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Monk Yixing’s Calendar Reform and Emperor
Xuanzong’s Revival of Rituals

Jinsong Guo
Center for Research on Ancient Chinese History, Peking University

The calendar reform led by Buddhist monk Yixing as part of the ritual revival
program initiated by Emperor Xuanzong of Tang starting in 722 during the Kaiyuan era,
as well as the Dayan calendar it produced, enjoys a significant place in the history of
Chinese science and technology. Yixing came from the Zhang family of Wei Prefecture,
which was well established intellectually as well as politically, and despite being a
Buddhist monk, he was summoned to the court largely because of his family background
and Confucian learning. Yixing, as a special member of the institution, worked on the
reform at Jixian Academy, the center of Xuanzong’s ritual program, where scholars
compiled ritual canons and planned the major ceremonies of jiaosi (“suburban
sacrifices”) and fengshan. Intensive progress on the reform, which was concentrated in
724 and 725 including the carrying out of a large-scale gnomon shadow survey and the
making of a series of instruments, was closely coordinated with the preparation of
fengshan ceremonies, serving as a symbolic display of Xuanzong’s sagely rulership that
was modelled on Yao and Shun from high antiquity. The arrangement of Xuanzong’s
ritual program as a whole shows a careful design and close resemblance to the ritual
activities of Emperor Wu of Han, with the calendar as one of the key elements. Upon the
promulgation of the Dayan calendar in 727, Xuanzong and his advisors interpreted the
success of the reform as a divine sign of the emperor “holding the Heaven’s tally.”
Yixing, though he died a year earlier, had woven numerological structures into the new
calendar that are meant to be interpreted as tokens of the heavenly mandate bestowed
upon the emperor and the long-lasting reign of the Tang dynasty. His Dayan [i yi
(Discourses on the Dayan Calendar) elaborates on the idea of viewing non-occurrences
of predicted eclipses as Heaven’s propitious response to good rulership. In so doing, he
reduced the reliability of astronomical computation and upheld an essentialist
understanding of the old theory of interpreting unusual celestial phenomena as correlated

to earthly events, displaying a stance deferring to political authority and traditional
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Confucian teachings. Yixing’s calendrical ideas were thus a result of the interactions
between technical knowledge and political discourses in the specific context of Emperor

Xuanzong’s ritual program.

Keywords: Kaiyuan calendar reform; monk Yixing; Emperor Xuanzong of Tang;

Jixian Academy; Dayan calendar
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