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The Imperial Attendants in Tang China

(A Summary)

S.F. Lai

There were two kinds of imperialiattendants in Tang China. The first was made up of high-
ranking officials or well-known literary men who served the emperor as policy advisors,
rescript writers, or literary companions. They worked in early Tang academic institutions
such as the Hongwen Academy or in a government department such as the Chancellery.
They enjoyed high social status and were much respected.

The second group was the so-called Hanlin Imperial Attendants BIAMTFFE (not to be
confused with Hanlin Academicians ¥ £ +). Most of them came from the lower social
class. Almost none of them obtained any civil-service examination degree. They were
recruited as Hanlin Imperial Attendants simply because of their talents in such crafts as
calligraphy, painting, the go chess game, music, medicine, astronomy, and astrology. They
served the needs of the emperor and royal household in these fields. After working for a few
years, they might obtain a variety of official titles—substantive, honorific, or ceremonial.

As personal aides close to the emperor, the Hanlin Imperial Attendant could grab power
and dominate court affairs. Wang Shuwen and Wang Pii'probably two of the most well-
known Attendants in Tang history, managed to'acquire precisely such power during the short
reign of the emperor Shunzong: For about three years the poet Li Bo also served as Hanlin
Imperial Attendant. His behaviour during this time would be construed as “bizarre” if we
regarded him as a court official, but would be quite understandable if we viewed him as a
mere Attendant.

Quite a few well-known Hanlin Imperial Attendants found themselves in a “hazardous
profession,” especially those in charge of medicine and astrology. Some of them were
actually put to death by the emperor for failing to produce the desired result. But the vast
majority of Attendants in charge of calligraphy and painting led a quiet and uneventful life.
A few lucky ones have left their names and their calligraphic samples on stone inscriptions
unearthed in modern times. Some have a short note in historical accounts.



