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'LIFE OF IMPERIAL EXAMINATION
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A/NEB (J#E)  Small Golden Placard of the Civil Palace Examination, Twenty-Seventh Year of the Daoguang Emperor (1847)

FEERE<LIKYEK S -~ CEMESE - miH=S %
2o PRE - ORRBLENEE<MEFTE - € g
ERERT ST RREICBIEK o -
B
i
1 " PR
= T -

| - « ‘ E 8 & = h
 THERCERNSKEENRIER - QECENRKEEE<HEE - TS s & J g g E X
C RKE R ECE RO - HECEECEES - BH<RRE 2 : s —
| ERETHPESESIE - SEEKKRE<IREEHE - BER- | E S B 5. SaE F 4T e
4 = bar ; - = = S : o] . : = o) O ; 5
| NEURTROEE o E-EEN - HREEENE - DS SRR - o § s - L eE S E o E vmﬂMm
e : - : i - ‘ - B T e uws;mmﬁw,.w.?_uwc g T =
. s e Z i Eeo s st e aRne AL
e | _ , e = = T S0z {
REEREEH< T - WK - 08 - SR - BEE | WIYH<LER B E W gy 5 8@ B2 82 tad g adh s
= : = . EBR HE » 2 3 o e s e B an
E e E-— -.F E o E BRI 5 o8 REE




The imperial civil service examination system, a
long-established state institution for the selection of
government officials, lasted for a thousand years from
the Sui (581-618) to the Qing dynasty (1644-1911). In the
Qing Empire, the exam system was continued to recruit
talent, and for those able to pass the highly competitive
exams, the system provided the opportunity for not only
an official posting but also social upward mobility. This
“ladder of success” was thus so impactful that the social
identity and status of their families, not just the

candidates themselves, would be forever changed.

Revolving around the life of the scholars taking part, this
exhibition offers a glimpse into their pursuit of fame and
fortune—full of both ups and downs—through archival

materials, rare texts, and novels.

@ A System Designed for the Scholar

The questions of the Qing provincial and metropolitan
exams were centered on the Four Books (the Analects,
Mencius, the Great Learning, and the Doctrine of the
Mean) and Five Classics (the Book of Songs, the Book
of Documents, the Book of Rites, the Book of Changes,
and the Spring and Autumn Annals). Questions
also concerned policies such as civil administration,
statecrafts, and judicial views on malpractice; and
responses were penned in the designated format

commonly known as the “eight-legged essay.”
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The Qing system equally stressed the civil and the
military, with the military exam system being largely
similar to its civil counterpart. Military exams comprised
three sections: the first two tested the candidate’s
mounted archery, target archery, spanning, sword
wielding, and stone lifting (physical fitness). But the
third still required essays on policy. The three sections
thus worked to select those proficient in both the civil and

the martial.

@ Life of the Exam Candidate

Although the Qing exam system was largely followed the
Ming dynasty (1368-1644), the success rate of candidates
was significantly lower. A scholar might thus spend his
entire life preparing for the exams to climb the ladder of
success. This theme discusses the life and image of
scholars from three aspects: travel to exam compounds,

preparing for the exams, and financial support.

When traveling to the provincial and metropolitan exam
compounds, candidates would set out from their native
places to the provincial or state capital, a road which was
long, expensive, and fraught with danger. In addition,
the exam questions were on the Four Books and

Five Classics, responses had to be written as relatively

rigid eight-legged essays. Various reference books for
preparing the exams were published in remarkable
numbers, including interpretations of the classics,
abridged versions and selected essays, which could be
memorized, were circulated, promising immediate exam
success. The long-term preparation, however, meant a
heavy financial burden, and many low-level scholars
resorted to teaching, editing, or working as advisors to
subsidize their livelihoods. But despite the bitter life, once
a scholar attained a degree, they became a member of the
gentry class. Clans and families thus poured resources

into readying their children for the exams

@ The Examination Compound

Qing provincial examination compounds comprised
“jichang” (lit. site of thorns) and “weichang” (examination
quarter): the former refers to where the exam was
administered and the latter was the place in which

officials drafted, printed and graded exam papers.

Before the exam, candidates were thoroughly searched
and documented to prevent forms of cheating, such
as smuggling in notes, impostures, or changing exam
cells with another candidate. Regarding the weichang,
to curb the exchange of exam papers or passing on
of exam questions, officials were prohibited from

entering or leaving until the announcement of successful

candidates—food and accommodation were provided.

But despite every effort, cheating and malpractice,
as seen in the Qing archives, still passed by the watchful

eyes of officials.

@ The Names on the Golden Placard

After the civil and the military palace exams, the ranks,
divided into three categories, were written on the “golden
placard,” which was then posted at the West and East
Chang’an gates of the Forbidden City—the supreme glory
on the ladder of success. But only first-category jinshi
could be directly appointed as officials, while those below
still had to pass the court placement exam to be appointed
as officials at various levels of government. From the
mid-Qing onwards, the admission rate was falling, and for
those who did pass, vacancies and promotions were
few and far between. One could make a name for oneself
through the imperial examination system, but their

fortunes remained uncertain.
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