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Developments in the Image of Aristocrats
in the Yanshi Jiaxun and Its Author’s Aims

Yoshihiro WATANABE

The Yanshi jiaxun FEXFK | (Family Instructions for the Yan Clan) is a book
of advice for his descendants written by Yan Zhitui B2, who served the
Northern Qi dynasty after having been forcibly taken from the Liang dynasty of
the Southern Dynasties and who eventually witnessed the unification of China
under the Sui dynasty. His aim in writing the Yanshi jiaxun was to settle the fami-
ly’s affairs and provide guidance for his descendants, whom he urged to apply
themselves to “the way of former kings” and to succeed to “the family’s heredi-
tary occupation” and pass it down to future generations. Although he himself was
a believer in Buddhism, he placed Confucianism at the centre of the scholarship
that he expected the Yan clan to preserve, and this was because, having reexam-
ined the basis of the aristocrats’ existence at a time when the aristocracy was in
decline, he gained a fresh appreciation of the stability of Confucianism, which lay
at the centre of the cultural values constituting the basis of the aristocrats’ exis-
tence.

Aristocrats, whose greatest distinguishing feature was their autonomous so-
cial order that had evolved during the Wei-Jin period and was independent of the
state and the ruler, applied themselves to the combined study of the three teach-
ings of Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism and the four disciplines of Confu-

cian studies, metaphysics, literature, and history. In contrast, Yan Zhitui rejected



Daoism and metaphysics, which sometimes took a confrontational stance to-
wards the state or the ruler. And even though he was a Buddhist, he valued
above all else scholarship centred on Confucianism, aimed at serving the state,
while also advocating the study of history and literature.

The three main fields of scholarship in the early Tang were the Liji tLic,
Hanshu #3, and Wenxuan 3%, with Buddhist beliefs also penetrating aristo-
cratic circles, and the new image of aristocrats presented by Yan Zhitui, who had
experienced the decline of the aristocracy during the Six Dynasties, accorded
with the view of aristocrats during the Sui and Tang. The reason that the Yanshi
jiaxun was widely read during the Tang was that Yan Zhitui’s view of aristocrats

was welcomed by contemporary society.
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