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The Zhi Clan as a Microcosm for Gentry Life
in the Late Tang Dynasty

Wong Yu-hsuan”
Abstract

The Zhi % clan, native of Langye ¥[H[S, were descendants of the Yuezhi
H IX and lived in Jiangnan. During the rebellion of Zhu Ci Zilt (742-784) in
the Jianzhong era (780-783), Zhi Cheng 7 ¥ (?-?) was awarded the position
of provincial governor by the court for his service to the state, and his son Zhi
Song S (?-7) later served as minister of the Court of State Ceremonies, thus
situating the Zhi as a high official family. Both Zhi Song’s last words that
instructed his descendants to relocate and bury their ancestors at Mount Mang
in Luoyang as well as the marriage of himself and his son to the old land-
owning gentry demonstrate the family’s strong motivations to move into the
upper class at the capital. In the generation following Zhi Song, the official
career paths of the three brothers Zhi Ne 7 Z/ (823-878), Zhi Mo 7% (829-879),
and Zhi Xiang 7 Zf (?-2) can be described as smooth, as they enjoyed their father’s
influence and entered officialdom by taking the imperial examinations and
obtaining ranks from second to fourth. Of the three, Zhi Mo and Zhi Xiang in
particular progressed up the ladder of bureaucracy, with the two being appointed
regional governors of the Datong and Wuning forces, respectively. In the late
Tang dynasty at the time when the fangzhen J7$H governmental system became
increasingly important, the Zhi family surfaced at two fangzhen (settlement
of troops), denoting that the family had occupied a high position within the
imperial court—the family’s peak in their upward trajectory. Precisely at this
peak in the late Tang, however, the Zhi clan ran into a wave of commanders
being expelled in Henan and the entire family of Zhi Xiang was brutally killed,
thus ending the clan line. The fate of one’s clan was thus connected with the
history and contexts of the late Tang dynasty, with the Zhi clan’s calamitous

*  Wong Yu-hsuan, Associate Professor, Department of History, Tung Hai University.
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experience being one of the many tragedies of the time.

In addition to the official experiences of male clan members, female members
likewise had remarkable life experiences. Zhi Zhijian = EER (812-861), who
became a monk at a young age and remained unmarried all her life, converted to
Taoism as Buddhism was persecuted in the Huichang era (841-845). Moreover,
both she and her brother’s wife Cui shi ££ % in the second year of the Xiantong
era (861) were forced to flee. This demonstrates that family members—especially
women—accompanied their husbands, brothers, etc. to the places of their official
appointments, but life was not categorically stable as any local unrest would
inevitably have a great impact.

Through the epitaphs for men of the Zhi clan, we can understand the
processes of how the family gained entry into the upper class of Luoyang as well
as the channels that catalyzed their promotion to a high official family. Finally,
the local social unrest recorded in the epitaphs for women allow us to peek into
the life experiences of the family members of officials, thus providing a deeper
understanding of the life of gentry in the late Tang dynasty.

Keywords: late Tang dynasty, the Zhi clan, epitaphs, gentry, fangzhen J7$4



