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  Abstract 
The Qingci were originally used in the rituals of Taoism, but during the Jiajing 
period, as Ming Shizong revered Taoism, those who were good at writing Qingci 
among the courtiers won the favour of Emperor Shizong of Ming. The Qingci were 
thus closely linked to the politics of the Jiajing period. The officials of those who 
were trusted by Emperor Ming Shizong for their best skill in writing Qingci came 
to the fore and caused some changes in the political climate of the time. This change 
began with Gu Dingchen's Bu Xu Lyrics and ended at the end of the Jiajing period. 
At this point, some courtiers were keen to write Qingci as a means of advancement. 
Xia Yan, Yan Song, Guo Pu, Yuan Wei, and Li Chunfang were among those who 
gained access to the Grand Secretaria, and the close connection between the writing 
of Qingci and the political climate of the Jiajing period is thus evident. 
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The Grand Secretariat of the Jiajing period in the Ming dynasty was known as 'the Qingci Chancellor'. Where this 

term came from, and how it should be understood, are the matter of some interest. During Ming Shizong’s forty-year 
reign, he was obsessed with monasticism. Since Gu Dinchen's 'Bu Xu Lyrics' was commended by Ming Shizong, Xia 
Yan, Yan Song, Xu Jie, and others used the Qingci successively which gained Ming Shizong’s favour and entered 
the Grand Secretariat, exerting an important influence on the politics of the Jiajing period. Nan Bingwen briefly 
discusses the phenomenon that Yuan Wei, Yan Ne, Guo Pu, and Li Chunfang successively won Ming Shizong's favor 
and entered the Grand Secretariat by offering the Qingci (Nang Bingwen, 1983). Wu Huajun argues that the Qingci 
is a relevant factor for Yuan Wei and others to enter the Grand Secretariat (Wu Huajun, 2018). Wang Jian focuses on 
the speculative behaviour of the villain in the political culture of the Jiajing period, which led to a political culture of 
pandering among officials during this period (Wang Jian, 2012). The political climate and the Qingci of the Jiajing 
period have been studied separately (Sang Longzhen, 2021), but the Qingci has not yet been clearly linked to the 
changes in the political climate. In the Ming Dynasty, it was uncommon for officials to enter the Grand Secretariat 
through the writing of Qingci, and the details of this phenomenon are worthy of being discussed and researched 
further. This article intends to explore the relationship between the political climate and Qingci written by court 
officials during the Jiajing period of the Ming dynasty.  

1. The Qingci of the court in the Jiajing period 

1.1 The sources for the writing of Qingci in the Jiajing period 

The people who wrote the Qingci in the Jiajing period can be divided into three categories: scholars in the Hanlin 
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Academy, royal relatives and important ministers of merit. The scholars in the Hanlin Academy are the most famous 
among them. 

Since the Qingci required a certain level of literary attainment, the Jiajing period was dominated by scholars of the 
Hanlin Academy in accordance with the old practice. First of all, Gu Dingchen, the first person to be favoured by 
Ming Shizong, held the post of the Hanlin Academician when he presented the Qingci as a tribute. Xia Yan became 
the Hanlin Academician in March of the first year of Jiajing (1534) (Zhang Tingyu, 1974). After that, he began to 
write the Qingci to get favour with Ming Shizong. Passing the highest-level Imperial Examination in the same year 
as Gu Dingchen, Yan Song also became the Hanlin Academician and began to work in the Hanlin Academy. Later, 
Yuan Wei, Yan Ne, Li Chunfang, Guo Pu, Xu Jie, and Gao Gong, all of whom worked in the Hanlin Academy, were 
quickly promoted because of the appreciation of Ming Shizong for the Qingci they wrote. In addition to the above 
nine famous people, there were also Cheng Wende, Dong Fen, Min Rulin, Sun Cheng'en and others (Ming Shizong 
Shilu, 1962). Before they were favoured by Ming Shizong, all of them were scholars who worked in the Hanlin 
Academy. 

The second group was the imperial relatives who were very distinguished in status. After Ming Shizong ascended 
the throne, Cui Yuan, who married the princess as his wife, got the Marquis for his success in welcoming the emperor. 
And then he was granted permission by the emperor to enter the West Court (Li Xiaobo, 2022) to work and write 
Qingci (Zhang Tingyu, 1974).  

The last group was the meritorious of the Jiajing period. For example, Lu Bing, a friend of early childhood of Ming 
Shizong, was in the crisis of a fire in the palace where Ming Shizong lived in the 18th year of Jiajing (1539) and he 
saved the emperor from being hunted by the fire (Gu Yingtai, 1977). From then on, Ming Shizong had great trust and 
favour for Lu Bing (Chen Zhiping & Meng Zhaoxin, 2022). Later, he was appointed as the Grand Guard and the 
Junior Tutor, and his salary was granted according to the specifications of the Count. In the Ming Dynasty, he was 
the only one to hold the titles of Three Councillors and Three Solitaries. In the thirty-third year of Jiajing (1554), 
Ming Shizong ordered Lu Bing to enter the West Court and study metaphysics with Yan Song and others (Zhang 
Tingyu, 1974). 

1.2 The Qingci of the Jiajing period and the characteristics of their creation—Take Xia Yan as an exam-
ple 

The Qingci written by the courtiers of Jiajing period was in the form of lyrics. But not all of lyrics were named 
after the Qingci, and now we take Xia Yan's personal Qingci as an example for analysis. One kind of Qingci is the 
lyric that should be made for the emperor. For example, "Wish for Incense": 

Wish: The ancestors have blessed us with a long-lasting reign, and the people should celebrate the good fortune 
that has come down from heaven. I hope that the gods will bless this year with no weather disasters, abundant harvests, 
and stable lives (Xia Yan, 1997). 

In terms of genre, there is no doubt that the text is in the style of Qingci. Because it is at the beginning of the page, 
there is a note that says A text written to suit the needs of the emperor for the worshipping of the gods and goddesses 
(Xia Yan, 1997).  

Another kind of Qingci is without the signature and with fewer words, such as The Emperor Religious Rituals to 
Fangqiu (its third). 

The emperor bowed in the direction of Mount Tai and the jade stones would descend from the sky. The gods and 
immortals of the five great mountains of China will come together to give the emperor gifts, and all the creatures of 
the world will submit to him (Xia Yan, 2010). 

The last one is named with the word Qingci directly. For example, the Qingci of Pray for a bountiful harvest for 
the people this year: 

The great virtue is based on the good life, and the transformation of the four seasons relies on the spring of the 
beginning… wish: the blessings of Lord in the Taoism and the blessings of the ancestors have made it possible for 
all the people of the country to be taught by the emperor and for the people to be grateful for the stable life brought 
by the government (Xia Yan, 1997). 

In summary, it can be seen from some of the Qingci written by Xia Yan that most of the court Qingci of the Jiajing 
period contain absurd prayers for the blessing of the gods, and showed that flattery on the emperor had not previously 
existed. Of course, This is closely related to the purpose of writing the Qingci, those officials looking forward to the 
day when they would be favored and promoted to the top. 



Wenju Zhao 
 

 

DOI: 10.26855/jhass.2023.12.012 2467 Journal of Humanities, Arts and Social Science 

 

2. The Qingci and the Political Climate change in the Jiajing period 

2.1 The rise of the officials who wrote Qingci 

After Ming Shizong moved to the West Court, his pursuit of the art of immortality became more and more intense. 
Under this circumstance, as a courtier, whether the Qingci written by him could meet the wishes of Ming Shizong or 
not became an important factor influencing his promotion in his career. According to Shen Defu’s account, the Ming 
Shizong lived in the West Court and engaged in Taoist rituals (Lu Kehan, 2019). At the same time, there were many 
ministers who won the favour of Ming Shizong through their writing the Qingci (Shen Defu, 1959). 

In his early years, Xia Yan rose to prominence by supporting Emperor Shizong of Ming. But he knew that if he 
wanted to keep winning the favor of Ming Shizong, he would have to find another way. Gu Dingchen showed the 
courtiers a way to win the Jiajing Emperor’s favor - by presenting the Qingci. Since then, Xia Yan began to study 
writing the Qingci. When Xia Yan was forced to retire from a government post for the first time, in fact, he lost the 
trust, the favour, and power that he had gained from Ming Shizong. At the same time, Ming Shizong was in urgent 
need of the Qingci. When Xia Yan got the news, he went to the West Court and presented the best Qingci to thank 
Ming Shizong quickly (Zhang Tingyu, 1974). Subsequently, he was able to take this opportunity successfully to 
resume his official position. Unfortunately, the good times didn’t last long, and Xia Yan later fell out of favor because 
the Qingci he wrote didn’t get the favour of Ming Shizong. As the saying goes, the success or failure of the matter is 
all due to the very same person. The gods were really playing a joke on him. 

Yan Song began to enter the Grand Secretariat in August of the twenty-first year of Jiajing (1542) (Zhang Tin-
gyu,1974), he retired from a government post until Jiajing forty-one years (1562). He worked in the Grand Secretariat 
for more than 20 years, which is extremely rare in the Jiajing period and even the Ming dynasty. This is closely 
related to the fact that he and his son (Yan Shifan) wrote the Qingci to win the favour of Ming Shizong. After Yan 
Song left him, Ming Shizong was sullen and unhappy for a long time (Zhang Tingyu, 1974) which shows the great 
influence of Qingci written by Yan Song on Ming Shizong. 

After Yan Ne and Li Chunfang were summoned to the West Court, Ming Shizong appointed them to the Grand 
Secretariat because they both wrote Qingci to meet the satisfaction of Ming Shizong. Li Chunfang was even more 
outstanding, and he was promoted from the Hanlin Academician to the Grand Secretariat depending on Ming Shizong. 
Yuan Wei was so pleasing to Ming Shizong that he was promoted many times, and he received so many gifts that 
few ministers in the court could match him (Ming Shizong Shilu, 1962). 

Xu Jie and Gao Gong, who began to enter the Grand Secretariat in the late years of Ming Shizong, also won the 
favor of Emperor Shizong of Ming by writing the Qingci. In the court battle with Yan Song, Xu Jie had a political 
crisis. Then, to solve the problems he was facing, he relied on writing the Qingci to suit Emperor Shizong of Ming’s 
whims (Zhang Tingyu, 1974). After Gao Gong was summoned by Ming Shizong to the West Court, he won the favor 
of Ming Shizong by writing Qingci (Zhang Tingyu, 1974). At the same time, he joined the Grand Secretariat with 
Guo Pu and others. It took him only four years, and the speed of his promotion was really amazing. 

2.2 The relegation of the officials who wrote bad Qingci or didn’t 

When the court was filled with a strong culture of writing the Qingci, those officials, who refused to write Qingci 
or whose Qingci didn’t win the flavour of Ming Shizong, were naturally punished accordingly. 

The first person to bear the brunt of this was Wu Jinghe, and he was the imperial relatives who married the princess. 
Because he refused to enter the West Court and write the Qingci, Ming Shizong was very angry and ordered to depose 
Wu Jinghe as an ordinary civilian (Ming Shizong Shilu, 1962). Then, Cheng Wende was followed, who had risen 
through the ranks to become Attendant Gentleman of the Ministry of Rites by his own efforts. He was also ordered 
by Ming Shizong to write the Qingci (Ming Shizong Shilu,1962). However, Cheng Wende wrote many words to 
persuade Ming Shizong, which led to his Qingci losing Ming Shizong’s favour. As a result, Ming Shizong lowered 
him to an ordinary civilian on the charge of slander, so he was unable to pay for a burial before his death. The other 
official was Min Rulin, who had a smooth career. Unfortunately, he, who had been so careful in writing the Qingci, 
suddenly failed to write the Qingci (Ming Shizong Shilu, 1962). His political career then came to an end, and he was 
dismissed from his post by Ming Shizong, who eventually died in depression. 

3. Conclusion 

During the Jiajing period, Ming Shizong worshiped Taoism, and it was necessary to use the Qingci when carrying 
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out Taoism. It was in this situation that Xia Yan and others got a glimpse of a shortcut to promotion. Afterward, the 
officials followed to write the Qingci in order to receive the favor of Ming Shizong. However, they do not understand 
that the practice of getting the emperor's favor by writing the Qingci has gone against the original intention of the 
Scholar-official group. Accordingly, Xia Yan, Yan Song, Xu Jie and others step into the Grand Secretariat by writing 
the Qingci to win the emperor's holy favor, which determines their political status ever to be the vassal of the imperial 
power. The political fate of the officials, who had achieved such status, could be imagined. The political atmosphere 
in the court of Jiajing period was quietly transformed under such a seemingly bizarre situation (Wang Jian & Zhu 
Wenyu, 2020), which ran through the entire Jiajing period and until the end of Ming dynasty, causing a series of 
factual changes (Li Xun, 1995). Mr. Wang Jiafan has also pointed out that when observing Chinese history, one must 
pay attention to the morale and quality of the bureaucratic scholars. It will affect the rise and fall of a dynasty's politics 
(Wang Jiafan, 2011). Therefore, it is by no means meaningless for this article to start from the Qingci of Jiajing 
period, and then to explore the Political Climate changes in this period. 
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