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Tang Taizong’s Obsession with Western Jin Literature And
“Ancestral Laws” of Tang Literature

Wu Guangxing (Chinese Academy of Social Sciences)

Abstract Li Shimin, the emperor Taizong of the Tang dynasty, demonstrated a complex with Western
Jin literature in his writing of On The Biography of Lu Ji, a book included in Jinshu, and this complex has been
regarded as the ultimate conclusion of the emperor. His obsession is related to his personal literary taste, and
is also logical in the specific context of literature conception and historical background at that time. First, the
governments of Sui-Tang were the direct inheritors of Sixteen Kingdoms and Northern dynasties, and therefore
identified with their legitimacy and naturally respected Western Jin. Second, during the Sui-Tang dynasties,
Lu Ji was in fact the main exponent of orthodox literary tastes which embraced aestheticism and “Gui You” (a
literary style, in which literary figures often accompanied emperors and produced literary works to pay tribute
to the emperors and other social elites). Third, as the founder of a dynasty lasting for 300 years, Tang Taizong’s
literary tastes and literary cultivation should be understood as the “Ancestral Laws” of Tang literature. From
the perspective of literary history with a long period, the existence of a particular relationship between Tang
Taizong’s literary tastes and the value orientation of Tang literature, as observed by people from the Ming
Dynasty, is undoubtedly reasonable and deserves more attention.

Key words Li Shimin, Taizong of Tang dynasty; Lu Ji; Western Jin literature; On Imperial Capital
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