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The Forgotten Truth: On the Relationship Between Su Shi’s Failure
in the Provincial Exam and Shuo Shu Ju of the Song Dynasty

Fei Xikuan

(Research Institute for Ancient Books, Zhejiang University, Hang zhou, Zhejiang 310028, China)

Abstract: In the second year of Jiayou’s provincial exam, Su Shi failed the fu exam and was
dropped by the examiner. The shuo shu ju exam during the provincial exam became his only
hope. The imperial edict of Jingyou stipulates that: candidates of Jinshi and other subjects who
have passed more than three Confucian classics in the provincial examinations, i.e., if they pass
the test of the classics, once rejected in the provincial or imperial exams, they will have a chance
to re-test the classics, and those who pass the exam will enter the imperial exam or even be gran-
ted an official position. As a juren in shuo shu ju in the second year of Jiayou, after failing in the
provincial exam, Su Shi, taking the advantage of shuo shu ju system, took another exam of ten
questions about the Spring and Autumn Annals, in which he finally obtained the chance for the
palace exam. Su Shi was only ranked fifth in the palace exam, but the first place in shuo shu ju
exam earned him a promotion to the fourth jia, and was immediately granted as the deputy gover-
nor of Fuchang County. In short, Su Shi’s participation in the imperial exam was not smooth,
and his grades were not satisfactory. The exam that determined his fate was by no means making
poem or comments on political policies, but the experience of passing shuo shu ju twice during
the provincial exam, especially the latter one which directly determined his palace exam chance
and appointments.

Key words: provincial exam in Northern Song Dynasty; Su Shi; failed in fu exam; shuo shu

ju exam; exam on the Spring and Autumn’s Annals
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