” (jing), as well as other 
texts that could be more broadly considered classic works that held 
authority for shorter or longer periods of time. The selected commen-

州. This may refer to Cheng Rongxiu 程榮秀 (1263–1333), who held the post of educational 
commissioner (xingsheng ruxue tiju 行省儒學提舉) in Jiangzhe around this time. Cheng ar-
ranged for Li Xinchuan’s 李心傳 (1166–1243) Record of the Destiny of the Way (Daoming lu 
道命錄) to be printed around the same time — similarly after heavy editorial work. Through 
his post as educational commissioner Cheng would have been able to get the work printed at 
a local school; Cheng had a reputation for exclusively sponsoring Neo-Confucian projects; 
Ge Zhi’s work would have fit this rule. As noted below, Ge Zhi’s commentary was explicitly 
a Neo-Confucian interpretation and evaluation of The Essentials of Governance. On Cheng’s 
other publishing efforts see Yu Minzhong 于敏中, Peng Yuanrui 彭元瑞 et al., eds., Tianlu lin-
lang shumu 天祿琳琅書目 (comp. 1775, 1797; Wang Xianqian 王先謙, printed 1884), j. 6, pp. 
8b–9b; <https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=gb&chapter=440046>, accessed November 21, 2023.

2 Ge Zhi 戈直, annot., and Wu Jing 吳兢, comp., Zhenguan zhengyao jilun 貞觀政要集論 
(SBCK edn.), “Preface,” p. 6b.

3 Ge, Zhenguan zhengyao jilun, Wu Cheng’s pref., p. 4a–b. Wu Cheng was one of the better-
known Neo-Confucian scholars of the time. His preface suggests that funding for the printing 
was provided by a local governmental school. Ge, Zhenguan zhengyao jilun, Guo Sizhen’s and 
Wu Cheng’s prefs., pp. 4a–5b. Wu Cheng’s preface is not included in the most current mod-
ern edition of The Essentials of Governance (Wu Jing, comp., Zhenguan zhengyao jijiao 貞觀政

要集校; Xie Baocheng 謝保成, ed. (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, [2003] 2012). 
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tarial voices, and the format and the language, were also indicative of 
the close relationship between Classics Mat lectures and learning in 
the provinces. This article sets out how this came to be, focusing on 
the interaction between the learning undertaken by emperors at court 
and the learning of scholars in the provinces. 

This essay starts out with an overview of the institutional history 
of the Classics Mat lectures.4 These were regularly scheduled court 
lectures, first institutionalized in the eleventh century, in which offi-
cially appointed court lecturers discoursed on a broad range of texts 
with reigning and future rulers. As Marie Guarino has argued, “Clas-
sics Mat” is an apt literal translation for the original Chinese term. The 
“yan” in “jingyan” referred not to a feast (another meaning of yan) but 
“metaphorically to a place from which lecturing or some other kind of 
instructive discourse took place.”5 This was also the case in Buddhist 
discourse. The “Dharma Mat 法筵” was in use by the fifth century to 
designate a seat or space from which a Buddhist monk spoke or held 
sermons on Buddhist teachings (dharma). The institutional history of the 
Classics Mat lectures was shaped by a thorough reconceptualization of 
the relationship between learning and governance, and between lectur-
ing and current affairs; these topics are discussed next. The essay’s core 
contribution lies in the final sections in which I approach the Classics 
Mat lectures as an institution with broad reach beyond the court halls 
in which they took place. On the basis of a series of linked examples 
extending from transcripts of Zhu Xi’s 朱熹 (1130–1200) court lectures, 
to late-Southern Song local academy lecture transcripts, and Ge Zhi’s 
discourses on The Essentials of Governance, this essay explains how the 
Classics Mat played a pivotal role in negotiating learning between the 
imperial core and the provinces.

4 Parts of this essay are based on and partially overlap with earlier work, including, Hilde 
De Weerdt, The Arts of Governance: Sinitic Political Advice Literature from Medieval Times to 
the Present (Honolulu: U. Hawai’i P., 2026), chap. 2 and conclusion; and idem, “From the Arts 
of Governance to the Learning of Emperors: Reading Taizong Mirror Literature (ca. 600–
1400),” in Anna Shields and Robert Hymes, eds., From Tang to Song: Transitions and Cre-
ations in China’s Middle Period (Amsterdam: Amsterdam U.P., forthcoming), vol. 1, discuss-
es Ge Zhi’s work in the context of the history of political advice literature and a comparison 
among Tang, Song, and Yuan reading practices. Also De Weerdt, “Neo-Confucian Learning 
and Governance during the Southern Song and Yuan Dynasties (1127–1368),” in Kiri Par-
amore, ed., The Cambridge History of Confucianism (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., forthcom-
ing), vol. 1, discusses the Classics Mat in the processes of centralization and localization across 
a range of institutions.

5 Marie Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Authority in Northern Sung China (960–1126): 
The Classics Mat Lectures,” Ph.D. diss. (Columbia University, 1994), p. 3.
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The essay highlights two aspects of the dynamic involved in such 
a negotiation. First, I will review the ways in which groups of lecturers 
brought in and reinforced modes of teaching and new understandings 
of learning from the provinces to the court in the eleventh and twelfth 
centuries. The rise of Neo-Confucianism in general (understood here 
as a modern description for the various reinterpretations of classicist 
learning from the eleventh century onwards that shared an interest in 
realizing the intentions of the words and actions recorded in classical 
texts, the redaction of which was in large part attributed to Confucius 
and his disciples) and of “the Learning of the Way” (Daoxue 道學) in 
particular (a self-conscious intellectual formation embedding lifelong 
moral learning in new texts and interpretations of old texts, in new 
discourses and practices, and in new central and local organizational 
models) are, moreover, central to this dynamic.6

Second, and most importantly, I trace how the Classics Mat lec-
tures mediated the vernacularization of authoritative texts, philosophi-
cal and historical concepts, and exegetical and learning practices over 
the course of the Song and Yuan dynasties — a process that extended 
not only to the Song and Yuan provinces but also beyond to other parts 
of East and Central Asia.7 Here I discuss aspects of vernacularization 
relating to the valorization of speech registers and commentarial prac-
tices derived from direct exchanges between lecturer and emperor at 
court or between lecturer and students in local schools. The history of 
lecturing and learning traced here thus also opens up alternative ways 
to piece together the history of vernacular practices in general and of 
the shifting relationships between literary Sinitic (also called classical 
Chinese but here understood as an elite written language originating 
in what is now China but circulating in various modalities across East 
and Central Asia) and the vernacular.

6 On the meanings and critiques of concepts like “Confucianism,” “Neo-Confucianism” and 
“the Learning of the Way,” see De Weerdt, “Neo-Confucian Learning and Governance,” and 
Competition over Content: Negotiating Standards for the Civil Service Examinations in Imperial 
China (1127–1279) (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard U.P., 2007), chap. 1. 

7 See De Weerdt, Arts of Governance, and De Weerdt and David McMullen, “Introduc-
tion: The Essentials of Governance of the Reign of Constancy Revealed in Context,” in Hilde De 
Weerdt, Glen Dudbridge, and Gabe van Beijeren, eds., The Essentials of Governance (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge U.P., 2021), pp. 1–58. 
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T he   I nstitutionalization                    					   

of   the    C lassics        M at   L ectures       

Thanks to the interest in institutional history among twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century historians and also to recent Chinese scholarship 
on the history of the Classics Mat lectures, the institutional history of 
the Classics Mat during the Song era has received ample attention.8 
Twelfth- and thirteenth-century historians like Lin Jiong 林駉 (fl. 1210s), 
Huang Lüweng 黃履翁 (j.s. 1232), and Wang Yinglin 王應麟 (1223–1296) 
traced the early history of the Classics Mat lectures back to Han (206 
bc–220 ad) and Tang times.9 Modern historians tend to treat this early 
history as the history of the Classics Mat in a broad sense, covering a 
variety of reading and discussion sessions in the presence of emperors 
and princes, which were generally not called Classics Mat lectures. Han 
and Tang emperors had occasionally recruited advisors with whom 
to read scriptures, literary, and historical texts, but these were on the 
whole informal arrangements without a fixed schedule, a fixed location, 
organizational unit, or set of protocols that endured over time.10  

The term “Classics Mat” (and cognate terms such as “discussion 
mat” [jiangyan 講筵]) appears in the record prior to the Song,11 but there 
is no indication that it was then used to refer to regular gatherings at 
designated court halls during which lecturers with fixed appointments 

8 For the institutional history of the Classics Mat in Song times, Zhu Ruixi’s 1996 article is 
a landmark study; Zhu Ruixi 朱瑞熙, “Songchao jingyan zhidu” 宋朝經筵制度, in Proceedings 
of the Second Symposium on Sung History 第二屆宋史學術研討會論文集 (Taipei: Zhongguo 
wenhua daxue shixue yanjiu suo shixue xi, 1996), pp. 229–264. Recent MA and Ph.D. disser-
tations have further elaborated aspects of institutional history in both Northern and Southern 
Song, see esp. Wu Xiaorong 吳曉榮, “Liang Song jingyan yu xueshu” 兩宋經筵與學術, MA 
thesis (Nanjing University, 2013); Jiang Peng 姜鵬, Bei Song jingyan yu Songxue de xingqi 北
宋經筵與宋學的興起 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji, 2013); Zou He 鄒賀, “Songchao jingyan zhidu 
yanjiu” 宋朝經筵制度研究, Ph.D. diss. (Shaanxi Normal University, 2010); Ma Yuanyuan 馬
元元, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu ji qi lishi zuoyong” 南宋經筵制度及其歷史作用, MA thesis 
(Hebei University, 2008). Zhu Ruixi’s work is based on institutional histories of the Classics 
Mat compiled during Song times, especially Wang Yinglin’s 王應麟 coverage of the topic in 
Yu hai 玉海 (1250s; SKQS edn.), j. 26 and 27. Other Song historians who wrote on the topic 
include Lü Zhong 呂中 (j.s. 1247), Dashiji jiangyi 大事記講義 (1230s–1240s; SKQS edn.), j. 
8; and Lin Jiong 林駉 and Huang Lüweng 黃履翁, Gujin yuanliu zhilun 古今源流至論 (1220s–
1230s; SKQS edn., xuji), j. 9, pp. 16b–23b.

9 Wang, Yu hai, j. 26, pp. 1b–7a, and passim; Lin and Huang, Gujin yuanliu zhilun, xuji, 
j. 9, pp. 17b–18b. On the complicated textual history of the latter work, see De Weerdt, “The 
Encyclopedia as Textbook: Selling Private Chinese Encyclopedias in the Twelfth and Thir-
teenth Centuries,” Extrême-Orient Extrême-Occident (2007), pp. 77–102.

10 See, for example, Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” pp. 6–9; Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, pp. 
23–31. For a more detailed assessment of the history of lecturing and reading at court, see 
Zou, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” pp. 6–23.

11 Zou, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” pp. 6–9.
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read and explained classics in the presence of the reigning emperor 
or imperial princes. This was only the case from the eleventh century, 
in particular from Song emperor Renzong’s 仁宗 reign (r. 1022–1063) 
onwards.

Under the reigns of the first Song emperors the earlier practice of 
accompanied reading was revived. Taizong 太宗 (r. 976–997), for ex-
ample, asked advisors from among his close entourage to discuss texts 
(including also Buddhist and Daoist texts) with himself and his sons. 
These advisors were known for their expertise in a range of fields in-
cluding calligraphy and chess and were called upon ad hoc. Through-
out the reign of Zhenzong 真宗 (r. 997–1022) a small number of men, 
nine in total, were appointed to lecturer positions and chosen for their 
familiarity with the textual tradition rather than their past proxim-
ity to the emperor. Zhenzong received much credit for his persistent 
dedication to reading classical texts such as The Documents, The Odes, The 
Annals with The Zuo Commentary, The Changes, The Rites (Li ji 禮記), The 
Analects, and The Scripture of Filial Piety, with some of the best-known 
scholars of the time. 

One such well-known scholar was Xing Bing 刑昺 (932–1010), 
who had been working on a court project to produce an authoritative 
edition of the classical canon and its commentaries. Xing Bing himself 
was in charge of the subcommentaries on The Analects, The Scripture of 
Filial Piety, and the Erya 爾雅 dictionary. These were printed as part of 
a full set of twelve classics in 1001 and remained influential through-
out late-imperial times. Xing and other lecturers used their expertise 
in the commentarial traditions on the classical canon to explain the 
passages read with the emperor but also “often brought in current af-
fairs for instruction.”12 In this way the lecturers serving Taizong and 
Zhenzong were called upon as personal consultants. As had been the 
case for their Tang predecessors, the need for their services depended 
on the emperor’s interest.13

More significant changes took place during the reign of emperor 
Renzong. The phrase “Classics Mat” emerged as a standard term for 
regular court lectures. This shift in the discourse was not coincidental 
but reflected a process in which Classics Mat lectures were gradually 
institutionalized, a process essentially completed during Renzong’s 
long reign. In a mid-thirteenth-century textbook on institutional his-

12 Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, p. 49; quoting Li Tao 李燾, Xu Zizhi tongjian changbian 續資治

通鑑長編 (1183; SKQS edn.), j. 73, p. 34a–b. The early-Song emperors were also very inter-
ested in Daoist and Buddhist materials; see Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 22.

13 This argument is based on Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, chap. 1.
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tory attributed to Lü Zhong 呂中 (j.s. 1247), (Huangchao) Dashi ji jiangyi 
(皇朝)大事記講義, the history of the Classics Mat in Song times was re-
counted as follows:

Our dynastic ancestors were fond of learning… Ever since the 
Taiping Xingguo reign (976–984) Classics Mat lectures were held. 
Therefore, as for the discussions that are part of the Classics Mat, 
that started from the reign of Taizong. Ever since the Xianping 
reign (998–1003) the post of Lecturing Academician 侍講學士 (Aca-
demician Expositor-in-Waiting) was set up. Therefore, as for the 
offices that are part of the Classics Mat, that started under Zhen-
zong. At the end of the Qianxing period (1022) the practice of at-
tending the Classics Mat on even days began, with full dedication 
to governmental responsibilities. Therefore, the daily attendance 
that is part of the Classics Mat started under Renzong.

Lü Zhong continued to enumerate other changes that accompanied 
Renzong’s regular attendance from the very beginning of his reign. 
Additional posts were set up, high court officials began to attend the 
lectures, diarists were also made to attend. Lü Zhong concluded that 
the institutional arrangements and protocol were then “for the first 
time fully complete.”14

Later historians are on the whole in agreement with Lü’s assess-
ment. From the perspective of institutional history, the changes imple-
mented under Renzong’s reign continued to shape the Classics Mat 
for the remainder of Song history and thereafter. First, lectures were 
scheduled regularly and frequently, typically every other day, with two 
periods of slack time during the summer heat and the cold of winter.15 
This change, and other related measures taken under Renzong’s reign, 
had much to do with the young age of the emperor. He ascended the 
throne at the tender age of thirteen. His tutors and the regent, empress 
Liu 劉后 (969–1033; overseeing Zhenzong’s and Renzong’s reigns, 
1020–1033), thought it critical that his training continue in the fore-
seeable future. The frequency was occasionally increased so that lec-
tures were sometimes held every day without longer breaks and in the 
mornings as well as in the evenings.16 

Second, lectures were held at clearly designated locations at the 
court. The informality of the readings and lectures in the early days of 
the Song implied that they were held in various locations in the palace 

14 Lü, Dashiji jiangyi, j. 8, pp. 4a–b.
15 Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 13.
16 Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, chap. 2.
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including private halls and gardens. The regular gatherings in Ren
zong’s court were held first in Chongzheng 崇政 Hall and subsequently 
mostly in Erying 邇英 Hall, which also provided space for lecturers who 
were on duty. Although both halls were in palace areas often occupied 
by the emperor, they were nevertheless removed from the emperor’s 
private quarters. The Classics Mat thus moved out of the emperor’s 
private sphere.17 

Third, even though the position of lecturer (shidu 侍讀, shijiang 侍
講, shuoshu 說書) was often held jointly with other ranking positions, 
a set of rules began to emerge that determined who was eligible from 
among the larger bureaucracy and who could nominate candidates for 
these positions. The requirements and expectations of the offices were 
formalized, and by 1086 the benefits that came with the post were also 
stipulated in an administrative order.18 An office was set up to coordi-
nate the lecturers’ and the court’s schedules.19 As part of a coordinated 
effort to establish a code for each governmental bureau, the procedures 
relating to the Classics Mat were fully codified in 1079.20 

Fourth, as the lectures became a formal part of court operations, 
court diarists were in attendance to record the proceedings. The minutes 
of the Classics Mat first became known as the Erying Hall Notes (Erying 
jizhu 邇英記注) and the Yanyi Hall Notes (Yanyi jizhu 延義記注), after the 
names of the halls where the lectures were held from the mid-1030s. 
In 1034–35 Jia Changchao 賈昌朝 (998–1065) compiled the minutes of 
the lectures he attended. He presented them in 1036 to Renzong with 
the request that such minutes be made part of the dynastic record. The 
Classics Mats minutes were taken continuously throughout the remain-
der of Song rule, with a few name changes, especially in the Southern 
Song, to reflect the halls where lectures then took place. These records 
helped ensure that we have a far more detailed understanding of the 
court lectures from Renzong’s reign onwards, including the names of 
lecturers, the texts and chapters for discussion, and the exchanges that 
took place.21 

17 Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” pp. 16–17; Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, pp. 57, 116–17. 
For the location of these palaces within the broader context of Song structures of power, see 
Charles Hartman, Structures of Governance in Song Dynasty China, 960–1279 CE  (Cambridge: 
Cambridge U.P.; 2023), chap. 3.

18 Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” pp. 30–32.
19 Ibid., p. 5.
20 Ibid., p. 24.
21 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” pp. 132–34.
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G overnance          and    L earning     

Also during Renzong’s reign the lectures became a focal point 
in intellectual and political debates. Once the Classics Mat became a 
regular channel of communication that could provide direct and pri-
vate access to the emperor, scholars and officials began to see it as one 
among a small number of avenues to bring about intellectual and po-
litical change. First, scholar-officials established learning 學 as a major 
and permanent responsibility of the ruler. The redefinition of learning 
as an essential component in literati identity and in qualification for 
office, as traced in the work of Peter Bol, resulted in debates that not 
only concerned the learning of literati 士大夫之學, but also, and very 
centrally, the learning of emperors and kings 帝王之學; or 帝學.22 From 
the late-eleventh century onwards the former was closely intertwined 
with the latter.

By the middle of the eleventh century, scholars who were critical 
of the received texts and commentaries had been gaining ground. Some 
early-Song lecturers at the central institutions of learning, such as Sun 
Fu 孫復 (992–1057) and Hu Yuan 胡瑗 (993–1059), or influential schol-
ars like Shi Jie 石介 (1005–1045), had also strayed far from the then 
conventional scholarship of the classics that was focused on a broad 
familiarity with the commentaries written in previous dynasties. They 
had advocated a return to antiquity based on an exploration of the in-
tentions of the sage–kings, but their calls proved unsuccessful and their 
tenures at court were cut short.23 In contrast, in the final years of Ren-
zong’s reign Classics Mat lecturers like Liu Chang 劉敞 (1019–1068), 
Ouyang Xiu 歐陽修 (1007– 1072), Sima Guang 司馬光 (1019–1086), 
and Lü Gongzhu 呂公著 (1018–1089) had been able to loosen the grip 
imposed by the tradition of “commentaries on chapters and sentences 
章句注疏之學.” In the estimation of twelfth-century literati, “when it 
comes to clarifying the fundamental meaning of the classics, earlier 
scholars could not match those after the Qingli (1041–1048) era.”24 
Scholars like Liu Chang, who had gained a reputation for “changing 
the classics on the basis of his own interpretation” in his Brief Com-

22 Peter Bol, “This Culture of Ours”: Intellectual Transitions in T’ang and Sung China and 
Neo-Confucianism in History (Stanford, Cal.: Stanford U.P., 1992); see also Wang Qi 王琦, 
“Zhu Xi dixue sixiang yanjiu: yi Jingyan jiangyi wei zhongxin de kaocha” 朱熹帝學思想研究, 
以經筵講義為中心的考察, Ph.D. diss. (Hunan University, 2017). On the difference and rela-
tionship between “the learning of emperors” and “the learning of literati,” see Jiang, Bei Song 
jingyan, pp. 134–39.

23 Bol, “This Culture of Ours,” chap. 5. 
24 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 51; Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, pp. 132–33.
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mentary on the Seven Classics (Qi jing xiao zhuan 七經小傳), prepared the 
ground for the better-known and more influential interventions on the 
importance and meaning of learning (xue) during the reign of Shenzong 
神宗 (r. 1067–1085).25

 In the 1070s and 1080s a new generation of scholar-officials 
emerged on the court scene who explicitly advocated the role of the 
lecturer in safeguarding “the learning of emperors” (dixue). As Jiang 
Peng has recently shown, they used this concept to advocate new un-
derstandings of the meaning, materials, and formats of learning and 
new understandings of the relationship between learning and gover-
nance; they did not intend to offer a description of all the different 
things that princes and emperors were actually studying and discussing. 
Learning per se was in this context explicitly differentiated from other 
kinds of study that scholars and emperors might engage in, such as the 
memorization, philological analysis, and collation of classical texts, the 
composition of literary texts, the preparation of speeches, the reading 
of Buddhist and Daoist scriptures, or calligraphy.26 Learning was thus 
clearly distinguished from education. These scholar-officials, especially 
Wang Anshi 王安石 (1021–1086), Fan Zuyu 范祖禹 (1041–1098), and 
Cheng Yi 程頤 (1033– 1107), were different with regard to the details 
of their definitions of learning, but they were in agreement that learn-
ing meant recovering the Way of the sage–kings of antiquity. For all 
this implied recovering the practice of basing governance on lifelong 
learning. Good governance was for them entirely dependent on learn-
ing, and learning should precede any discussion of the more practical 
arts of governance.

I have elsewhere set out in detail how Fan Zuyu used his appoint-
ment to a lecturer position in 1086 to create alternatives to two Tang 
political advice texts that had served as lecture materials for rulers be-
fore.27 His The Learning of Emperors (Dixue 帝學) and The Mirror of the Tang 
(Tang jian 唐鍳) — presented to emperor Zhezong 哲宗 (r. 1085–1100) — 
provided substitutes for Model for an Emperor (Di fan 帝範, a work ascribed 
to Tang emperor Taizong, ca. 648) and The Essentials of Governance of 
the Zhenguan Reign. The Learning of Emperors captured the centrality of 
the redefinition of learning as lifelong learning, and in The Mirror of the 
Tang  he showed how this philosophy of learning could be applied in the 
evaluation of the longue-durée impact of historical figures’ actions.

25 Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, p. 132.
26 Ibid., pp. 135, 138.
27 De Weerdt, Arts of Governance.
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The interventions of Fan Zuyu and especially those of Cheng Yi, 
who was also appointed as lecturer in 1086, were to have a lasting im-
pact and helped consolidate the role of the Classics Mat in negotiating 
aspects of learning that affected both the court and the provinces. Be-
fore taking office in 1086, Cheng submitted three memorials and also 
sent empress Xuanren 宣仁 (that is, empress Gao 高, 1032–1093, who 
oversaw the court as regent 1085–1093) a long letter on the subject of 
the Classics Mat itself and his conditions for agreeing to the appoint-
ment. These materials, alongside two more letters on the Classics Mat 
addressed to the empress in 1087, became major reference points in 
subsequent discussions on the topic. They formed, for example, the 
majority of the materials anthologized in Memorials by Officials from Our 
Dynasty (Guochao zhuchen zouyi 國朝諸臣奏議, 1186), under the heading 
“Classics Mat” — only five other pieces submitted by four authors (of 
which two were by Sima Guang) were selected for inclusion in this 
collection, which enjoyed wide circulation from the twelfth century 
onwards.28 Cheng Yi’s proposals were to shape the perception of the 
Classics Mat lectures and the practice of lecturing in the provinces for 
centuries.

Three elements stand out in Cheng Yi’s proposals. First, he em-
phatically advocated for elevating the authority of the lectureship. 
Cheng presented the post of Classics Mat lecturer as one among the 
two most weighty in the entire official hierarchy: “I believe that the 
most important appointments that the emperor makes in the realm are 
to the post of councilor and to the Classics Mat: the order and disorder 
of the world depends on the councilor, and the perfecting of the ruler’s 
virtue is the responsibility of the Classics Mat lecturers. Surely the im-
portance of the Classics Mat cannot be slighted!”29 History showed 
that there had been a constant need for the office of the lecturer: “an 
examination of the histories of prior dynasties shows that the natural 
talent of emperors and kings seldom surpassed that of other people.”30 
Because this position was so important, Cheng Yi argued, lectureships 
should be full appointments; “to assume that holding another position 

28 Wu Jiangxiong 武建雄, “Bei Song jingyan zouyi de sixiang neihan ji zhengzhi yiyi: yi 
‘Songchao zhuchen zouyi—jingyan’ wei li” 北宋經筵奏議的思想內涵及政治意義, 以宋朝諸臣

奏議, 經筵, 為例, Huaibei shifan daxue xuebao (zhexue shehui kexue ban) 淮北師範大學學報 (哲
學社會科學版) 39.2 (2018), pp. 37–41.

29 Translation adopted with minor modifications from Guarino, “Learning and Imperial 
Authority,” p. 146; Cheng Hao 程顥, and Cheng Yi 程頤, Er Cheng ji 二程集 (12th c.; Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1981; hereafter, EC J  ), j. 6, p. 540.

30 Translation adopted with modifications from Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Author-
ity,” p. 154. EC J , j. 6, p. 543.
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concurrently will not harm lecturing and reading is inconsiderate to the 
extreme.”31 These and similar statements, as well Cheng Yi’s repeated 
insistence that the empress approve of his proposals before he could 
accept the appointment, some of his contemporaries took as signs of 
excessive rigor and arrogance. To such misgivings he reportedly re-
sponded, “Since I moved into the office of mentor as a commoner, I 
cannot but take myself seriously.”32

The terminology Cheng Yi used to describe the responsibility of 
the lecturer expressed that he saw this as a broad charge to “nurture 
輔養,” “guide 輔導,” and “assist” the emperor.33 This expansion in the 
scope of the lecturer’s office was necessary not only because of Zhe-
zong’s relatively young age but also due to Cheng Yi’s broad definition 
of learning. His attempt to institutionalize this broad concept of learn-
ing was a second controversial feature of Cheng’s proposals. In his first 
memorial, he explained that “what we call the way to assist and nurture 
does not consist of issuing orders verbally and remonstrating only af-
ter errors are made; it is to be found only in the cultivation and trans-
formation [of one’s Heaven-endowed nature].”34 Cheng Yi was here 
advocating for a new model of learning: a model based in metaphysics 
and that held that, like all phenomena and objects, human nature was 
endowed with patterns that human beings could activate through the 
cultivation of their minds. By activating these patterns human beings 
would spontaneously know how to act appropriately in line with their 
roles and in accordance with the circumstances. These patterns were 
in most obscured by material factors (qi 氣), accumulated through de-
sire and habit, and, therefore, constant awareness, mental cultivation, 
and attention to proper practice were necessary to make them gradu-
ally discoverable.  

This was a far more demanding kind of learning than what Classics 
Mat curricula had prescribed previously. In a second memorial, Cheng 
Yi elaborated on the kind of learning regimen required of emperors. 
This very well captures the strict and comprehensive regimen that 
Cheng Yi and other Neo-Confucian teachers in his wake imagined: 

31 EC J , j. 6, p. 545. Here my translation differs substantially from Guarino, “Learning and 
Imperial Authority,” p. 162.

32 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 76; quoting Huang Zongxi 黃宗羲, Quan Zuwang 全祖望 
et al., Song Yuan xue’an 宋元學案 (17th–18th c.; first printed 1846; Taibei: Huashi chuban-
she, 1987), j. 15, p. 590.

33 EC J , j. 6, p. 537; also Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 76.
34 EC J , j. 6, p. 537; see also Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Authority,” p. 140. 
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I think that guidance in virtue and rightness consists in shielding 
against seeing and hearing what is wrong, and in regulating any 
excess of the sensual desire; that safeguarding the physical body 
lies in meeting the appropriate needs of daily life and in preserv-
ing a heart of alertness and caution. I request that You select as 
Your retainers and palace servants only those, forty-five years of 
age or older, who are honest and careful; that Your vestments 
and accouterments all be of simple materials; that nothing showy 
or extravagant be put before You; that things that require great 
expense and wastefulness not meet Your eyes; and that shallow 
and vulgar words not enter Your ears. Furthermore, I ask that ten 
court officials be appointed to take on the duties of the Classics 
Mat in order to wait upon You at all times. Whenever You are 
engaged or at rest, the Classics Mat officials should be informed, 
and if there is any insincere acting, the lecturer should give warn-
ing appropriate to the situation. …35

Learning was from this perspective a never-ending process; the 
slightest transgression could have disastrous effects. This concept of 
learning required adjustments to the operation of the Classics Mat. 
The emperor should attend lectures daily and lecturers should be on 
call at all times. Cheng Yi also welcomed the empress to attend the 
lectures from behind a screen. This would allow her to monitor the 
emperor’s progress and to urge him on.36 In addition to the formal lec-
tures, Cheng Yi underscored the need for private audiences with all 
lecturers on a rotating basis, this to foster a more intimate exchange 
of feelings and ideas.37 

Third, Cheng Yi’s repeated requests to elevate the authority of 
the lecturer and institutionalize the more demanding “learning of the 
Way” (dao xue 道學),38 came with a proposal to reform the protocols 
of the formal Classics Mat lectures. As with Wang Anshi before him, 
Cheng Yi requested that the lecturer who was speaking be seated dur-
ing lectures. It had in recent times become customary for the lecturer 
to stand while the emperor and those in attendance (excepting the di-

35 EC J , j. 6, pp. 538–39; translation adopted with modifications from Guarino, “Learning 
and Imperial Authority,” pp. 143–44. 

36 EC J , j. 6, p. 545; Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Authority,” p. 161. The translation 
should read “the Empress Dowager, at times when governmental affairs are few, …” and not 
“each time the Empress Dowager encounters affairs of government that require consider-
ation.”

37 Ibid., p. 157.
38 E.g., ibid., p. 150; EC J , j. 6, p. 542.
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arist minuting the proceedings who was positioned on the side) were 
seated. The question of who should stand and who be seated had been 
discussed under Shenzong. No agreement could be reached whether 
allowing the lecturer to sit constituted a lack of respect towards the em-
peror and a sign of self-importance on the part of the lecturer. Those 
in favor of reversing the arrangements, including Wang Anshi, Cheng 
Yi, and Fan Zuyu, held that regular court assemblies and the Classics 
Mat were separate affairs. In the former, showing respect for the em-
peror was paramount and thus he alone ought to be seated. The latter 
were about honoring learning and upholding the Way; in this context 
it was fitting that the lecturer discoursing on the Way sit. Cheng Yi’s 
proposal was unsuccessful in 1086, but the question returned from time 
to time. During the Southern Song lecturers were at times given the 
privilege to remain seated while lecturing.39 Among Cheng Yi’s other 
proposals to institutionalize the authority of the Classics Mat was the 
request that the councilor attend lectures regularly and that officials 
remain for the entire duration of the lectures.40 

Fan Zuyu’s The Learning of Emperors carried the same implicit mes-
sage. It illustrated that, starting with the reigns of (the legendary rulers 
from antiquity) Yao and Shun, the success of rulers had depended not 
only on their pursuit of learning but also on their ability to take the 
advice of learned civil advisors. The Learning of Emperors mainly cov-
ered the institutionalization of the Classics Mat under Renzong’s and 
Shenzong’s reign, and Fan attributed the success of Song rulers to this 
institution.41  

Cheng Yi’s advocacy for the lecturer and the hesitation with which 
his and similar requests met speak to a broader tension in the relation-
ship between the literati and the inner court. In literati representations 
of the role of the lecturer, the balance of power appeared to be gradu-
ally shifting in favor of the lecturer. The role had shifted from an oc-
casional consultant drawn from among the close acquaintances of the 
emperor in the early decades of the Song, to a well-defined bureau-
cratic post attending to the emperor’s or princes’ reading needs but 
with limited responsibilities in the mid-eleventh century, to one of the 
most influential posts at court. Cheng Yi’s strict regimen intimated that 
he conceived of the lecturer as a mentor, in eleventh-century parlance 

39 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 89, Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Authority,” pp. 83–
84; Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” pp. 19–20; Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, pp. 203–14.

40 Guarino, “Learning and Imperial Authority,” pp. 77–78.
41 Ibid., p. 98; Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 5.
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a teacher-official 師臣, or a teacher-scholar 師儒.42 All transgressions 
would have to be reported to the mentor and violations would have 
to be put straight. Such a conception and Cheng Yi’s performance ap-
peared to his critics overly stern. 

L earning        and    C urrent       A ffairs    

Learning at court was never divorced from politics and policy. 
The court advisors who were on call to assist the Tang and early-Song 
emperors and princes with their reading were consulted on govern-
mental affairs. Xing Bing, whose reputation was, as seen above, mostly 
limited to the philological exegesis of scriptures, was reported to have 
related this activity to contemporary affairs. Under Wang Anshi and 
after, politics and policy were often at the forefront: lecturers selected 
passages from the scriptures and histories that already carried a clear 
message in them. Soon after Cheng Yi was asked to leave the court, 
Su Shi 蘇軾 (1037–1101) was said to be selecting mostly passages from 
the Han and Tang histories in which “the ruler kills the realm, and 
high officials do not obey edicts but monopolize power and execute 
lower-ranked officials.” His critics considered these to be unsuitable 
material. They noted that in this way the Classics Mat was being inap-
propriately transformed into a “place of critical debate about govern-
mental affairs.”43 

Su Shi was, however, not exceptional. Many literati saw the Clas-
sics Mat as an influential political forum. In the Southern Song the role 
of the Classics Mat in political communication at court had become 
widely accepted. Emperors asked lecturers about current affairs, for 
their opinion on the views of other court officials, and for recommenda-
tions for future lecturers. Zhao Ding 趙鼎 (1084–1147), a close adviser 
to Gaozong 高宗 (r. 1127–1162) since 1127, urged the emperor to con-
sult with lecturers on the pros and cons of domestic policy proposals 
on how to deal with the ongoing Song–Jin border conflict. Discussing 
current affairs and not “dividing chapters and selecting sentences” was 
in Zhao’s mind the reason why Gaozong’s ancestors had established 
the Classics Mat.44 Like Shenzong in the late eleventh century, Gao-
zong showed a keen interest in making the lectures more interactive. 
Already at the very beginning of his reign in 1132 he let it be known 

42 On the broader shift in thinking about the Way of the Teacher (shidao 師道), see Jiang, 
Bei Song jingyan, pp. 203–25. 

43 Li, Xu Zizhi Tongjian changbian, j. 422, p. 15b; also Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 34.
44 Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” p. 46.
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that if lecturers just went on lecturing without stop, he would be unable 
to follow along and it would all “just sound like words in a dream.” He 
insisted that they introduce passages one by one so he could ask for 
clarification at every step.45 

Councilors recognized the Classics Mat as a potential threat. The 
infamous early-Southern Song councilor Qin Hui 秦檜 (1090–1155) 
allegedly ensured that censors and remonstrators, who were also in 
charge of investigating and impeaching officials, were selected for joint 
appointments as lecturers. Even though censors had been occasionally 
appointed to such office before, Qin’s critics saw these appointments as 
a strategy that fit into a broader attempt to control the flow of informa-
tion to the emperor. Censors were temporarily banned from serving as 
lecturers thereafter, but in later years frequently reappeared as lecturers 
at the Classics Mat at the recommendation of councilors.46  

From the twelfth century onwards literati in the provinces also 
saw the Classics Mat as a very promising avenue to get the emperor’s 
ear. Even though there were other channels of communication, the 
Classics Mat was in contemporary accounts ranked more highly than 
those that were open to officialdom or the common people more gen-
erally. Writing in the early-thirteenth century, Wei Liaoweng 魏了翁 
(1178–1237) listed the many paths that were, at least theoretically, 
open to officials of different rank, students at the Imperial College, and 
the people. He ranked being retained by the emperor after a formal 
Classics Mat lecture had ended as third on his list, just after an impe-
rial summons of councilors and an exchange of ideas with attendants 
close to the emperor.47

An appointment as lecturer was warmly received by the networks 
within which most literati operated. When, for example, Zhang Shi 張
栻 (1133–1180) received an appointment in 1171, it set off a correspon-
dence between him and Zhu Xi on the question of what he should read 
with the emperor and how. When he was summoned in 1194, Zhu Xi 
more or less reenacted Cheng Yi’s intervention in the Classics Mat. Lu 
Jiuyuan 陸九淵 (1139–1193) and Chen Liang 陳亮 (1143–1194), har-

45 Miao Shumei 苗書梅, Wang Yunhai 王雲海 et al., Song huiyao jigao: Chong ru 宋會要輯

稿, 崇儒 (Kaifeng: Henan daxue, 2000), p. 382; Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” p. 26.
46 Dong Wenjing 董文靜, “Nan Song taijian ‘bi yu jingyan’ zhengzhi moshi de xingcheng: 

yi Dong Deyuan wei xiansuo de kaocha” 南宋台諫 “必預經筵”政治模式的形成, 以董德元為

線索的考察, Zhejiang xue kan 浙江學刊 5 (2012), pp. 50–58; Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” 
pp. 34–35; Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 7.

47 Wang Huayu 王化雨, “Songchao junzhu de xinxi qudao yanjiu” 宋朝君主的信息渠道研

究, Ph.D. diss. (Peking University, 2008), p. 83; quoting Wei Liaoweng 魏了翁, Heshan ji 鶴
山集 (1259; SBCK edn.), j. 18, p. 18b.
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boring high hopes, urged him to use the opportunity that the Classics 
Mat offered to promote learning. Zhu was dismissed after forty days, 
reportedly either because he was found to be too meddlesome, “eager 
to interfere in every affair,” or because “his proposals were mostly 
impractical.”48 Literati across the Song empire closely watched develop-
ments at the Classics Mat. They could also gain access to the proceed-
ings through full transcripts of the Classics Mat proceedings as lecturers 
increasingly published their lectures and sometimes transcripts of their 
exchanges with the emperor and others in attendance.

The extensive transcripts of some late-Song Classics Mat discus-
sions provide vivid evidence of the blending of text reading and the 
discussion of current affairs including fiscal policy relating to land 
and commercial taxes and state monopolies, economic policy such as 
the impact of the use of paper currency, agriculture, the settlement of 
refugees, famine relief, border policy and external relations, personnel 
selection, schools and the civil service examinations, and the treatment 
of courtiers and the imperial clan.49 Zhen Dexiu’s 真德秀 (1178–1235) 
diary recording his lectures on The Great Learning is perhaps the most 
well-known example of this, but there are several other examples of 
texts that recorded proceedings at the Classics Mat, for example, by 
Zhou Bida 周必大 (1126–1204), Xu Yinglong 許應龍 (1168–1248), and 
Xu Yuanjie 徐元杰 (?–1245?).50 

A particularly telling case is Yuan Xie’s 袁燮 (1144–1224) lecture 
notes on The Odes. The Odes may appear to later readers to be the least 
likely candidate for a demonstration of the relevance of the classics to 
contemporary politics and policy. By contrast, The Documents contained 
foundational political speeches and documented ruler-minister relation-
ships in antiquity. Moreover, The Annals and Zuo Commentary provided 
historical cases that were used for evaluating policy options through 
analogical reasoning, and The Rites offered material for thinking about 
social relations and institutions and contained “The Great Learning.” 
The Changes was used in prognostication and to help make difficult deci-
sions. The Odes no longer functioned, as it once had, as the diplomatic 
language of the aristocracy.51 In the hands of Yuan Xie, however, The 

48 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 115. For the former complaint, not documented in Wu, 
see, for example, Liu Shiju 劉時舉, Xu Song biannian Zizhi tongjian 續宋編年資治通鑑 (ca. 
1280?; SKQS edn.), j. 11, p. 14a. 

49 Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” pp. 40–45; Ma, “Nan Song jingyan zhidu,” pp. 46–51.
50 Ibid., pp. 49–50; Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 40.
51 On early and, later, Han cosmopolitan readings of the “Airs of the States,” see Alexan-

der Beecroft, Authorship and Cultural Identity in Early Greece and China: Patterns of Literary 
Circulation (New York: Cambridge U.P., 2010).
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Odes provided the pretext for in-depth discussions on the then press-
ing question as to how the Song court should approach the decline of 
Jurchen Jin power in the north in the face of the Mongol invasions of 
the early-thirteenth century. Yuan Xie’s notes include comments on 
the Great Preface to The Odes and forty-seven individual odes; many 
of these were selected from “The Airs of the States” (guofeng 國風) as 
they lent themselves to discussions about warfare and diplomacy. “The 
Papaya” (“Mugua” 木瓜), for example, had been understood as an ode 
praising the decision of Duke Huan of Qi 齊桓公 (r. 685–643 bc) to 
come to the rescue of the State of Wei 衛 when the latter was invaded. 
Yuan Xie expanded on the original text to argue that the problems 
facing the Song were of a different nature and that Song should not 
aid Jin: “Some argue that there is no difference between the defeat of 
Wei in Rongze 榮澤 and the imminent annihilation of our northern en-
emies [the Jin] … I say that it isn’t like this. Wei was a vassal state of 
the Central States. Because it was conquered by northern barbarians, 
the hegemon could not but come to its rescue. Today, the northern 
enemies are the sworn enemy of the Central Kingdom. It would be ap-
propriate to take advantage of their defeat to mobilize our great armies 
in order to avenge the shame [we have borne through their occupation 
of the Central Plain]. It would surely not do to go to their rescue!”52 
The Song court did not go to the Jin’s rescue, but Yuan Xie’s call for 
full-scale mobilization was unsuccessful.

T he   V ernacularization                 of   L earning       

Despite his swift dismissal in 1194, Zhu Xi’s Classics Mat lecture 
notes became a central reference point for lecturers in the thirteenth 
century.  This is evident from the adaptations of his lecture notes in 
academy and school lectures in the final decades of the Song. Below we 
first examine how new modes of scriptural exegesis became embedded 
within court lecture handouts on the basis of Zhu Xi’s “Oral Exposition 
on The Great Learning” (“Daxue kouyi” 大學口義, 1194). We then return 
to the question of how the Classics Mat mediated the vernaculariza-
tion of learning in the provinces through a close reading of one of the 
thirteenth-century adaptations of Zhu Xi’s “Oral Exposition” presented 
at a Jiankang (present-day Nanjing) academy.

52 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 147; Yuan Xie 袁燮, Jiezhai Mao Shi jingyan jiangyi 絜齋

毛詩經筵講義 (1210s; SKQS edn.), j. 3, p. 16b.
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From the Provinces to the Court: Zhu Xi’s Classics Mat Lecture Notes on 
The Great Learning

Before Zhu Xi was called to the court as lecturer in 1194, he had 
been writing and rewriting his commentary on The Great Learning, ti-
tled The Great Learning in Chapters and Sentences (Daxue zhangju 大學章

句, 1180s–1190s), for nearly two decades. Like Cheng Yi before him, 
Zhu Xi accorded the utmost importance to The Great Learning. For them 
and their followers it encapsulated the essence of the Learning of the 
Way and it was the foundation upon which they developed their rein-
terpretation of learning. Two aspects of The Great Learning in Chapters 
and Sentences stand out. First, as its title suggests, Zhu Xi’s commentary 
was not framed as a move away from the more traditional practice of 
“commentary in chapters and sentences.” By incorporating what had 
become a pejorative term for traditional close-to-the-text annotation 
in the title of the work, Zhu Xi signaled that his commentary was in-
tended to stay true to the text and started from a careful reading of it, 
sentence by sentence, and chapter by chapter.

In reality, Zhu Xi’s commentarial style differed significantly from 
customary norms encountered in earlier classicist commentary. Like 
the eleventh-century scholars who claimed to break the hold of Han 
and Tang commentarial lineages, he had no qualms about changing 
the text to make it fit his overall interpretation. He famously divided 
The Great Learning into two sections, attributing the first section (“the 
scripture,” jing 經) to Confucius and his disciple Zengzi (505–435 bc) 
and the other ten sections (“the commentary,” zhuan 傳) to Zengzi and 
his later disciples. On the basis of this division, Zhu Xi argued that 
the scriptural part was complete in itself: the commentary sequentially 
elaborated on each of the main arguments outlined in the scripture. By 
fixing authorship in this way, he could also explain why the commen-
tary sections did not always match the arrangement of the arguments 
in the scripture: he suggested that some parts in the commentary had 
gone missing or had become mixed up in the transmission by multiple 
hands.53

At the micro-level Zhu Xi followed Cheng Yi in substituting char-
acters in the text that they considered distorting. In the first line (or 
the third phrase as it was read at the time) “to be close to the people 

53 On Zhu Xi’s interpretation of The Great Learning, see Daniel K. Gardner, Chu Hsi and 
the “Ta Hsueh”: Neo-Confucian Reflection on the Confucian Canon (Cambridge, Mass.: Har-
vard University Asia Center, 1986). This work includes a full translation and the Chinese 
text (SBBY edn.).
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親民”) was changed to “to renew the people 新民”; this allowed for a 
reading that was consistent with the Learning of the Way view of moral 
reform: “The way of greater learning lies in keeping one’s inborn lu-
minous virtue unobscured and in renewing the people.”54 Zhu Xi ex-
plained this line as follows: “This means to change their old habits. It 
says that once one has kept one’s inborn luminous virtue unobscured, 
one still has to extend it to reach others, so that they too might have 
the means to expel their long-stained impurities.”55

This annotation is indicative of a second feature of Zhu Xi’s The 
Great Learning in Chapters and Sentences — its advocacy of the Learning 
of the Way. The new commentarial style went far beyond the inter-
ventions already outlined above. Zhu Xi systematically glossed every 
phrase and every key concept. Many of the characters glossed would 
not have posed a great challenge for anyone with basic literacy. In 
his glosses Zhu Xi placed each character and each line in the broader 
context of Learning of the Way philosophy. He linked characters to 
technical terminology in the Learning of the Way and recast the argu-
ments of the fuller sentences on the basis of the substituted terminol-
ogy. For example, he glossed “one’s bright virtue” (ming de 明德) in the 
first line (second sentence in a Song reading) as follows: “As for ‘inborn 
luminous virtue,’ it refers to that which human beings have obtained 
from Heaven; it is unprejudiced, spiritual, and completely unmuddled 
and thereby embodies the multitudinous manifestations of principle 
(li 理) and responds to the myriad affairs. It is only because it may be 
restrained by an endowment of material force (qi) or concealed by hu-
man desire (renyu 人欲) that over time it will become obscured. Never, 
however, does the luminosity of its original essence (benti 本體) cease. 
Therefore, those who learn (xuezhe 學者) should follow what emanates 
from it and seek to keep it unobscured, thereby restoring its original 
condition.”56 Zhu Xi’s commentary further clarifies to whom this text 
is addressed: not those of a particular social class — Zhu Xi does not 
use the standard term for the literati or gentry (shi 士, shiren 士人) — but 
rather those engaged in learning (xuezhe).

Zhu Xi’s reading of The Great Learning provided an overview of how 
learning was structured. The first line consisted of the three “guidelines 
綱領” and the next line the eight “steps 條目.” It offered a systematic 
outline of the goal and the program of learning. The goal was to reform 

54 Here and below I am largely adopting Gardner’s translation, which captures Zhu Xi’s 
interpretation of the text very well; ibid., p. 88.

55 Ibid., p. 90.
56 Ibid., p. 89.
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oneself and other people to the point where everyone has fully recov-
ered the ability to respond to all things in accordance with the principles 
inherent in human nature and has eliminated the selfish inclinations 
of human desire. The program started with the exhaustive investiga-
tion of principles (li) in all affairs, the extending of one’s awareness, 
making one’s intentions sincere and rectifying the mind that ruled the 
person, disciplining the person, regulating the family, and then bring-
ing order to the polity and the world. For Zhu Xi this process started 
with familiarizing oneself with The Great Learning to the point where its 
meaning would become self-evident. In his comments, Zhu Xi insisted 
that even though the text may at times appear incoherent due to the 
citation of miscellaneous passages from other scriptures, it would be-
come evident that its parts added up: “Frequently recite it and savour 
it at length; after a while one must see it.”57

For Zhu Xi and his close associates The Great Learning was the place 
to start for anyone engaged in learning, as the text itself stated “down 
from the Son of Heaven all the way to the common people.”58 As for 
the sequence of learning, “there are no two Ways,” as Zhu Xi wrote to 
Zhang Shi.59 Zhang had just been appointed to a lectureship in 1171, 
and this opportunity to promote learning at court was the subject of both 
direct correspondence between the two and further discussion between 
Zhu Xi and other acquaintances. Zhu Xi took the view that even though 
there were differences between the governance expected of emperors 
and the scholarship expected of commoners, the sources and the path 
of learning were the same for both. He recommended that Zhang Shi 
explain the words of the sages of antiquity in a simple and straightfor-
ward manner, to let their meaning linger, to explore their significance 
at leisure, and to ensure that they sunk in and became ingrained in 
memory. These recommendations were based on Cheng Yi’s call for a 
more private and leisurely exchange between emperor and lecturer. In-
timate exchanges between teacher and disciple in plain language would 
ensure that a solid foundation in learning was established; this would 
then form the basis for political practice. Zhu took specific aim against 
sophistication in argumentation and setting up analogies that were far 
removed from the direct and plain language of the scriptures.60  

The Great Learning in Chapters and Sentences became a foundational 
text in East Asian intellectual history. The remaining transcript of 

57 Zhu Xi, (Song ben) Daxue zhangju (1180s–1190s; Beijing: Guojia tushuguan, 2010), p. 5a.
58 Gardner, Chu Hsi, p. 94.
59 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” pp. 105–9, esp. 108.
60 Ibid., p. 108.
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Zhu Xi’s lecture notes on The Great Learning in his collected oeuvre 
is entitled “Classics Mat Lecture Notes” (“Jingyan jiangyi” 經筵講義). 
“The Lecture Notes” was clearly based on early versions of The Great 
Learning in Chapters and Sentences because it bore strong resemblance 
to it. Zhu Xi in essence presented the emperor in 1194 with the same 
kind of introduction to learning he had prepared for his disciples and 
for wider distribution in print to the literati. In fact, The Great Learn-
ing in Chapters and Sentences had already appeared in print in Wuzhou 
by 1182, alongside Zhu Xi’s other commentaries on the Four Books.61  
However, “The Lecture Notes” also differed from that earlier work and 
the differences are important to understand the role the Classics Mat 
lectures played in the vernacularization of learning. 

In addition to glosses and explanations, “The Lecture Notes” in-
cluded the lecturer’s broader reflections on the text’s significance: the 
phrase “your official’s respectful comments 臣欽案” marks these reflec-
tions throughout the text, but typically they are placed at the end of the 
major divisions in which Zhu Xi had divided The Great Learning. Such 
broader reflections tended to be lengthy. For example, even though 
the glosses and explanations to the first line were roughly the same 
in The Chapters and Sentences and “The Lectures Notes,” the observa-
tions appended to it in the latter text are over one thousand charac-
ters in length. The observations expanded on the metaphysical basis 
of principle (li ) and material force (qi), the operation of human desire 
and its effect on the coherence (again li) inherent in human nature, 
and the program encapsulated in the eight steps of The Great Learning, 
which Zhu Xi believed to have been developed and implemented by 
the sages of antiquity to promote comprehensive moral reform at all 
levels of society.

The length of these excursions can be explained by the character-
istics of the lecture genre. Lecture notes reflected both the need and a 
tolerance for repetition: basic tenets of Learning of the Way philoso-
phy were rehearsed throughout the lecture and recorded in the notes. 
Repetition was key in Learning of the Way reading practices in general, 
but the repetition of key concepts, the three guidelines, and the eight 
steps was particularly important in lectures to ensure that “the guide-
lines and the itemized steps are clearly set out in one’s brain, readily 
self-evident like the patterns in the palm of one’s hand.”62 Moreover, 

61 Shu Jingnan 束景南, Zhuzi da zhuan 朱子大傳 (Fuzhou: Fujian jiaoyu chubanshe, 1992), 
p. 385.

62 Zhu Xi, Hui’an xiansheng Zhu Wengong wenji 晦庵先生朱文公文集 (early 13th c; Lu’an: 
Tushi Qiuwo zhai, 1873), j. 15, p. 8b.
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lectures were a direct exchange between a teacher and his charge; as 
a result, the language of the lecture notes, even though by no means 
colloquial, was more straightforward, verbose, and exhortative than 
the language of commentaries on the scriptures including Zhu Xi’s 
The Chapters and Sentences. The lecture notes were cast in a more for-
mal register than the recorded conversations between Zhu Xi and his 
disciples,63 but they conveyed a similar pedagogy: the point was to ad-
dress in-depth the contemporary significance of the selected text with 
the reader: in the case of “The Lecture Notes” this was the emperor. 
The point was also to have readers reflect on their personal engagement 
with its broader message. Zhu Xi told the emperor that the outcome 
should be that “the Way of The Great Learning/greater learning will no 
longer be in writing but in the self  我.”64 Of course, the lecture notes 
differed from the lecture itself, but Zhu Xi and his contemporaries con-
sidered notes a viable alternative for having conversations with those 
of wise counsel in case direct contact with them was unobtainable. Zhu 
Xi paid special attention to the presentation of his notes. He checked 
with emperor Ningzong 寧宗 (r. 1194–1224) whether he had read the 
notes originally submitted as “Oral Exposition on The Great Learning” 
(“Daxue kouyi”). Later Zhu Xi submitted another version in the format 
of a fascicle. He considered this a more convenient format that allowed 
for going back and forth over the text as opposed to a large scroll that 
may have proved difficult to consult.65 

Zhu Xi’s writing of the “Lecture Notes” illustrates two dynamics in 
the discussions in the Classics Mat lectures that aimed at an understand-
ing of learning. On one hand, the full incorporation of his earlier com-
mentary on The Great Learning shows how new trends in literati learning 
were brought to court soon after they had attracted literati attention in 
the provinces. The overlap between the glosses and explanations in The 
Chapters and Sentences and “The Lecture Notes” further suggests that the 
notion that the learning of literati and the learning of emperors were 
essentially the same had become accepted. This broader notion had 
been first introduced by his intellectual forebears in the eleventh cen-
tury; Zhu Xi and those who came after him operated on the assumption 
that the program of learning was the same in both cases. 

63 On recorded conversations, see Gardner, “Modes of Thinking and Modes of Discourse 
in the Sung: Some Thoughts on the Yü-lu (‘Recorded Conversations’) Texts,” JAS  50.3 (1991), 
pp. 574–603. 

64 Zhu, Hui’an xiansheng, j. 15, p. 8b.
65 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 120.
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On the other hand, by observing the norms of the Classics Mat 
lecture format at court, Zhu Xi modified the way in which he had earlier 
articulated his interpretation of The Great Learning. The lecture format 
gave the lecturer space to elaborate on the significance and relevance of 
the selected text. Following up on his own recommendations to Zhang 
Shi, Zhu Xi lectured to the emperor in straightforward discourse, avoid-
ing citations and cross-references to the textual tradition and never es-
chewing repetition, adopting the tone of a caring mentor interested in 
personal and continual progress, and hoping to instill the key points 
of the lecture in the learner’s memory and daily routine.

From the Court to the Provinces: Academy Lecture Notes on The Great 
Learning

Lecture notes were not only compiled for and read by emperors 
or other members of the imperial clan. Individual Classics Mat lecture 
overviews and compilations thereof were submitted to court from the 
late-eleventh century onwards. These circulated individually and in 
collections of lecture series throughout the course of the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries; and most remaining lecture overviews were incor-
porated into the lecturers’ collected oeuvre. From the available record 
it appears that soon after the first Classics Mat lectures were circulated 
beyond the court, lecturers at local schools and academies followed 
suit and published their own lectures. Some lectures appear among the 
wide variety of prose texts included in collected writings; others were 
included in the sections of local gazetteers that were devoted to infor-
mation on schools or academies.66

Academy lectures and lecture notes closely followed the model of 
the Classics Mat lectures. The topic would be a passage selected from 
a scriptural or historical text, the language and meaning of which the 
lecturer explained before moving on to a discussion of its broader sig-
nificance. The model of Zhu Xi’s Classics Mat lectures gained traction 
from the early-thirteenth century onwards. Following the court’s en-
dorsement of Zhu Xi’s commentaries on the Four Books from the 1220s 
onwards,67 a series of lectures on The Great Learning was included in 
Zhou Yinghe’s 周應合 (1213–1280) The Gazetteer of Jiankang of the Jingding 

66 Zhu Hanmin 朱漢民, and Hong Yinxiang 洪銀香, “Song ru de yili jiejing yu shuyuan 
jiangyi” 宋儒的義理解經與書院講義, Zhongguo zhexue shi 中國哲學史 4 (2014), pp. 61–66; 
Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 52. See also Linda Walton, Academies and Society in Southern 
Sung China (Honolulu: U. Hawai‘i P., 1999).

67 De Weerdt, Competition over Content, pp. 214–15; Zhou Yinghe 周應合, Jingding Jian
kang zhi 景定建康志, Song Yuan fangzhi congkan 宋元方志叢刊 edn. (1261; Beijing: Zhong
hua shuju, 1990), j. 29.
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Reign (Jingding Jiankang zhi 景定建康志, 1261). These lectures illustrate 
how the Neo-Confucian style of learning that had been the subject of 
Zhu Xi’s and later Zhen Dexiu’s Classics Mat lectures spread through 
local academies and schools.68

Sometime around 1261 Weng Yong 翁泳 presented a lecture at the 
Illuminating the Way Academy (Mingdao shuyuan 明道書院) in Jian
kang prefecture (present-day Nanjing 南京).69 The subject was the first 
lines of The Great Learning. This was not the first time that lecturers at 
the academy selected The Great Learning as the subject of a keynote lec-
ture; Weng’s predecessors Hu Chong 胡崇, Zhao Ruzhou 趙汝詶, and 
Hu Liben 胡立本 did the same in 1251, 1255, and 1260. Weng’s lecture 
exhibited the same rhetorical features and conveyed the same message 
as Zhu Xi’s earlier lecture. Weng started out by quoting the first line: 
“The way of greater learning lies in keeping one’s inborn luminous 
virtue unobscured, it lies in renewing the people, and it lies in coming 
to rest in perfect goodness.” Like Zhu Xi, he gave an overview of the 
structure and length of The Great Learning. Weng repeated that the six-
teen characters with which The Great Learning starts were the guidelines 
that framed the full text that Zhu Xi had divided into scripture (in one 
chapter and 250 characters) and commentary (in ten chapters and 1,546 
characters). The emphasis on the number of characters, already pres-
ent in Zhu Xi’s Chapters and Sentences, conveys a sense of the attention 
paid to the close reading and memorization of the text, character by 
character and sentence by sentence. Weng went on to briefly elucidate 
what the line and its parts meant, echoing Zhu Xi’s annotations.

Weng then continued in his own voice, relying on his personal 
experience to further explain in more colloquial terms the meaning of 
Zhu Xi’s more abstract translation of bright virtue as “unprejudiced, 
spiritual, and completely unmuddled.” He recounted that when he was a 
student, his teacher had compared the luminous inner virtue to a pearl. 
It could be covered in mud, but as soon as the layers of deposit were 
removed from it, its glow would show as before. The inner virtue’s glow 
also far surpassed that of the pearl, Weng continued, because the inner 
virtue’s glow could not be contained but would necessarily extend out-
ward to one’s broader environment, covering the realm and affecting 
those below and on top. This had worked in antiquity. Those who had 
kept their inner virtue unobscured could not bear that others in the 

68 On the impact of Zhen Dexiu’s lectures, see De Weerdt, Arts of Governance, chap. 2.
69 No date is specified for Weng Yong’s lecture, but since it is placed at the end of a chron-

ologically arranged series of lectures it appears that it was the last lecture before the gazet-
teer was published.
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realm had their natures covered in darkness and therefore taught them 
too how to keep this inner virtue luminous. The conclusion offered to 
the audience was plain: “Since all people equally have this inner lu-
minous virtue, I can keep it unobscured, but I don’t want to perfect 
only my own person. I must speak at the same time of the entire realm. 
These two sentences (keeping the inner luminous virtue unobscured 
and renewing the people) are just part of the same logic.”70  

The personal articulation of the significance of scriptural texts had 
been an important component of the Classics Mat lectures; in Learn-
ing of the Way discourse, this personal articulation took on additional 
weight. Academy lecturers brought in memories of personal experience, 
since those conveyed that the lecture was based on lived experience 
and practice in addition to textual knowledge. This mode of discourse 
easily shifted to exhortation. Weng continued, “As for ‘it lies in com-
ing to rest in perfect goodness,’ keeping one’s inner virtue unobscured 
has to be kept unobscured to 100 percent, and renewing the people 
also has to be renewed to 100 percent. It is not only the case that 80 or 
90 percent is not yet perfect goodness, even 99.99 percent is also not 
yet coming to rest in perfect goodness.”71 Weng urged his audience of 
“those engaged in learning” to focus on the message of these lines and 
to keep in mind that in order to achieve this kind of learning every in-
dividual could rely on what they already had within themselves. The 
equalizing effect of the discourse on learning in the twelfth century was 
evident throughout these lectures: the speakers addressed and spoke 
of “the learners” and not, as was more common in other types of so-
cial and political discourse, “the scholar-officials” or “the gentry” (shi, 
shiren, jinshen 縉紳) — those of locally prominent families. Even though 
the lecture was a hierarchically structured event, with a senior lecturer 
addressing a group of students, learning was presented as a communal 
effort. Towards the end of his lecture Weng Yong admitted that his 
lecture left the steps in the program of The Great Learning unaddressed, 
and promised that “on another day I will have to discuss this with you 
all together.”72 This discourse served to create a sense of purpose and 
community among those promoting learning within the framework of 
the Learning of the Way and the broader moral reform it promoted.

70 Zhou, Jingding Jiankang zhi (SKQS edn.), j. 29, p. 43a–b. Weng Yong’s lecture is also 
included in Zeng Zaozhuang 曾棗莊 and Liu Lin 劉琳 , eds., Quan Song wen 全宋文 (Shanghai: 
Shanghai cishu, 2006), vol. 350, pp. 59–60.

71 Zhou, Jingding Jiankang zhi, j. 29, p. 43b.
72 Ibid., j. 29, p. 44b.
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Apart from the presentation of personal experience and exhorta-
tion, repetition was another key rhetorical element in academy lectures 
that mimicked Zhu Xi’s Classics Mat lectures. Throughout the lecture 
Weng Yong reminded his audience that the point of “the entire book 
of The Learning of the Way lies simply in these four sentence-parts, and 
these four sentence-parts simply come down to keeping one’s luminous 
inner virtue unobscured, renewing the people, and coming to rest in 
perfect goodness.”73 He ended the lecture with a final exhortation in 
which he used the repetition of a colloquial verbal phrase to imprint 
on his listeners’ minds the promise that continually remembering this 
first line of The Great Learning held: “You, Gentlemen, go on savouring 
these four sentences, and you will see the natural endowment of Heaven 
and humanity, and you will see the common origin of essence and ef-
fect, and you will see the highest achievement of heavenly wisdom.”74 
The vision held in these last three exhortations corresponded to the 
three guidelines, and replicated in greater rhetorical flourish the an-
swer to the question that the lecture raised at the start: what does the 
Way of The Great Learning/greater learning consist of, and where is it 
大學之道何所在?

By now it may be evident that these rhetorical features combined 
with the simple diction and direct speech of Weng Yong’s lecture made 
it sound like a sermon. School and academy lecturers like Weng ver-
nacularized the genre of the lecture notes to a greater extent than court 
lecturers, employing direct speech and simple diction more emphati-
cally than Zhu Xi had in his Classics Mat lectures. The intensification 
of this emphasis on direct and plain speech coincided with an explicit 
articulation of the role of those engaged in learning as teachers to the 
people.

The most notable difference between Zhu Xi’s Classics Mat lecture 
and Weng Yong’s is the latter’s discussion of ruler 君 and teacher 師. 
Eleventh-century court lecturers had already intimated that the lecturer 
served as the teacher to the emperor 帝師. Zhu Xi stayed clear of an 
explicit discussion of this topic. Weng Yong separated the two posi-
tions and discussed both ruler and teacher at the same level, attributing 
key roles to each in the implementation of the three guidelines of the 
greater learning. He argued that Heaven had to bring both ruler and 
teacher into existence. Heaven endowed inner virtue or principle in all 
beings but could not make people activate this inner capacity; a ruler 

73 Ibid., j. 29, p. 43b.
74 Ibid., j. 29, p. 44b.



102

hilde de weerdt

was therefore necessary to govern them. Teachers taught the people to 
activate this inner virtue after having cultivated it within themselves. 
Weng Yong addressed his listeners as if they were teachers to the peo-
ple. He upheld the sage–king Yao, who was credited in the scriptures 
as having brightened his inner virtue and thus transformed the people, 
as “a model for the rulers and teachers of later generations.”75 Ruler 
and teachers were given parallel roles in governance. Just like “the 
learners” (xuezhe), teachers were not defined by social background and 
were not a preexisting group; rather they were defined by the act of 
learning and by teaching others how to learn. We can also see in Weng 
Yong’s invocation of Heaven as the progenitor of both ruler and teacher 
a sign that for him and his peers what happened in academy lectures 
was closely connected to what happened in court lectures. Emperor 
and teachers, at court or in the provinces, shared the same purpose and 
were engaged in the same kind of learning. 

T he   C lassics        M at   and    G e  Z hi  ’ s  C ollected         D iscussions        

We started out by citing Ge Zhi’s Collected Discussions as an ex-
ample of the close connection between court and local school lectures 
in the early-fourteenth century. It was in the context of examining this 
work as a commentary on a Tang political advice-text that the impor-
tance of the Classics Mat lectures for understanding its publication, its 
selection of commentarial voices, its structural layout, and the format 
and style of Ge Zhi’s personal discussions became gradually clear to 
me. The focus here is on the role of the Classics Mat in the production 
of this work, I have elsewhere discussed in greater detail its place in 
the long-term history of Sinitic political advice literature.76 Based on 
this example, I briefly discuss, below, the role the Classics Mat played 
in defining classics and in devising ways to read them, highlighting as 
well how the lecturing format allowed for the questioning of the status 
of texts canonized through their repeated appearance as Classics Mat 
reading material. 

Ge Zhi’s work followed in the wake of renewed interest in The Es-
sentials of Governance at the Yuan court. In 1324 Yesün Temür /emperor 
Taiding 泰定 (r. 1323–1328) ordered a group of four scholars, includ-
ing the aforementioned Wu Cheng, to read four titles that broadly 

75 Ibid., j. 29, pp. 43b–44a.
76 For a more extensive explanation and contextualization of the arguments presented 

in the layered commentary of the Collected Discussions, see De Weerdt, Arts of Governance, 
chap. 2.
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fall within the categories of mirrors for princes and historical texts in-
tended as political advice literature: Model for an Emperor, The Essentials 
of Governance, Sima Guang’s Comprehensive Mirror for Aid in Governance 
(Zizhi tongjian 資治通鑑, 1084) and Zhen Dexiu’s The Extended Meaning 
of The Great Learning (Daxue yanyi 大學衍義, 1229).77 In his preface to 
Ge Zhi’s work, Wu Cheng acknowledged that he had been discussing 
The Essentials of Governance at court: “In Our Sagely Times this book 
is also held in high esteem. When I was in attendance at the Classics 
Mat lectures, I often discussed this.”78 Wu Cheng had been appointed 
Hanlin academician in 1323, and was in this capacity called upon to 
assist with the reading and explanation of the texts selected by Yesün 
Temür and his entourage. 

It is likely that Wu Cheng had not initiated this choice. Prior to 
his appointment to this post, Ayurbarwada/emperor Renzong 仁宗 (r. 
1311–1320) had already shown interest in The Essentials and had also 
requested that the text be translated into Mongolian.79 The enthusiasm 
for The Essentials at court persisted from the time that Wu Cheng was 
asked to lecture on it into the 1330s. Just prior to the printing of Ge 
Zhi’s edition, Tugh Temür/emperor Wenzong 文宗 (r. 1328–1332) had 
the work translated again into Mongolian and shared printed copies of 
this translation with all officials.80 

We can conclude that the selection of a text for court lectures, 
whether at the suggestion of an emperor or particular members of his 
entourage, had an effect on its status at court, in the provinces, and also 
beyond — the aforementioned texts had already been featured in Song 
court lectures and were taken up not only by scholars empire-wide but 
also by Korean, Japanese, and Vietnamese courts and the scholars who 

77 For a discussion and full translation of Model for an Emperor, see Denis Twitchett, “How 
to Be an Emperor: T’ang T’ai-Tsung’s Vision of His Role,” AM 3d ser. 9.1–2 (1996), pp. 1–102. 
For a detailed discussion of Zhen Dexiu’s work on The Great Learning, see William Theodore 
de Bary, Neo-Confucian Orthodoxy and the Learning of the Mind-and-Heart (New York: Co-
lumbia U.P., 1981), pp. 106–35. On the reading and translation of The Essentials of Governance 
and other political advice literature during the Yuan dynasty, see Zhou Feng 周峰, “Zhenguan 
zhengyao zai Liao, Xi Xia, Jin, Yuan sichao” 貞觀政要在遼、西夏、金、元四朝, Beifang wenwu 
北方文物 1 (2009), pp. 75–78. 

78 Ge, Zhenguan zhengyao jilun, Wu Cheng’s pref., p. 4a. 
79 Zhou, “Zhenguan zhengyao.” According to the dynastic history, Zhao Jian 趙簡, then as-

sistant director of the Jiangzhe Regional Command (xingsheng zuocheng 行省左丞), proposed 
these texts to the court in 1324. Song Lian 宋濂, et al., Yuan shi 元史 (1370; Beijing: Zhong
hua shuju, 1976), j. 29, p. 644. 

80 Wu Fengxia 吳鳳霞, “Cong Zhenguan zhengyao de guangfan liuchuan kan shixue piping 
de shehui yiyi” 從貞觀政要的廣泛流傳看史學批評的社會意義, Sichuan shifan daxue xuebao 
(shehui kexue ban) 四川師範大學學報 (社會科學版) 45.4 (2018), pp. 163–69, esp. 166.
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served them.81 Text selection is the first way in which the Classics Mat 
shaped learning at and beyond the court.

Second, not only did being read in court lectures affect the status 
and acceptance of a work, but also receiving an assignment as lecturer 
elevated or helped consolidate the authority of the lecturer’s commen-
tarial voice. Wu Cheng’s role was pivotal in the printing of Ge Zhi’s 
edition. Wu and Guo Sizhen 郭思貞, two senior officials, provided the 
recommendations that prefaces by senior officials implied, and the latter 
helped see Ge Zhi’s work into print. Guo mentioned that Wu Cheng, 
who had been a former colleague of Guo’s at court, had prompted him 
and so through another acquaintance in local government he arranged 
for the printing to be financed from local government school coffers.82 
Ge Zhi’s selection of commentators further reflected the authority of 
Classics Mats lecturers. Even though not all among the nineteen Song 
commentators had been lecturers in the past, for half we can confirm 
that they had served in this capacity. These include Sun Fu 孫甫 (998–
1057), Song Qi 宋祁 (998–1061), Ouyang Xiu, Fan Zuyu, Sima Guang, 
Hu Yin 胡寅 (1098–1156), Zhang Jiucheng 張九成 (1092–1159), and 
Zhen Dexiu. (Some others may also have lectured in the presence of 
emperors or princes, as they held posts that would have qualified them 
for the role of Classics Mat lecturer or posts that also enjoyed compa-
rable esteem such as director of the Imperial College that was on oc-
casion also visited by the emperor.) In addition to having empire-wide 
reputations as lecturers to the court, the group of discussants included 
leading historians who had written about history in general and/or Tang 
history in particular. A handful had contributed to the histories that 
were recognized as part of the official dynastic histories, and others 
had authored comprehensive histories and works of historical criticism 
covering the Tang dynasty. Sima Guang’s Comprehensive Mirror was itself 
a product of the Classics Mat lectures and parts of it had been intro-
duced to Yingzong 英宗 (r. 1063–1067) and Shenzong before the work 
was completed;83 it and the derivative works by Yin Qishen 尹起莘 (fl. 
13th c.) and Lü 呂 (possibly Dazhu 大著, fl. 12th c.)84 featured promi-

81 Peter Kornicki, “A Tang-Dynasty Manual of Governance and the East Asian Vernacu-
lars,” Sungkyun Journal of East Asian Studies 16.2 (2016), pp. 163–77; De Weerdt and Mc-
Mullen, “Introduction.”

82 Ge, Zhenguan zhengyao jilun, Guo Sizhen’s and Wu Cheng’s prefs., pp. 4a–5b.
83 Jiang, Bei Song jingyan, p. 126.
84 The author is not identified in Zhenguan zhengyao jilun and the original text does not sur-

vive; Lü Dazhu published a fully annotated edn. of Zizhi tongjian that looks similar to the text 
quoted in Ge Zhi’s work. For a description of Lü’s work, see Lin Song 林嵩, “Nan Song Tongjian 
zhu kaolun” 南宋通鑒注考論, Gudai wenming 古代文明 1 (2007), pp. 74–81; esp. 76.
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nently in annotations covering the historical background of individual 
passages in The Essentials. Fan Zuyu’s The Mirror of the Tang, mentioned 
above, was similarly a work that originated as a pedagogical “mirror” 
for Song emperors. Ge Zhi thus assembled the work of previous court 
lecturers and the leading histories in comprehensive fashion.

Third, the format in which he chose to publish his reading of The 
Essentials of Governance further reveals the close relationship between 
Classics Mat lectures and learning in the provinces. The basic layout 
of Ge Zhi’s work as described in the preface and as applied throughout 
extant Ming editions closely corresponds to the way in which Classics 
Mat lectures were held between the eleventh and thirteenth centuries. 
From the 1080s onwards lecturers were asked to submit two types of 
discussion materials either shortly before or shortly after their lectures. 
First, in 1078 Shenzong requested that lecturers submit a “lecture draft 
講稿” the evening before their lecture.85 Such drafts were later referred 
to in a variety of ways but became commonly known as “lecture over-
view” (jiangyi 講義) or “oral discussion” (kouyi 口義).86 Second, in 1087 
lecturers who were off duty were also asked to copy and submit two 
“precedents 故事” relevant to the organization of government. Prec-
edents were passages culled from the historical record of previous dy-
nasties or the reigns of the ruling emperor’s immediate predecessors 
and had already been used in the instruction of emperors and princes 
in Tang times. The Essentials of Governance, for example, was a collec-
tion of such precedents. During the Southern Song precedents were to 
be presented on a daily basis.87 Lecture overviews or discussion notes 
were akin to modern lecture outlines (the modern Chinese term for 
lecture outlines is the same). 

From the dozens of remaining examples it is clear that such discus-
sion materials typically included three sections: a) the full passage to be 
discussed or a reference to it; b) a basic explanation of the meaning of 
the characters and a rendering of the passage in more easily intelligible 
language; c) a final section in which the lecturer elaborates on the sig-

85 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” p. 123; Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 29.
86 In earlier usage, “jiangyi” was also used verbally; in those cases it can be better rendered 

as “discussing the meaning” or “discussing the significance.” For examples, see Zhu and Hong, 
“Song ru de yili jie jing,” p. 62.

87 Zhu, “Songchao jingyan zhidu,” p. 29. On the presentation of precedents, see Deng Xiao
nan 鄧小南, “ ‘Zuzong gushi’ yu Songdai de ‘baoxun’ ‘shengzheng’: cong Zhenguan zhengyao tan 
qi” “祖宗故事”與宋代的“寶訓” “聖政”, 從貞觀政要談起, in Tang yanjiu 唐研究 (Beijing: Peking 
U.P., 2012) 11, pp. 95–116; Christian Lamouroux, “ ‘Old Models,’ Court Culture and Antiquity 
between 1070 and 1125 in Northern Song China,” in Dieter Kuhn and Helga Stahl, eds., Percep-
tions of Antiquity in Chinese Civilization (Heidelberg: Edition Forum, 2008), pp. 291–320.
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nificance of the passage.88 In the final part, usually clearly demarcated 
by the phrase “my observations” (chen an 臣案, X an 案), the lecturer 
could stick to a philological interpretation, broader theoretical obser-
vations, and/or move on to a discussion of related or unrelated current 
affairs. In the latter case the notes could also include a transcription 
of the exchanges between the emperor and the lecturer or among the 
lecturers present. Discussion notes were combined and published, and 
court lecturers prepared annotated anthologies with selections from 
scriptural and historical texts. The goal of the Classics Mat lectures was 
to assist the emperor in reading scriptures and historical texts that could 
contribute to the cultivation of his person and the art of governance; 
having the emperor master the more technical skill of composition and 
the written language was of less importance.89 Because of this and due 
to their rootedness in an oral and potentially interactive exchange, dis-
cussion notes were written in a linguistic register that was more direct 
and plain than in more literary and bureaucratic genres. 

Ge Zhi’s work exhibited many of these features. The edition in-
cluded the original text, basic punctuation and clarifications of the 
meaning of characters and phrases, and added Ge’s observations (yu 
an 愚案) at the end of nearly every passage. Admittedly, the only ex-
tant editions date to the Ming dynasty, but there is no indication that 
these features, which are consistent with late-Song and Yuan reading 
methods and printing practices, were added later. He claimed to have 
assembled the appraisal of the precedents commemorated in The Essen-
tials of Governance from all leading authorities. None, however, could 
rival Ge in either the number or length of comments. In fact, Ge’s 
comments, totaling over 230, outnumbered those of all critics put to-
gether. His summary comments were in a category of their own and 
mimicked the authority of the lecturer who, upon having gone through 
the records available to him, appended a final “judgment” (an 案). He 
built such a judgment on the primary historical record and previous 

88 There is a growing literature on the discussion notes, both those compiled for use in 
the Classics Mat lectures and those that originated at local schools and academies. For recent 
overviews of the secondary literature see, e.g, Wang, “Zhu Xi dixue sixiang,” pp. 6–13; Zhu 
and Hong, “Song ru de yili jie jing.” For a listing of titles, see Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” pp. 
126–27, 157–63; for a recent reproduction of some of these titles, see Lin Qingzhang 林慶

彰, Zhongguo lidai jingshu diwang xue congshu, Songdai bian 中國歷代經書帝王學叢書, 宋代

編 (Taipei: Xin wenfeng, 2012).
89 Wu, “Liang Song jingyan,” pp. 31–32. Sima Guang quotes emperor Taizu as saying, 

“The sons of the emperor should devote themselves to reading scriptures and histories so that 
they know the general outline of [what causes] order and disorder; there is no need to study 
how to compose prose, that is of no use.” Idem, Sushui jiwen 涑水記聞 (late-11th c.; Beijing: 
Zhonghua shuju, 1989), p. 20.
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interpretations to issue a considered personal assessment of the events 
or the issue at hand.

In accordance with the goal to make the text “plain” for any au-
dience, these observations were cast in the kind of direct and plain 
discourse that was more broadly characteristic of the discussion notes. 
Ge Zhi’s text echoes how court lectures, as well as academy and local 
school lectures, were held in the two or three centuries preceding the 
first publication of the Collected Discussions. His discussion of the first 
passage of The Essentials Governance exemplify the plainness of this dis-
course. In it he takes the compiler of the original text and the histori-
cal figures featured in this precedent to task:

Of the nine rules in The Doctrine of the Mean the cultivation of the self 
comes first; of the eight outlines in The Great Learning the cultiva-
tion of the self is the root. Even in antiquity during the rule of the 
two thearchs and the three kings it was never the case that order 
could be brought to the realm without first ordering the self… Wei 
Zheng really should have told him the nine rules of The Doctrine of 
the Mean and the eight outlines of The Great Learning ! To fully set 
out the core of the learning of the sages and to enlighten him with 
the subtleness of the cultivation of the mind would have been fit-
ting. But then he speaks to him with the words of King Chu and 
Zhan He! That is very far off the mark! … That Mr. Wu [Jing] put 
this at the front when he compiled this work, one can learn some-
thing from this, but one can equally be moved by it.90

Ge Zhi presented to his intended audience of lecturers and stu-
dents a direct critical assessment of a classic. From his sermon on the 
very first passage, which was significantly longer than the text itself, it 
would have been clear to the attentive reader or listener that the recent 
endorsement of this text at the Yuan court ought to be met with a criti-
cal interpretation based on the Neo-Confucian reading and learning 
methods set out by Cheng Yi, Zhu Xi, and Ge Zhi’s own mentor, Wu 
Cheng. Wu Cheng’s praise for the work too was presented as rather 
lukewarm. As a Neo-Confucian, his reading of Wu Jing’s work was 
shaped by his intellectual predecessors’ sharp critique of post-antiquity 
intellectual and political history and the conviction that governance 
ought to be based on a return to the universal principles of sociopoliti-
cal order articulated in the scriptures of antiquity and not on the more 
pragmatic pedagogy of drawing strategies from historical cases. The 

90 Ge, Zhenguan zhengyao jilun, j. 1, p. 3a–b.
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Zhenguan 貞觀 reign (627–649) covered in the pages of The Essentials 
compared positively to other Tang reigns, but it and Tang rule more 
generally were in his estimation surpassed by the Xia (traditionally 
dated to early second millennium bc), Shang (ca. 1600–ca. 1100 bc), 
and Zhou dynasties (ca. 1045–256 bc). Wu Cheng started his pref-
ace with a list showing the duration of these dynasties. The Xia had 
lasted more than 450 years, the Shang over 630, and the Zhou more 
than 860, thus lasting far longer than any of the dynasties that had 
succeeded them. This record of achievement immediately suggested 
that Tang emperor Taizong, who was credited with establishing and 
consolidating Tang rule, did not match up to the rulers of antiquity. 
The scriptures allegedly documenting the rule of the three dynasties 
of antiquity, The Documents and The Odes, were therefore also more suit-
able to lay bare “the principles of rightness” and “the instructions for 
moral transformation.” Despite these caveats about Wu Jing’s work, Wu 
Cheng acknowledged that there was a place for it. It “covered events 
in some detail and the wording was straightforward,” making it “easy 
to understand for the reader.” Since one has to “begin from nearby to 
go far” and “to start out low to reach high,” Ge Zhi’s new edition of 
The Essentials would help “broaden the perspective of those who will in 
the future be lecturing on this work.”91 

Ge Zhi’s layered commentary transformed the original anecdote 
in which emperor Taizong discussed governance with his counselor 
Wei Zheng from an exchange with model value to a text to be criti-
cally analyzed and evaluated in plain and direct language. Not only 
in form, but also in content, Ge Zhi took his queue from Learning of 
the Way-style Classics Mat lecturers. Following Cheng Yi, Zhu Xi, and 
Wu Cheng, he started out with a general truth derived from two texts 
that were prioritized in the Learning of the Way: self-cultivation was a 
necessary precondition for order in the realm. Ge Zhi took Wei Zheng 
and Wu Jing, and in other comments, emperor Taizong, to task for 
having reduced learning to rectifying mistakes on a case-by-case basis, 
for having used a wide assortment of historical figures as models for 
learning, and, as a consequence, for having failed to prevent personal 
and sociopolitical failures at the root. 

91 Ibid., Wu Cheng’s pref., p. 4a–b.
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C onclusion       

From the eleventh century onwards learning (xue ) was redefined 
as a continual act of cultivation that ought to bring about social and 
political transformation. This redefinition has been seen as critical to 
the self-definition of late-imperial Chinese literati, but it was equally 
central to late-imperial conceptualizations of emperorship. In the elev-
enth-century Classics Mat, lecturers created an institution that would 
continue as the embodiment of the proper relationship between learn-
ing and governance: the learning of emperors (dixue) took precedence 
over the arts of governance 政術. Wang Anshi pushed this notion at 
Shenzong’s court when he first arrived there as a young scholar from 
the provinces. Cheng Yi further theorized the learning of emperors 
as imperial self-restraint on the basis of a universal theory of human 
nature, and he and other lecturers sought to routinize it through regu-
lar and frequent discussions of classic texts at court. This learning of 
emperors did not differ substantially from the learning of scholars, 
even though rhetorically the latter was sometimes dismissed as more 
concerned with the technical arts of scholarship such as philological 
research and composition. Cheng Yi’s and Fan Zuyu’s learning of em-
perors was an adaptation of the concept of learning that the Cheng 
brothers and some of their contemporaries had developed away from 
court and in response to Wang Anshi. These examples and those of 
Zhang Shi or Zhu Xi in the twelfth century show that the Classics Mat 
lectures provided a venue for models of learning that had gained trac-
tion in the provinces. Wang Anshi, Cheng Yi, Zhang Shi, Zhu Xi, and 
other lecturers saw an invitation to lecture at the Classics Mat as a 
unique opportunity to promote their models of learning through the 
agency of the emperor to the realm at large.

At the same time, the institutionalization of the Classics Mat at 
court imposed on lecturers court routines that shaped the presentation 
and discussion of their models of learning. Furthermore, through the 
dissemination of discussion materials used in court lectures, the Clas-
sics Mat exerted significant influence on the selection of texts, modes 
of exegesis, and the format and language of teaching in the provinces. 
The presentation of precedents (gushi) and lecture overviews (jiangyi) at 
court were widely replicated in the provinces from the twelfth century 
onwards. Notes on school and academy lectures dealing with historical 
and administrative subjects showed that a similar format of primary 
source selections, annotations of these selections, and a broader inter-
pretation of the material was used in school lectures. Such notes also 
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formed the basis of encyclopedias and anthologies on historical and 
administrative subjects that were increasingly circulating in print.92 
Lecture notes, first requested by Shenzong in the late-eleventh century, 
were circulating in the provinces, and lecturers in the growing num-
bers of academies and local government schools shared their lectures 
and sermons (jiangyi) on scriptural texts so that they were eventually 
included in collected works and local gazetteers. 

The case studies of Weng Yong’s academy lecture and Ge Zhi’s 
Collected Discussions on The Essentials of Governance from the Reign of Con-
stancy-Revealed shed light on the ways in which the Classics Mat shaped 
the content, format, modes of exegesis, and language of learning in 
places like Jiankang, Fuzhou, and Yangzhou. Weng Yong chose The 
Great Learning and delivered a sermon on it that echoed Zhu Xi’s 1194 
Classics Mat lecture on the same text. By the middle of the thirteenth 
century, when Weng Yong delivered the sermon at Illuminating the 
Way Academy, the Learning of the Way, in Zhu Xi’s synthesis of it, 
had gained official endorsement, in part because its advocates had 
successfully adapted influential genres of political communication to 
its principal tenets. As I have shown elsewhere in greater detail,93 the 
endorsement of the Learning of the Way helped it secure an edge over 
other forms of learning in all manner of examination writing; as shown 
here, the official recognition it gained through the Classics Mat also 
bolstered its dissemination through academy and school lectures.

Surviving records of twelfth- and thirteenth-century Classics Mat 
lectures indicate that they were held and reported on in a conversa-
tional and far more accessible linguistic register than other genres of 
scholarly literature. The academy lecture notes that started circulating 
soon after the first Classics Mat lecture notes were similarly cast in a 
plain and direct register. Wu Cheng and his disciple Ge Zhi produced 
a critical edition of The Essentials that can also be seen as a vernacular 
reading of the original literary Sinitic text. In this work they showed 
they were intimately familiar with the more expansive lecturing style 
adopted by Neo-Confucian lecturers in the twelfth century. Collected 
Discussions was a summa akin to the full “straightforward explanations 
直解” of canonical works that Neo-Confucians were then printing. As 
set out more fully in the work of Kin Bunky± 金文京, such vernacular 
readings of literary Sinitic texts built upon a tradition of vernacular 

92 De Weerdt, Competition over Content, esp. pp. 142–46, 257–58, 277.
93 Ibid., chaps. 5–7.
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translation of Buddhist sutras written in Siddha¿ and Kharo™¾h… scripts 
into Sinitic — a tradition that continued well into Song times.94

In Ge Zhi’s vernacularizing expositions on the meaning of every 
passage of The Essentials, the connection with the original literary Si-
nitic text was preserved. Ge Zhi’s Collected Discussions and its later re-
prints thus mediated between a literary standard associated with the 
court and a more vernacular idiom that aimed to “make its meaning 
plain.” It thus mediated the authority, in Sheldon Pollock’s terms the 
culture-power, associated with the former,95 though, as we have seen 
in this case, it was through an effort to qualify the status accorded to 
The Essentials by framing the text within a Neo-Confucian interpretative 
framework. In Ge Zhi’s locally sponsored printing of Collected Discus-
sions on The Essentials of Governance we can see that the influence of the 
Classics Mat at the center remained open to negotiation through the 
mediation of literati networks in the provinces.

The vernacularization of learning as reflected in Weng Yong’s and 
other academy lecturers’ texts forged close links between provincial 
literati and the court. These connections were at once textual, ritual, 
and performative. As the comparison between Zhu Xi’s Classic Mat 
and Weng Yong’s academy lectures suggests, regular lecturing perfor-
mances at court and in the provinces brought emperor and literati to-
gether not only through a shared discourse on learning, but also through 
shared practices and rituals of learning. Weng Yong’s emphasis on the 
Heaven-ordained complementary role of emperor and teacher demon-
strates an awareness that new modes of lecturing and learning linked 
local academies to governance at the center.

List of Abbreviations

EC  J			   Cheng Hao 程顥 and Cheng Yi 程頤, Er Cheng ji  二程集

94 Kin Bunky± 金文京 Literary Sinitic and East Asia: A Cultural Sphere of Vernacular Read-
ing; Ross King, trans., ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2021), esp. pp. 16–28, 161. 

95 Sheldon Pollock, “The Transformation of Culture-Power in Indo-Europe, 1000–1300,” 
in Johann P. Arnason and Björn Wittrock, eds., Eurasian Transformations, Tenth to Thirteenth 
Centuries (Leiden: Brill, 2004), pp. 247–78.


