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Foreword 

Under the sponsorship of a predecessor committee of the Joint 

Committee on Chinese Studies, of the American Council of 

Learned Societies and the Social Science Research Council, with 

funds provided by the National Endowment for the Humanities, 

the Ford Foundation, and the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, a 

conference on the "Evolution of Shih Poetry from the Han through 

the T'ang" was held at the Breckinridge Public Affairs Center of 

Bowdoin College in York, Maine, from 9 to 14 June 1982. It was 

the first symposium of its kind on Chinese poetry ever to be held in 

the West. For four and a half days, thirteen scholars met in that 

lovely retreat—Breckinridge Center—to discuss eleven papers and 

two oral presentations on classical Chinese poetry. The twelve 

essays collected in this book represent the fruit of that cooperative 

endeavor. 

Poetry is one of the imperishable glories of traditional Chinese 

civilization. By the turn of our century, it had a history already three 

thousand years old. Moreover, throughout the last two millennia, 

poetry has been the most esteemed form of literary expression for 

the educated elite in China. In organizing a conference on so vast 

and important a subject, naturally we found it necessary to limit 

ourselves to one phase of the development of only one major genre. 

Thus our conference was devoted to the evolution of shih poetry 

during the period from the second to the tenth century, the period 

that began with the sudden flowering of shih poetry in five-

character meter and culminated in the glory of the T'ang, the 

golden age of classical Chinese poetry. The historical development 

during this specific period became the synchronic repertoire of 

classical poetry in the millennium that followed. That repertoire is 

held together by a single, unified definition of the form: shih yen 

chih HfSr- or "poetry articulates in language what preoccupies the 

mind." This old Chinese definition dating from the ancient period 

was canonical, and initiated a tradition dominated by the expressive 
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lyric. However, just as Chinese cosmogony initiates the universe in 
a unity which divides itself into the vast complexity of balances, 

categories, and particulars of the world we inhabit, so the unified 

canonical definition of poetry manifests itself in a historical diver­

sity which goes beyond the simple definition without denying it. 
In order to survey the repertoire of the form and to confront 

its complexity honorably, we assembled our own diversity of 

scholars, hoping in a congenial Babel to reunite all those points of 

view which might give some vision of the whole. We gathered 
scholars from the United States and Europe, and from the People's 

Republic of China and Taiwan. These scholars represented a full 

range of expertise in the historical period of our concern. 
Moreover, they represented traditional Chinese scholarship, tra­
ditional Western philology, intellectual history, and various more 
recent modes of Western literary scholarship. Our aim was not an 
artificial unity, but a structure diverse enough to match the mosaic 
of both the subject and the kinds of discourse that have grown up 
around it. We are also fully aware that the study of poetry is a 

complex and difficult task. The process of reading, understanding, 
and interpreting poetry often requires attention to features not only 

of the poetic text itself but also of the largest textual dimension, the 

dimension of culture. Therefore, by bringing together a diversity 
of scholars, we hoped to embrace the various aspects of cosmology, 

epistemology, literary history, religious tradition, and aesthetic 
convictions and ideals which, we believe, are relevant to an appre­

ciation of the poetry under discussion. 

In the first section, "Theoretical Background," are gathered 

essays which provide points of departure, concerns which touch on 
classical Chinese poetry in all its periods and genres. Each of these 

essays is, in its own way, a search for the origins of poetry. One way 
to discover such origins is to investigate the intellectual milieu in 

which poetry became a high literary form. It was during the period 

from the end of the second century A.D. through the third century 
that classical poetry was fully transformed from a folk lyric into a 
sophisticated and self-conscious literary form. That same period is 

the subject of Tu Wei-ming's "Profound Learning, Personal 
Knowledge, and Poetic Vision." Tu traces the new style of thought 

of that period from its philosophical roots to such pragmatic 
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concerns as "personality appraisal," and from there to the develop­
ing concerns of classical poetry. 

Another kind of search for origins looks to assumptions in the 

intellectual tradition which transcend the historical moment. Thus 
Fra^ois Cheng looks to the recurrent patterns of Chinese cos­

mology to create a semiotic model for the Chinese lyric. Cheng's 

"Some Reflections on Chinese Poetic Language and Its Relation to 

Chinese Cosmology" describes a semiosis that is often concerned 

with gaps and empty spaces, a constant peering beyond the circum­
scribed realm of the expressible. It is precisely the tradition of this 

concern which is taken up in James J. Y. Liu's "The Paradox of 
Poetics and the Poetics of Paradox." Liu follows the abiding 

theoretical concern, expressed in language, for what lies beyond the 

competence of language; he then considers the poetics which grew 

up to address such yearning for the ineffable. One aspect of the 
ineffable is the Way; another is the exact quality of inner life. The 

ultimate paradox of poetry may be writing of oneself, in which the 

self known in reflection and writing becomes disjoined from the 
self in the act of reflection and writing. This consequence of the 

expressive lyric—the doubling of the self and the concern for 

authenticity—is the subject of Stephen Owen's "The Self's Perfect 

Mirror: Poetry as Autobiography." 

The second section, "Concepts and Contexts," includes essays 
which in some way treat the terms and frames of reference through 

which we know classical Chinese poetry. Here we are brought 

to reflect on the role which indigenous concepts and borrowed 
Western concepts play in the epistemology of reading. Kang-i Sun 

Chang's "Description of Landscape in Early Six Dynasties Poetry" 
traces the pairing of description and the conceptual vocabulary 

which developed together in the actual writing of poetry. In her 
essay translated from the Chinese, "The Decline and Revival of 

Feng-ku (Wind and Bone)," Lin Wen-yiieh follows the fortunes 

of that elusive concept through five centuries and shows how the 
values around the concept helped shape the practice and history of 

poetry. Ching-hsien Wang works with the concept of "narrative," 
relating it to indigenous Chinese terms, and showing how "The 

Nature of Narrative in T'ang Poetry" differs in important respects 

from the usual expectations which surround the term. Not only do 
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the individual terms of poetics lead to consequences in composition 

and reading, the matter of poetry too is a body of values and lore 

which stand behind the text and suffuse it. In "Verses from on 

High: The Ascent of T'ai Shan" Paul W. Kroll describes the body 

of religious Taoist images and associations which grew up around 

Mount T'ai and how the lore of the mountain became an essential 
part of understanding the poetry of the great mountain. 

In the third section we find four essays on the major forms of shih 

poetry. The roots of shih poetry can be traced to the yiieh-fu of the 

Han, which were originally folk ballads and folk lyrics. The yiieh-fu 

remained one of the largest and most independent subforms of 

classical Chinese poetry, even after its original musical setting was 

lost. "The Development of Han and Wei Yiieh-fu as a High Literary 
Genre" by Hans H. Frankel treats that crucial and formative period 

in Chinese poetry when the folk lyric was first taken up and 

transformed by literary writers. The conception of yiieh-fu as one of 

the primordial forms of poetry made it particularly important in 
literary history as a form to which writers turned to reform and 

rejuvenate poetry. This later period of yiieh-fu writing is treated 
here in a brief summary of a longer paper written in Chinese by 
Zhou Zhenfu, "The Legacy of the Han, Wei, and Six Dynasties 

Yiieh-fu Tradition and Its Further Development in T'ang Poetry." 

Perhaps the most common and characteristic forms of T'ang 

poetry were the quatrain (chueh-chu or "broken-off lines") and the 

eight-line hi-shih or "regulated verse." Shuen-fu Lin's "The Nature 

of the Quatrain from the Late Han to the High T'ang" traces the 

evolution of the form and the distinctive aesthetic values which 

grew up within it. In contrast to Lin's diachronic description of the 
formation of the aesthetics of the quatrain, Yu-kung Kao in "The 

Aesthetics of Regulated Verse" gives a synchronic description of 
the underlying aesthetic values of the genre and offers a sophisti­

cated account of the role of form in aesthetic experience. 

The dozen essays contained in this volume cannot claim to be 
"comprehensive," covering all aspects of a millennium of poetry, 
but they do claim to be representative, both of the subject itself and 

of the ways in which it is studied. We hope that, from the breadth of 
our diverse approaches through the depth of each individual inves-
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tigation, we have provided a better perspective with which to 

appreciate shih poetry during the first millennium of its de­

velopment. 

In addition to the authors whose works appear here, the partici­

pants in the 1982 conference included Professor Maureen Robert­

son of the University of Iowa. We deeply regret that she has not 

contributed an essay on T'ang literary criticism as originally 

planned; nonetheless, we are grateful to her for the various contri­
butions she made at the conference. To Professor Ying-shih Yii of 

Yale University, we wish to express thanks for his participation at 

the planning meeting for the conference held in the fall of 1981. We 

must also express our appreciation for the assistance of three gradu­
ate students present at the conference. The two rapporteurs, Anne 

Behnke and Alice Cheang, carefully prepared a detailed transcrip­

tion of the recorded presentations and discussions which were put 

to good use by the authors in the revision of their papers. And the 
conference would not have run as smoothly as it did without the 

help of the conference assistant, Arthur Tobias. 

We are indebted to Ann Anagnost and Diane Scherer, staff 

members of the Michigan Publications on East Asia at The Uni­
versity of Michigan, for preparing the manuscript with a word 

processor. We are especially grateful to Diane Scherer, who far 

exceeded her duty as our editorial assistant to offer us help in 
proofreading and correcting numerous errors and inconsistencies. 

We are thankful to R. Miriam Brokaw and Margaret Case of 

Princeton University Press for their continuous encouragement 
and professional advice. We are particularly grateful to R. Miriam 

Brokaw, former Associate Director and Editor of the Press, for her 
strong interest in our work since the very beginning and for her 

careful copy-editing of this volume. 

An earlier version of Paul W. Kroll's essay was published in 

T'oung Pao 69.4—5 (!983), 223—260. We are grateful to E.J. Brill, 
which produces T'oung Pao, for permission to include a slightly 

revised version of the article that appeared in that scholarly journal. 
In preparing the present symposium volume, we have received 

support from the Committee on Studies of Chinese Civilization of 
the American Council of Learned Societies and the Center for 
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Chinese Studies at The University of Michigan. We must record 

our profound gratitude to these two institutions for their generous 
financial support without which the original conference and the 

present book would not have been possible. 

Shuen-fu Lin and Stephen Owen 

June 1985 
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Tu Wei-ming 

Profound Learning, Personal Knowledge, 

and Poetic Vision* 

Kuo Hsiang (d. 312), commenting on the idea of the "music 

of Heaven" ^flf in the Chuang Tzu observes in a distinc­
tively Wei-Chin fg § (220—420) style of thought: 

The music of Heaven is not an entity existing outside of 
things. The different apertures, the pipes and flutes and the 
like, in combination with all living beings, together constitute 
Heaven. Since non-being is non-being, it cannot produce 
other beings. Before being itself is produced, it cannot produce 
other beings. Then by whom are things produced? They 
spontaneously produce themselves, that is all. By this is not 
meant that there is an "I" to produce. The "I" cannot produce 
things and things cannot produce the 'tI." The tT' is self-
existent. Because it is so by itself, we call it natural.1 

* I am deeply indebted to Stephen Owen, Yu-kung Kao, and Maureen Robertson 

for their searching criticisms and inspiring suggestions. 
1 Kuo Hsiang f β , Chuang Tzu chu ££ 1Jp Q:, 1:15b, in Erh-shih-erh tzu 

(rpt. Taipei* Hsien-chih ch'u-pan-she, 1976), vol. i, p. 152. Strictly speaking, the 

authorship for Chuang Tzu chu should be identified as Hsiang Hsiu fa] (fl. 250) and 

Kuo Hsiang. The controversy over the real author of the text is far from being 

settled. The accusation that Kuo Hsiang may have plagiarized Hsiang Hsiu is yet to 

be proved. See Hou Wai-Iu f̂- )¾ et al., Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang t'ung shih φ || ,¾ 

5 vols. (Peking: Jen-min ch'u-pan-she, 1 9 5 7 ) ,  vol. 3 ,  pp. 2 0 8 — 2 1 7 .  For this 

translation, see Wing-tsit Chan, A Source Book in Chinese Philosophy (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1969), p. 328. It should be mentioned that the word t'ien 

is here rendered as "Heaven" rather than "Nature." For a comprehensive study on 

Kuo Hsiang, see Shu Sinn Whor Kuo Hsiang Chuang-hsueh p'ing-i 

IfIzP-IIi (Taipei: Hsueh-sheng shu-chii, 1 9 8 0 ) .  See also T'ang I-chieh —- ft, Kuo 

Hsiang yu Wei-Chin hsuan-hsueh (Wu-han: Hupei jen-min ch'u-

pan-she, 1 9 8 4 ) .  
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This style of thought purports to understand things as they are in 

themselves, not merely as they appear to our ordinary sense per­

ceptions. It takes as its point of departure the immediate apper­

ception of concrete things sui generis, without the intervention of 

any external perspective in either being or non-being. A thing, no 

matter how it has come into existence, is intrinsically self-sufficient. 

It is there to be and to express. It is independent, autonomous, and 

spontaneous, definitely not produced by a willful design. To say 

that it is produced is to undermine the self-sufficiency and to reduce 

it to a mere creature. A thing does not and cannot acknowledge an 

external source of origin; its participation in nature is a form of self-

contentment. It must manifest itself as an "I," pure and simple. As 

all things become self-sufficient "I's," equality pervades the uni­

verse. For Kuo Hsiang, this is the meaning of Chuang Tzu's 

"equality of things" Pf % .2 

Kuo Hsiang's interpretation of the philosophy of Chuang Tzu in 

terms of the self-sufficiency of all beings appears to be incompatible 

with Wang Pi's J - Wj (226—249) interpretation of the philosophy of 

Lao Tzu, which presents non-being as the ultimate reality under­

lying all things.3 As Wing-tsit Chan notes, "while Wang Pi em­

phasizes non-being, Kuo emphasizes being, and while Wang Pi 

emphasizes the one, Kuo emphasizes the many. To Wang Pi, 

principle transcends things, but to Kuo, it is immanent in them." 4 

However, this apparent contrast between non-being and being, 

one and many, and transcendence and immanence must not lead us 

to the mistaken conclusion that Wang Pi and Kuo Hsiang actually 

subscribe to two incompatible metaphysical projects. Indeed, as 

Wing-tsit Chan further notes, "Kuo Hsiang and Wang Pi are 

similar in that both consider that the sage rises above all distinctions 

2Kuo Hsiang, Chuang Tzu chu, pp. 13a—15b. 
3Wang Pi IjjBjj, Lao Tzu chu & J ^, vol. i, pp. ia—b, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, pp. 

5—6. For a general discussion on Wang Pi as a thinker, see A. A. Petrov, Wang Pi 

(226—249): His Place in the History of Chinese Philosophy (Moscow: Academy of 

Sciences, 1936). Mr. Petrov's B.A. thesis, which appears as Monograph XIII of the 

Institute of Oriental Studies in Moscow, is written in Russian. For a summary of his 

arguments, see Arthur F. Wright's review in Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 10 

(1947)· 75-88. 
4 Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, p. 317. 
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and contradictions. He remains in the midst of human affairs 
although he accomplishes things by taking no unnatural action." 5 

To philosophize in the spirit of the sage seems to be a shared 
orientation of the two distinctive modes of thought in the Wei­
Chin period. And it is in this sense that Wang Pi and Kuo Hsiang 
can very well be said to belong to the same intellectual discourse. 6 

Historically the emergence of the Wei-Chin style of thought, as 
represented by the commentary works of Wang Pi and Kuo 
Hsiang, signifies a new epistemic era commonly known as the age 
of "profound learning" ~ ~. 7 Since the character hsuan ~, ren­
dered here as "profound," is laden with fruitful ambiguities, there 
is pervasive reluctance among scholars of Chinese thought to fix its 
meaning in a narrow context. Against the background of the first 
chapter of the Lao Tzu ~ T in the commonly accepted sequence of 
the text, hsuan evokes sensations of an ineffable but mysteriously 
potent reality forever beyond the grasp of ordinary human per­
ceptions. To comprehend the philosophical import of "profound 
learning," in terms of its internal structure, a radical restructuring 
of our conceptual apparatus is necessary. The temptation to adopt 
or to invent an ahistorical approach or to resort to a method of 

5 Ibid. 
6 Other prominent thinkers in the same Intellectual discourse Include Ho Yen, HSI 

K'ang, and Ko Hung l!;)!l!; (fl. 317). See Hou Wai-lu et aI., Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang, pp. 
95-325. Also see Mou Jun-sun :¢lll(!l*. "Lun Wei-Chin i-lai ch'ung-shang t'an­

pien chl-ch'l ying-hslang" ~fJ!!~tJ*~fEH~~&;I'!;~., Inaugural address 
(Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 1966). 

7 For background information, see Mao Han-kuang:f; II 'Yt, Liang-Chin Nan-Pei 

Ch'ao shih-tsu cheng-chih chih yen-chiu JiPiffWi~tlM±1l*l&mzliff~, 2 vols. 
(Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1966), vol. 1, pp. 1-66; Ho Tzu-ch'iian fiiJE(-'£:, 
Wei-Chin Nan-Pei Ch'ao shih-Iueh fJ!! ~ Wi ~t lM 5E IBjlf (Shanghai: Jen-min ch'u-pan­
she, I958), pp. 29-73; Han Pu-hslen ~.iilHw, Chung-kuo chung-ku che-hsueh shih-yao 

$1lllI $15i1r~ 5E~ (Taipei: Cheng-chung shu-chti, I960), pp. 70-137; and Fang 
Li-t'ien 1ft£.~, Wei-Chin Nan-Pei Ch'aofo-chiao lun-ts'ungfJ!! ~Wi~tljiJlf5ll~~. 
(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1982), pp. 220-240. For a succinct discussion on the 
"profound learning" In English, see Enk Zurcher, The Buddhist Conquest of China 

(Leiden: E.). Bnll, 1959), pp. 86-92. For an overview of the discourse of the period, 
see Richard B. Mather, "The World of the Shih-shuo hSIn-yii," In Lm I-ch'lng 
~U ~~, Shih-shuo hsin-yu tit IDtfJT ij'lL trans., Richard B. Mather (Minneapolis: The 
University of Minnesota Press, 1976), pp. Xlii-xxx. Mather translates the title as A 
New Account of Tales of the World. 
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illogicality is strong; indeed, the fear that any interpretive strategy 

is inadequate and that any articulated position is by definition 

misguided is overwhelming. "Profound learning" itself can be 

understood as an historical phenomenon with a discernible pattern. 

An inquiry into the basic assumptions of such a pattern may shed 

some light on its internal structure, a structure which presumably 

cannot be comprehended by a single path alone. 

T'ang Yung-t'ung {8,¾}¾, in a seminal essay on "profound 
learning," conceptualizes the emergence of the Wei-Chin style of 
thought as a shift of overall philosophical focus from cosmology to 
ontology. In his view, a defining characteristic of "profound 

learning" is the ontological mode of questioning.8 While the Han 

31 (206—220 B.C.) scholars, notably Tung Chung-shu (ca-
179 to ca. 104 B.C.), were primarily interested in cosmological 

issues, the Wei-Chin thinkers turned their minds to theories of 
being. T'ang's creative application of the two primary categories of 
learning in western metaphysics, cosmology and ontology, to the 

transition of Chinese thought from Han to Wei-Chin, is heuris-

tically illuminating. To be sure, this dichotomy can be questioned 

as too neat to accommodate the complexity of the historical situa­
tion. We suspect that there must have been Han scholars who raised 

fundamental questions about ultimate reality. Take Yang Hsiung 

Stl (53 B.C. to A.D. 18), for example. He observes that "the 
Supreme Profundity deeply permeates all species of things but its 

physical form cannot be seen."9 His major philosophical work, 

entitled the Classic of the Supreme Profundity leads one to 
wonder if his attempt to probe the "great mystery" did not impel 
him to address issues that Wang Pi's ontology later addressed.10 

8 T'ang Yung-t'ung j|§ ̂  , "Wei-Chin hsiian-hsiieh liu-pieh liieh-lun" ^ 

Φ 25fE ^1J I^in his Wei-Chin hsuan-hsueh lun-kao f| if (Peking: Jen-min 

ch'u-pan-she, 1957), pp. 48-61. 

9Yang Hsiung, T'ai-hsuan ching, ch. 9 (SPTK ed.), pp. 7: 5a. For this translation, 

see Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, p. 291. 

10 For a systematic inquiry into Yang Hsiung's life and thought, see Hsii Fu-kuan 

, "Yang Hsiung lun-chiu" in his Liang-Han ssu-hsiang shih (¾-¾ 

® ,¾! ¢.' 3 vols. (Taipei: Hsueh-sheng shu-chii, 1976), vol. 2, pp. 439—562; the 

section on T'ai-hsuan (pp. 485—498) is particularly relevant. Hellmut Wilhelm has 

provided an excellent discussion of the underlying structure of Yang Hsiung's 

metaphysics. See his Heaven, Earth and Man in the Book of Changes (Seattle: Univer­

sity of Washington Press, 1977), pp. 126—150. 
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However, as T'ang Yung-t'ung persuasively argues, the under­

lying structure of Yang Hsiung's metaphysics is the "mutual 

responsiveness of Heaven and man," 11 whereas the ontic weight in 

Wang Pi's thought is the idea of "original substance" #|§. Thus, 

the same character hsiian assumes two different shapes of meaning 

because of the divergence in metaphysical context. 

The metaphysical context of Yang Hsiung's "supreme profun­
dity" is imbued with cosmological concerns: the way of Heaven, 

the passive and active natural forces, the cosmic transformation and 

human destiny. In this sense, Yang Hsiung fully participated in 

Tung Chung-shu's linguistic universe. The preoccupation of Tung 

with the meaning of the five phases, the correspondence of man and 
the numerical categories of Heaven, the historical cycles, and the 

transcendent justification for politics and morality continued to 

figure prominently in Yang's world view.12 Wang Pi, by contrast, 
was involved in a significantly different metaphysical context. The 

issues discussed, the methods employed, and even the questions 

raised all seem to have undergone a major transformation. If a 

salient feature of the Han metaphysicians was system building, the 
Wei-Chin metaphysicians replaced the spirit of construction with 

the spirit of "digging." For the Wei-Chin thinkers, no blueprint 

for the construction of a philosophical edifice was available, nor 

even thought necessary or desirable. It seems that the prevailing 
ethos was to probe the underlying structure and principle of things 

instead of casting one's gaze outward in search of the grandiose 

design of the universe. 

This archeological digging necessitates a deepened self-awareness 

or, more appropriate perhaps, an ever deepening self-awareness. 
To philosophize in the spirit of the sage entails the authentic 
possibility of analyzing things in a perspective fundamentally dif­
ferent from that which our ordinary human capacity, under the 
constraints of sensory perceptions, can appreciate. Yet, the sagely 

perspective in this connection is not merely a technique of seeing 

11 T'ang Yung-t'ung, "Wei-Chin ssu-hsiang te fa-chan" 1¾ if jf1 (fj f||, in his 

Wei-Chin hsuan-hsueh lun-kao), pp. 122—123. 
12See Hsti Fu-kuan's critical analysis of Tung Chung-shu's Ck'uti-ck'iu fan-lu φ 

"Hsien-Ch'in ju-chia ssu-hsiang te chuan-che chi t'ien-te che-hsiieh te 

wan-ch'eng" % JE fl§ % Jg ® 6¾ ft Jff R 5? 6¾ =6 & 6¾ % fi£. in Hsii Fu-kuan, Liang-

Han ssu-hsiang shih, vol. 2, pp. 295—438. 
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but a mode of knowing which also invokes hearing, sensing, 
tasting, and, indeed, embodying. This, I believe, is implicit in 
Wang Pi's insistence that "there is a great constancy in Tao and 
there is a generality in principle" 13 ̂  ̂  fl S • For the 
only way to know Tao as the "ultimate of greatness" 14 ^ S is to 
experience it from within: 

Non-being is inherent in the one. But when we look for it in 
the multiplicity of things, it is like Tao which can be looked 
for but not seen, listened to but not heard, reached for but not 
touched. If we know it, we do not need to go out of doors. If 
we do not know it, the further we go, the more beclouded we 
become. 

If we know the general principle of things, we can know 
through thinking even if we do not travel. If we know the 
basis of things, even if we do not see them, we can point to the 
principle of right and wrong.15 

The above statement, simple as it appears to be, is laden with far-
reaching implications. However, it is important to note that the 
overall tone, despite the obviously paradoxical move from the first 
to the second part of the statement, is direct, confident, and asser­
tive. There is no semantic nuance. Nor is there any sign of skepticism 
or negativism. The mental attitude is one of hope and optimism, 
even though the caution against the delusion of an intellectual grasp 
of the one "in the multiplicity of things" makes us wonder whether 
or not the whole epistemological enterprise implies subtle maneu­
vers and wary tactics. 

We must hasten to mention that Wang Pi's rejection of "the 
multiplicity of things" as the primary field of inquiry in his philoso­
phical project is not at all in conflict with Kuo Hsiang's idea of the 
spontaneous self-sufficiency of all beings. Kuo Hsiang certainly 

13Wang Pi, vol. 2, 6a, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, p. 49; quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, 

Source Book, p. 323. 
14Wang Pi, vol. 2, 2a, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, p. 41; quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, 

Source Book, p. 322-323. 
15Wang Pi, vol. 2, 6a-b, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, pp. 49-50; quoted from Wing-tsit 

Chan, Source Book, p. 324. 
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does not subscribe to the view that the multiplicity of things as they 

appear to be is where the great principle of equality manifests itself. 

It is true that the sagely abode is in the myriad things, "but it does 

not mean that he does not wander freely."16 The reason that a sage 

can wander freely in the midst of the myriad things is precisely 

because he is, in the ultimate sense, no longer of it: "The mind of the 

sage penetrates to the utmost the perfect union of yin and yang and 

understands most clearly the wonderful principles of the myriad 

things. Therefore he can identify himself with changes and harmo­
nize with transformations, and finds everything all right wherever 
he may go. He embraces all things and thus nothing is not in its 
natural state." 17 

We encounter here the same direct, confident, and assertive tone. 
There is no trace of the "cloud of unknowing," 18 no indication of 
doubt and, above all, no rhetorical device to suggest that reality is 
so elusive that human intelligence can never reach it. Of course it is 
one thing to say that the all-embracing capacity of the sagely mind 
"appreciates the nature of all things, partakes in the creative and 
transforming process of the universe, and fulfills the fame of Yao 
and Shun," 19 but it is quite another to say that our limited human 
intelligence can also perform this godlike function. After all, it is 
only the sage "who identifies himself with the profoundly myste­
rious state and understands its wonder to the utmost."20 Did Kuo 
Hsiang or Wang Pi mean to suggest that they were really sages 
simply by the fact that they attempted to philosophize in the spirit 
of the sage? Obviously they did not stipulate sagehood as a precon­
dition for understanding what they were talking about. Nor, for 
that matter, did they imply that they themselves had somehow 
become sages. The attempt to philosophize in the spirit of the sage, 
far from being an a priori claim to a privileged position, is predi-

16Kuo Hsiang, ι :9b, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, p. 140; quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, 

Source Book, pp. 327-328. 
17 Kuo Hsiang, 1:10a, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, pp. 141; quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, 

Source Book, p. 328. 
18 Adopted from the title of a book on Christian life, Cloud of Unknowing, ed. Ira 

Progoff (New York: Dell, 1973). 

19 Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, p. 328. 
20Ibid. 
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cated on the assumption that it is an authentic human possibility to 

do so. 
Surely, "with a tired body and a frightened mind,"21 we often 

fail to appreciate things in perspective, for we try hard to avoid the 

sagely way and to take as evidently true the limited and fragmented 

vision of ordinary people. We simply cannot bring ourselves to the 

task of "harmonizing all the changes throughout ten thousand 
years";22 we believe that it is impossible to accomplish and foolish 

to try to undertake such a task. The sage, on the contrary, "pro­
ceeds with utter simplicity and becomes one with transformation 
and always roams in the realm of unity." 23 The underlying reason 
that the sage is capable of such magnificent "creativity" is the 
natural order of things itself: 

[AJlthough the irregularities and confusions over millions of 
years result in a great variety and infinite multiplicity, as [the] 
"Tao operates and given results follow," the results of the past 
and present are one. And as "things receive names and are 
what they are," the myriad things are one in being what they 
are. Since there is nothing which is not what it is, and since 
there is no time in which results are not brought about [this 
mysterious function of the Tao], it may be called purity.24 

To philosophize in the spirit of the sage is, therefore, nothing 
other than to understand the naturalness, spontaneity, and simplic­
ity of the Tao in itself. Needless to say, this mode of understanding 
is universally open to the human community and is what we mean 
by ontological thinking. The difference between Wang Pi and Kuo 
Hsiang is thus two distinctive styles of ontological thinking. In fact, 
the points of convergence between them loom large when they are 
contrasted with the Han styles of cosmological thinking. 

Admittedly the generalization about Wei-Chin ontology, based 
upon the family resemblance between Wang and Kuo, is a matter 

21Kuo Hsiang, ι: 31a, in Erh-shih-erh tzu, p. 183; quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, 

Source Book^ p. 330. 
22Ibid. 
23Ibid. 
24Ibid. It should be noted that the character ch'un, rendered by Wing-tsit Chan as 

"simplicity," is here changed to "purity." 
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of emphasis. It is not meant to serve as an exclusive explanatory 

model. Nevertheless, T'ang Yung-t'ung's interpretation of the 

ontological character of "profound learning" is vitally important 

for directing our attention to the main thrust of the Wei-Chin 

spiritual orientation. It is also useful as a guide for setting up our 

agenda for further exploration. 

The ontological turn25 enabled the Wei-Chin thinkers to raise 

fundamental questions about reality. As a result, issues of substance 

and function §§ , form and spirit ^ , root and branch φ , one 

and many and being and non-being SS took on particular 

significance.26 The philosophical project, simply put, was to com­

prehend the substance, the spirit, the root, and the one without 
losing sight of its manifold functions, forms, and branches. Since 

ultimate reality, or the Tao, is only approachable through a process 

of detachment, any artificial attempt to assert what the Tao seems 

to be is inevitably self-defeating. The only way out, then, is to 

adopt a sort of implicit via negativa; such a move, in its most radical 

development, logically leads to envisioning the Tao as non-being. 
Ultimate reality so conceived is identical to "nothingness," not the 
nothingness that negates all things but that which symbolizes the 

inexhaustible potency and generativity of the Tao. 
Wang Pi's famous notion of "embodying nothingness" |g fffi, in 

the light of this ontological turn, should not be construed as an 
appeal to mysticism, for it directly addresses the issue of the best 

possible way of knowing the Tao. Thus, from Wang Pi's philo­

sophical perspective, the ineffable Tao is knowable through expe­

rience. Implicit in this approach is a hierarchy of perception which, 

for both theoretical and practical reasons, can be generally differen­
tiated into four levels of sophistication and subtlety. First, there are 

25The expression "ontological turn" is used in the same way as the "linguistic 

turn" has been used by interpreters of the particular philosophical development in 

the Anglo-American academic circle under the influence of Ludwig Wittgenstein. 
26 For a general discussion of the so-called, "pure conversation," see Chou Shao-

hsien jfl Wei-Chin ch'ing-t'an shu-lun 1¾ f| -/ff (rpt. Taipei: Shang-wu 

yin-shu-kuan, 1966), pp. 24—233. The newness of this ontological agenda is beyond 

dispute. Wing-tsit Chan, for example, states in reference to Wang Pi's commentary 

on the thirty-eighth chapter of the Lao Tzu: "This is the first time in the history of 

Chinese thought that substance (t'i) and function (yung) are mentioned together." 

See Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, p. 323. 
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ordinary people who perceive the multiplicity of things as they 

appear without any inclination to see the unity beneath them; 

secondly, there are those, like Chuang Tzu, who having perceived 

the Tao resort to elaborate linguistic strategies, including "wild 

words" £E U to shock the world so that ordinary people can sense 
the flavor of the T ao; thirdly, there are masters of the T ao, like Lao 
Tzu, who know well that the Tao is ineffable and yet choose words 
to express the inexpressible; and, finally, there are the sages, like 
Confucius, whose "silent appreciation" of the Tao is so 
intimate that they become totally internal to the Tao, i.e., they 
embody the nothingness of the Tao.27 Confucius' silent appreci­
ation, Lao Tzu's suggestive articulation, Chuang Tzu's elaborate 
depiction, and the unawareness of ordinary people constitute a 
wide spectrum of possibility in our relationships to the Tao. 

Whether or not Wang Pi was unique among the Wei-Chin 
thinkers in identifying Confucius' "exemplary teaching" as 
superior to Lao Tzu's "teaching by words" U|ic, the value struc­
ture embedded in the hierarchy of perception, as Mou Tsung-san 

Φ τη Ξ has pointed out, was quite pervasive.28 The belief that 

language is deficient and descriptive language is most inadequate in 

apprehending the Tao was widely held. Furthermore, the assump­
tion that the intimate experience of the Tao is extra-linguistic was 
taken as self-evident. The classical formulations of the subtle rela­
tionship between "word" Hf and "meaning" , in the "Ap­
pended Remarks" of the Book of Changes and in the Chuang Tzu, 
were often invoked to show the instrumental value of words in 
capturing the sagely meaning and their corresponding inadequacy 
in realizing a true experiential encounter with the Tao.29 The 
central theme in the Wei-Chin recommendation for dissolving this 

27For an analysis of Wang Pi's idea of "embodying nothingness," see Mou 

Tsung-san Ts'ai-hsing yti hsuan-li 14:1¾£i'li (Hong Kong: Jen-sheng 

ch'u-pan-she, 1963), pp. 119—125. Also see Tu Wei-ming "Wei-Chin 
hsiian-hsiieh chung te t'i-yen ssu-hsiang—shih-lun Wang Pi 'sheng-jen t'i-wu' i-

kuan-nien te che-hsiieh i-i" f|H£Φ 6¾HSl©Ϊ® — "SASS" 
— W.^&3^^MM'inYen-Yuan lun-hsueh-chiSt g ||PM , ed. Editorial Board m 

Memory of T'ang Yung-t'ung (Peking: Peking University Press, 1984). 
28Mou Tsung-san, Ts'ai-hsing yu hsuan-li. p. 119. 
29See T'ang Yung-t'ung, "Yen-i chih pien" 5 in his Wei-Chin hsuan-

hsiteh lun-kao, pp. 26—47. 
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dilemma is to use words to capture the sagely meaning and to 

forget them as soon as it is captured.30 There were of course those 

who took exception to this recommendation, notably Ou-yang 

Chien 0:1¾¾ (d. 300), who advocated that "words exhaust mean­
ing" fit,31 but the main thrust of the Wei-Chin thinking on 
the matter was true to the spirit of Chuang Tzu's instruction: "the 
fish trap is forgotten once the fish is caught" .32 To put it 
differently, words are convenient means to catch the sagely mean­
ing, the intent of which is to direct us to gain personal knowledge of 
the Tao. If we are not critically aware that "words do not exhaust 
meaning" Sl S and that words cannot in themselves really 
represent the Tao, we can be easily trapped in words to the extent 
that we are incapable of making the distinction between "sub­
stance" ^ and "function" This is like committing the categor­
ical mistake of confusing the fish trap with the fish. 

Implicit in this line of reasoning, however, is a deep-rooted faith 
in the power of the human mind, not its discriminative cognition 
but its holistic "intellectual intuition" (i-] jE , to comprehend 
the Tao from within.33 To "embody nothingness," in this parti­
cular connection, signifies the ultimate human capacity to open 
oneself up to a realm of the Tao which is not accessible to the 
ordinary sensory perceptions. Any form of knowing that requires 
the intervention of the trappings of words and signs falls short of 
reaching that realm. Confucius' silent appreciation of the Tao is 
thus a paradigmatic expression of what true knowledge means. The 
fact that all of us, including Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu, have not yet 
been able to live up to the sagely model does not at all deny its 

30 Ibid. Also, see Yiian Hsing-p'ei "Wei-Chin hsuan-hsiieh chung te yen-

i chih pien yii Chung-kuo ku-tai wen-i li-lun" 

ft β ® wen-hsuehli-lun yen-chiu~^ no. ι (Shang­

hai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1980), pp. 125—147, and Tu Wei-ming, "Ts'ung i tao yen" 

$£ g; PJ H", Chung-hua wen-shih Iun ts'ung no. 17 (Shanghai: Ku-chi 

ch'u-pan-she, 1981), vol. i, pp 225—261. 
31Mou Tsung-san, Ts'ai-hsing yu hsitan-li, pp. 243—254. 
32For the reference, see Chuang Tzu yin-te in Harvard-Yenching 

Institute Sinological Index Series (Peking: Yenching University, 1947), 75/26/48 (ch. 

26). 
33 See Mou Tsung-san, Chih te chih-chiieh yu Chung-kuo che-hsueh 

p)(Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1971). 
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verity. Actually, it is likely that for generations to come no human 

beings, in practical terms, will ever experience the Tao at the same 

level of immediacy and intimacy. Yet, ontologically, to embody 

nothingness and to experience the Tao from within is an authentic 
possibility realizable with varying degrees of sophistication and 

simplicity by all members of the human community. 

The hierarchy of perception and equality of potential provide 

the two necessary axes for locating the central significance of the 

Wei-Chin ontological turn of thought. The profound learning, as 

long as it focused on three of the most recondite texts in the classical 

heritage, was inevitably restricted to a small coterie of brilliant 

minds. Indeed, the ability to enunciate the hidden meanings in the 
Book of Changes JS, the Lao Tzu, or the Chuang Tzu was so rare 
that only a few in a generation were gifted enough to cultivate the 

facility and the art to do so. The whole project was thus tinged with 

elitism of taste, if not of social origin. However, within the universe 

of literati culture, power, status, or even age was no longer the 
important criterion of influence. A penetrating insight of a literatus 

on the occasion of a ritualized debate, a casual conversation, a group 
discussion or a dialogue, could elevate him to the coveted position 

of an arbiter of taste, able to exert a shaping influence on the style 

and content of the discourse in vogue.34 This illustrates the conver­
gence of the two distinguishable movements of the period: "pure 
conversation" ^ §£, as exemplified in A New Account of Tales of the 

World ifci£ff|§, was, in a way, a concrete manifestation of how 
the insights in "profound learning" were translated into a grammar 

of action and creatively applied to the vicissitudes of life of the 

34This is of course not to undermine the importance of the political factor in the 

development of Wei-Chin thought; see Ho Ch'ang-ch'iin H ^, Wei-Chin ch'ing-

t'an ssu-hsiang ch'u-lun §g H §$> ,¾ (Chungking: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 

1946), pp. 25—53. However, to understand the significance of "pure conversation" 

as a style of thought, it is vitally important to avoid the fallacy of reducing the 

philosophical enterprise to a mere reflection of political struggle of the period. 

Actually, we may well contend that "pure conversation" as an intellectual move­

ment contributed to a new definition of power and influence. See Ho Ch'i-min 

¢1¾¾, Wei-Chin ssu-hsiang yu t'an-feng (Taipei: Shang-wu yin-

shu-kuan, 1967), pp. 46—102. 
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time;35 similarly, "metaphysical discussion," far from being an 

isolated quest for objective truths through cool reasoning, was 

motivated by a strong desire to probe the ultimate principle and to 

experience fully the multiplicity of the human condition. 

Understandably, the word "pure" in "pure conversation" and 

the word "profound" in "profound learning" assumed particular 

shapes of meaning in the discoursive context in which they were 

employed. The contrasting device, often used by historians to fix 

the meanings of these two terms, is of limited explanatory power. 

To be sure, "pure" is contrasted with "turbid" ® and "profound" 

with "shallow" §|, but to define pure conversation and profound 

learning in terms of their opposites is misleading. For one thing, the 

highly cherished values in pure conversation have little to do with 

the idea of purity. If a personality was characterized as pure, as in 

Kuo T'ai's 1¾¾! (128—169) famous judgment of a contemporary 

literatus, it did not necessarily commend respect among the pure 

conversationalists. Nor did a personality depicted as "turbid" 

imply a criticism, especially if one's turbidity evoked images of the 

turbid waters of the Yangtze or the Yellow River.36 

On the surface, the pure conversationalists and the profound 

learners found their identity by detaching themselves from the 

mundane and shallow business of politics. Often, their quest for 

purity and profundity is interpreted as a thorough rejection of 

realpolitik. However, either by choice or by default, the celebrated 

members of these movements were perceived to have a great deal 

of attraction for the literati and thus were thought to have presented 

a serious threat to the ruling minority. Their attempt to explain 

35Ho Ch'ang-ch'un, Wei-Chin ch'ing-t'an, pp. 54—104. SeeRichardMather, New 
AccountofTalesofthe World, pp. xiii-xxvi. It should be noted that Mather's emphasis 

on the philosophical conflict between "naturalism" g and "moral teaching" 

is not at all incompatible with the view that the "ontological turn" is relevant 

to both. 
36The contemporary literatus of whom Kuo T'ai thought highly was Huang 

Hsien Huang's ability to evoke sensations of expansiveness was sharply 

contrasted with another literatus whose purity conveyed to Kuo no more than a 

sense of limited personal integrity. See Fan Yeh Hou-Han shu 1¾¾¾ (SPPY 

ed.) biography 43, 83:4a. For a discussion of Kuo T'ai's art of appraising person­

alities, see Chou Shao-hsien, Wei-Chin ch'ing-t'an, pp. 36—39. 
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ordinary phenomena in the spirit of the Tao and their intention to 

live the life of an authentic person created an alternative mode of 

existence potentially capable of undermining the values of con­
formity and stability advocated by the state.37 As a result, their 

seemingly apolitical use of language was thought by their con­

temporaries to have far-reaching political implications. The fate of 

the "Seven Worthies of the Bamboo Grove" ψί L* R, notably 

Hsi K'ang 1¾¾ (222—262), clearly indicates the complexity of the 

relationship between speculative conversation and political action 

at that time.38 

The interplay between language and politics, an issue too in­

triguing to be fully explored here, impels us to inquire further into 
the messages of the Wei-Chin thinkers in both the "pure conver­
sation" and the "profound learning" groups. We can no longer 

accept the single causal arguments and assign clear-cut motivations 

to any of our heroes or antiheroes. Nor can we take a compartmen­
talized methodology and isolate a "philosophical statement" as if it 

had a totally different ancestry. The synchronic structure of the 
discourse shared by thinkers of the same epistemic era must be 

noted, lest we should commit the fallacy of interpreting a text as a 

natural object without history and culture. The following quo­

tation from Ho Yen fHJ § (d. 249), in the light of the above caution­

ary note, is still an ontological assertion, except that its meaning 
overflows into other dimensions of the human condition: aesthe­

tics, ethics, and politics. 

Being, in coming into being, is produced by non-being. 
Affairs, as affairs, are brought into completion by non-being. 
When one talks about it and it has no predicates, when one 

names it and it has no name, when one looks at it and it has no 
form, and when one listens to it and it has no sound—that is 

37For background understanding, see Etienne Balazs, "Nihilistic Revolt or 

Mystical Escapism: Current of Thought m China During the Third Century A.D.," 

in his Chinese Civilization and Bureaucracy, trans., Η. M. Wright and ed., A. F. 

Wright (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1964), pp. 226—254. 
38 For a general discussion on the Seven Worthies of the Bamboo Grove, see Ho 

Ch'i-min, Chu-Iin ch'i-hsien yen-chiu ft (Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-

kuan, 1966). For Hsi K'ang's life, see Donald Holzman, La vie et lapensee de Hi K'ang 

(Leiden: Brill, 1957). 
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Tao in its completeness. Hence it is able to make sounds and 

echoes brilliant, to cause material force {ch'i) and material 

objects to stand out, to embrace all physical forms and 

spiritual activity, and to display light and shadow. Because of 

it darkness becomes black and plainness becomes white. 

Because of it the carpenter's square obtains a square and the 

compass draws a circle. The compass and square obtain forms 

but Tao has no form. Black and white obtain names but Tao 

has no name.39 

Ho Yen's depiction of the Tao as nameless, formless, and sound­

less precisely because it is the source of all things is a treatise on 

metaphysics, but it also contains aesthetic and ethical, not to men­

tion political, implications. At this fundamental discoursive level, the 

so-called "personality appraisal" another distinctively 

Wei-Chin style of thought, can also be construed as part of the same 

isomorphic system. This line of thought may appear to be in 

conflict with the common assumption that since the need for the 

categorization of human talents is motivated by pragmatic, ad­

ministrative considerations, the upsurge of interest in this subject in 

the last decades of the Eastern Han 1¾¾ (25—220) and the period 

of the Three Kingdoms ΞΞ H (220—265) was basically a political 

phenomenon.40 In actuality, however, as several intellectual his­

torians have already pointed out, "personality appraisal" as a genre 

of cultural analysis predates literary criticism and art connoisseur-

ship and, therefore, may have provided rich symbolic resources 

such as vocabulary, syntax, grammar, pragmatics, and semantics 

for later scholars. Two centuries later, these scholars, notably Liu 

Hsieh glj&i (ca. 460-532) and Chung Hung (469-518), 

creatively tapped the symbolic resources in the heritage of "per­

sonality appraisal" in pursuing their analytical enterprises in a most 

39This portion of Ho Yen's Tao-Iun is preserved in Chang Chan's 

commentary on the Lieh Tzu ^IJzP. See Chang-chu Lieh Tzu ίΐ f' (Japanese 

Kansei ed., 1791), 1:6a—b. This translation is quoted from Wing-tsit Chan, Source 

Book, p. 324. 
40See T'ang Ch'ang-ju )¾¾¾, "Wei-Chin ts'ai-hsing Iun te cheng-chih 1-1" 

tt Im 6¾ Sfcio S β» in his Wei-Chin Nan-Pei-Ch'ao shih lun-ts'ung j|ff 
(Peking: San-Hen shu-tien, 1955), pp. 298-310. 



18 Theoretical Background 

original, fruitful way.41 It is therefore to be expected that literary 

criticism and, for that matter, art connoisseurship seem to have 

shared the same vocabulary, syntax, grammar, pragmatics, and 

semantics with the genre of "personality appraisal." This is of 

course not to suggest that Liu Shao's §!)δβ Treatise on Personalities 

A%/T> in the third century actually foreshadowed Liu Hsieh's 

Refinements of the Literary Mind Z&MjItfl and Chung Hung's 

Judgments on Poetry pp. For one thing, since Liu Shao's work was 

not at all widely circulated, it was unlikely that Liu Hsieh or Chung 

Hung had had access to it. Nor is this to suggest that the sort of 

debates on human talents tt that Chung Hui Mtlf (225—264) and 
his adversaries were engaged in, as indicated in his Essay on the Four 

Fundamentals E3 φ 1#, in fact set the precedents for literary criticism 

and art connoisseurship in China. Indeed, it may also be far-fetched 

to suggest that Hsu Shao's (150-195) Monthly Comments 

M fi-fF started the whole movement of "personality appraisal" in 

the first place.42 

A broadly conceived influence study, combined with a nuanced 

inquiry into the subtle connections of the various streams of 

thought in the Wei-Chin period, will give us a flow chart of the 

"productive" relationships among the major intellectual enter­

prises that defined the age: "profound learning," "pure conver­
sation," and "personality appraisal." Suffice it now to address the 

possible linkage between the ontological reflection of the Tao and 

the conceptual apparatus that was deemed necessary for "person­
ality appraisal." The purpose is to see if the idea of "personal 

knowledge" can serve as a linchpin upon which the seemingly 
divergent Wei-Chin concerns can be shown to have actually en-

41 SeeHsiiFu-kuan, "Wen-hsin tiao-lung te wen-t'ilun"ii[jJ|f 116¾¾¾!¾ in 

his Chung-kuo wen-hsiteh lun-ts'ung Φ pc] uffii ifS (Taichung: Min-chu p'ing-lun-

she, 1966), pp. 14—15. There are numerous other examples to substantiate the claim 

that the vocabulary used in "personality appraisal" continued to influence ideas and 

concepts in literary criticism and art connoisseurship. 
42For Hsii Shao's biography, see Hou-Han shu (Shou-p'ing ed.), biography 58, 

98: 8a—b. It should be noted that the so-called Monthly Comments may have been a 

common expression indicating that comments on famous personalities from him 

were made monthly or in ten-day periods. There is no evidence that "Yiieh-tan 

p'ing" actually referred to a journal-style publication. 
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tered into a fruitful dialogue. For this hypothesis to work, it must 
satisfy the two basic conditions of being philosophically tenable and 
historically sound. 

"Personal knowledge," envisioned in the present context, pos­
sesses three interrelated characteristics: holism, centeredness, and 
dynamism. First of all, as a mode of knowing, it is a combination of 
"knowing that" and "knowing how," for it involves both verifi­
able information and acquired skill. To know a person is a form of 
pattern recognition. We need to know a great deal of objective facts 
about the person to form a reliable impression. The impression I 
have about a particular person is subject to change as more inform­
ation is gathered. Pieces of information are put together in the way 
jigsaw puzzles are constructed. However, if I rely upon this me­
chanical method, the most I can achieve is a more or less complete 
profile of the person. I cannot presume to know the person. The 
only way I can hope to achieve that is to observe him, to talk to 
him, and to socialize with him. This already requires some "know-
how," not just the art of human interaction but also analogical 
thinking, empathetic appreciation, self-knowledge, and a host of 
other internalized skills. Even then, if I am aware of the complexity 
involved, I may still feel reluctant to say that I really know the 
person. However, if, in a limited context, I express the view that I 
know the person, I mean to suggest that, in an holistic sense, I have 
some personal knowledge of what the person is. A salient feature of 
"personality appraisal," accordingly, is the ability to grasp the 
whole personality and to give it a comprehensive appreciation and 
evaluation. Thefamousdepiction of Ts'ao Ts'ao W (155—220) by 
the aforementioned master personality appraiser, Hsii Shao, is thus 
a holistic expression.43 Although we do not know through what 
kind of procedure Master Hsii made his insightful observations on 
his contemporaries, it is reasonable to assume that his personal 
knowledge was acquired through a manifold approach, including 
in-depth studies of model personalities in history, comparative 
physiognomical analyses, consultations, cross-references, inter-

43 Ibid., 98 · 8a. The five-character couplet depicting Ts'ao Ts'ao as a villain in time 

of peace and a hero in a chaotic age 1¾¾¾, 
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views, and, perhaps most important of all, experiential en­

counters.44 

The tact of grasping a personality holistically resembles the art of 

knowing the Tao. If we take seriously the dichotomies that the 
Wei-Chin thinkers brought to bear on the fundamental questions 

about reality, the tact involves many delicate maneuvers: to find a 

way to appreciate the "substance" of the person without losing 
sight of his observable "functions" in society, to acquire a taste for 
the "spirit" without ignoring the importance of the "form," to 

search for the "root" that nourishes the personality so that its 

branches can be properly appraised, and to grasp the unity, the one 
that underlies its manifold expressions. It may not be totally off the 

mark to say that we sometimes have to apply the "negative 
method' to fully comprehend what a person really is, even though 

no personality can ever attain total transparency comparable to the 

"non-being" of the Tao. Notwithstanding the vagueness of the 
whole approach, from a methodological point of view it makes 

good sense to distinguish the surface manifestations of a person's 
behavior and the deep motivational structure, constituted by a 

sense of values, dispositions, beliefs, and other factors, that makes 

the personality of the person. The classificatory scheme employed 
in the Treatise on Personalities is, strictly speaking, not a diagram for 

mapping out various personality types. It is, by and large, a method­
ical discussion of the facts and principles of understanding human 

beings in their concrete existential situations. As Mou Tsung-san 

notes, it is concerned with human talents physical ap­

pearances iHiijlJ, dispositions 14¾, and styles )¾¾.45 In other 
words, it intends to understand the whole person, body and spirit. 

To carry this analogy further, the tact of apprehending the spirit 

as well as the body of a person is not a roundabout way of 

44Although there is little information on this in Hsii Shao's biography, the 

emergence of practices such as passing judgment on notable people ^ 

starting and spreading around ditties about famous personalities JjS4 attaching 

labels to distinctive personality traits j§§ g, and formulating standards for evaluating 

scholar-official performances ^ §g clearly indicates that it is reasonable to assume 

that "personality appraisal" had become a sophisticated art. See Hou Wai-lu, et al., 

Chung-kuo ssu-hsiang, vol. 2, pp. 364-397. 
45Mou Ts'ung-san, Ts'ai-hsing yu hsuan-li, p. 44. 
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circumventing the subject matter but a direct experiential encoun­

ter with the inner core of the personality. This requires one's ability 

to hit the mark, the bull's-eye, without recourse to any abstract 

scheme of cyclic definitions. Indeed, the tact is significantly differ­
ent from the conventional definitional approach whereby one 

moves from a large circle of species and genre and gradually fixes 

the precise location of the subject matter within it. The definitional 
approach is necessary if we want to find out the social role, the party 

membership, or the religious affiliation of the person. It can also tell 

us a great deal about the personality traits of the person. But it 

cannot help us to know the person in the sense of having acquired a 

personal knowledge of him. To do that, the Wei-Chin thinkers 

seem to argue, we must learn the art of piercing through the heart 
of the matter and then rounding out the task from within. This is 

predicted on the power of our intellectual intuition to know not 

only what a thing appears to be but what a thing is in itself. This 

seemingly outrageous claim was taken for granted by the Wei-
Chin thinkers as an authentic possibility for all members of the 

human community, even though, in practice, only the finest 
minds, namely the sages, can fully realize it. 

This mode of knowing is tantamount to an immediate compre­
hension of the Tao from within. To search for the Tao by a gradual 

path of classifying and analyzing its manifold functions is like 

trying to find the inner core of the personality by a detailed 
description of its social roles. No matter how rigorous the effort is 

in such a pursuit, it can only lead to a partial, fragmented view, 
never to full, holistic experiential understanding. Centeredness, so 
conceived, can be taken as an optimal way to attain holism. The 
image of the archer who can hit the center of the target only by a 
combination of sufficient strength and perfect timing and who 

must examine himself and rectify the procedure from within if he 
fails to do so is relevant here.46 The delicate interplay between the 

knowing subject and the subject of knowing necessitates not only a 
constant critical self-awareness but also the acumen of letting 

46 For the concept of combining sufficient strength and perfect timing, as the way 

of the archer, see Mencius, 5B: i. Although the locus classicus for this reference is 

Mencian, the idea can strike a sympathetic chord in either Taoism or Buddhism. 



2 2  Theoretical Background 

oneself go in the art of self-forgetfulness ,¾¾.47 To know a person 

holistically implies that he will neither be abstracted to a general 
type nor reduced to a common denominator; indeed, his integrity 
as a unique personality will be respected. Moreover, as a concrete 

person, his center is never static. Unless we can open ourselves up to 
the full range of activities in which he is engaged, there is little hope 

for us to apprehend his dynamic center, not to mention the possi­

bility of comprehending the total personality from within. 

It is, therefore, necessary to mention that, in addition to holism 
and centeredness, personal knowledge of the kind we are concerned 

with also possesses the characteristic of dynamism. Unlike the 

science of knowing bare facts or raw data, the art of knowing 
persons cannot assume a totally neutral, disinterested, and value-
free position as a point of departure. We do not have privileged 

access to a static and thus secured objective vantage point. Instead, 
the ground, or more appropriately the floating island, on which we 

stand is unstable, if not always changing. The confluence of numer­
ous currents of sentiment and thought constantly disturbs our effort 

to negotiate between the desirability of maintaining the posture of 

an outside observer and the necessity of becoming an inside partici­

pant. In other words, as the knowing subject through the act of 
apprehending is itself undergoing a transformation, the subject of 

knowing must be apprehended by empathetic understanding as 

well as by critical analysis. The dialectic interplay between these 

two dimensions of apprehension is a salient feature of personal 

knowledge. The character t'i f§ which forms compounds with a 
host of what may be called cognitive terms to indicate the profun­
dity of the personal commitment involved in this mode of knowing 
is an outstanding example of personal knowledge in operation: 

examination mm , taste fg 1¾, comprehension §§ , understanding 

confirmation fft gg, and verification !§§t·48 

However, it is vitally important to note that a concrete person 
must exhibit recognizable cultural qualities that are shared by other 

47 Chuang Tzu yin-te, 19/6/92 (ch. 6). 
48 For a brief discussion on this, see Tu Wei-ming, " 'Inner Experience': The Basis 

of Creativity in Neo-Confucian Thinking," in Artists and Traditions: Uses of the Past 

in Chinese Culture, ed. Christian F. Murck (Princeton: The Art Museum, Princeton 

University, 1976), pp. 9—11. 
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human beings, for he comes into existence through symbolic inter­

change. Unlike the Tao, he is not soundless, colorless, or odorless. 

After all, we are created in the process of communal participation: 
sharing thoughts, meanings, feelings; in fact the network of human 

relationships in which we are reared and nourished provides the 

common basis, the social reality, for our dialogues, conversations, 

and discussions. There is no reason to suspect that since the Wei-

Chin thinkers were "individualistic," they were not part of a 
symbolic interchange. Actually, the characters in A New Account of 

Tales of the World often impress us as a group of rarefied aristocrats. 

Their life-styles, tastes, wishes, ideas, and values show a remarkable 

underlying compatibility and commonality. Otherwise, it would 

be difficult to imagine how they managed to converse in the first 

place. Liu I-ch'ing's fljliif (403-444) persuasive defense of the 
meaningfulness of the way the Wei-Chin literati naturally, delight­

fully, and inescapably interacted with each other was certainly 

nostalgic reflection.49 But, undoubtedly, he is correct in showing 

that the Wei-Chin literati did provide a new path for creative 

minds to follow. In this new epistemic era, the horizon of human 

sensitivity and the human intellect was widened wonderfully. As a 

result, a new poetic vision emerged. 

It is often believed that the emergence of the distinctively Wei-
Chin style of poetics, with particular emphasis on mountains, 

waters, and pastoral scenes, was due mainly to a naturalistic turn in 

the literary circle. The discovery of nature for its own sake was 

symptomatic of this newly developed mental attitude. With the 
exception of J. D. Frodsham's attempt to locate the "origins of 
Chinese natural poetry" in the so-called metaphysical verses 

£Wf#,50 there is little effort to explore the possible links between 
this particular poetic vision and the distinctively Wei-Chin styles of 

thought, namely profound learning, pure conversation, and per­

sonality appraisal. Before we explore the points of convergence 

49It should be noted that Liu I-ch'ing's account of the "new tales" covered a 

period from the late Han to the time of Hsieh Ling-yiin (385—433), who was 

contemporary with T'ao Ch'ien. For a discussion of the world of the Shih-shuo hsin-

yw, see Mather, New Account of Tales of the Worldi pp. xiii-xxxvi. 
50J. D. Frodsham, "The Origin of Chinese Nature Poetry," Asia Major, new 

series, vol. 8, pt. 1 (i960), 68—103. 
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between poetic vision and styles of thought in the Wei-Chin 

period, it is vitally important to note that my emphasis on the 

synchronic resonance of seemingly discrete patterns of mental 
activities must not be construed as an implicit critique of the 

diachronic mode of analysis. Actually it is historically significant 

and intellectually fruitful to study the social, cultural, and ethico-
religious continuity between the unified Han kingdom and the 

period of the disunity. In the history of poetry, for instance, the 

tradition of the so-called "Nineteen Ancient Poems" 

of the late Han, an artistic expression remarkably different from the 
constructive outlook of thefu 1¾, may have provided impetus for 
the development of the shih in the Wei-Chin. A similar observation 
can also be made of yueh-fu the poetic genre of folk songs and 
ballads in the Han style. 

With this caveat in mind, let us explore the salient features of the 
shared ground between the disposition of philosophical inquiry and 

procedures of poetic knowing. Having established a linkage be­
tween ontological reflection of the Tao and the conceptual appara­
tus underlying the art of personality appraisal at the epistemological 

level, we may find it fruitful to ask the following question: given 

that the ontological turn was a defining characteristic of the Wei-

Chin style of thought, what kind of poetic vision would be con­
sidered most appropriate? The question is deliberately arbitrary, for 
there is no reason to assume that ontology and poetry in the same 
era must be subsumed under the same epistemological system. 

However, it seems likely that a question so posed can yield a more 

definitive answer, which hopefully will be of some significance for 
scholars of Chinese poetry. My observations, then, consist of a 

series of assumptions. 
(i) Reality and Actuality. The shift of overall philosophical focus 

from cosmology to ontology must have exerted considerable in­

fluence on the form and nature of the emerging poetic vision. If we 

assume that the poet, in the same discourse as the philosopher, takes 
an active interest in probing the dimensions of a thing which 

constitute, as it were, its reality, it is unlikely that he will be satisfied 
with mere description. Surely, a sensitive poet, skilled in the art of 

depiction, is impelled to note, often in vivid detail, what the thing 

actually is. However, if he is at all mindful of the depth of his 
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aesthetic insight, he is also impelled to fathom what a thing is in 

itself, not only what a thing appears to be. The famous anecdote 

about the great painter Ku K'ai-chih (341-402) is revealing 

in this connection. The reason he was so apprehensive about put­

ting the final touches on his subject's eyes after the portraiture had 

been otherwise perfectly executed was his deep concern for the 

spirit of the person. Since the eyes were thought to "communicate 

the spirit" fHf$, they had to be approached with utter serious­

ness.51 The idea of breathing vitality into a physical form, as in the 

proverb of bringing the painted dragon to life by putting in the 

pupils of its eyes, ΐϋ® fflf is a variation on the theme.52 Ofcourse 

the poet can put the dichotomy of form and spirit into practice 

withQut being critically aware that he is doing so. However, if this 

quest for the real as well as the actual is taken for granted, then the 

inner psychic push of the poet himself and the perceived gravita­

tional pull from the center of the thing will enable him to realize 

certain authentic possibilities and, at the same time, will compel 

him to give up several other, attractive alternatives. 

(2) Unearthing and Constructing. One rejected alternative, which is 

well developed in some other poetic traditions and seems to have 

been in vogue at the time Han cosmological thinking was domi­

nant, is the constructing mode. An outstanding example of this 

mode is the fully matured Ju style with descriptions of hunting 

parks, national capitals, and the imaginary marvels with which 

grandiose scenes are embroidered.53 To be sure, Ju continued to 

develop in the Wei-Chin, but another poetic undercurrent 

emerged and gradually became the main stream of literary sensitiv­

ity: the shih f$, especially the five-character version of it. It would 

be far-fetched to suggest that the ontological turn actually 

prompted the germination and eventual fruition of this particular 

51 For this fascinating account in Ku K'ai-chih's biography, see Chin-shu g SfJ, in 

Erh-shih-ssu shih Zl ~h 1Z3 ¢. (Chin-ling shu-chii, 1866—1870), biography 62, 92:25a. 
52For the historical reference to this widely known proverb, see the story of the 

famed painter in the Liang ^ dynasty (502-557) legend, Chang Seng-yu 

in Morahashi Tetsuiji Dai Kan-Wa jiten (Tokyo: Tai-

shukan shoden, 1955-1960), vol. 7, p. 1117. 
53 See Liu Ta-chieh Chung-kuo wen-hsuehfa-chan shih Φ® jvClPfstJH ̂  

(rpt. Taipei: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1957), pp. 110—116. 
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style. However, it is important to note that in the atmosphere of 
profound learning, "the literary form best adapted to descriptive 
word painting" 54 of the/« was no longer adequate. The communal 
effort to bring from concealment the deep truth of life, to uncover 
the hidden reality of things, and to recover the naturalness and 
spontaneity of the human mind required a lyric mode of self-
disclosure. The need to build a gigantic structure so that men can 
communicate with gods was replaced by a desire to listen to one's 
inner voice, the rhythm of nature, indeed the music of Heaven. It 
was probably not accidental that the lute, like the five-character 
verse, became a felicitous instrument for expressing Wei-Chin 
lyricism. As Hsi K'ang testifies, "In truth those people who are not 
of a free and detached disposition cannot find enjoyment in lute 
music. Those who are not profound and serene cannot dwell with 
it. Those who are not broad-minded cannot ungrudgingly give 
themselves over to it. Those who are not of the utmost refinement 
cannot understand its deep significance." 55 

(3) Selfand Other. It is remarkable that the communal effort to 
bring to light the profound meaning of the ineffable Tao in the 
Wei-Chin era actually took the form of commentaries on the Book 
of Changes, the Lao Tzu, and the Chuang Tzu. These thinkers who 
were instrumental in creating a new style of philosophizing after the 
collapse of the Han dynasty have often been characterized as 
iconoclastic. The common impression is that they, in response to 
Eastern Han moralism and scholasticism, rejected the mundane 
world of tradition, government, family, and ritual in order to 
express themselves as unrestrained, independent, and autonomous 
"free thinkers."56 The very fact that they chose commentary as 
their style of philosophizing indicates that their inconoclasm was a 
complex one. Indeed, the disclosure of the Tao through the inter­
pretation of ancient texts with a view to recovering the lost wisdom 
of the sages involves a sophisticated hermeneutic procedure, of 
which a salient feature is its non-individualistic orientation. The 
Wei-Chin thinkers were not engaged in thinking isolated private 

54Frodsham, "Chinese Nature Poetry," p. 77. 
55Van Gulik, Hsi K'ang and His Poetical Essay on the Lute (Tokyo: Sophia 

University, 1969), p. 112. 
56Liu Ta-chieh, Chung-kuo wen-hsueh, pp. 162—178. 
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thoughts. To quote Kuo Hsiang again, "The T cannot produce 

things and things cannot produce the Ί.' The T is self-existent. 

Because it is so by itself, we call it natural." The naturalness and 

spontaneity of their thought, strictly speaking, did not come from 

an imitation of nature. Actually the mimetic approach was alien to 

their world view. The strength of their imaginative power came 

from an inner source. And, as the three sacred texts make clear, the 

source is an intrinsic consequence of purifying the mind. Lest this be 

construed as an extreme form of asceticism, the purification of the 

mind here presupposes the value of communal participation. The 

literary writers gathered around the Ts'ao family,57 the Seven 

Worthies of the Bamboo Grove.58 and the coterie of poets in the 

Orchid Pavilion recorded by Wang Hsi-chih ΞΕϋ;ίΐ (321—379)59 

all suggest the centrality of dialogue, conversation, and discussion, 

not to mention wine, food, and music, in the cultivation of a Wei-

Chin personality. It was through symbolic interchange that the 

thinker experienced his inner self and the meaningfulness of the 

other. It is difficult to imagine that the Wei-Chin poet was not part 

of the same rhetorical situation. 

(4) Word and Meaning. If the poet is motivated to capture the real 

rather than simply the actual, to fathom the internal structure 

instead of the external manifestation, and to disclose his selfhood 

through an experiential encounter with the other, he cannot ac­

complish his purpose by assuming the role of an outside observer or 

a disinterested narrator. He can, of course, cultivate his "free and 

detached disposition" so that he can appreciate empathetically the 

order of things as it is. However, unlike the philosopher who 

explains, the poet expresses. The act of imaginative recreation of the 

poet is inevitably expressive. Thus, the poet uses his precious 

diction not simply to depict but to suggest, to direct, to inspire, and, 

if he deems fit, to shock. He appeals not to persuasive argumen­

tation but to the internal resonance of like-minded people. The 

words he uses are intended to produce a compelling impression of 

reality, not the reality that is grasped by the ontologists as the all-

57 See Hu Kuo-jui H 3¾, Wei-Chin Nan-Pei Ch'ao wen-hsueh-shih f§ pff ^ 

(Shanghai: Wen-i ch'u-pan-she, 1980), pp. 1-28. 
58Ho Ch'i-min, Chu-Iin ch'i-hsien yen-chiu, pp. 1—15. 
59Chinshu, biography 50, 80:5a-b. 
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embracing fullness of the Tao, but its disclosure in a certain mood, 

time, place, or personality. This reminds us of the dictionary 
meaning of poetry as evocation.60 What the poet evokes, in the 

Wei-Chin sense of lyricism, far from being an unrestrained en­
thusiasm for a passing phenomenon, is a penetrating insight into the 

enduring pattern of things. The words, so long as they are pointers 

to the poetic vision of such a pattern, are a necessary instrument for 
disclosing the Tao. As soon as the Tao is revealed and the meaning 

understood, they must fade away so that the ineffable Tao can be 

experienced directly. 
(5) Whole and Part. The paradox that the Tao is ineffable but can 

be experienced directly is predicated on the belief that there is 
always an internal resonance between human beings and the natural 
order of things. The idea of an ontological alienation of humanity 

from the Creator, on the one hand, and the rest of the world, on the 
other, is totally absent; indeed, it is not even a rejected possibility. 

The Wei-Chin poet, accordingly, may have felt alienated from 

political power and influence as many of them did because of the 
precariousness of official life in a period of disunity, but he was 
never a stranger on earth amidst mountains, rivers, pastoral scenes, 

relatives, and friends. There was a niche in this world for him to 
exist, to live, to experience, and to explore. He had a home that he 

could return to and call his own. From such a base, he cultivated a 

panoramic view of his surrounding landscape. He did not suffer 
from the tunnel vision of an isolated, often frustrated, selfish hedon­
ist. The wine and music that he enjoyed were certainly sensuous 

pleasures, but they also helped him to taste and hear the Tao in a 
manner that the vulgar scholar-officials, obsessed with the pursuit 

of fame, wealth, or power, could not at all experience. He was thus 

conscious of his intrinsic worth as a connoisseur of the higher and 

deeper truth of life. Yet, his sense of personal dignity was not 

simply built upon his contempt for those who failed to transcend 

"the wind and dust" of politics. It was rather a real commitment to 

a style of spiritual self-cultivation that prompted him to see a wider 

60In the sense that the word "poetry" can be taken to mean: "a quality that stirs 

the imagination or gives a sense of heightened and more meaningful existence," 

Webster's Third New International Dictionary, p. 1749. 
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horizon beyond the imperial court and bureaucracy.61 What the 

Wei-Chin poet symbolizes is not escape from politics but the 

courage to reject the fragmented and sometimes humiliating world 

of partial existence in order to live fully as a whole person. 

(6) Center and Periphery. It is true that the poet, unlike the sage, 

cannot embody the Tao in its all-embracing fullness. However, 

even though he cannot experience the Tao in the same profundity 

as the sage can, he articulates the subtlety of the Tao holistically 

through concrete symbolization. The ability of the poet to do so, 

like the sage in this case, emanates from a penetrating insight into 

the inner structure of a thing, be it natural scenery, social condition, 

or human feeling. The procedure, comparable to the idea of hitting 

the target on mark, mentioned above, is to embrace the whole by 

first grasping what the heart of the matter is. To emerge from the 

core, as it were, involves total immersion radically different from 

detached observation. The detached observer may choose to move 

cautiously from the periphery to the center, whereas the lyric poet 

of the Wei-Chin style must live through the center before he can 

make sense out of the whole thing, for the relevance and the 

meaningfulness of the periphery depends on the experiential en­

counter. Thome H. Fang 35¾¾, in his Creativity in Man and 

Nature, characterizes Ts'ao Chih Wffi (192—232) andJuanChi HTCH 

(210-263), together with the earlier Ch'ii Yiian J3M (343-277 

B.C.) and the later Li Po $ (701—762), as fellow poets in the 

Taoist chorus: "Situated at the acme of the Celestial, they could 

gaze distinterestedly upon the stratified world below in which the 

tragi-comic figures are involved in the repressive lapse into folly 

and wit, illusion and truth, appearance and reality, all falling off 

from the consumate Perfection, Truth and Reality."62 However, 

it seems that the "acme of the Celestial" at which they are situated is 

not out there in the sky, but, like the "music of Heaven," exists here 

and now at the center of our lived experience. 

(7) Time and Space. Despite the seemingly exalted mood in which 

61 See Hsii Fu-kuan, "Wei-Chin hsiian-hsueh yii shan-shui-hua te hsing-ch'i" 

Il IP |£||I|7K Ii in his Chung-kuo i-shu ching-shen φ |1 # (Tai-

chung: Tunghai University, 1966), pp. 225-236. 
62Thome H. Fang, Creativity in Man and Nature (Taipei: Linking Publishing Co., 

1980), p. 131. 
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the Wei-Chin poetic personages observed the boisterous world 
around, they were very much an integral part of the social scene. 
Ch'en Yin-k'o's 1lll:t~1PS- brilliant study of the spiritual orientation 
ofT'ao Ch'ien II1irJM (36S-?427) is a case in point. 63 We need not 
subscribe to Ch'en's distinction between old and new theories of 
naturalness in his discussion of the philosophical transition from the 
Seven Worthies to T'ao Ch'ien, but his analysis of the tripartite 
division of form ;/f}, shadow ~, and spirit IJi$ in T'ao's thought is 
most instructive. According to Ch'en, what T'ao envisions in this 
threefold conversation is a double negation with a view to a new 
poetic vision of reality. 64 The spirit so conceived offers a transcend­
ing perspective going beyond the longevity of the body as sym­
bolized by the form, and the immortality of the soul as symbolized 
by the shadow. Since the spirit is totally fused with the Tao, it is no 
longer attached to a spatial form or to a temporal soul. Rather, it 
fully participates in the "great transformation" ::*: it: 

Too much thinking harms my life; 
Just surrender to the cycle of things, 
Give yourself to the waves of the Great 

Change 
Neither happy nor yet afraid. 
And when it is time to go, then simply go 
Without any unnecessary fuss. 65 

tt~{~Hf"t 

IEJt~~* 
*iiE 1i ::*: it q:t 
JG:g~/f'~ 
!l!lll~~lll 
~i'l1l1~[I: 

Commenting on this poem, Richard Mather notes that this kind of 
naturalness cre~ted for T'ao Ch'ien "a heightened awareness of the 
transiency of life" and that "this is the price man pays for his 
transcendence over his own naturalness." 66 Indeed, what T'ao the 
poet symbolizes is more than "a stoical acceptance of life and 
death";67 it is also the silent appreciation of the way we are: 

.3Ch'en Yin-k'o IlIIC~'I1?r, "T'ao Yiian-mmg chih ssu-hsiang yii ch'ing-t'an chih 
kuan-hsl" ll/I!Jiilllljfl z,\!!,~wm~z~i*, in Ch'en Yin-k'o hsien-sheng lun-wen chi 
~ji:[mJ\:;1=.~X:~, 2 vols. (Taipei: San-Jen hsing, 1974), vol. I, pp. 309-333 . 

• 4 Ibid., pp. 326-330 . 
• 5 For this translatIOn, see James R. Hightower, The Poetry of T' ao Ch'ien 

(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), p. 44. 
··Richard B. Mather, "The Controversy over Conformity and Naturalism 

dunng the SIX Dynasties," History of Religions 0, nos. 2-3 (1969-1970), 180 . 

• 7James R. Hightower, The Poetry rifT'ao Ch'ien, p. 45. 
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So I manage to accept my lot until the 

ultimate beginning. 

Rejoicing in Heaven's command, what is 

there to doubt?68 

In light of the seven points above, we may propose that the 

paradigmatic Wei-Chin poet prefers an ontological unearthing to a 

cosmological constructing, for his sense of reality prompts him to 

try to understand what a thing is in itself rather than what a thing 

merely appears to be. In other words, he is not satisfied with a 

neutral description of the perceived object, no matter how igenious 

it may turn out to be; he needs to "embody the thing" 11¾/69 

through total participation. The value he cherishes, then, is not 

descriptive naturalism, if it is understood to be a detailed portrayal 

of a natural object. Indeed, it is not the art of portraiture but the art 
of metaphor and metonymy that inspires the poet to articulate his 
inner feelings. He responds to an object only after he has been 

deeply "moved by the thing" !&%. He is moved by things often 
because of an overflow of emotion and meaning, resulting from a 

concern about his existential situation, a thought about a friend far 

away, or a longing for a different mode of life. The perennial 

human dilemma of affective surplus and cognitive deficit is parti­
cularly pronounced in the Wei-Chin poet. His heightened self-

identity and penetrating insight into the flux and reflux of the 

world around him make him critically aware of the inadequacy of 
the conceptual apparatus to give an account of what he really feels 

and means. At the same time, he also comes to the realization that to 

optimize the power of precious diction is, next to silent apprecia­
tion, the second best way of experiencing the Tao from within. 

For him, to write poetry is not to give new reality to things but to 
evoke a common sense of sympathetic vibration among like-
minded people. There is no ultimate reason for him to write; nor is 

there any social pressure that urges him to write. Indeed, he may 

choose not to, but he does. 

6aIbid., p. 270. 
69 The locus classicus for this seems to be the fifteenth chapter of the Chung-yung 

φ Hf: "They form the substance of all things and nothing can be without them" ff 

Β'Ρ"!®· See Wing-tsit Chan, Source Book, ρ 102. It should be noted that 

Chan's translation quoted above is based on Chu Hsi's interpretation. 

iimmi 
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Some Reflections on Chinese Poetic Language 

and Its Relation to Chinese Cosmology 

Translated from French by Stephen Owen 

It is our habit in the West, when we study Chinese poetry, to put 

the emphasis on its content (themes, genres, historical and philosoph­

ical references, etc.). Should we happen to approach the question of 
forms, we are usually content to enumerate the complement of 

prosodic rules fixed by tradition. It seems to me that the time has 

come to consider this poetry as a language in its own right and to 

ask the significance implicit in its basic structure. Using the assump­

tions of modern semiology, according to which all formal elements 
of a language are significant, we find that those formal elements 

reveal hidden significations not always shown by their explicit 

content. 
We know that, following several centuries of intense creativity, 

Chinese poetry, as a mature language, attained under the T'ang a 

high degree of complexity and freedom. Exploring all the possi­

bilities of an ideographic writing system, which offered astonishing 

possibilities of combination, T'ang poets uncovered in their lan­
guage important deviations from ordinary language (deviations of 
a kind rarely attained in other languages). In spite of this freedom, 

their language was never given up entirely to arbitrariness or to 

fantasy: it operated through highly determined intentions. It goes 

without saying that a thorough knowledge of the structures of this 

language comes only from a systematic study of the full comple­
ment of critical and lexicographical works. Nevertheless, certain 

observations permit me to assert that these structures are based on 

fundamental laws of Chinese thought. Moreover, there is nothing 
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at all astonishing in this fact: poetic language is the semiotic order 

par excellence, serving as the model for other methods of significa­

tion. Thus it is quite natural that the poetic language take responsi­

bility for the most essential elements of the thought from which it 

issues. 

As an initial approach and as a possible framework for reflection, 
I propose to take up certain components common to both Chinese 

poetic language and to Chinese cosmology (or world view) and to 

briefly indicate the conditions through which they function. We 

will see that one of the most striking traits of Chinese thought lies in 

the unfailing correspondence between the material universe and the 
universe of signs. 

I should like to indicate at the outset that Chinese cosmology is 
not the subject of this short essay. From the ancient I ching Jj ® or 
the Book of Changes to the works of Neo-Confucian thinkers in 

later imperial history, reflections on cosmology constitute an im­

mense domain in itself. To discuss so vast a subject in any depth is 

obviously beyond the scope and capability of the present study.1 I 
wish only to make use of the following three sets of general 

concepts that are important in traditional Chinese cosmological 

thinking: Emptiness-Fullness (hsii-shih jgjIf), Yin-Yang (H>H§), 

and Heaven-Earth-Man (t'ien-ti-jen My attempt is to 
examine the organic relations among these well-known ideas in 

order to illuminate some distinctive features of the language of 

classical Chinese poetry. Having thus stated my limited purpose, I 

shall now begin with a passage from the famous forty-second 

chapter of the Tao te ching ^ H which well summarizes a concept 
generally accepted by the Chinese: 

The Primordial Way engendered the One; 
One engendered the Two; 
Two engendered the Three; 

Three engendered the ten thousand beings. 

The ten thousand beings left Yin on their backs 

1A concise discussion of the distinctive Chinese world view can be found in 

Frederick W. Mote, "The Cosmological Gulfbetween China and the West," in 

Transition and Permanence: Chinese History and Culture, ed. David C. Buxbaum and 

Frederick W. Mote (Festschrift Hsiao Kung-ch'iian, Hong Kong: Cathay Press, 

1972), pp. 3-21. 
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And embrace Yang to their bosoms. 
Harmony is born in the Emptiness of mediating Breath .... 2 

To simplify this greatly: the Primordial Way (Tao) is conceived as 
Supreme Emptiness; from this emanates the One, which is nothing 
less than the primal Breath (yuan-ch'i 5t j(.). This in turn engenders 
Two, embodied in the two vital Breaths, Yin and Yang. By their 
interaction, Yin and Yang govern and animate the ten thousand 
beings. But between the Two and the ten thousand beings we 
always find the Three. 

According to the Taoist tradition, the Three represents the 
combination of the vital Breaths, Yin and Yang, and the ch'ung-ch'i 
{rj:t~, the "mediating Breath" or "mediating Emptiness." This 
"mediating Emptiness," which comes from Supreme Emptiness, 
whence it derives all its power, is necessary to the functioning of the 
Yin-Yang pairing. It is this which draws and wins over the two 
vital Breaths in the reciprocal process of Becoming; without it, Yin 
and Yang would remain formless substances. This tripartite relation 
gives birth to and serves as the model for the ten thousand beings. 
This mediating Emptiness, which resides in the Yin-Yang pairing, 
resides equally in the heart of all things: as it breathes the Breaths 
and life into all things, it maintains them in relation to Supreme 
Emptiness, thereby permitting them access to Becoming, to 
transformation, and to unity. 3 Thus Chinese thought finds itself 
dominated by a double and crossing movement, which can be 

2Cf. D. C. Lau, Lao Tzu: Tao Te Ching (Baltimore: Pengum Books, 1963), 
p. 103 A text of the Chmese origmal can be found in Ma Hsii-Iun .~ ®( fff!l, Lao Tzu 
chiao-ku ~TB'i'iffi (Hong Kong: T'ai-p'ing shu-chii, 1965), pp. 128-129. 

3 In regard to the interpretation of the Three in the Taoist traditIOn, beyond the 

explanation of Huai-nan Tzu it lW T and Wang Pi :E 585, which both have roughly 
the same sense, let me cite the following three comments, taken respectively from 
Ssu-ma Kuang's PJ.~J'f: Tao-te-lun shu-yao jHt\!HllBj!Jt~, quoted in Pai-ta-chia 
p'ing-chuLao Tzu Tao techingB:*:*~ftt. ~TjH~~, ed. Hsiang-I Lao-Jen #§;fi1t 
~A (N.p.: Te-chi shu-chti, 1924), vol. 2, p. 4a; from Fan Ying-yiian's ffi!l!5C Lao 

Tzu Tao-te-ching ku-pen chi-chu ~T~~~ il*~tt., m Lao Tzu chi-ch'eng ch'u­
pien ~T~ax:W~, ed. Yen Lmg-feng Mif:t (TaipeI: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, 
1965), vol. 60, p. IIb; and from Wei Yiian's a1m( Lao Tzu pen-i ~T*~' in Lao 

Tzu chi ch'eng hsu-pien ~T~ax:~~, ed. Yen Ling-feng (TaipeI: I-wen yin-shu­
kuan, 1970), vol. 62, p. IIb. 

Ssu-ma Kuang: "jHl£~, El ~ jfijll; ~I£::::, 5:J-~5:J-~; ::::1£='., ~~~jfij 
1£'fP; ='.1£~!f&.J, 'fP~{j-jfijl£!f&.J." 
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represented on two axes: a vertical axis symbolizing the coming 

and going between Emptiness and Fullness; and a horizontal axis, 

the place of interaction in the very heart of fullness, of the two com­

plementary poles which are Yin and Yang, and likewise the place 

from which all things come, including Man, the microcosm par 

excellence which incorporates all. 

Emptiness 

Yang Yin 

Fullness 

Related to the concept of Three and the position of Man is 

another idea fundamental to Chinese cosmology: the San-ts'ai 

~Jf', the Three Entities of Heaven, Earth, and Man. This idea 

essentially came from the Confucian tradition. It first appeared in 
the "Shuo-kua" or "Discussion of the Trigrams" in the I 
ching. Later in the Han dynasty (206 B.C. to A.D. 220), it received 

further development by the thinker Tung Chung-shu M {ψ iff (ca. 

179 to ca. 104 B.C.) and became a very important idea in Chinese 

thought. It should be noted that this concept and the Taoist idea of 

Three (Emptiness-Yin-Yang) are intimately related. Heaven repre­

sents Yang and Earth Yin. As to Man, he possesses in spirit the 

virtues of Heaven and Earth and embraces in his heart the quality of 

Emptiness. Here Man is raised to an exceptional dignity, for he 
participates as a third member in the creative process of the Cos­
mos. In no way is his role a passive one: if Heaven and Earth are 

endowed with intentionality, with a will, Man—through his spirit 
(hsin 'L"), his feelings (ch'ing fpf), and his desires (yii or i — 

makes his contribution to the process of Becoming, which never 

Fan Ying-yiian: Jt 4 —·&; 8 K 
t K l B i l ,  S f E i i i ,  ike : & 0 :  

WeiYiian: "-=T*,  f a ® ,  Ξ  I l  f a  H  S P f l f I f  W  « ΐ ΐ ,  Ά  
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ceases to move toward Divine Essence (shen ϊ|ϊψ), for which Su­

preme Emptiness is the guarantor or trustee. 

Emptiness 

Yang Yin 

Heaven — Earth 

Man 

Emptiness-Fullness, Yin-Yang, and Heaven-Earth-Man thus 
constitute the three relational and hierarchical axes around which 
Chinese cosmology is organized. It is interesting to show that 
Chinese poetic language, in exploring the mystery of the universe 
of signs, does not fail to structure itself, in its three constituent 

levels, along these axes. The lexical level is governed by the 

Emptiness-Fullness pairing, just as the syntactic level is governed by 
the Yin-Yang pairing; and, finally, for the symbolic level, the 

combination of images rests on the triad Heaven-Earth-Man. 
Although the limitations of space permit us to give only a 

summary treatment of each level, we will observe, level by level, 

the functioning of this language. Let me point out that in my 

work Chinese Poetic Writing I have studied this problem in a more 

complete way.4 I would also like to take note of other important 
works which approach the same question, notably those of Yu-
kung Kao. 

I. The Lexical Level (Emptiness-Fullness) 

On this level the notion of Emptiness-Fullness is rendered by the 
division of all Chinese words into those words called "full" (or 

"solid") and those words called "empty"; this division lies at the 

4Fran£Ois Cheng, Chinese Poetic Writing, trans. Donald A. Riggs and Jerome 

P. Seaton (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1982), pp. 3—95. 
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center of traditional Chinese grammatical thought.5 Indeed, we 

know that Chinese grammar, as it was conceived in ancient China, 

was of an essentially lexicographical order. It was through a highly 

refined lexicography that syntactic and modal rules were deter­
mined. This lexicography was based on the distinction between 

two grand categories of words: hsu-tzu |jg 'j-, "empty" words, and 

shih-tzu "full" words. Later, other categories were proposed. 

Thus from the Sung there was the opposition of ssu-tzu -¾ 2T', 

"dead" words, and huo-tzu "living" words. And in the 

Ch'ing there was the distinction between ching-tzu "words of 
stasis," and tung-tzu ffj'f1, "dynamic words." These later distinc­

tions actually constitute subcategories in relation to the two larger 

categories (empty and full words).6 

It is no easy matter to give a precise definition to each of these 
categories. We observe differences in the ways in which lexi­

cographers have delimited these classes of words over the centuries. 

However, it is possible to propose conditionally the following 

5Concerning the relationship between the notion of Emptiness-Fullness in 

language and in philosophy, the Ch'ing scholar Yuan Jen-Iin (A- late 

seventeenth-eighteenth century) wrote an important work entitled Hsu-tzu shuo 

jig ^:f$· (Interpretations of Empty Words), which attempted to integrate the 

theories of previous scholars with his own reflections on the nature of "empty 

words." The following remark may serve as an illustration of Yuan Jen-lin's 

reflections on the subject: "The art of using 'empty words' is not the invention of 

rhetoricians. It is a known fact that within the universe, Emptiness and Fullness are 

always interdependent, Substance and Function are inseparable, and the most 

dynamic movement usually takes place within supreme stillness" (Jjft ,¾ , Tff ̂  

®J έ. 3¾) · See Yen I-p'ing Jg — Hsu-tzu shuo, in Pai-pu ts'ung-shu chi-ch'eng Ig" 

ββ*®; Μ· Taipei: I -wen yin-shu-kuan, 1967), pp. 33a and 33b. 
6It is neither possible to recall here the history of Chinese lexicography nor 

feasible to cite all the lexicographical works, which would come to at least forty 

titles. Even if we restrict ourselves to works on shih-tzu and hsu-tzu, we have to 

include many commentaries on the classics, annotations on literary texts, works of 

criticism, as well as specialized studies on these two categories of words. Let me just 

point out that several modern Chinese linguists have studied the subject, notably 

Wang Li-ta *n his Chung-kuo yu-fa-hsueh hsiao-shih 

(Peking: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1963); Cheng Tien and Mai Mei-ch'iao 

^$5H in their Chung-kuo yu-fa-hsueh tzu-liao hui-pien 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1965); and Wang Li ΞΕ in his Han-yu shih-kao §| 

(Peking: K'o-hsueh ch'u-pan-she, 1958). 
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definitions, which constitute a kind of generally accepted 

consensus: 

Full words: nouns and eventually certain verbs. 
Empty words: personal pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, 

most verbs, adverbs, and modal particles. 

Living words and dead words belong principally to the class of 
empty words: the former are comprised of verbs of action, while 

the latter unite verbs of quality, prepositions, conjunctions, and 
particles. As for words of stasis and dynamic words, they are 
situated astride full words and empty words; the opposition be­

tween them is simply that which separates nouns and verbs. 
One may say in an inclusive way that Chinese lexicographers 

distinguished two kinds of words: some designated beings and the 

things themselves (nouns), while the others expressed the actions of 

the former (verbs, adverbs) or indicated their internal relations 
(pronouns, prepositions, conjunctions, and particles). The latter, 
restricted in number but whose use involved great subtlety, held 

the larger part of lexicographers' attention. 

For the purposes here, our attention is naturally directed to the 

implications of empty words in poetry, implications largely ana­

lyzed in the innumerable shih-hua jf§ ("Remarks on Poetry") or in 
other critical works. That which most interested the writers of shih-

hua was the link between empty words and the quality of style. In 

the Chinese rhetorical tradition, good sentence style ought to take 
into account an equilibrium between full words and empty words. 

Only such an equilibrium assured the perfect operation of ch'i-yun 

%. nfi, "rhythmic breath," which was supposed to animate sen­
tences. Let us make clear, above all, that this did not involve seeking 
a mechanical equilibrium between the two types of words. Accord­

ing to the nature of their content, certain sentences might be more 

heavily charged with full words (sentences which were more com­

pact, more imagistic, or more affirmative), while others might be 

more heavily charged with empty words (sentences which were 
more wandering, more allusive, or more tentative). In poetry these 

studies attained an extreme refinement, especially in regard to the 

subject of tzu-yen 'j- IS, the "eye word" of a verse, in which the use 

of a full word or an empty word was never a matter of indifference. 
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It also happened that poets would replace a full word with an 

empty word in order to vary the play of Fullness and Emptiness 

and, above all, to introduce a dimension of depth which might 

shake ever so slightly the too confident certainty of the language. 

But, beyond stylistic concerns, other aspects held the attention of 

poets. The form of Chinese poetry is extremely concise, and it often 

happened that the poet would omit the empty words in a verse, 

leaving the "true emptiness" in between the words; cadence assured 

the linking between words and permitted the reader, as he recited 

the verse, to reestablish the unrepresented empty words. In this 

regard we may cite a passage of the Hsii-tzu-shuo Jjfl ^ 1¾ or Interpre­

tations of "Empty Words" by YiianJen-Iin (A· Iate seven­

teenth to early eighteenth century) of the Ch'ing dynasty, which 

describes this practice quite well: 

In its economy of form, poetry is called upon to dispense with 

empty words. But in context it is not necessary that they 

actually appear. Without being present, they are nevertheless 

there; one may articulate them or not articulate them, and it 

is precisely this which makes for the mysterious charm of a 

poem. The same is true for a very concise prose text. Formerly 

Master Ch'eng [Ch'eng I 1¾@5 (1033-1107) of the Sung] 

pleased himself by adding one or two empty words when he 

recited a poem, and the whole poem came alive, suddenly 

articulated and charged with internal transformations. Master 

Chu [Chu Hsi (1130-1200) of the Sung] proceeded in 

the same manner when he explained a poem. Thus the [an­

cient] poet was thrifty with empty words in his poems; it was 

for the reader to restore them, in punctuating them for chant­

ing. The art of empty words in poetry is not so much in their 

actual use as in their absence, which preserves all their vital 

power.7 

Thus there exists in Chinese poetry differing degrees of empti­

ness: a lesser degree which manifests itself in the judicious use of 

empty words in the heart of a sentence, and a more profund degree 

which reveals itself in the very absence of empty words. To be sure, 

7YiianJen-Iin, Hsu-tzu shuo, p. 32a. 
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this absence has the effect of giving rise to ambiguities, but these 

serve the designs of poets. For these ambiguities not only act to 

shatter the narrow sense of the words; they establish another re­

lation between the words. Breaking the linearity of unitary mean­

ing in the sentence, they introduce a process of reversibility or of 

reciprocal becoming between the subject and object, between here 

and elsewhere, and, finally, between what is said and what is unsaid. 

Here are some examples (necessarily superficial) of the omission of 

empty words: 

(a) Omission of personal pronoun. This is systematic in regulated 

verse. It is this which creates a language of two simultaneously 

present dimensions, one in which the poet describes the external 

world, and the other in which he evokes his interior world. As an 

example, let us cite two lines by Tu Fu ft! (712-770): 

Expanded breast where are born clouds in 

layers; 

Eyes wide open where penetrate the 

returning birds.8 

Thanks to the absence of personal pronouns, the poet speaks of 

the mountain, all the while giving the impression of speaking of 

himself. These two lines marvellously evoke a state of fusion in 

which the man and the mountain become one. 

(b) Omission of conjunction or term of comparison. The following 

lines from Li Po's ή (701-762) "Farewell to a Friend" A 

illustrate this form of poetic omission: 

Drifting clouds mood of the wanderer; 

Setting sun feelings of an old friend. 9 SBiftAIi 

In these two lines, we see that the absence of terms of comparison, 

such as "like" or "as," permits the poet to avoid rigidly distinguish­

ing the things compared ("mood of the wanderer" and "feelings of 

an old friend") and the things to which they are compared ("drift­

ing clouds" and "setting sun"). The result is that each of the two 

8Kao Pu-ying jib¢8¾, T'ang Sung shih chu-γαο ΙβτβΙ#!!!?, 2 vols. (rpt. 
Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, i960), vol. 1, p. 41. 

9Ibid., vol. 2, p. 446. 

assifef 
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lines allows two simultaneous interpretations. Thus the first line 

might be interpreted as the "mood of the wanderer is like the 

drifting clouds" or "the drifting clouds have the mood of the 

wanderer." Similarly, the second line can be rendered as either 

"feelings of an old friend are in the image of the setting sun," or 

"the setting sun has the feelings of an old friend." In reality, 

through these lines so clearly marked by circularity, the poet 

doubtlessly intends to reconstitute the scene of parting, in which the 

elements of nature are not perceived simply as external decorations 

(or as terms of comparison) but as participating intimately in the 

human drama. 

(c) Omission of preposition. These two lines, taken from a famous 

poem "Night, Flowers, and Moon on the River in Spring" φ- jfC ft 

^ ̂  by Changjo-hsii 56¾?¾ (fl. late seventh-early eighth century), 

show how the author used poetic omission to tell the story of the 

separation of two lovers on a moonlit night. 

Who then this lonely night in his boat? ffi ̂  ft A ~F 

Where then longing, the pavilion in H l8 ffi © (¾ ;B 
moonlight?10 

In this poem, while the man in his boat gets ever farther away on 
the river, the woman remains in her pavilion in the moonlight. In 
the second line the poet has taken advantage of the formal concision 

to avoid using a preposition ("for" or "in") after the verb "long­

ing." This omission gives grounds for the different translations on 

the part of western translators. It may be "Where is the man who 
longs for the pavilion in the moonlight?" or "Where is the woman 

who longs in her pavilion in the moonlight?" We know that in 
reality the two lovers are thinking of one another. Thus, without 
the poet's giving precise external definition to the "mediating 

Emptiness," it rises up in the middle of the sentence, once again 

drawing the two principal components into a relation of recipro­

city and union. 
Of course, it is not a question here of omitting empty words in 

any way possible: one would risk falling into a contrary excess, 

10 Shen Te-ch'ien fg jf§, T'ang-shih pieh-ts'ai-chi )¾ If S1J S ̂  >2 v°ls· (Peking: 

Chung-hua shu-chii, 1975), vol. 1, chuan 5, pp. 158-159. 
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overburdening the line with full words. It is also necessary to take 

rhythm into account, which, just as it separates the words, suggests 

the subtle rapport which the words maintain between themselves. 

We will cite an extreme case in a line by Li Shang-yin 

(8137-858), taken from his poem "The Goddess Chang O" iffS ¢8, a 

line composed entirely of solid words but which nevertheless gives 

the impression of breathing, as if pierced by empty spaces: 

Emerald sea, azure sky, night, night, |Ι$5ΐί 

heart.11 

In this line (translated here word for word), through an ingenious 

arrangement of words traced on an essential cadence, the poet 

creates a time and a space in their greatest divergence. And the final 

word, though nominal, embodies a living heart (the moon), whose 

beating seems to spread in endless echoes. 

II. The Syntactic Level (Yin-Yang) 

On the preceding lexical level we have already observed how the 

functioning of empty words reveals certain syntactic aspects within 

a sentence. We are now going to approach a highly original form 

within Chinese poetry, a form placed under the sign of the Yin-

Yang pairing, which works very strongly on the syntactic structure 

of sentences: parallelism. This form holds such a central position 

that lii-shih ¢1¾ which constitutes the foundation of classical 

Chinese poetry, has been envisaged as a dialectic between parallel 

and non-parallel couplets. 

Parallelism is a good illustration of our assertion that in poetry all 

form is significant. Constructed in a two-part mode, at once 

opposed and complementary, parallelism cannot be rendered by a 

translation that contents itself with paraphrasing the two lines. Here 

the place of every word is defined both within the line and between 

the lines, thus acquiring its own particular kind of signification. 

Here is an example taken from the lii-shih "Villa on Chung-nan 

Mountain" $?• Sllli by Wang Wei ΞΕΙ6 (701—761).12 Its theme is 

a mystic excursion of the poet in nature. 

11Kao Pu-ying, T'ang Sung shih chu-yaoy vol. 2, p. 822. 
12Ibid., vol. 2, p. 427. 
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η a * m Μ 

walk reach water be exhausted place 

& # β M H# 

sit look-at clouds rise moment 

In Chinese Poetic Writing I have translated this couplet in the 

following manner: "Walk to the place where the water has its 

source; and, seated, await the birth of the clouds." But this transla­

tion touches only the linear and temporal aspects of the lines. If one 

goes back to the word-for-word translation and reads the two lines 

simultaneously, one will see that in each case the combination of 
words in parallel construction gives rise to a hidden significance. 

Thus "walk-sit" signifies movement and rest; "reach-look" signi­

fies action and contemplation; "water-cloud" signifies universal 

transformation; "exhausted-rise" signifies death and rebirth; 

"place-moment" signifies space and time. Rich in this series of 

significations, the two lines represent in fact the two essential 

dimensions of all life. Rather than holding exclusively to one or the 

other, the true manner of life suggested by these lines may be 
perhaps to comply with the Emptiness which is found between the 

two that alone permits man to avoid separating himself from action 

and contemplation, or from space and time, and to participate 
internally in the true universal transformation. 

We see that parallelism, in its own way, embodies this philo­

sophy of life based on the double axis Emptiness-Fullness and 

Yin-Yang. The structure of parallelism, which is at once linear 

and contrastive, while involving "mediating Emptiness," can be 
adequately represented only by the t'ai-chi diagram: 

C 
From a linguistic point of view, let me underscore that parallelism 
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is an attempt to introduce spatial dimension into the temporal 
progression of language. In other words, it attempts to create an 
autonomous space in which the two constituent verses justify one 
another and are thus self-sufficient. This has important conse­
quences for the syntactic scheme. In fact, at the heart of this 
autonomous space the poet invariably tries to impose a verbal order 
apart from that permitted by the usual rules. He can disrupt ordi­
nary syntax, while at the same time making himself understood. 
When a line appears bizarre or incomprehensible, the other line, 
identical in structure, comes to dissipate the obscurity and show the 
hidden intention of the poet. In the T'ang period almost all of the 
lines famous for their audacious syntactic invention (notably those 
of Tu Fu) were written in parallel couplets. Such invention has 
conspicuously enriched ordinary language. Many grammatical 
structures created in this period still survive in contemporary usage. 

III. The Symbolic Level (Heaven-Earth-Man) 

Above the lexical and syntactic level is the symbolic one, which 
indicates the highest ambitions of the poetic language. It is truly on 
this level that the established language reaches its fullest signifi­
cation: to manifest the human drama and, at the same time, the 
rapport that drama maintains with the universe. Thus this level 
involves the triad Heaven-Earth-Man, which poets make concrete 
by means of images. 

We know that Chinese poets preferred a language made up 
almost entirely of images charged with symbolic sense to one that 
was direct and denotative. This of course is true of any kind of 
poetic language, but its use is particularly extensive in China and is 
further favored by the ideographic script and a long poetic history 
with a continuous development. These images, drawn from nature 
and at the same time charged with human connotations, seemed 
more in accord with their own vision and better able to articulate 
what ordinary language was unable to express. They made the 
concept of cosmology their own, a concept based upon a web of 
correspondences between human feelings and the elements of the 
universe. In their eyes, a unitary principle governed all beings, since 
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everything came from the primordial Breath and complied with 

the interaction of the dual Breath, Yin and Yang, and with the 

combinations of the Five Elements. The relation between Heaven, 

Earth, and Man further reinforced the idea of a universal resonance 

(kan-ying ®K). Out of this context came the preeminence ac­

corded to symbolic images, which were so many figures crystaliz-

ing the secret bond which joins all things. Through an intense and 

sustained creation in which all nature was, so to speak, inventoried 

and categorized, one participated in a general process of symbol-

ization. Thanks to this, poets might hope to realize their dream of 

a total communion, excellently indicated in the expression ch'ing-

ching ff jf, a "landscape of feelings." 

To describe the functioning of these images, the Chinese rhetor­

ical tradition makes use of two figures: pi .tb, "comparison," and 

hsing H, "incitation." These two figures are the object of abundant 

commentaries too numerous to describe here. Let me simply point 

out that I have elsewhere devoted an essay to them, in which I have 

shown that, quite apart from their stylistic content, these two 

figures put forward the relation between subject and object, or 

more precisely, of man and nature. Pi is a process which essentially 

goes from man toward nature (man expresses his feelings and seeks 

an element of comparison in nature), while hsing leaves nature to 

return to man (nature rouses in man a latent feeling).13 A poem or 

line, built on these two tropes, thus forms a dynamic circuit of 

nature. 

In T'ang poetry, pi and hsing are used frequently. The following 

poems using the central image of the moon illustrate well the 

triadic relation of Heaven-Earth-Man. As a celestial presence, the 

moon transcends space and time. By watching the moon, men on 

earth who are separated by epochs and distances can find in it a 

certain unity in spirit. For this reason, it has always been considered 

a symbol of reunion (t'uan-yuan H |ϋ|) and of perfection and su­

preme happiness (yuan-man BfS). The following quatrain by 

Chang Chiu-Iing <ϋ JiMi (678—740) can serve to illustrate the use of 

pi: 

13 Fran$ois Cheng, "Bi et xing," Cahiers de Linguistique—Asie Orientale 6 (Paris: 

Centre de Recherches Linguistiques sur ΓAsie Orientale, 1979), pp. 63—74. 
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Since my lord left me, 

I have not touched my abandoned loom. 

Thinking of you, I am like the full moon 

Whose radiance wanes night after night.14 

As for the use of hsing, the best example is perhaps this famous 

quatrain by Li Po: 

Bending my head I think of home.15 

The poem by Li Po clearly shows that the image of moonlight, 
coming down from heaven and being associated with frost on 

earth, allows the poet not only to be reminded of his native country 

but also to feel as if he were actually there. 

What I have just presented concerns simple images that relate 
facts directly. I would now like to examine the functioning of 
images by considering the two major rhetorical figures in the 
western tradition, metaphor and metonymy, terms generally de­

fined as follows. Metaphor is based on analogy and consists in 
making use of a symbolic image to represent an idea or feeling. 

Therefore, metaphor can be said to be akin to pi, with the difference 
that it can be used without making the idea or feeling referred to 

explicit. Metonymy is based on contiguity and consists in linking 
up contiguous ideas or images. Thus, it can be compared to but not 

equated with hsing. For instance, metonymy starts either from the 

idea of reunion, moving on to separation, or from the image of the 

moon to that of the cloud. In Chinese poetry, especially from the 

T'ang period onward, these two figures are often interrelated in a 

metaphor-metonymy network. Thanks to the impressive corpus of 

existing metaphors consisting essentially of natural elements, the 
Chinese poet is able to remain on the metaphorical level (i.e., not 

having to revert to denotative language) by combining, metony-

mically, metaphors with other metaphors or with other elements 

Before my bed, bright moonlight— 

I take it to be frost on the ground. 

Raising my head I gaze at the mountain 

H*1iJ WB it 

H :¾¾ Jb it 
HaSSiiiii 

mm moon; 

14Kao Pu-ying, T'ang Sung shih chu-yao, vol. 2, p. 745. 
15 Ibid., p. 756. 
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taken from nature. As an illustration of this, I shall quote two lines 

from the poem "Moon Night" ft ^ by Tu Fu. In this poem, Tu Fu 

was separated from his wife during the An Lu-shan Rebellion. He 

expresses his longing for her by picturing her alone in the nocturnal 

mist, watching the moon: 

Fragrant mist, cloud-hair wet; 511111111 
Pure brightness, jade-arm cold.16 β ΞE ft ίί 

In the first line, "cloud-hair" is a metaphor. Being an atmospheric 
element, the "cloud" can easily be combined by the poet with 

another atmospheric element, "mist," to creat a metonymic struc­
ture endowed with an intrinsic necessity. In the same way, the 
second line contains the "jade-arm" metaphor. By virtue of its 
smooth and lustrous quality, "jade" can naturally be combined 
with the moon's brightness. Through their ingenious combina­
tions, these two lines intimately link human elements with the 
surrounding objective world. But the richness of these lines is not to 
be attributed to mere ingenuity. Their combined imagery strives 
for something that transcends the individual images. It should be 
recalled that, on that same night, the poet also stood alone in the 
moonlight, surrounded by mist. In that mist, he actually felt he 
could, through metonymy, touch the "cloud-hair," and caress the 
"jade-arm," of his wife. Therefore, beyond merely objective de­
scription, the poet expresses the depth of his desire to break through 
the fetters of time and space in order to call forth an infinitely open 
moment of the present. 

It is appropriate here to refer again to the notion of the triad of 
Heaven-Earth-Man. In the optics of Chinese poets, the interchange 
between subject and object must lead to something else, something 
open. If it is true that the images are born prior to the intimate 
relation between Man and Earth, they nevertheless tend irresistibly 
toward something beyond—what Ssu-k'ung T'u n] |fSj (837— 
908) of the T'ang dynasty calls the "image beyond images" ft 
ft and the "meaning beyond images" ft 3¾. This something 
beyond is properly embodied in Heaven. In its own manner, poetic 
practice confirms what is triadic in Chinese thought and does not 

16Ibid., p.  458.  
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envisage relations which are restricted to two members. In such 
a binary mode of thought, two entities face to face would find 
themselves in a situation of sterile opposition, which separates them 
from their roots and breaks the true circular movement. Man is not 
an isolated subject any more than Earth is a pure object; the link 
between them has no meaning except in an openness, for which 
Heaven is the indispensible symbol. 

If we need other examples, I would gladly cite Li Po's quatrain 
"Stairs of Jade" 3:1¾¾¾, which I have analyzed extensively in 
Chinese Poetic Writing. 

Stairs of jade give birth to white dew; 
Late in the night penetrates stockings of silk. 
However, lowers shades of crystal; 
Through transparence contemplates moon of 

autumn.17 

Through a sequence of shared images (stairs of jade, white dew, 
stockings of silk, shades of crystal, moon of autumn)—luminosity 
mixed with chill—images which give the impression of having 
generated one another, the poet restores a scene which is at once the 
exterior environment and the interior universe of the woman who 
waits. The poem ends with an image of the moon which, while 
reuniting in itself all the preceding images, extends the thought of 
the woman. For the roundness of the moon is a symbol of the 
reunion of lovers, and at the same time a remote and inaccessible 
presence. It conveys better than any word the desire of the woman 
stretching toward the infinite. 

17 Ibid., p. 756. 

£PT7jciiI? 
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The Paradox of Poetics and 

the Poetics of Paradox 

The paradox of poetics and the poetics of paradox are both rooted 

in the paradox of language, which must therefore engage our 

attention first. Basically, the paradox of language may assume two 

forms. In the first form, the paradox lies in the seeming contradic­

tion between the presumed necessity of language and its alleged 

inadequacy: we need language as a medium of human communi­
cation, yet poets, critics, and philosophers have eloquently com­

plained that ultimate reality, or deepest emotion, or sublime 
beauty, cannot be conveyed in words. (The eloquence with which 

they complained about the inadequacy of language is of course but 

one illustration of the paradox.) In the second form, the paradox 
lies in the seeming contradiction between the assertion that ultimate 

reality, or deepest emotion, or sublime beauty, can be conveyed 

without words, and the very act of making this assertion in words. 

It was all very well for Sakyamuni to pick a flower and for Kasyapa 

to smile with instant understanding without either of them saying a 
word, but those who tell the story as an example of wordless 

communication cannot help using words. 
In order to see how a realization of the paradoxical nature of 

language led to a realization of the paradoxical nature of poetry and 

of poetics, and then to a poetics of paradox, we need to consider 
some pre-Ch'in texts. Since the relative dates of some of these texts 

are matters of controversy, which we cannot go into here, I shall 

not follow a strictly chronological order in citing these texts. 
As may be expected, the paradox of language features promi­

nently in the Lao Tzu and the Chuang Tzu JEψ. To avoid the 

awkwardness of writing "The Lao Tzu says" or "The Chuang Tzu 
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says," I shall sometimes refer to these two works by the names of 

their putative authors, without implying a belief in Lao Tzu's 

historical existence or in Chuang Chou's exclusive authorship of 

the book named after him. Not only do these two works contain 

numerous passages about the paradox of language, but their very 

existence constitutes an example of the paradox. The familiar 

words traditionally placed at the beginning of the Lao Tzu point 

out the inadequacy of language as a means of conveying ultimate 

reality: 

The tao that can be "tao-ed" is not the M'M-

constant Tao; 45 "145, ^ iST 45. 

The name that can be named is not the 

constant Name.1 

Yet in Chapter 25 (for convenience's sake, I shall refer to the 

traditional numbering of chapters, whether this represents the 

original order of the parts or not) Lao Tzu recognizes the necessity 

of language: 

I do not know its name, but force myself ^ ^45, 

to style it "tao;" 0 21. 

Force myself to name it "great."2 

It seems that Lao Tzu is not advocating the total abolition of 

language but only warning against the danger of taking words as 

permanent embodiments of reality. According to Lao Tzu, words 

have no fixed meanings, but they are not meaningless. All words are 

makeshift devices that should be discarded as soon as understanding 

is reached. Ifwe borrow the terminology of Ferdinand de Saussure, 

to name something "tao" is an act of parole, whereas the ideal Name 

1 The text follows Kao Heng , Lao Tzu cheng-ku Ylj J- il . ̂  (rev. ed., Peking: 

Chung-hua shu-chii, 1956), p. 1. For variant readings in the manuscript copies found 

at Ma Wang Tui,Igsee Lao 'I'zu chu-shih :¾ J- (Shanghai: Jen-min ch'u-

pan-she, 1977), p. 49. English translations of the Lao Tzu are too numerous to 

mention. 
2Kao Heng, Lao Tzu cheng-ku, pp. 60—61.1 have added the character for ch'iang 

to the second sentence, following the Li Yiieh Φ ψ} edition; see Yen Ling-feng 

§131 LdO Tzu chang-chu hsin-pien f - ψ. ΐι] jf'fr (Taipei: Chung-hua wen-hua 

ch'u-pan shih-yeh wei-yiian-hui, 1954), pt. I, pp. 8—9. 
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would be part of a hypothetical langue. Lao Tzu seems to admit the 

necessity of individual speech acts (parole) but to deny the possi­
bility of language as permanent system (langue). 

A more radical way of presenting the paradox of language 

occurs in Chapter 56: "One who knows does not speak; / One who 

speaks does not know" (£0¾^¾", r? ^4;^B)·3 This prompted the 
poet Po Chii-i ft| j,1!" Jy (772-846) to ask, in his poem "On Read­

ing the Lao Tzu' (IS p) the following question: 

"One who speaks does not know; H 

one who knows is silent." lttfo51¾¾'¾¾' 
This remark I have heard from the 

Old Master. ϋ fnj g |f 5: - -$r 

If you say the Old Master was one 

who knew, 

Wherefore did he himself write his 

"Five Thousand Words?" 4 

Perhaps Po wrote this poem as a jeu d'esprit rather than as a serious 

refutation ofLao Tzu, as Ch'ien Chung-shu appears to take 

it. In his Kuan-chui pien (which may be paraphrased as 

"Collection of Limited Views"), Ch'ien takes Po Chii-i to task for 

failing to remember certain passages in the Chuang Tzu as well as 

various Buddhist sutras, all of which could offer ways out of the 

seeming self-contradiction.5 Let us enter the spirit of the game and 

deal with the paradox without resorting to any other text than the 

Lao Tzu itself, by arguing as follows. Since Lao Tzu has spoken, he 

is not one who knows; therefore, his words cannot be taken as true, 

including the statement, "One who speaks does not know," in 

which case this statement cannot be taken as proof that Lao Tzu 

does not know! This circular argument could go on forever, but for 

our present purpose we had better stop here. 

A variation of the paradox appears in Chapter 81: "True words 

are not beautiful / Beautiful words are not true" ({§ ^ HU 

3Kao Heng, Lao Tzu cheng-ku, p. 119, Cf. Lao Tzu chu-shih, p. 29. 
4Po shih Ch'ang-ch'ing chi Ijl (SPTK ed.), chuan 65. For further dis­

cussion of this poem, see my note in Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews 4, 

no. 2 (July 1982), 243—244. 
5 Kuan-chui pien (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chu, 1979), pp. 413, 456—458. 
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yNfli")-6 This has been explained by Liu Hsieh §>lj® (ca. 460-532) 
in his The Literary Mind: Elaborations (Wen-hsin tiao-lung 3C<[s!f 

Si) in the following manner: "Lao Tzu disliked artificiality and 

therefore declared, 'Beautiful words are not true'; yet his own 'Five 
Thousand Words' are refined and subtle, which shows that he did 
not really reject beauty." 7 In fact, we can deal with this paradox in 
the same way as we dealt with the previous one: since Lao Tzu's 

words are beautiful, they cannot be true; therefore, the statement 

"beautiful words are not true" cannot be taken as true; if so, this 

statement cannot be used as proof that Lao Tzu's words are not true. 
Chuang Tzu deals with the paradox of language with even 

greater subtlety than Lao Tzu. Various passages in the Chuang Tzu 

emphasize the inadequacy of language and its necessity. In Chapter 
2, after having remarked (or perhaps paraphrased an existing 

saying, as A. C. Graham suggested),8 "The myriad things and I are 
one," Chuang Tzu adds: "Since we are already one, how can I say a 
word? Yet since I have already called it 'one,' how can I say that I 

have not said a word?" 9 The paradox is elaborated in Chapter 13: 

What the world values as speech are books.10 Books are 
nothing more than words; words have something that is 
valued. What is valued in words is meaning; meaning is 

derived from something.11 That from which meaning is 
derived cannot be transmitted in language. Yet the world, 

6Kao Heng, Lao Tzu cheng-ku, p. 152. Cf. Lao Tzu chu-shih, p. 40. 
7Wang Li-ch'i Wen-hsin tiao-lung hsin-shu ^'Q St Sl If? Ill (Peking: 

Centre Franco-chinois d'etudes sinologiques, 1952; rpt. Taipei: Ch'eng-wen Pub­

lishing Co., 1968), p. 88. The translation has previously appeared in my Chinese 

Theories of Literature (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1975), p. 51. 
8A. C. Graham, trans., Chuang Tzu (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1981), 

P- 56. 
9For the text which I have translated here, see Chuang Tzu yin-te JEIW 

(Peking: Harvard-Yenching Institute SinologicaI Index Series, 1947), 5/2/53. The 

translation has previously appeared in my Chinese Theories of Literature, p. 62. 
10For the text of this long passage, see Chuang Tzu yin-te, 36/13/64 ff. In 

translating the word tao *f| as "speech" I am following Ch'eng Hsiian-ying . 

See Kuo Ch'ing-fan fjilgfif, Chuang Tzu chi-shih (preface by Wang 

Hsien-ch'ien dated 1894; Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1961), p. 489. 
11This translation is also based on Ch'eng Hsuan-ying's commentary, ibid. 
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because it values language, transmits books. Although the 
world values them, I still think they are not worth valuing, 
because what it [the world] values is not valuable. Therefore, 
what can be seen when one looks are forms and colors; what 
can be heard when one listens are names and sounds. How 
lamentable that people of the world think forms, colors, 
names, and sounds are adequate to capture their natures! If 
indeed forms, colors, names, and sounds are in the end not 
adequate to capture their natures, then one who knows does 
not speak, and one who speaks does not know. Yet how could 
the world realize this!12 

To drive the point home, Chuang Tzu then tells the parable about 
the wheelwright who condemned books as the "dregs and lees of 
the ancients," 13 yet this parable appears in a book! 

The paradox of language appears in its second basic form in 
Chapter 24, where the fictional Confucius, having said, "I have 
heard wordless words,"14 proceeds to describe them in words. 
Words, to Chuang Tzu, as they are to Lao Tzu, are makeshift 
devices, not permanent embodiments of reality. In Chapter 2 we 
are told, "The Tao has never had boundaries, and language has 
never had constancy." 15 In Chapter 25 we read, "The name 'Tao' 
is what we temporarily adopt to make things go." 16 In Chapter 26, 
after suggesting the analogies of language with the fish net and the 
hare trap, Chuang Tzu concludes: "The purpose of words lies in 
meaning. When you have got the meaning, you can forget the 
words. How can I get someone who has forgotten words to have a 

12 This translation is new. Cf. Burton Watson's translation in The Complete Works 

of Chuang Tzu (New York and London: Columbia University Press, 1968), p. 152. 
13For the text, see Chuang Tzu yin-te, 36/13/70. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of 

Chuang Tzu, pp. 152-153. 
14 Chuang Tzu yin-te, 67/24/66. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, 

p· 271· 
15Ibid., 5/2/55. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 43; Graham, 

Chuang Tzu, p. 57. 
16Ibid., 73/25/80. Forthe translation "to make things go," see Kuo Hsiang's !$1¾ 

commentary quoted in Kuo Ch'ing-fan, Chuang Tzu chi-shih, p. 919. Cf. Watson, 

Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 293. 
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word with him?" 17 The last sentence is obviously a self-conscious 

illustration of the paradox of language. 

Not only does Chuang Tzu present the paradox of language, but 

he also hints at a way of resolving or transcending it, by questioning 

and denying distinctions that are generally taken for granted. A 
crucial passage occurs in Chapter 2: "Now, is speaking not blowing 

air? One who speaks says something; it is just that what he says has 

not been fixed. Has he really said something, or has he not said 

anything? If you think it differs from the twittering of a fledgling, 

is there really a distinction, or is there no distinction?" 18 In translat­
ing the first sentence as a question instead of a statement, as previous 
translators have done,19 I am following Ma Ch'i-ch'ang M Λ M 

(1855—1929), who identified the particle "til with Jff!.20 This seems 
to me more consistent with what follows, for it raises the question 
whether there is really any distinction between human speech and 
natural sounds, such as the wind blowing, just as the last sentence 
quoted raises the same question with regard to the twittering of 
fledglings. 

In Chapter 25 an attempt is made to deny the distinction between 
speaking and not speaking: "Although his mouth speaks, his heart 
has never spoken."21 The point is elaborated at the end of the 
chapter: "If speech is adequate, then one can speak all day and fully 
describe the Tao; if speech is not adequate, then one can speak all 
day and fully describe [mere] things. The ultimate of the Tao and 
of things cannot be adequately carried by speech or silence. Neither 
to speak nor to be silent is [the way to] discuss the ultimate." 22 The 

17 Ibid., 75/26/48. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 302. I am 
indebted to Watson for the translation of the last sentence. 

isIbid., 4/2/23. 
19 E.g., Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 39; Graham, Chuang Tzu, 

p. 52. 
20Ma Ch'i-ch'ang, Chuang Tzu ku (preface dated 1894, first published 

1905; rpt. with commentary by Yen Fu RiS and preface by Tseng K'e-tuan 

HjSrfi: dated 1953, no indication of place of publication), chuan 1, p. 9b. 
21Chuang Tzu yin-te, 71/25/35. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, 

p. 285. 
22Ibid., 73/25/8 iff. For the last sentence I have adopted the reading "i ch'i yu chi" 

ϋΙΛ'ίίΙΙ instead of "1 yu so chi" See Kuo Ch'ing-fan, Chuang Tzu 

chi-shih, p. 919. Cf. Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 293. 
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refusal to draw a distinction between speaking and not speaking 

appears in even stronger terms in Chapter 27: "If we do not speak, 

then [things] will be all the same. Sameness, because of words, 

becomes differentiated, yet words are the means by which we try 

to make the differentiated the same again. Therefore, I say 'No 
words!' Words are 'no words.' One who speaks all his life has 

never spoken, and one who does not speak all his life has never 

avoided speaking."23 The translation above is based on the inter­
pretation of Ma Ch'i-ch'ang, who identified 1¾ with Jii,.24 This 
makes much better sense than taking H as "and," for in that case 
the second sentence quoted would be redundant: "Sameness and 
words are not the same; words and sameness are not the same," 
which verges on nonsense. Even if we take as "unity," as Burton 
Watson did, the sentence would still be a redundancy.25 Following 
Ma's interpretation, we may paraphrase the passage as follows. 
Things in themselves are undifferentiated; it is only when we talk 
about them that they become differentiated. Yet when we try to 
persuade others not to differentiate things, we cannot help using 
words. That is why Chuang Tzu cries out in apparent despair, "No 
words!" But if "no words" are words, then words are "no words." 
If there is no distinction between "words" and "no words," or 
between "speaking" and "not speaking," then neither the question 
whether language is adequate nor the question whether it is neces­
sary is relevant any more, and the paradox of language is tran­
scended. To parody Lao Tzu's remark that "the Tao constantly 
does nothing yet leaves nothing undone" (31 H Μ 5FiH),26 

we might say, "One constantly says nothing yet leaves nothing 

unsaid" 

Even the Confucians, with their generally positivistic outlook, 
could not escape entirely from the paradox of language. On one 

occasion, Confucius, perhaps feeling discouraged, remarked, "I 
wish not to say anything," and when Tzu-kung asked, "If 

you, Master, do not say anything, what are we, the younger 

23Chuang Tzu yin-te, 75/27/6 if. 
24Ma Ch'i-ch'ang, Chuang Tzu few, chuan 7, p. 7b. 
25Watson, Complete Works of Chuang Tzu, p. 304; cf. Graham, Chuang Tzu, 

p. 107. 
26Kao Heng, Lao Tzu cheng-ku, p. 82. 
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generation, to pass on?" Confucius replied, "What does Heaven 

say? The four seasons move on, the myriad things are born. What 

does Heaven say?" 27 This Confucian concept of a Heaven that says 

nothing but leaves nothing undone is not very different from the 

Taoist concept of the Tao that does nothing but leaves nothing 

undone. The fact that Confucius had to use words to express his 

wish not to say anything and to explain that words were not 

necessary is yet another illustration of the paradox of language in its 

second basic form. 

Mencius illustrates the paradox of language in its first basic form. 

Having just said that his two strong points were that he "under­

stood language" and that he was good at "cultivating his vast ch'i," 

he replied to the question what he meant by the word ch'i by 

saying, "It is hard to put into words." 28 Nonetheless, he launched 

into a fairly long description of it, just as Lao Tzu describes the Tao 

in various ways after having declared that it could not be named. 

Perhaps the Confucian attitude to the paradox of language is best 

summed up in the remark attributed to Confucius in the "Ap­

pended Words" ("Hsi-tz'u" to the Book of Changes (I ching 

JJJ 0): "Writing does not exhaust words; words do not exhaust 

meaning" , a ^¾.¾),29 which seems to indicate a calm 

acceptance of both the necessity of language and its inadequacy, 

even though this is followed a few sentences later by the statement, 

"The Sage appended phrases thereto in order to exhaust its words" 

(SA...Sfi¥Si^*H)·30 

Yang Hsiung ft$|£ (53 B.C. to A.D. 18) appears to be paraphras­

ing the remark quoted above when he writes, "when speech cannot 

convey [what lies in] one's heart and writing cannot convey one's 

speech, it is hard indeed!" But he apparently thinks that this applies 

only to ordinary people but not to the sage: 

Only the sage obtained the understanding of speech and the 

[proper] form of writing, letting the white sun shine on it and 

27 Lun-yu XVII, 17. 
28 Meng-tzu yin-te -Jl "71 (Peking: Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological 

Index Series, 1930), 11/2A/6. 
29 Sun Hsing-yen, Chou I chi-chieh JU (TSCC ed.), p. 604. 
30Ibid., p. 605. 
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the great rivers wash it, so that it became vast and irresistible. 

When words encounter each other as people meet face to face, 

for drawing forth what one desires in one's innermost heart 

and communicating people's indignation, there is nothing 

better than speech. For encompassing and enwrapping the 

things of the world, recording what is long past to make it 

clear in the distant future, setting down what the eye could not 

see in antiquity, and transmitting across a thousand Ii what the 

heart cannot understand, there is nothing better than writing. 

Therefore, speech is the voice of the heart and writing is the 

picture of the heart.31 

This passage seems to reaffirm the power of language, but in 

another passage the paradox of language reappears, though seen 

from the hearer's or reader's point of view: "The sage opened his 

mouth freely and formed speech; let go his brush and formed 

writing. [His] speech can be heard but cannot be exhausted; [his] 

writing can be read but cannot be exhausted." 32 Instead of assert­

ing that one cannot fully express one's meaning in words, Yang 

Hsiung is asserting here that one cannot fully understand another's 

meaning through words, thus anticipating certain trends in con­

temporary western theories of literature and unwittingly provid­

ing an example of the paradox of hermeneutics. 

The dictum "words do not exhaust meaning" is given a twist by 

Ou-yang Chien [Si; 1¾¾(?—A.D. 300) in his essay, "Words Do 

E x h a u s t  M e a n i n g "  ( " Y e n  c h i n  i  l u n "  1 ¾ ¾ ¾ :  

Now, Heaven does not speak, yet the four seasons move on. 

The sage does not speak, yet his discernment remains. Forms 

do not wait for names before the square and the circle appear; 

colors do not wait for designations before black and white are 

manifest. If so, then names, with regard to things, have no use; 

words, with regard to principles, can do nothing. Yet both the 

ancients and the moderns have engaged in the rectification of 

names, and sages and wise men cannot abolish words. Why is 

31 Fa-yen Q= gf, "Wen shen" [l.!J ΐ|ίψ chapter. Rpt. in Chung-kuo wen-hsiiehp'i-p'ing 

tzu-liao hui-pien 43¾!¾¾! Jlt If e^- K'o Ch'ing-ming (¾¾¾ and 
Tseng Yung-i f-|ci (Taipei: Ch'eng-wen Publishing Co., 1978), vol. 1, p. 85. 

32Ibid., p. 87. 
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this so? It is truly because when principles are obtained in the 
mind, without words one cannot let [the intent of one's mind] 
flow freely, and when things are fixed by themselves, without 
words one cannot distinguish them. Without words to let the 
mind's intent flow freely, there would be no means by which 
we could contact each other; without names to distinguish 
things, our discernment would not be manifest. When dis­
cernment is manifest, then names and categories differ; when 
words and designations come into contact with each other, 
then one's feelings and intents flow freely. When we trace 
their origins and seek their roots, [we find that] it is not that 
things have their natural names, or principles their inevitable 
designations. If we wish to distinguish realities, then we must 
differentiate their names; if we wish to declare our intents, 
then we must establish their designations. Names shift, fol­
lowing things; words change, according to principles. This is 
just like an echo responding to the issuance of a sound, or a 
shadow attaching itself to the existence of a body: one cannot 
separate them into two. If [words and meaning] cannot be 
separated into two, then there is no word that does not exhaust 
the meaning.33 

Ou-yang Chien's arguments do not constitute a valid refutation 
of the dictum "words do not exhaust meaning," since they deal 
with language at the level of everyday discourse, whereas the 
dictum probably concerns the inadequacy of language at the level 
of ultimate reality. Ou-yang is in fact merely reiterating Lao Tzu's 
idea that words do not have fixed meanings, as Ch'ien Chung-shu 
has pointed out.34 

One would expect the awareness of the paradox of language to 
lead eventually to an awareness of the paradox (or perhaps one 
should say the meta-paradox) of poetics, for if poetry, often con­
sidered the most exalted and most expressive form of language, 

isYi~wen lei-chu , chuan 19; also "Ch'iian Chin wen" 3¾ (in 

Ch'uan Shang-ku San-tai Ch'in Han San-kuo Liu-ch'ao wen 

, ed. Yen K'o-chiin ^ n]" i£f, chuan 109; rpt. in K'o and Tseng, Chung-kuo wen-

hsueh, p. 209. 
34Kuan-chuipien, p. 1219. 
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cannot escape from its paradoxical nature, how much more para­

doxical is it to discuss poetry in the same medium, language? Such 

an awareness is indeed shown by Lu Chi (¾¾ (261—303) in the 

preface to his "Wen-fu" ¢(¾ (known in English variously as 

"Rhymeprose on Literature," "Exposition on Literature," or sim­

ply "On Literature"). Since this preface is of crucial importance to 

the present discussion, I shall translate it anew and analyze it in some 

detail, much annotated and translated as it is.35 

Whenever I read the creations of talented authors, I 

presume to think I have obtained some insight into the way 
their minds worked. Now, in issuing words and dispatching 

phrases, there are indeed numerous variations, yet as to 

whether it is beautiful or ugly, good or bad, this is something 
one can speak of. Whenever I compose a literary work myself, 

I perceive the nature of writing even more keenly, constantly 
worried that my ideas may not match things or that my words 

may not capture my ideas, for the difficulty lies not in know­
ing how, but in being able to do it. 

Therefore I have created this "Exposition on Literature" to 

describe the luxuriant beauties of former authors, taking this 

opportunity to discuss the causes of gains or losses in writing. 

Someday perhaps it may be said to have subtly exhausted the 
wonders of literature. Although, with regard to holding a 

wooden-handled ax to cut down a branch [and make another 

wooden ax-handle], the model is not far to seek, when it 
comes to the changes that follow the movement of the hand 

[in response to the working of the mind], these are indeed 
difficult to capture in words. In general, what can be said in 
words is all presented here. 

In the opening sentence, Lu Chi adopts the reader's point of view 

35For the text, see Wei Chin Nan-pei-ch'ao wen-hsueh-shih ts'an-k'ao tzu-liao g 

(Hong Kong: Hung-chih shu-chii, 1961), PP- 252-275. 

For translations, see Ch'en Shih-hsiang's in Anthology of Chinese Literature, ed. Cyril 

Birch (New York: Grove Press, 1965), vol. 1; and Achilles Fang's in Harvard Journal 

of Asiatic Studies 15 (1951); rpt. in Studies in Chinese Literature, ed. John Bishop 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). 
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and expresses his confidence in his ability not only to understand 

what former authors wrote but also to know how their minds 

worked when they wrote. Next he affirms the possibility of critical 

discrimination in spite of the infinite variety of literature. Both his 

self-confidence and his affirmation are based on his own experience 

as a writer, which enables him to identify with former writers, and 

this identification in turn enables Lu Chi the poet to write as Lu Chi 

the critic, without ceasing to be the poet at the same time, for after 

all the "Wen-fu" is as much a tour deforce of elegant writing as a 
treatise on the art of writing. He points out that writing is not 

simply a matter of matching words with things (¾/, which refers to 
any external phenomenon, not strictly limited to "objects") but 
involves first conceiving or perceiving things and then expressing 
in words one's own conceptions or perceptions of things. He 
further points out the difference between knowing in theory how 
to do a thing and actually being able to do it. If we may illustrate his 
point with a modern analogy: it is one thing to know in theory 
what one should do to drive a car, but quite another to be able to 
drive one. 

When someone tries to write an ars poetica, as Lu Chi does here, 
then to the difficulty of writing is added the difficulty of writing 
about the difficulty of writing. To continue our homely analogy: it 
is one thing to be able to drive a car, but quite another to teach 
someone else to drive. Anyone who writes poetry attempts the 
seemingly impossible task of describing the indescribable nature of 
reality, and anyone who writes an ars poetica attempts the seemingly 
even more impossible task (assuming, for the sake of argument, 
there are degrees of impossibility) of describing the indescribable 
nature of writing. Yet this is precisely what Lu Chi is attempting to 
do. 

One sentence in the second paragraph quoted above presents a 
problem: All commentators since Li Shan 
^ Il (?—689) have taken fttj, Π to mean "someday in the future," 
with the exception of Ch'ien Chung-shu, who takes it as a reference 
to the past and the whole sentence as a reference to the works of 
former writers.36 Ch'ien argues that if we take the sentence to 

36 Kuan-chui pien, pp. 1180-1181. 
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mean, "Someday this may be said to have exhausted the wonders 

of literature," it will contradict the statement "these are indeed 

difficult to capture in words," as well as the line in the main text, 

"This is what the wheelwright P'ien could not put into words" 

(/έ Μ: iPii Bi FJi' ^ if 3) · Although it is true, as Ch'ien has demon­

strated, that ftfi, 0 could refer to the past rather than the future, the 

sentence concerned seems to be placed too far from the mention of 

former writers to be a reference to them. Moreover, the conjectural 

term nj would seem inappropriate for a reference to the past. In 

any case, if we do take f(fi 0 as a reference to the future, it does not 

necessarily contradict "these are indeed difficult to capture in 

words," for Lu Chi is playing on the paradox of poetics, first 

disclaiming the possibility of describing the secret of the art of 

writing, and then proceeding to do exactly that. The sentence 

"Someday perhaps it may be said to have subtly exhausted the 

wonders of literature" is consistent with the last sentence of the 

preface: "In general, what can be said in words is all presented 

here." The allusion to the Book of Poetry37 proves that Lu Chi is 

perfectly aware of the paradoxical nature of poetics: in using poetic 

language to describe the art of poetry he is like someone using a 

wooden-handled ax to cut down a branch and make another 

wooden ax-handle. The allusion to Chuang Tzu's parable of the 

wheelwright who could not describe in words how his hand 

followed the working of his mind is but the reverse side of the coin, 

for the parable itself is told in words. In short, Lu Chi shows his 

awareness of the paradox of poetics in the preface, and then gives a 

brilliant demonstration of it in the/u itself. 

Among post-Han poets who realized the paradoxical nature of 

poetry, if not of poetics, is T'ao Ch'ien PflS (3657-427), as seen in 

the concluding couplet of his most famous poem: 

In all this, there is a true meaning; jtb Φ ~M M S 

I was about to speak, but have forgotten ifcS EJSHt 

words.38 

37See Bernard Karlgren, The Book of Odes (Stockholm: Museum of Far Eastern 

Antiquities, 1974), p. 102 (Ode 158). 

36Ching-chieh hsien-sheng chi f[5 (SPPY ed.), chuan 3, p. 17a. 
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The point is not that the poet wishes to express "The Truth" but 

cannot find the words, but rather that having got the "true mean­
ing," he has followed Chuang Tzu's advice and forgotten words. 
The paradox is, of course, that he has to tell us this in words. It is also 
relevant, as J. R. Hightower reminds us, to remember another 

remark from the Chuang Tzu: "Great eloquence has no words" ( Jk 

Έ)·39 Furthermore, T'ao Ch'ien is playing on the double 

meaning of pien (written or both to "speak" or "argue" or 

"be eloquent" and to "distinguish" or "make distinctions." To 

speak eloquently is to make distinctions, but someone who has 

experienced reality as an undifferentiated whole and does not wish 

to make distinctions has no other resort than language, which 

involves distinctions, if he wishes to convey in poetry his sense of 

the holistic nature of reality. Thus, T'ao Ch'ien succinctly sums up 

Chuang Tzu's perceptions of the paradox of language as it applies 

to poetry. 

It is now time to discuss Liu Hsieh, who is generally positivistic 

about the power of language and literature, and optimistic about 

the possibility of interpretation. Nevertheless, he is not unaware of 

the difficulties of writing and of poetics. In the chapter "Intuitive 

Thinking" ("Shen-ssu" ijiifi.¾) he writes: 

At the moment when one grasps the writing brush, one's 

vital spirits are doubly strong before phrases are formed; by 
the time the piece is completed, half of what one's mind 

originally conceived has been frustrated. Why so? Ideas turn 

in the void and can easily be extraordinary, but words must 

bear witness to reality and can achieve artistry only with 
difficulty. Hence, ideas derive from thought, and words derive 

from ideas. Ifthey correspond closely,there will be no discrep­
ancy; if they are apart, one will miss by a thousand Zi.40 

This passage echoes Lu Chi's concern that one's ideas may not 

39This is my translation. Cf. J. R. Hightower, "T'ao Ch'ien's 'Drinking Wine' 

Poems," in Wen-lin: Studies in the Chinese Humanities, ed. Chou Ts'e-tsung (Madison: 

UniversityofWisconsin Press, 1968), p. 14, and A. C. Graham, Chuang Tzu, p. 156. 
40For text, see Wang Li-ch'i, Wen-hsin tiao-lung, p. 80. New translation. Cf. 

Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (New 

York: Columbia University Press, 1959), p. 156. 
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match things or one's words may not capture one's ideas. In the 

same chapter, Liu Hsieh further remarks: 

As for subtle intentions beyond thought and oblique moods 

beyond writing, these are what words cannot pursue and what 

the brush knows it should stop to write about. To reach the 

ultimate of subtleties and then expound their wonders, to 

reach the ultimate of changes and then communicate their 
working: even I Chih could not speak of the cooking caul­

dron, nor could the wheelwright P'ien talk about the ax. Is it 

not abstruse indeed?41 

It is obvious that Liu Hsieh was aware of the seeming impossibility 

of writing about the secret of the art of writing, yet he was 

undeterred from writing his magnum opus, perhaps in the spirit of 

Confucius, who knew it could not be done but tried to do it ('ffl % 

£).42 

The awareness of the paradox of poetics is also perceptible in the 

postface ("Hsii-chih" ¢,¾ or "Relating My Intention"), where, 

after congratulating himself on the comprehensiveness of his work, 

Liu Hsieh adds with uncharacteristic modesty: "However, 'Words 
do not exhaust meaning': even the Sage found difficulties therein. 
My knowledge being limited to the capacity of a pitcher or the 
view from a tube,43 how can I lay down laws with squares and 

rulers? Now that the remote ages of the past have purified my 

hearing, perhaps the distant generations of the'future may pollute 

their sight with my work."44 From the author of the greatest ars 

poetica ever written in Chinese, this must be considered a handsome 
admission of the paradox of poetics. 

The realization of the paradoxical nature of language, poetry, 

and poetics did not lead, as it logically might have, to the abandon­

ment of all language, poetry, and poetics, but, on the contrary, it 

41Wang Li-ch'i, Wen-hsiti tiao-lung, p. 81. New translation. Cf. Vincent Yu-

chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind, pp. 157—58. 
42Lun-yU, XIV, 38. 
43Allusions to Tso-chuan £ seventh year of Duke Chao and to Chuang 

Tzu, 45/17/78. 
44Wang Li-ch'i, Wen-hsin tiao-lung, p. 130. New translation. Cf. Vincent Yu-

chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind, pp. 7—8. 
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led to the development of a poetics of paradox, by which I do not 

mean a poetics exclusively concerned with the use of paradoxes, or 

one based on the theory that all poetic language is paradoxical (as 

Cleanth Brooks claimed), but one based on an awareness of the 
paradoxical nature of language and poetry. This poetics of paradox 

may be summarized as the principle of saying more by saying less, 

or, in its extreme form, the principle of saying all by saying 

nothing. In the writings of some T'ang poets and critics we can 

discern the emergence of such a poetics. 
The principle of saying more by saying less underlies the pre­

ference shown by many T'ang poets and critics for conciseness over 
verbosity, implicitness over explicitness, and suggestion over 
description. For example, Wang Ch'ang-ling ΞΕθβρ (689—757?) 
evinces preference for conciseness when he esteems the most 
ancient poetry because "the meaning can be seen in one line" 
H^IS),45 whereas in later poetry it requires two or even four 
lines to reveal the meaning. His advocation of suggestiveness can be 
seen in the following passages: "In general, poetry that combines 
description of objects with meaning is good. If there is description 
of objects but no meaning or inspired mood, then even if it is 
skillful, there is no place for it." 46 And, "The concluding line must 
make one feel as if the thought had never ended; only then is it 
good."47 This remark foreshadows Yen Yii's Sgr % (fl. 1180-1235) 
assertion that in good poetry "the words come to an end but the 
meaning is endless" (§%ίΜϋΙ1Ι)·4ί 

45Quoted in Kukai (also known as Kobo Daishi ^ ̂  gjjj and Henso 

Kinko 773—834) in Bunkyo hifuron or Wen-ching mi-fii-lun 

(rpt. Peking: Jen-min wen-hsueh ch'u-pan-she, 1975), p. 128. (Since the work is 

entirely in Chinese, there seems no reason not to refer to the title in its Chinese rather 

than Japanese pronunciation.) Also in Chung-kuo wen-hsueh p'i-p'ing tzu-liao hui-

pien, ed. Lo Lien-t'ien vol. 2, p. 57. Cf. Richard W. Bodman, "Poetics and 

Prosody in Medieval China: a Study and Translation of Kukai's 'Bunkyo hifuron'" 

(Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1978), p. 368. 
46 Wen-ching mi-fu-lun, p. 133; Lo Lien-t'ien, Chung-kuo wen-hsueh, p. 60. Cf. 

Bodman, "Poetics and Prosody," p. 382. 
47Wen-Ching mi-fii-lun, p. 139; Lo Lien-t'ien, Chung-kuo wen-hsueh, p. 63. Cf. 

Bodman, "Poetry and Prosody," p. 398. 
48 Ts'ang-lang shih-hua m Li-tai shih-hua H |§,ed. Ho Wen-huan 

H ~$C (Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan), p. 4a. 
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In practice, the principle of saying more by saying less is well 
exemplified by the poetry of Wang Wei .:E*f£ (70r?-76r?) at its best 
and most typical, characterized by conciseness, implicitness, and 
suggestiveness. These qualities are particularly noticeable in some 
of his most famous concluding couplets, such as: 

You ask for reasons for adversity or success­
The fisherman's song enters deeply into the 

shore.49 

~r",~;mff 
~llfXAOO~ 

The apparent non-answer is more effective than any explicit answer 
would be. 50 That Wang Wei was conscious of the paradox of 
poetry can be seen in his "Preface to Poems on Flowers and Medicinal 

Herbs by the Reverend Master Kuang of Chien-fu Monastery" 01 
mlii~J'tgffimTE~H~I'f), where he turned the principle of saying 
more by saying less upside down: "There is nothing in which the 
Tao does not reside; so how can things be worth forgetting? Hence, 
the more he sings and chants of these things, the more I perceive his 
silence." 51 Behind this statement is Chuang Tzu's paradox that to 
speak is not to speak. If this is accepted, then it provides an excuse 
for writing poetry, even when one admits the futility oflanguage. 

The paradox of answering a question by not answering is also 
present in the familiar quatrain by Li Po '*' ~ (70r-762): 

Question and Answer in the Mountains 

You ask me why I nestle among the 
green mountains; 

I smile without answering, my mind, 
all by itself, at ease. 

Peach blossoms on flowing water are 
going far away: 

There is another cosmos, not the human 
world. 52 

IIp:pr,,'~ 

r", ~ fiiJ ~HI ~ W 
~jffi7G~{" § 1iJ9 
tJ~ TE VIE 7Jc~ ?~U~ 
53IJ 13 :R. t[g .3~ A ra9 

49 Chao Tien-ch'eng i@iUl;\1,ij\(;, ed., Wang Yu-ch'eng chi chu ...E:fl?k~t:I: (Sppy 
ed.), chuan 7, p. 4b. 

50 For further discussion, see Pauhne Yu, The Poetry of Wang Wei (Bloomington: 
Indiana University Press, 1980), pp. 163-164. 

51 Wang Yu-ch'eng chi chu, chuan 19, p. 15a. Quoted ill Kuan-chui pien, p. 457. 
52 Li T'ai-po shih-chi ** ~~~~ (SPPY ed.), chi/an 19, p. 2b. 
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More explicit evidence of the poetics of paradox can be found in the 

writings of Monk Chiao-jan fR$£, such as in his Models of Poetry 

(Shih-shih 1¾¾): "As for spontaneously outstanding lines, they 

compete with Creation; they may be groped into by the imagina­

tion, but are hard to describe in words. Unless one is a true writer, 
one cannot know this." 53 This awareness of the paradox of poetics 

did not stop him from prescribing rules for writing poetry. How­

ever, under the heading, "There are two things to be rejected in 

poetry" 1¾), he writes: "Although one would wish to 
reject skill and advocate straightforwardness, natural order of [in­

tuitive] thought cannot be left aside. Although one would wish to 
reject words and advocate meaning, classical beauty cannot be 
omitted."54 It seems that he saw wordless poetry as an ideal, but 

realized that in practice one could not do without words. Nonethe­

less, he advocated "meaning beyond words," even though he 
disagreed with Wang Ch'ang-ling that the most ancient poetry 

should be esteemed highest because the meaning could be seen in 

one line.55 In the section labeled "Examples of poetry with multi­
ple meanings" (lTi ,£ t'f M) he writes: "All [poetry] that has twofold 
meanings or more expresses intentions beyond words. If one en­
counters a superior master like the Duke of K'ang-lo [Hsieh Ling-

yiin] and observes [his poetry], one will see only his emotion and 

nature but will not see any words. This is because he has reached the 

ultimate of the Tao."56 To our disappointment, Chiao-jan does 
not explain what he means by "twofold meaning," "threefold 
meaning," or "fourfold meaning," and the lines he quotes do not 
make his point clear. All we can say is that he sees a link between the 

ideal of wordless poetry and the practice of using language in such a 
way as to suggest multiple levels of meaning, or "meaning beyond 

words." In this way, he seems to have anticipated some modern 
western critics who emphasize "ambiguity" or "plurisignation" in 

poetry. 

53Lo Lien-t'ien, Chung-kuo wen-hsueh, p. 83. See also Maureen Robertson, "... 

To Carve What Is Precious ...," in Transition and Permanence: Chinese History and 

Culture, ed. David C. Buxbaum and Frederick W. Mote (Festschrift Hsiao Kung-

ch'iian, Hong Kong: Cathay Press, 1972), pp. 338-339. 
54Lo Lien-t'ien, Chung-kuo u>en-hsueh, p. 85. 
55Ibid., p. 97. 
56Ihid., p. 89. 
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The poetics of paradox found its most elegant expression in The 
Twenty10ur Moods oJPoetry (Erh-shih-ssu shih-p'in = -t IZ3 iFf &1) of 
Ssu-k'ung T'u '§]Q/lil (837-908), especially in the poem entitled 
"Han-hsii" % Jr, which has been translated as "Conservation" by 
H. A. Giles,57 "Contenir une masse (d'elements etrangers)" by 
Bruno Belpaire,58 "The Pregnant Mode" by Yang Hsien-yi and 
Gladys Yang,59 "Reserve" by Wai-lim Yip,60 and "Potentiality" 
by Pauline YU. 61 I think that "Reserve" is the best translation, since 
it means both "holding back" (han) and "storing up" (hsu). To 
elaborate: by being "reserved" in words one could build up a 
"reserve" of meaning. So much for the title. Here is the text of the 
poem itself, with my translation: 

Without putting down a single word, 
Fully capture the air's flow. 
Words that do not touch distress 
Already carry unbearable grief. 
Herein is something that truly controls: 
With it sink or swim! 
Like straining wine till the cup is full, 
Or turning back the blossoming season to 

autumn. 
Far-reaching; dust in the air, 
Sudden and transient: foam on the sea. 
Shallow or deep, gathering or scattering: 
Take ten thousand, come to one close.62 

/G~-,¥ 

jH~~PIE 
Mt/GYW. 
B/Glj!I;;;f 
1E:W~* 
~ztt~ 
~Q~/iIilj~ 
TEff-j~f:)( 

f~f~Qfm 
te, 1&, i*J ii£ 
~l*~f:l: 
~~-J& 

57H. A. Giles, A History of Chinese Literature (New York and London: D. 

Appleton and Co., 1923), p. 183. 
58 Bruno BelpaIre, Tang Kim Wen Tse (Pans: Ed,tions Umversitalres, 1957), 

P·73· 
59 Yang HSIen-YI and Gladys Yang, trans., "The Twenty-four Modes of Poetry," 

Chinese Literature, no. 7 (1963) 70. 
6°Wai-hm YIp, trans., "Selections from the 'Twenty-four Orders of Poetry,'" 

Stony Brook 3-4 (1969) 280-281. 
61 Pauline Yu, "Ssu-k'ung T'u's Shih-p'in: Poetic Theory in Poetic Form," in 

Chinese Poetry and Poetics, ed. Ronald C. Miao (San Francisco: Chmese Materials 
Center, 1978), vol. I, p. 99. 

62Kuo Shao-yii ~~iFB~, Shih-p'in chi-chieh ~'ifr\j',~M (Hong Kong: Shang-wu 
yin-shu-kuan, 1965), p. 21; TsuPao-ch'iian Ii1!l. i!iI:JR. Ssu-k'ung T'u Shih-p'in chu-shih 

chi i-wen lO]~~~'ifr\j',l±"&~:5I.: (Hong Kong: Shang-wu ym-shu-kuan, 1966), 

P·42. 
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The first two lines epitomize the poetics of paradox, even though 
they represent only one aspect of Ssu-k'ung T'u's theory of po­
etry.63 The message contained in these oft-quoted lines is perhaps 
not as impossible as it sounds, for the character igr (pronounced chu 

or chuo) means "manifest" as well as "attach to," and the first line, 
apart from meaning "without putting down a single word on 
paper," may also mean, "without attaching a single word to any 
particular object." 64 In the second line, the expressionfeng-liu )¾¾ 

is admittedly untranslatable, as Wai-Iim Yip remarked, but we can 
still discuss its possible meaning in this context. Here, I think, the 
term does not mean "wit" (Giles), or "beauty" (Yang and Yang), 
or "flowing grace" (Yip, who adds a note that it refers to "Taoist-
tinctured way of living"), or "elegant style" (Yu), but means 
something like the "moving spirit" or "life rhythm" of Nature. As 
the Tz'u Hai ft ff$ puts it, "This refers to the quintessential spirit, 
the tone or flavor, which cannot be sought from traces or ap­
pearances" The first two lines 
together, then, suggest that without describing any particular ob­
ject, one may fully capture the essence or spirit of Nature, as shown, 
for instance, in the movement of the air. Belpaire's translation, "[la 
force] de dispersion du vent," by being literal, comes closer to the 
original meaning than the various English versions mentioned.65 

This interpretation can be corroborated by lines from another 
poem in the series, "Embodying" ("Hsing-jung" 

63For other aspects of Ssu-k'ung T'u's theory of poetry, see Wong Yoon-wah, 

"Ssu-k'ung T'u: The Man and His Theory of Poetry" (Ph.D. dissertation, Universi­

ty of Wisconsin, 1972). (The published version, Ssu-k'ung T'u: A Poet-Critic of the 

T'ang [Hong Kong: The Chinese University, 1976] omits the chapter on poetic 

theory and is limited to biography.) See also Maureen Robertson's article mentioned 

in n. 53 and Pauline Yu's mentioned in n. 61. 
64 Hsiao Shui-shun |jf Jp points out that chuo means "attach to" but interprets 

the whole line as "not attaching a word to paper" or "not a word in the poem is 

stuck" See his "Ssu-k'ung T'u Shih-p'in yen-chiu" 

5 } ¾ : ¾ ( T a i p e i :  S h i h - t a  K u o - w e n  Y e n - c h i u - s o ,  1 9 7 2 ) ,  p .  1 5 .  
65In his study of the poet-critic Wang Shih-chen ZEdr PI (1634—1711), Richard 

John Lynn translates Ssu-k'ung's couplet as "Without writing down a single word, 

completely get the spirit of it." See his "Orthodoxy and Enlightenment: Wang 

Shih-chen's Theory of Poetry and its Antecedents," in The Unfolding of Neo-

Confucianistn, ed. W. T. de Bary (New York: Columbia University Press, 1975), 

P- 2,45· 
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The changing appearance of the wind-swept 

clouds, 
The quintessential spirit of flowers and plants, 

The waves and billows of the sea, 

The rugged crags of the mountains— 

All these resemble the great Tao: 
Identify with them intuitively, even to the dust. 

Leave forms behind but catch true likeness, 

Then you will come close to being the right 

one.66 

In both poems, Ssu-k'ung advises writers not to describe the out­

ward appearances of individual objects but to attempt to capture 

the inner essence of Nature as a whole. By saying as little as possible 
about the former, one can suggest as much as possible about the 

latter. 

For lines 3 and 4 of "Reserve," I have adopted the variant 

reading G7FiSS instead of M B, since 
the former is more relevant to the theme of this poem: "without 

explicitly speaking of distress, one can suggest unbearable grief." 

Line 5 alludes to the Chuang Tzu: "There seems to be something 

truly in control; it is just that we do not see signs of it."67 In the 

present context, "something truly in control" seems to refer to 
intuition, with which the writer should sink or swim. In other 
words, one should rely on intuition rather than mechanical art­

istry. Lines 7 and 8, as Kuo Shao-yii % fS Fji and Tsu Pao-

ch'tian 10.1¾¾ have pointed out, are examples of "reserve:"68 

when straining wine, even when the cup is full, one still leaves 
something in the strainer, and when flowers are prevented from full 

blossoming, something is reserved. Following Kuo's commentary, 

we may interpret the last four lines as follows. Dust in the air 
stretches far, while foam on the sea appears for a brief moment. 
Although phenomena such as these may differ from each other in 

being shallow or deep, gathering or scattering, they all follow the 

66 See n. 62. The translation has previously appeared in my Chinese Theories of 

Literature, p. 35, where reasons are given for the way I translated certain lines. 
67Chuang Tzu yin-te, 4/2/15. Cf. A. C. Graham, Chuang Tzut p. 151. 
68 See n. 62. 
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same principle. One may take a thousand things, but they all come 
to rest in one thing, "reserve." 

Since this conference is concerned with the evolution of Chinese 
poetry and poetics from the Han through the T'ang, I shall stop 
here and leave the discussion of later developments of the poetics of 
paradox to some other occasion. 



Stephen Owen 

The Self's Perfect Mirror: 

Poetry as Autobiography 

So writers of ancient times trusted their persons to ink and 

the brush, let their thoughts be seen in their compositions; 

depending neither on a good historian nor on patronage of 

the powerful, their reputations were handed down to 

posterity on their own force. 

Ts'ao P'i (187-226), "On Literature"1 

The ancients tell us that there are three kinds of achievement by 

which a person may hope to endure: moral power, deeds, and 
words \£ p], ^j).2 The promise that these forms of achieve­

ment do endure contains no clue as to the pragmatic means of their 

preservation. The later-born Ts'ao P'i WZS looks to precisely that 
question—to how a reputation may be conserved, not to the 

accomplishment that makes it worthy of survival. Three possibili­

ties are raised: trust a historian; struggle for political power; or give 

your energies to writing. These means to immortality swerve in 
interesting ways from the ancient "three immortalities" 
"moral power" (fg) passes unmentioned; office achieved by pa­

tronage takes the place of "deeds" (¾); and Ts'ao P'i emphatically 

arrogates to a person's own capacity the hope of immortality 
through the word—the most trustworthy way to reach posterity. 

Ts'ao P'i's relative evaluation of the means assumes a desire 
common to all three, the desire for a cultural immortality which, 

1 Ts'ao P'i U 35, "On Literature" ("Lun-wen" Imii), in the Wen-hsuan ed. 

Hsiao T'ung (501-531) (Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, i960), p. 1128. 
2 Tso chuan "Hsiang kung" 24> i-
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though it promises a less tangible futurity than techniques of 
refining and ingesting cinnabar, nevertheless admits a more sure 
and public validation of its efficacy. The intensity of the desire 
makes one wary of the means to accomplish it. Office and the fame 
that comes with state service are, at best, risky enterprises; and 
even the finest historians may neglect some complex and less 
obvious worthiness, may foolishly trust unreliable sources, may fail 
to account for the fullness of the self as the person commemorated 
would wish it to be known. 

We wish to be remembered—not simply our names, which may 
be passed down to the dullest of descendants, but some sense of who 
we were. In a few generations the ancestral sacrifices will cease, and 
thereafter a literary text may be the most trustworthy posterity, 
ever mindful of its filial duties, always honoring the human who 
was its parent and author.3 

The traditional biographer's responsibility to record the facts of 
a person's history is subordinate to a greater responsibility to 
transmit a moral truth about the subject—"what kind of person he 
was." One who undertakes to transmit such truths on his own 
behalf is the autobiographer. Thus autobiography is not an easily 
recognizable literary form, but an intention, and for the reader, the 
intuition or the presumption of such an intention. It was Ts'ao P'i's 
suggestion that a literary text may take the place of the historian's 
task to more surely transmit that sense of "what kind of person he 
was." 

In the western tradition narrative is the center of biography and 
autobiography; it is the literary construction of a Life out of life's 
infinite detail. This narrative core of the autobiographical mode sets 
the autobiographer in a paradoxical and uncomfortable position, 
asking a summation that can be perfectly given only posthumously. 
The Augustinean tradition of confessional autobiography is one 
solution to the problem posed—the narration of a conversion after 

3The theme of poem as progeny is an interesting and minor stream in the 

tradition, explicit (obsessively so) only in the poetry of Meng Chiao1 none of whose 

male children reached maturity. It is closely related to the idea of poem as somaton, 

"little body," common in western literary theory ̂ s well as in Chinese. A poem has a 

complete physiology with "bones," "veins," "ch'i," "head," and "tail," etc. 
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which there is life but no change, a long epilogue of beatific 

reflection whose constancy is a foretaste of an eternal constancy to 

come. Out of the Augustinean tradition, western narrative auto­

biography becomes possible: it recounts the essential changes of life 
between youth and maturity, a Bildung after which human nature 

grows steady. But such autobiography can have no place in the 

Chinese tradition: one may "set one's mind on study at fifteen and 

be established at thirty," but all the most interesting stages of sagely 

development occur from the age of forty on.4 Given this Confu­

cian Bildung of late-flowering, it is hard to anticipate a final stasis 

from which to look back and write one's Life as a whole. 

In traditional Chinese literature, narrative, in itself, plays a less 

important role in the presentation of a human life. The life-narra-

tive is often no more than a sequence of mere contingencies, mere 

happenings, through which a person has an opportunity to show 

himself. The perfect form of this non-narrative autobiography may 

be the individual's "collected works" (pieh-chi Jf}i] If;), which, from 

the early ninth century on, increasingly came to be edited by the 

authors themselves, works arranged in chronological order (often 

within a generic framework), contextualized by prefaces and notes. 
Here editorial exclusions, arrangement, and juxtapositions created 

a species of interior history, not narrating a life story, but letting a 

life story unfold in the author's sequence of responses. In more 

recent times editors have refined this still further in the late classical 

(and modern) form of a collection, with prose biographies and 
circumstantial documents by others (e.g., eulogies, letters, answer­
ing poems), with multiple prefaces, perhaps with a ttien-p'u fn 

(chronology), and interpretive commentary mixed with notes on 
the historical circumstances surrounding the composition of a par­

ticular text. In the more purely autobiographical domain of con­

structing a collection, there are pieh-chi like that of Yang Wan-Ii 

® Sj fi, divided into numerous subcollections, each with a preface 
announcing the author's external circumstances and interior dis­
position at that stage of his life. In this we find the initial movement 

iHung-Iou-Meng ^ or Dream of the Red Chamber would seem to be an 

interesting exception, but in its autobiographical dimensions it is less a true Bildung 

than a case in which the world changes around the protagonist. 
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toward a documentary Bildung, tracing the formation and develop­

ment of a poet. 
Let us leave aside the combinatory, complete farm and look to 

the autobiographical document of which a pieh-chi is made—the 

literary text, especially the poem. The poem (here only shih f$) was 

a privileged document of inner life, a presentation of self that 
potentially carried strong autobiographical dimensions. By its very 

definition, shih was the stuff of inner life, the person's chih 

"intent," and ch'ing flf, "emotions" or "subjective disposition." 

Here, rather than in narrative, was the center of interest for tradi­

tional theorists—not how a person changed over time, but how a 

person could be known at all or make himself known. 
Abraham Cowley wrote, "It is a hard and nice subject for a man 

to write of himself, it grates his own heart to say anything of 

disparagement, and the reader's ears to hear anything of praise from 
him." 5 The autobiographer's powers are the inverse of the powers 

claimed by the biographer. The biographer's strength and weak­
ness is his distance from his subject; proximity is the weakness and 

strength of the autobiographer. The autobiographer may hope to 
emulate the biographer's distance by the ruthlessness of the confes­

sional mode or by reflection on a past self (impossible in the 

immediacy of the shih, which, even when telling of the poet's past, 
focuses on the present of the remembering self rather than on the 

self remembered). The autobiographer strives to establish such 
distances against the suspicion of self-interest that surrounds the act 
of autobiography. Authenticity must be autobiography's first 

concern. 

A second and related problem attends all autobiographical dis­

course: what it means to "know oneself." To "know oneself" is to 
know oneself as other, a disjunction between the knower and the 
known which calls into question, even as it proclaims, the auto­

biographer's unique intimacy with his subject. The act of autobio­

graphy irrevocably divides and subdivides the assumed unity of the 

self. And if the Chinese tradition lacks the promise of the possibility 
of self-knowledge, assumed in the Delphic gnothi seauton, it still 

5Abraham Cowley, "Several Discourses by Way of Essays, in Verse and Prose," 

in The Works of Mr. Abraham Cowley (9th ed., London: J. Tonson, 1700). 
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exhorts a more indeterminate "self examination," tzu-hsing § 

which assumes that something of the self and its motives are 

accessible through conscious effort. 

The most common poetic promise of authenticity and defense 

against the division of the self is the assertion of spontaneity. Such 

is the Confucian entelechy of learning in the sage—not to "know 

the good" or "do the good," but instinctively to "be good"—"at 
seventy I followed what my heart desired without transgressing." 6 

Considering poetic autobiography in its Chinese context, we 

must attend to the Chinese formulations of the nature and prob­

lems of autobiography: how it is possible to speak of the self 

without falsifying it; how the structure of the self changes under 
such discourse; how identity is won out of categorical role. In the 
past I have emphasized the assumed involuntarism of the shih, that 

an organic bond is posited between inner life and exterior poem.7 

Here I would like to consider the dangers that beset such an 

assumption—elements of motivated and voluntary self-presenta-

tion in which the poet, aware that he will be known through the 
poem, struggles to be authentic or to authenticate his self-

presentation. 

A Double Self 

Let us say that poetic autobiography begins in apology, in the 

need to "explain oneself." Such a need arises only under certain 

conditions: the poet feels that the self and its motives are more 

interesting, more complicated, or simply different from what they 
appear to be; he is pained at the discrepancy, seeks to rectify it, show 
what is truer and more worthy. Poetic autobiography arises from 
the fear of being misprized. The human ceases to be an innocent 
unity of nature and action; he is now a doubleness, an outward 

appearance concealing, dimming, or distorting some true and 

hidden nature. 

6Lun-Yu !$[!§ or The Analects, II, 4. 
7Stephen Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and Poetics: An Omen of the World 

(Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). 
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Suppose, for example, we were to observe some Chin ff dy­

nasty (265—419) farmer at his task and believe, according to the 

biases of the age, that this was some mere peasant dullness, some 

routine and unreflective performance of a primordial labor whose 

sole purpose was to sustain his uninteresting life. The farmer turns 

to us and explains that, in fact, his is the natural human condition, 

that all human contentment depends on living a life like his. He 

continues: for a while he had been forced to serve as an official, but 

he has managed to escape that odious bondage and return to these 

tasks that are spiritually less fettering. He shows us his poems. We 

are astounded. The man is not at all what he seemed. 

But when we reflect further on our encounter with this eloquent 

peasant, we wonder why he felt the need to explain himself to us by 

word and poem, why he was not content to let himself be seen as 

"mere peasant." When Confucius and Tzu-Iu encountered a pair of 

philosophical plowmen and "asked about the ford," the plowmen 

gave both master and disciple wise advice: they did not, like this 

farmer-poet, try to explain their "true nature" or seek to justify 

why they did what they did.8 

When working at humdrum office tasks, this Chin farmer felt a 

deep conflict between his nature and the role he was playing: he 

gave up his post and "returned to his fields and gardens." But once 

he admitted the possibility of a "true nature," distinct from his 

appearance through outer acts, the unity of the self was not so easy 

to restore. A doubleness now haunts his life and his poems: nature 

and behavior, the inner and outer man, no longer are a unity; they 

must actively be brought together, and their unity must be actively 

asserted, a bond forged by the force of will. Our farmer is T'ao 

Ch'ien β® (365—427), who turns out to be the greatest of the pre-

T'ang poets. It is not that T'ao Ch'ien simply "is" a Chin farmer; he 

wants to be a Chin farmer. Yet one of the characteristics of a true 

Chin farmer may be to inhabit his role without reflection, choice, 

or desire. The capacity to reflect on one's nature—at first necessary 

to articulate T'ao's discomfort in his role as official—endures in this 

voluntary peasant and becomes the autobiographical impulse, the 

continuous exposition of "who I really am," "what I really am 

like." T'ao Ch'ien is an immensely attractive figure, but what 

sLun-yu, XVIII, 6. 
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attracts us may be a complex desire for simplicity rather than 
simplicity itself. 

We are perplexed at this simplicity that is not so simple. We look 
at those poems again: 

Returning to Dwell in My Fields and Gardens (I) 

When young, nothing in me chimed with 
the common: 

In its roots, my nature loved mountains and 
hills. 

I erred, fell into the world's net of dust 
In all for some thirty years. 
The captive bird yearns for its former groves; 
A fish in a pond broods on depths it once 

knew. 
1 clear away undergrowth at the edge of the 

southern wilds, 
Preserve my simplicity, return to my gardens 

and fields. 
My holding is only ten acres or so 
With a thatch cottage of just a few rooms. 9 

Willow and elm shade my back eaves; 
Peach and plum are ranged before my hall. 
Dim in my eyes are distant villages; 
Hamlets from which the smoke winds 

upward. 
Dogs bark deep in the lanes; 
A cock crows in the tip of a mulberry. 
My door and yard have no mixture of dust; 
Empty chambers give ample leisure 
Long I was caught in a cage-
Now again 1 revert to Nature. 1o 
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When we saw this man "clearing away undergrowth" by the 

9 Mu liij., translated as "acre," IS In fact considerably less than an acre; T'ao's 
holdings are thus more modest than the translatIOn suggests. Chien Fa' is a square 
measure of house space; the smallness of T'ao's "eIght or mne chien"has been 
Englished as a few rooms. 

1°T'ao Ch'ien 1lIi!Ji'!!!, T'ao Yuan-ming chi llIi!Jm:lgJj~ (Pekmg: Chung-hua shu­
chil, 1982), pp. 40-41. 
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fields, we took him to be a farmer like all others; and if we may not 
think of a farmer as su f§, "common," "uncouth," whom can we 
think of as su? But in the very first line of his poem, this farmer 
informs us that he has always had an instinctive antipathy to the 
"common"—suddenly we realize, to our surprise, that this would-
be peasant is not defining himself in relation to farmers, but in 
relation to us, the people who read poetry! It is we who are being 
called su, "common" on account of the very learning, ambitions, 
refinement (ya J|), and occupations which we had always believed 
to be eminently un-sn, "un-common." 11 

In the second line he expands his rejection of us and our world: 
his being "un-common" comes from an unalterable disposition of 
his nature that loves "mountains and hills"—setting himself apart 
from our "common" fondness for wealth, honor, and position. We 
are still secretly convinced (though we will never again hazard our 
conviction on a further inquiry) that the average farmer would, like 
us, prefer wealth, honor, and position. Then, as if to prove that his 
revulsion at our values is no rustic "sour grapes," he tells the story 
of a public career and flight from it, as if from a cage, back to this 
hard and satisfying labor of clearing farmland. Indeed, he evokes 
such a picture of georgic bliss that we can—just for a moment— 
stand with him and see why he so despises our life. We were in 
error: he is not "a farmer:" he is T'ao Ch'ien being himself, a 
condition that happens to involve being a farmer. 

T'ao Ch'ien, the first great poetic autobiographer, teaches us 
much about autobiography: the very act of "explaining oneself" is 
predicated on a doubleness—a true self and a surface role.12 The 

11 Su ^ originally meant something like "common usage," "custom," "having 

to do with the lowborn populace." Under the force of usages such as in this poem 

(including usages by T'ao's predecessors) and with the idealization of the peasantry, 

su came to describe a "worldliness" or "vulgarity" manifest in the upper classes. My 

whimsical Chin persona, the sophisticated office-holder who meets T'ao Ch'ien in 

the fields, is being shocked at the altered significance of the term in T'ao's poem. 
12 Many might claim the distinction of being the first poetic biographer for the 

fourth century B.C. poet Ch'ii Yiian 1S-I • There are serious questions about the 

relation between the historical figure and the poems attached to his name. But, 

beyond the question of attribution, an autobiographical interpretation of Ch'ii 

Yiian's work depends on a complex exegetical reconciliation between the text and a 

biography known from external sources. T'ao Ch'ien is the true autobiographer, 

both mytholographer and exegete, of his own life. 
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surface role may turn out to be a lie (T'ao as we might have seen 
him some years before, performing the routine functions of a 
magistrate). More remarkably, the surface role may be genuine, 
but still not sufficient to understand the true self (the farmer who 
turned out not to be merely "a farmer," but rather T'ao Ch'ien 
being himself). Doubleness is inevitable: the surface role must be 
distinct, to be chosen or rejected by the "true self." And in that very 
act of distinguishing self from role, we have the first assertion of 
the uniqueness of the self: it must involve a willful individuation 
from some category in which others find themselves—farmers 
and readers of poetry. We made a mistake: we thought this was a 
farmer, and it turned out to be T'ao Ch'ien. For us to understand 
the distinction, T'ao Ch'ien had to explain himself; and, as he did 
so, we discovered that he was speaking to us, articulating his nature 
not in relation to farmers, but in relation to our kind. 

T'ao Ch'ien's poetry constantly tells us of the unity of self and 
role, but it does not embody such unity: it betrays its doubleness, a 
self-consciously assumed role preceded by judgment and choices 
made by a "true nature." Both we and the poet learn to distrust 
surfaces; we now require some assurance that what emerges on the 
surface, as in a poem, is indeed "true nature." And we come to 
wonder how inner and outer can ever be brought together again. 

Secret Motives 

There is an innocent poetry, addressed to one's own pleasure and 
to the pleasure of one's friends. In the Chin such poetry seems 
supremely sophisticated, filled with allusions, ornament, gracious 
sentiments; indeed, this poetry revels in its sophistication, giving no 
thought to the possibility that later readers might distrust it for its 
artfulness (or perhaps, on a deeper level, be bored with its in­
nocence). But once the poet becomes the poet-autobiographer, that 
innocent sophistication disappears: now the poet must always look 
cautiously ahead to how he will appear in his poems. His greatest 
fear is that others, reading his work, will catch a whiff of secret 
motives. If the outer poem, like the outer role, is a voluntary, 
motivated construct, then there is always the possibility of 
manipulation and distortion. As a youth T'ao Ch'ien, our Chin 
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farmer, fooled others and himself into believing he was suited for 
public office; just now we were deceived in thinking he was simply 
a farmer. All we know about him is what we perceive on the 
outside, what he tells us and shows us about his inner nature. We 
must wonder if he is telling the truth about himself now and, more 
seriously, if he does or can know such a truth. 

The poet-autobiographer must offer a defense against the sus­
picions he has raised. He tells us that these poems are spontaneous, 
offhand, casual, trivial productions of so little importance to the 
poet that the reader need have no suspicions of secret motives. But 
we have grown wary: such assertions of casualness and unconcern 
seem to be a sure mark of a fall from innocent sophistication. Such 
assertions are meta-apology and arise from the anxiety that the text 
might seem to be the product of hidden motives. The first meta-
apologist, casually inserting a note to remind us of the offhand 
nature of his compositions, turns out to be the first great autobio­
graphical apologist, endlessly justifying to us his values and his acts: 

I live at ease and with few delights. Moreover, as nights have 
been growing longer recently, I happen to have some fine 
wine. Not an evening passes but I drink, finish it all by myself, 
my eyes watching my shadow. All at once I'll find myself 
drunk, and in this condition jot down a few lines for my own 
amusement. I have accumulated a great deal of paper with 
writing on it, with no order at all in the language. So I 
happened to have an old friend copy them out for his 
pleasure.13 

We wondered about that when we read his poems—how we 
happened to find them all written neatly out before us—strange, 
coming from a person who cares so little for us. In this preface to 
"Drinking Wine" ifcS, T'ao Ch'ien documents the circumstances 
of composition and preparation of a manuscript of poems; he notes 
the stages of the process more fully than any of his contemporaries, 
taking care to emphasize the dominance of whim and accident at 
every stage of the complicated procedure. We might concede that 
the natural, spontaneous human could compose poems for his own 

13 T'ao Ch'ien, T'ao Yuan-ming chi, pp. 86—87. 
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amusement, but to copy them out and circulate them smells of 
"fishing for fame in the world"; hence we have an amicus ex machina 
to perform this disreputable task. The preface is necessary: T'ao 
cannot let these poems go without assuring us that their "publi­
cation" is none of his doing; he fears that others might believe 
that he had them circulated. He wants no one to suspect, even 
for a moment, that he knew what he was doing or cared in the 
"Drinking Wine" poems: all is drunkenness, accident, whim— 
all the proofs of spontaneity, which later poets were to wear as 
talismans against the suspicion that a poet reveals himself not as he 
is, but as he wishes himself to be seen. This is not a poet who simply 
drinks; this is a poet who drinks and watches his own shadow, 
observing himself, his solitude, and his movements as he drinks. 

It should be said, once and for all, that T'ao Ch'ien is not the 
naive and straightforward poet he claims to be. T'ao is the patron-
ancestor of hundreds of T'ang, Sung, and late classical poets— 
obsessively self-conscious, defensive about his values and acts, 
trying desperately to win a naivete out of a conflict of inner values. 
It was for these complications that later ages loved him. T'ao 
Ch'ien is not a poet of "fields and gardens" EH H (in contrast to 
Hsieh Ling-yun [385—433], who is a poet of "landscapes" |i|7K); 
T'ao's "fields and gardens" are no more than a setting in which this 
image of the naive self can be at rest. The outer world falls away; the 
self becomes the topic of the poem; self-knowledge and authentic­
ity become a problem. These complications accompany T'ao's 
status as the first great autobiographer, in his prose as well as in his 
poetry—the "Return" the "Biography of Five 
Willows" EW 5 and even in "An Elegy for Myself" 

Coming to T'ao Ch'ien's poetry from the work of his con­
temporaries and immediate predecessors, we notice the number of 
non-social occasional poems in his collection; i.e., poems that grow 
out of and address particular life circumstances, but which are not 
addressed to anyone (though T'ao did write many social occasional 

l iIbid., pp. 159-163. 

15Ibid., pp. 175-176. 

16Ibid., pp. 196-199. 
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poems). Such non-social occasional poems include the majority of 
T'ao's most famous works: "Returning To Dwell in My Fields and 
Gardens," "Moving" f^his,17 "Drinking Wine," "Giving Up 
Wine" ikfi,18 "Begging" £ 1¾.19 We must ask to whom and for 
whom such poems were written. The English term for readership, 
"audience," betrays its origins in drama; it is that large, faceless 
crowd of onlookers which remains the secret object of even west­
ern lyric poetry's address. But this assumption of a large, anony­
mous readership is the accident of a particular history; it cannot be 
taken for granted as necessary and inevitable for all poetry. A 
similar (though still distinct) notion of "audience" does develop in 
Chinese poetry, not out of the quality of address necessary in 
drama, but out of the autobiographical mode. 

The nature of a poetic voice and the nature of its address to 
others are largely a function of genre. T'ao Ch'ien, the poet-
autobiographer, perfected a new genre, apparent in his titles: he 
speaks of himself, as a particular historical being, to no one in 
particular and hence to anyone at any time. Here is the address to 
futurity implicit in the Ts'ao P'i passage; and this genre, this new 
kind of title, was taken up extensively by T'ao's admirers among 
T'ang and later poets. 

We must set T'ao Ch'ien's poetry in its contemporary generic 
context. In the fourth and early fifth centuries there were fictional 
genres with impersonal voices—yu-hsien shih jSjflljfi (poems on 
immortals), yung-wu (poems on things, often allegorical in 
this period), and some yueh-fu There was another group of 
genres which provide the close antecedents of T'ao Ch'ien's new 
voice, genres in which the poet spoke intensely of himself, but with 
a generalized lyric "I," an "I" that links the self with common 
human experience: in this grouping fall yung-huai 1¾¾ and "un­
classified poems" ®|#. Such poems, by their titles and in their 
texts, tend to avoid reference to specific site and occasion. T'ao 
Ch'ien's poems in this mode are quite distinct from his non-social 

17 Ibid., pp. 56-57. 

laIbid., pp. 100-101. 

19 Ibid., p. 48. 
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occasional poems. The third group of contemporary genres are the 

occasional genres. When a poet spoke of himself as a particular 

historical being, at a particular location and particular time—his 

specific experiences, responses to occasion, and attitudes—then he 

was usually addressing someone in particular, someone he knew. 
In his non-social occasional poems T'ao Ch'ien speaks of himself 

in detail to everyone and to no one in particular. In later poetry we 

become accustomed to such a mode of address, but in the Chin we 

must marvel at this voice. Why a person would speak thus, speak to 

no one, requires some explanation: T'ao offers such an explanation 

in the preface to "Drinking Wine"—"I just happened to scribble 

these poems out, dear reader; don't believe I was writing them for 

you." Yet as he excuses himself in the preface, he lets us know that 

he knows these poems are coming to us, the nameless, future 
readers of poetry of other places and other times. 

It is to such a vast future audience that the poet-autobiographer 

must speak: he offers them interior history, just as the common 
historian offers them outer history. The poet-autobiographer is not 

merely addressing Lord So-and-So, showing his virtues in hopes of 

a position (though later poets may, for the sake of economy, 

address Lord So-and-So and eternity simultaneously). His first 
address to us must convince us that he does not want to convince us 

of anything, assure us there is no motive in his writing: he speaks to 

us, telling us he has no intention of speaking to us at all. 
T'ao Ch'ien's poetry is filled with contradictions, the contradic­

tions that come from a sophisticated, self-conscious man who 

yearns to be unsophisticated and unself-conscious. Our pleasure in 

his poetry is equally contradictory: his naivete we can love, though 

we would probably be bored by a truly unsophisticated and unself-
conscious poet. Whether we acknowledge it or not, our pleasure in 
T'ao Ch'ien lies in the uncomfortable complexity of the person. 

Returning to Dwell in My Fields and Gardens (II) 

In the wilderness, few human affairs; 
To poor lanes wheels and bridles rarely 

come. 

I close my wicker gate in broad daylight— 
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No worldly fantasies in my empty chambers. 

Now and again at the bends of the village 

Pushing back brush we come and go; 

And when we meet, our talk is not mixed 

With anything but how tall hemp and 

mulberry grow. 

Daily the mulberry and hemp grow taller; 

Daily my lands grow more broad. 

Yet always I fear that the frosts will come, 

That there will be ruin, as with the grass and 

weeds.20 

He would put us to shame for our worldliness, but we (the 

readers of poetry to whom he speaks) should not let our shame lull 

us into ignoring the rich complexity in his vision of simplicity. "In 

the wilderness, few human affairs"—the line here is no more than 

the mark of an attitude and a relation: it might be literally true for a 

misanthropic hermit, but it is not literally true for T'ao Ch'ien. The 

fields he tends and so proudly extends are not yeh If, "wilderness," 

or in T'ao's phrasing, yeh-wai ff ^f, "beyond [in] the wilderness," 
"deep in wilderness," often suggesting an immortal world.21 Yeh-

wai is a special structure of space—a cultivated, civilized world, 

beyond which is wilderness, and beyond that, something other­

worldly, at the farthest extreme from human civilization. In such 

a remote place there would, of course, be "few human affairs" 

Ψ A#, the acts of civilization and its "problems" (also jen-shih 

AJjf). But as we read the poem, we find it is filled with what 

we might ordinarily have called jen-shih, "human affairs and 

problems"—this agrarian society where men come and go from 

their labors, talking only of vital concerns, the success of crops, 
extending fields into the wilderness, worry about an early frost. 

We must suppose that T'ao does not count these as "human 
affairs/problems"; rather "human affairs/problems" refer us to a 

political domain quite distinct from this agrarian society. Implicitly 

20 Ibid., pp. 41-42. 
21 It would be tempting to take yeh-wai, "beyond the wilderness," as "at the edge 

of wilderness"; i.e., where clearing land occurs. But this interpretation would be 

untrue to the common use of the phrase and parallel phrases as "beyond this world." 
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T'ao is addressing readers to whom "human affairs/problems" 

mean their own, readers from the civilized domain at the opposite 

extreme from yeh-wai. 

Our grand carriages cannot penetrate the narrow lanes of his 

village; he tells us he speaks only to villagers and only about crops. 

We, the snubbed readers, are sincerely uninterested in the state of 

T'ao's crops or of the crops of his fellow villagers; but we find that 
we are interested in someone who tells us, in our written poetic 

language, that he is interested only in his crops. Though rejected, 

we note with some approval that it is only our affairs that merit the 
characterization "human," as opposed to farmers' problems, pre­

sumably not "human." We know that T'ao has given us simply 

another token of his rejection of our world, like the aloofness of the 

misanthropic recluse in the first line; but we suspect that T'ao's 

fellow villagers would not feel pleased to be so lightly excluded 
from the species. We know that in poetry the terms for an 

immortal's world, the terms for the world of the solitary recluse, 
and the terms for a farmer's world can be used interchangeably; such 

easy interchanges occur only when each of these worlds has no 

subsistence in its own right, but is only a negation of the public, 

political world, the world of the people who read poetry. T'ao 

Ch'ien's poetry really cares little for farmers: it speaks to and for our 
flurried world of carriage-riders and poetry readers. 

The last lines speak of a fear of early frost, that his crops will be 

ruined. But the line is phrased with deliberate ambiguity to encom­

pass anxiety about the poet's own mortality, that he may fall to 

earth like "common plants" and ordinary mortals. Against just 

such an anxiety about our mortality, Ts'ao P'i enjoined us to "trust 
our persons to ink and the brush," to write poems that will 
perpetuate our identity and memory of us. To write poems is to 

communicate, t'ung )¾, one's nature to others, to those who read 

poetry and cherish the memory of poets. But this poem communi­

cates only blockages and closings, se f§|, a world closed off to the 
very people to whom a poem tries to speak. His lane is too narrow, 
his gate is closed, he will not speak to us; he tells us this again and 

again. And he passionately desires that we recognize and always 

remember the calm dispassion of his mind, that he has no concern 

for us at all. He has nothing to say to our kind. 
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Roles and Sages 

The vision of the self which the poet wishes to present is his 

"role"; and yet the self which the poet-autobiographer actually 
reveals to us is often a much more contradictory and unsteady 

being. Traditional commentary tends to honor the desires of poets 

and takes note only of the uncomplicated surfaces. But still we 
suspect that the true allure of the autobiographical text may lie in 

the complications which agitate the surface. It may not be T'ao 

Ch'ien, the self-satisfied farmer-recluse, that we love, but another 

T'ao Ch'ien, painfully self-conscious, unsure of who he is, warring 

against the inner claims of his own class to win for himself satisfac­
tion in being the farmer-recluse. Our affection for Wang Wei may 
not look to his dispassionate calm, but to some fierce and active 

mastery of self, a passionate austerity. It may not be expansive 
wildness that engages us in Li Po's poetry, but a frenzy of posing— 

sometimes aggressively, sometimes playfully—in which his rich 

imagination is harnassed and whipped on by some darker need. 
The roles which such poets play, the roles in which such poets 

would have themselves seen by others, are not the mere typology 

of personality, a hollow form of definition received from the 

community, but a particular confluence of innate disposition and 

desire. The term "role" is the unfortunate legacy of a poetics (and 
following the poetics, a psychology and sociology) which is 

grounded in drama; and thus "role" assumes an absolute disjunc­
tion between itself and "true nature." Unlike the doubleness we 

spoke of earlier, this lineage of the concept of role assumes the 

complete separation of person from role (allowing relations of 
affinity, mutual influence, etc.). Out of Greek drama, the enact­

ment of a "role" often involves the use of a "mask," through which 

(as Oscar Wilde says) the truth may be told, but which purposefully 
conceals the being who is telling the truth. We use the term "role" 

in a different sense here: it is not independent of the self, but an 

organic dimension of it; role is desire, the surface of the self as it 
wishes to be known; role is the entelechy of a process of self-

definition. Thus we see T'ao, the farmer-recluse, not as the com­

plete definition of T'ao Ch'ien and not as a false mask: it is the T'ao 
Ch'ien that he himself would wish to be. 
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Some embodiments of role are grander than others, and it may 
be that such grandeur is a function of the complexity and intensity 
of desire to "become" the role. But desire always reveals some lack, 
some dissatisfaction and unsureness which are visible in direct 
proportion to the intensity of the desire: "when things do not 
achieve their equilibrium, they sing out" %IfRzPS1J",I-22 

When such desire is strongly imprinted in the enactment of the 
role—as in T'ao Ch'ien's constant need to say to us that he has 
nothing to say to our kind—then the enactment of the role has an 
allure and cutting edge which less passionate inhabitants of a role 
can never achieve. Ch'ien Ch'i and a dozen other poets sought a 
role similar to that of the High Tang poet Wang Wei ΞΕ|§ of the 
second half of the eighth century; but the genius that distinguishes 

Wang Wei's work may be the fierceness of his desire to be such a 

person—a peculiar violence against self that refuses to permit the 
common human response. The genius in Wang Wei's poetry is not 
a distinction of craft or even of art, but of a powerful and com­
plicated human identity. This is heresy in western literary theory; it 
need not be heresy here. 

A poet inscribes his identity in a poem just as all humans inscribe 
identity in their lives. This identity is role surrounded by rich 
echoes of complication, contradiction, and desire, echoes which 
always remind us that the self is more than its role. When those 
echoes are loud, we are reminded of the indeterminancy of human 
nature; we intuit layers upon layers of hiddenness; we wonder what 
a particular person's nature really is. A grand role like T'ao Ch'ien's 
recalls its negations; and, in doing so, it transcends mere role to 
enact the relations between humans and roles. We read not of a 
farmer-recluse named T'ao Ch'ien, but of T'ao Ch'ien, presenting 
himself as farmer-recluse, with all the complications, that attend 
such an act. Apart from his role(s), a human is plastic, indetermi­
nate, a mere history of accidents, occasions, and changes, unknow­
able either to self or to others; a role is determinate and communi­
cable, a form through which the indeterminate self can be known. 

22Han Yii "Preface on Sending OffMeng Chiao" , in Han 

Ch'ang-li chi (rpt. Hong Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1964), chuan 19, 

P- 7-
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And the greatest poets enact the relations between the two— 

between self and role—the process by which the two seek perfect 

correspondence. 

The obsession with authenticity, the vision of Confucius at 

seventy, grows from the hope of some consummate union of self 

and role: such a condition is called "sagehood" (in its Mencian 

version, the sage being the only role in which the innate goodness 

of the human can be fulfilled). In his unity of being, the sage sees 

through the surface roles of others: he sees the complications, the 

hidden motives, all tensions between surfaces and the inner self. 

"The Master said, 'Look to how it is; observe from what it comes; 

examine in what he finds rest. How can a person remain hidden, 
how can he remain hidden?!'" 23 We are enjoined to scrutinize not 
only the quality of act and behavior, but also their motives and, 
beyond that, the kind of condition in which the person is "at rest." 

The sage sees through surfaces to the true nature of the creature. 

Exercising the wise vision of the sage, virtue may be discovered 
as well as evil: we may honor the person no longer hidden, or we 

may condemn him. But if there is a disjunction between the inner 

person and the role, between tone of voice and statement, then no 

matter how great the virtue we discover, the person is no sage. At 

seventy Confucius' acts and his heart's desires were the same: he is 

the sage. But we have "seen through" T'ao Ch'ien, and, however 

much we honor this person and his desires, we recognize an anxiety 

and unsureness that cannot belong to the sage. 
Then suppose we found a poet who, writing of himself, confi­

dently exposes the tension between person and role—someone 
who does not merely present his desired vision of the self, but, with 

the sharp eyes of the sage, sees through it. On one level such a 

person would be the quotidian human with ordinary hopes and 
illusions—perhaps poetically more interesting than the sage, but 
less grand. On another level such a person would be the sage, seeing 

through a role to its secret motives and desires, revealing a person 

(who happens to be himself) as other than that person might wish 

himself to be seen. It is, admittedly, a paradoxical stance, but the 

governing voice has the honesty and clear assurance of the sage. We 

23Lutt-yu, II, io. 
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might look for such a voice in the work of' 

IKFH, TU FU f±(712-770). 

Empty Purse 

Azure cypress, bitter but still to be eaten; 
Morning's rose clouds can be my morning 

meal. 
People of the age have all sown recklessly, 
And my way finds itself among hardships. 
No cooking fire; the well, frozen at dawn; 
No greatcoat for covers; my bed, cold at 

night. 
Yet I fear the embarrassment of an empty 

purse 
And leave there one coin, watched over, 

to be seen.24 

"The Master said, 'Look to how it is; observe from what it comes; 
examine in what he finds rest. How can a person remain hidden, 
how can he remain hidden?!' " "Look to how it is"—in the title he 
implies an untruth, that his purse is empty, but he tells us the truth 
in the end. The untruth is not a great lie—it is a figurative truth, a 
purse not empty but virtually empty. He could have, without guilt, 
left this merely figurative truth standing; and even if he felt uncom­
fortable with its literal untruth, he knows that we, the readers of the 
poem, would never have known the untruth unless he confessed it 
to us. Yet others, seeing the weight in his purse, would never have 
known that this coin was not ready cash, only pride—this too he 
confesses. 

Observe from what it comes—he tells us a literal untruth not to 
deceive us, but so that we will not be deceived as others are 
deceived, misunderstanding the coin in his purse. Then he tells us 
the literal truth because he cannot bear to leave us with a partial 
truth—he exposes his acts and motives to us. He exposes the motive 
for his deceptive coin—the fear of embarrassment. Yet in exposing 
the motive, he reveals that he is not so fearful of embarrassment 
after all. 

24Ch'iuChao-ao jji ^ 1¾, Tu-shih hsiang-chu ££ I^jF Qi, 5 vols. (Peking: Chung-

hua shu-chu, 1979), vol. 2, chuan 8, pp. 620-621. 

'the sage of poetry' 

¢3 

mtewm: 
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Examine in what he rests—we see much in which Tu Fu finds no 

rest. Cypress cone and roseate clouds are the foods of immortals, 
foods of purity and otherworldliness, and they are to be Tu Fu's 

food; they are exposed, the bitter and insubstantial food of hungry 

necessity. He can find no contentment in them, nor can he pretend 

to contentment. In hardship, hunger, and cold there is no physical 

rest. Yet he could purchase a brief respite if he spent that single coin 
of pride: he keeps the coin, and we learn that he finds greater 
comfort in avoiding the shame of poverty than in some minor 

alleviation of his condition. We approve. But he does not simply 

point to his coin and tell us he is not destitute; he confesses he has it 

and why he keeps it. And we look beyond "finding rest" in the 

avoidance of shame to a still more basic "rest" in telling the truth 

about oneself, making the inner person and the outer person of the 
poem the same. 

There is a wondrous complexity of the human in Tu Fu's poetry: 

strangely, an honest and authentic voice emerges out of a double 

untruth—an untruth in telling us his purse was empty and an 

untruth in telling others his purse is not empty. Tu Fu is the sage-

autobiographer, penetrating all the deceptive surface roles that 
belong to his unsagely, merely human self. "How can a person 

remain hidden, how can he remain hidden?!" 
The voice is not that of the accomplished sage; it is the voice of 

the fallible human becoming sage, driven by a restless honesty and 

fidelity to life's circumstances. Yet this movement from ordinary 
human toward sage is all the more powerful because it is not the 

perfect transparency of the sage, but the self being laid bare, 
breaking through those illusions and poses that would comfort 

lesser men. 

He begins with an "Empty Purse": he plans to tell us of his 
destitution. Yet he begins not with a statement of want but of 

possession—having cypress cones and rose clouds to eat. These are 
foods of immortals, chosen for their purity by those who would 

live forever; in Tu Fu's poem they threaten death by starvation. He 
boasts of having these, but with an easy irony that exposes his boast 

as hollow—a provision that is no provision, just like an empty 

purse that is not empty. 
He blames his destitution on the age—"reckless sowing," Iu-
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mang |Si¥> a dead metaphor for careless action, a metaphor that is 
made alive again in Tu Fu's hunger.25 Bad husbandry and bad 
government are blamed on the "people of the age" tfcA, also mere 
"mortals" in opposition to the sort of being who dines on cypress 
cones and rose clouds. He, destitute gourmand of immortal fare, 
claims distinction from worldlings, only to admit later that he 
keeps his coin of pride for the sake of their good opinion. 

In the third couplet he confesses his destitution, says straightfor­
wardly what he had said in the first couplet through the negations 
of irony; he confesses his utter destitution only to unconfess it in the 
final couplet. And he confesses his destitution only to admit that 
there is something worse than that destitution—shame. In the end 
all is revealed, and in his honesty beyond honor there is an unmis-
takeable humor, a distance from which he laughs at himself. It is Tu 
Fu's genius—perhaps the genius of the sage—to be both sincere 
and wry, to both inhabit and indulgently observe the foolishness of 
the human creature. 

There is another, less profound, kind of poetic autobiographer, 
the autobiographer of his own deeds. Such an autobiographer 
never needs to wonder who or what he is because he lives through 
his deeds; they are sufficient excuse for the self, and the self is 
sanctioned to disappear into the deeds. Such a person endures as a 
mere instrumentality—that by which certain important things 
were done. The great poetic autobiographers of China are rarely of 
this sort; but even in China there seems to be some law of propor­
tion in this, that the fewer one's deeds on behalf of the civilization, 
the more one must enquire whether there might be some worth in 
the self that transcends acts and can exist without them. Tu Fu has 
accomplished nothing, or, more important, feels that he has accom­
plished nothing. And if he seeks to tell us of himself, if he would 

25 Lu-mang niif$ is, in fact, a compound simply meaning "careless." However, a 

famous usage in the Chuang Tzu ${£-?· (Chuang Tzu yin-te ^ | 71/25/38—39) 
was erroneously explained by an early commentator, Ssu-ma Piao as 

"plowing shallow and sowing sparsely" )¾ , with careless husbandry used as 

a metaphor for careless government. The implications of careless government are 

primary in Tu Fu's poem (though intended critically rather than positively as in the 

Chuang Tzu); but the implication of careless husbandry seems to be evoked in the 

paradigm of starvation, established in the first lines. 
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claim that his life has interest and value to the later-born, then it 

must be for what he is, rather than for what he has done. 

Tu Fu is the meticulous exegete of his inner life, ever watchful 

against the delusory simplicity of a comfortable role. But "role" is 

the determinate, communicable aspect of the self; and to explicate 

the self requires that one not only know the self, but know it in 

communicable terms. The autobiographer of "being" rather than 

"deeds" is doomed to speak through role, even though role will 

always fail the contradictory and indeterminate complexity of the 

self. Tu Fu, with an intuitive distrust of role's limitations, gives the 

fuller, more contradictory self an animate presentation by con­

tinuously negating his roles and undermining them. 

"Empty Purse" is not an isolated example of Tu Fu's movement 
through role to a presentation of the more complex self beyond 

role: such poems appear from his early work, on through the 
poetry of the K'uei-chou period. In "Written on the Her­

mitage of Mr. Chang" (first of two) IS 'jjt ft1¾ K -- |νϊ —, Tu Fu 
sets out seeking the companionship of the recluse and ends up with 
a distrust of "seeking companionship."26 In "Going from the 

Capital to Feng-hsien" ['| £ /tt T1C1II IL ή" rT-,27 the long opening 

is a remarkable piece of self-analysis, laughing at his various self-

images, which hover between the grand and grandiose: he "secretly 

compares himself" to the great ministers of antiquity, as Confucius 

"secretly compared himself" to old P'eng;28 the proposition is 

admirable, but not only does Tu Fu fail the greatness of his ancient 

exemplars, he also fails the ancient maker of "secret comparisons," 

Confucius. 

Mockery of his failed ambitions occurs throughout the great 

poem sequences of the K'uei-chou period, such as "Autumn Medi­

tations" ftp} Alif29 and "Autumn Wastes" ftSf FL df.30 But this 
process of self-exposure occurs on more profound levels: if he 

speaks with too much assurance, Tu Fu may turn on that confident 

26Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu-shih hsiang-chu, vol. i, chuan i, pp. 8—n. 
27Ibid., vol. i, chuan 4, pp. 264-275. 
2SLun-Yut VIII, 1. 
29Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu-shih hsiang-chu, vol. 4, chuan 17, pp. 1484-1499. 
30Ibid., vol. 4, chuan 20, pp. 1732—1735. 
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voice and expose its weakness. In the "Barren Palms" from 

his Szechwan years, Tu Fu laments the palms as an allegorical 

emblem of the suffering people—a pious, proto-"new yueh-fu" 

stance. But in the closing of this poem, he turns on himself: an 
oriole, pecking for grubs in the dying trees with the self-preserving 

pitilessness of the Taoist sage, turns and sees a passing tumbleweed 

(the conventional emblem of the poet wanderer); the oriole com­

ments that in its own miserable state it has no right to lament others. 

The pious voice of the poem suddenly loses its authority: it is both 

mocked and pitied. In large ways and small, Tu Fu continually steps 
out of roles he has assumed to show us their fragility, their motives, 

and their failures. 

Metamorphosis 

The poet-autobiographer, exegete of the inner self, hopes to tell 

futurity who he is, who he was. But in that very process the self 
becomes somehow doubled, fragmented, recedes into indetermi­

nacy and uncertainty: voice and statement contradict one another. 

Out of this loss of intelligibility and unity there grows the strong 

desire to restore coherence to the self. Perhaps the most common 

way in which this desire was fulfilled in the course of Chinese 
Uterary history (and the least satisfying way) was the direct assertion 

of casualness and spontaneity in composition. From T'ao Ch'ien's 

self-conscious disclaimer of self-consciousness in the preface to 

"Drinking Wine," to Po Chii-i's ή® Jl (772—846) studied ease, 

to the eleventh-century philosopher-poet Shao Yung's SPlJ 
(ion—1077) hundred poems, each beginning and closing with the 
line "It's not that I, Shao Yung, really love poetry" (¾¾ Jc JP- JJS 
f$), to the Kung-an poets of the Ming and their successors in the 
hsing-ling 1¾¾ poets of the Ch'ing—for fifteen hundred years we 

hear a constant stream of voices promising authentic and sponta­

neous revelation of the self. Almost all contain implicit or explicit 

commentary on their own spontaneity, and they all belong firmly 

31 Ibid., vol. 2, chtian 10, p. 855. 
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in the condition which Schiller called "the sentimental" (not to be 
confused with the popular sense of the term). 

Tu Fu goes beyond the cultivated stance of spontaneity to turn 
on his own self-image those sage eyes that see through the limita­
tions of role. His legacy to later poets was the capacity to laugh at 
oneself. But it was Tu Fu's particular gift that even as he engaged in 
these acts of irony, he never lost sympathy for that aspect of the self 
trapped in mere role. Yet among his successors, particularly among 
the Sung poets, that self-directed irony too often becomes cruel: 
masks of playfulness poorly disguise a self-mockery whose harsh­
ness exposes not self-knowledge but a profound inner discord. The 
gift of irony, in itself, no better healed the divided self than the 
delusory hope of spontaneity. 

A unified self can never exist so long as knower and known are 
presented as the same person. But suppose the self were to be 
recognized in another being: instead of making the self other in self-
consciousness, here the poet would see an other as the self. The 
being out there is unified—not divided against itself in self-
consciousness—yet there is a bond of affinity to validate the identi­
fication. To see oneself in another being is a capacity of distance. Tu 
Fu, who "sees through" his roles as if observing himself from the 
outside, moves on to look in the world for such an "other self." The 
first stage of the process is simile: 

Wind-tossed, fluttering—what is my S S H 
likeness?— 55% — ?#i§ 

Between Heaven and Earth, a single gull of 
the sands.32 

In the Chinese poetic tradition Tu Fu's is the most perfect and most 
difficult autobiographical voice. Its perfection resides in its triumph 
over the reflective division of the self, in a triumph of coherence and 
intimacy which arises, paradoxically, from a growing distance—at 
first the distance of irony, then a greater distance in which he sees 
himself in another. The "single gull of the sands," "Lakes and rivers 
fill the earth—one old fisherman"—such images of the "other 
self," observed from a distance, are familiar to readers of Tu Fu. 

32Ibid., vol. 3, chuan 14, pp. 1228—1230. 



Stephen Owen 9 5  

Consonant with the autobiographer's unchanging concern, such 

images are often the centers of an otherwise empty world. The 

voice in the poem no longer attempts to explain the self's secret 

nature to us; the poet turns away from us, looks into the world to 

discover there the means for his own understanding. The voice 

achieves authenticity; we no longer suspect its motives; the poet no 

longer claims to "know" who he is, but seeks images in the mind 

and in the outer world to answer the question "what is my 

likeness." 

Yangtze and Han 21 Sl 
At Yangtze and the Han, a wanderer longing 

to return; 

Of Ch'ien and K'un, one worn-out man of )1"¾¾¾St 

learning. ^ E 
A wisp of cloud, Heaven shares such g 

distance; 

The long night—moon, the same in solitude. "j±f 
In sinking sunlight a mind with vigor still, 
In autumn's wind this sickness almost cured. 

Since ancient days they've kept old horses 
Which did not need to take to the far-faring 

road.33 

It is a famous poem and a strange one, a poem animated by Tu Fu's 

unique combination of distance and intimacy. Neither an image of 

the self nor a parallel couplet belong properly in the opening of a 

regulated verse; here we have both, a formal displacement to match 
the theme of displacement. Tu Fu's need to get to the central 
business of "who I am" brushes aside the more stately ceremonies 
of regulated verse structure. He gives us two figures for the self; the 

self can be and is both figures at once, but their serial presentation 

reminds us of this poet's latitude to see himself as many things— 
even a true role has no power to stabilize and define this poet—it is 

only a name he has in passing. 

From the very beginning Tu Fu sees himself as if from the 
outside, alone in a magnitude. He is k'o , a "wanderer," the 

33Ibid., vol. 5, chitan 22, pp. 2029—2030. 
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human known in relation to a subjective topography, a physical 
displacement ofjourneys and returns in which all locations but one 

remind him he is not "at home." Immediately he dresses in another 

role, another mode of displacement, a "worn-out man of [Con­

fucian] learning," this also a falling away, but a falling away in time 
and quality which seems to promise no hope of return. Here the 

location is not "Yangtze and Han" but Ch'ien and K'un, Heaven 
and Earth in their cosmic sense, a location that is no location and 

that, unlike the location of the first line, gives no directions. Be­

tween the two lines perspective is enlarged, diminishing the solitary 
figure in the scene, but enlarging the scope and magnitude of the 

observing eyes. The two selves, viewer and viewed, vary inversely 
in their proportions: here is the largest being and the tiniest. 

The grammar of the second couplet has all the indeterminacy of 

Tu Fu's later style. On one level the "wisp of cloud" is as far as the 

sky the vault of Heaven that lies beyond the empty air, 

k'ung 5); the "long night" is as solitary as the moon (for ku 5ft, 
"solitude," commonly modifies nights as well as moons). But we 
know that the poet too "shares" the quality of distance with the 

heavens and cloud, that he is the "same" as night and moon in 
solitude. 

The observer's remote eyes see the self at a distance, see a cloud 

at the "sky's edge" (t'ien-ya ill;, the "horizon," the "ends of the 
earth"), a cloud whose rootless wanderings are the "other self" of 

the human wanderer: the observer discovers himself there, at the 
"sky's edge," at the "ends of the earth." And in the blur of distance, 

the diminutive self easily becomes/becomes-confused-with the 
"other." Then looking up, also as far as heaven (t'ieti) beyond the 

empty air, is another version of that remote, solitary shape—the 

moon, another transformation of the self after "wanderer," "man 
oflearning," "wisp of cloud." There is almost a reciprocity here, of 
seeing and being seen—the opening lines with the person as if seen 

from far above, now the person looking at shapes far from him 

and above him, other selves that might likewise see him. Like Li 

Po before him, Tu Fu called the moon a mirror 
).34 There are so many solitudes in this immensity that it 

3iIbid., vol. 4, chuan 21, p. 1899. 
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seems there should be something like a companionship of solitudes: 

but these prove no more than solitary mirrors that look on him 

from afar as he looks on them. The mirror is the autobiographer's 

device; yet these mirrors are set afar and reveal a metamorph 

passing from shape to shape. 

The third couplet "turns," $$, turns from outer self to inner, 

turns from wearing away to regeneration. In the cyclical move­

ment of Ch'ien and K'un (the third couplet often takes up the 

second line, as the second couplet takes up the first line) what 

reaches an extreme may revert to its opposite—'tfj) f«S <jZ· fx. The 

worn-out may be new again. Displacement in the landscape, being 

"not at home," generates other displacements—youthful "vigor" 

in evening and old age, healing amid autumn's destructive powers. 

Ultimately, his solitude means uniqueness and difference from the 

common movements of the universe. 

His final metamorphosis is into the old horse, the mind's emblem 

of the self, not in the scene. Here too he is displaced and unique, an 

old horse whose circumstances are inappropriate for the average 

old horse. He, unlike them, must take to the long-faring road. Yet 

here is his uniqueness; the difference that comes of displacement and 

isolation regenerates him while others die in the comfort of their 

stables in this time of endings. 

This autobiographer reflects on his singularity—that is the stuff 

of autobiography—in a poem generated around a constant inter­

play of singularities and multiplicities, a self distinct from others 

that retains its identity in passing through many shapes. He sees this 

singularity reflected all around him, and out of the multiplicity of 

his variations he wins a victory of coherence. He unifies antitheses: 

he is the farthest and the nearest, the fading and the rejuvenating, 

the most diminutive and the most immense. 

"Yangtze and Han" comes from what Tu Fu called his "journey 

south," nan-cheng ΐΐΐίϊΕ. In 768 Tu Fu left K'uei-chou and travelled 

down the Yangtze, turning south along the eastern edge of Lake 

Tung-t'ing, past Yiieh-yang and White Sands Post Station, on 

south along the Hsiang River deep into southern Hunan (he turned 

back there and started north again, dying in 770 before reaching the 

Yangtze). It was his final journey—he seems often to have sensed 

this—and it was a perplexing journey, going south into regions 
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where no one went unless sent there in administrative exile. He 

offered many reasons for the journey—to flee war and rebellion, to 

see friends and patrons—but beyond these too easy explanations, 
there was to him something mysterious and portentous about the 

journey, as if he were bound in some mythic itinerary whose 

significance was to be revealed to him in transit. This sense of 

enacting some mythic narrative is apparent in the "other selves" he 

generates for himself in these final poems; they are figures of myth 
and legend, each of which offers an explanation of who he is, where 

he is going, why he is going there: he is going off to be the "old man 

star" ̂  AS in the southern constellations; he is Chia I, going to 

exile in Ch'ang-sha; he is the wandering soul of Ch'ii Yiian, beyond 
the "Summons," too deep in the southern wilderness; he is the 
"wandering star" the raft that carried a man down the Yang­

tze, out into the oceans, and up into the heavens; he is the storm-
bird, whose coming presages the tempest.35 He is a self in search of 

a role to tell him who he is, to surround his goings with a significant 

and preordained narrative. 
The most powerful of these mythic roles for the self is that of the 

great P'eng, from the parable of magnitude and metamorphosis 
told in the first chapter of the Chuang Tzu JE ψ. Leviathan K'un 

(whose name means "roe," the most immense and the tiniest), a 

creature of waters like Tu Fu, undergoes a metamorphosis into a 

creature of air, the mighty P'eng, whose wingspan stretches from 

horizon to horizon. The transformed P'eng awaits the storm whose 

name is fu-yao -)¼¾, "Whirlwind," to carry it up ninety thousand 
li, where it "plans to go south," to set off for the "southern deeps," 

nan-ming This is the grandest "journey south," a myth that 

draws together many major themes of Tu fu's last poetry—a 

singular creature heading southward, a grandeur whose magnitude 
eludes common recognition (see the Chuang Tzu parable and the 

closing of "Ballad of the Old Cypress" 1¾"¾ fx),36 the bird moving 
with the storm (see "Ballad of the White Duck" J| fx),37 rneta-

35 Of course, several of these figures—the "unsummoned soul" and the "wander-

ing star"—appear commonly in Tu Fu's K'uei-chou poetry: in that work we can see 

the beginnings of Tu Fu's fascination with filling portentous roles of history and 

myth. 
36Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu-shih hsiang-chu, vol. 3, chuan 15, pp. 1357—1362. 
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morphosis and regeneration, all on the way to the "southern 

deeps." 

Mooring Beneath Yiieh-yang 

Through river lands I've passed a thousand 

miles, 

Draw near to city of mountain rising, 

upward a hundred tiers. 

A wind from the shore topples the evening 

waves; 

Snow on the boat spatters in the cold 

lamplight. 

Delayed here, my talent does not end; 

In trouble and hardship my spirits grow and 

swell. 

"Plans to go south"—not yet to be 

considered: 
In metamorphosis still, Leviathan and 

P'eng.38 

Hejourneys far and comes to a place where a storm holds him up, 

forces him to linger, impatiently. There his eyes follow the moun­
tain city upward, rising ever higher above him as he draws nearer in 
his boat. From waters to the heights of city and sky, his thoughts on 

horizontal travels are directed to the vertical, the shore-slope from 

which the storm winds topple darkening waves and send snow 
spattering over his boat. This poet, who so often sees mythic 

landscapes embedded in sublunary scenes, may find a secret form in 

the mooring—the edge of the vertical stormwind that will carry 

the metamorphosed P'eng high into the upper air. Once aloft, it 
can "plan to go south"—not yet. This creature of waters awaits his 
metamorphosis at the vertiginous edge. 

As in "Yangtze and Han" regeneration accompaines metamor­
phosis: the third, "turning couplets" of both poems are very 

close—a weariness of hardships and growing lateness in which the 

37Ibid., vol. 5, chuan 23, p. 2037. 
38 Ibid., chuan 22, p. 1945. In line 5 I am following the Ch'iu Chao-ao text rather 

than the Chiu-chia ii . The essential variant in the Ch'iu text is the ft of line five; 

Chiu-chia reads gf, which gives a very different and, I believe, incorrect interpreta­

tion. The reading nan is supported by at least one of the early editions, the Fen-men 

chi-chu Tu kung-pu shih '/χ H Ή:.T- til'HjF (SPTK ed.), chuan 12. 
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singular creature is renewed, some powers enduring, some healing 
or increasing. But unlike "Yangtze and Han," here the self's meta­

morphosis is openly acknowledged, and acknowledged in the 

grandest terms. 
Somewhat farther down the coast of the lake, on the north shore 

of the large bay called "Green Grass Lake" 3Pf the metamor­
phosis is complete: Tu Fu no longer speaks of the P'eng as object, 
setting it outside the self in the act of naming it; he is the P'eng in 

doing what the P'eng does, embarking for the "southern deeps." 

Spending the Night at White Sands Post Station 

Spend night on the water, now still in last 

shining, 
The smoke from men's dwellings, then this 

pavilion. 

Here by the station, the sands white as ever; 
Beyond the lake, grasses, recently green. 

The million images of things—all springtime 

vapor; 
On that lone raft still, I am the wandering 

star. 
Following the waves, moonlight infinite, 
And on its sparkling I draw near to the 

southern deeps.39 

In metamorphosis a thing may become its opposite: an aging man 

may grow more vigorous; a tiny being on a vast lake may become 
the mighty P'eng; the fall of night may make the lake brilliantly 
white. Strangely, this condition in which the poet finds himself is 

one of "true names" IEiS: green grasses by Green Grass Lake, 
white sands by White Sands Station. Again the poet is on a margin, 

an edge—by the shore, at the juncture between day and night. But 
as night grows, the margin dissolves and he has embarked: white 
sands in moonlight merge with the sparkling of the moonlit lake— 

a dark, glittering expanse that seems to be, and may in fact be the 

"river of stars," the heavens through which the "wandering star" 

and great P'eng pass. What seemed to be a solid earthly world was 

39Ibid., p. 1954. 
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illusory: the spring scene, with its distant burgeoning of green 
vegetation, is no more than a complex configuration of ch'i, hazy, 
insubstantial. And this place that seemed to be earth and water may 
be the magnitude of blue heavens necessary to bear the poet/P'eng 
on his journey to the "southern deeps." 

Epilogue 

We hope to be remembered, and for that hope we may "trust 
our persons to ink and the brush." But in this initial autobiograph­
ical impulse we discover an unknown complexity in the self—false 
roles and partial roles, unsuspected motives, and a growing distrust 
of surfaces. To our astonishment we discover that, apart from its 
roles, the self eludes us. Once that lesson is learned, when we write 
of the "true self," we make distrust of roles and surfaces the subject 
of the poem. It is an unsatisfying compromise: within all the 
anxiety and contradiction, we still presume there is some hidden 
unity that can be called the "self." 

Out of the need to explain "who I am," we generate the question 
"who am I?" The surprise and magnitude of that question—for 
this question is one of the oddest fruits of high civilization— 
overwhelms the old autobiographical mode of discourse. The 
poet-autobiographer turns his attention away from that future 
audience to which he once looked so intensely. He wonders now, 
seeks an image of who he "is," the self's perfect mirror that strips 
away all illusion. He may discover he is not at all the person he 
thought he was, as when Po Chii-i encounters with surprise "His 
Own Portrait" [1!!¾¾: 

I didn't recognize my own face, ^ WLA*- S 1¾ 
But Li Fang painted my true portrait. ^ftMifSsjB 
Calmly I observe the spirit and the bones— fp JiHf· 
This must be some man of the mountains! 
The wood of reed-willow easily rots; SW Jt Js I1J 
The heart of the wild deer is hard to tame. HSL'IJ'®.®! 
So why on the red stairs of the palace fpj ijf 
Have I served in attendance these five years? 



102 Theoretical Background 

Worse still, this stiff, uncompromising nature 
Must find it hard to share the world's dust. 
Not a nobleman's physiognomy, this! What's 

more 
I fear I see cause for ruin here. 
Quit and flee as soon as I can-that's what I 

must do-
Preserve this body of clouds and streams.40 

{5G ~ IlflU J~ l1: 
~Wtttjq)~ 

/G 'liU~ j!t TEl 
{!!~I:UI8Jf!Sl 

1l:'#!f!iill$; 
J&J:R~~Jr 

40 Po Chii-i S Jj5 £, Po Chu-i chi S Jj5 £ ~, ed. Ku Hstieh-chieh ill ~ /iJ\ 2 vols. 
(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1979), vol. l, chuan 6, p. l09. 
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Kang-i Sun Chang 

Description of Landscape 

in Early Six Dynasties Poetry 

Every important age in literature designates a particular kind of 

aesthetic judgment. In literary criticism, we call such a judgment 

"taste." Although taste often seems rather subjective (e.g., 

"Everyone to his own taste"), one of the functions of criticism is 

precisely to provide a set of criteria for judging what is beautiful 

and appropriate in literature. As such, certain critical standards and 

concepts may become popular at a particular age, and then gradu­

ally fall from favor. 

During the Six Dynasties in China, it was the idea of "descrip­

tion" that came to dominate the aesthetic taste in poetry. The basic 

tenet was that good poetry should be characterized primarily by 

skillful and detailed descriptions of the natural world. As the critic 

Liu Hsieh SUM (ca. 456-ca. 522) said in his chapter on "The 

Physical World" ("Wu-se" 

Recently, literature has been prized for descriptive similitude 

[hsing-ssu ΜίΆ]· Writers pierce through to the inner structure 

of a landscape and penetrate the appearances of plants.... The 

ability to achieve perfection in the description of things de­

pends on an intimate knowledge of the fitness of terms for 

certain specific descriptive purposes. Thus, skillful expressions 

and precise descriptions [ch'iao-yen ch'ieh-chuang Vj "a ^FJ 7$] are 

like the stamping of a seal into the seal ink paste, for the 

impression so made will reproduce the seal to its minutest 

detail without further carving and cutting. Because of such a 

skill, we are able to see the appearances of things through the 

descriptive language, and to experience the seasons through 

words.1 
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The idea that writers should "pierce through to the inner struc­

ture of a landscape and penetrate the appearances of plants" is 

indeed very different from that longstanding orthodox view of 

poetry as stated in the "Great Preface" to the Book of Songs: 

"Poetry is that which expresses the heart's intent. What is cherished 

in the heart is intent. When expressed in words, it is poetry." 2 This 

classic statement does not talk about description; perhaps that 

implies that description, if it can be regarded as a defining element 

of poetry at all, should only be subordinate to the expressive 

component of poetry. 

At the time of Liu Hsieh, however, the shift from "expression" 

to "description" in poetry was so compelling, and the systematic 

importance given to the new aesthetic attitude was so overwhelm­

ing, that P'ei Tzu-yeh f-ff (467-528) harshly attacked this great 

burst of descriptive artifice in his "Tiao-ch'ung lun" HtH is (Dis­

course on the Carving of Insects). He criticized his contemporary 

poets for devoting themselves to the description of such "insignifi­

cant" things as plants, trees, the wind, and clouds. In P'ei's view, 

"the aspirations of these poets were superficial, and their ambitions 

were low." 3 

Did P'ei Tzu-yeh overstate the difference of "description" and 

"expression" in literature? Obviously lyric poetry must always be 

expressive, and it is hard to believe that poetry can have very 

meaningful effects without some expressive values. By the same 

token, all poetry is to a certain extent "descriptive." We can 

therefore assume that it was the excessive emphasis on descriptive 

details in poetry and the supreme significance which the critics 

1"Wu-se" ¢7)1¾, in Wen-hsin tiao-lung See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, 

trans., The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (Taipei: Chung-hua shu-chii, 

1975), PP- 350-351, with modifications. 
2 See also James J. Y. Liu, "The Individualist View: Poetry as Self-Expression, in 

his The Art of Chinese Poetry (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1962), 

pp. 70-76. 
3Li Fang $0¾, ed., Wen-yuan ying-hua (rpt. Taipei: Hsin-wen-feng 

ch'u-pan kung-ssu, 1979), vol. 5, chuan 742, pp. 3 873—3 874. See also Chu Tzu-ch'ing 

Shih-yen-chih pien (rpt. Taipei: K'ai-tning shu-chii, 1964), 

pp. 38-39; and David R. Knechtges, trans., "Introduction," Wen xuan or Selections 

ofRefined Literature (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), vol. ι,ρρ. 13-14. 
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concurrently assigned to "description" that provoked P'ei Tzu-yeh 

into the condemnation of his contemporaries. 

In fact, the term "description" in western literature is equally 

characterized by a vague and questionable status.4 The fact that 

"description" has no genuine status leads us to distrust its true value. 

Even the sole pleasure of describing for its own sake may not be 

regarded as "legitimate" in literature.5 More specifically, "descrip­

tion" often carries a pejorative meaning that suggests mere artificial 

ornament and useless details. Phillipe Hamon, the renowned 

teacher of stylistics, sums up this general view of description in the 
following words: "The theoretical discussions a propos of the de­

scriptive often evolve around the notion of the 'detail.' ... Now, 
classical theoreticians seem to have seen in description only a risky 
'drift' from detail to detail—a process which, above all else, 

threatens the homogeneity, the cohesion, and the dignity of the 

work."6 

What was unusual about the Six Dynasties literary scene in 

China was not simply that "description" had formed an important 
element in shih poetry, but rather that it became one of the touch­

stones of the poet's talents. The Shih-p'in jHf 1¾ by Chung Hung 

(A- 502—509) can readily serve as a good document of this 
unique promotion of the descriptive mode in Six Dynasties poetry. 

Chung Hung's approach was characteristically judgmental; he be­

lieved that one of the principal duties of a critic was to rank his 

contemporary poets according to a set of criteria commonly agreed 
upon. Most strikingly he gave high rankings to Chang Hsieh 5¾¾ 

(?—3°7)> Hsieh Ling-yiin 1¾¾¾ (385-433). Yen Yen-chih 
(384—456), and Pao Chao (405—466) mainly because of their 
outstanding art of description. The comments which Chung Hung 
made in his evaluation of the four poets are most illuminating:7 

4Philippe Hamon, "Rhetorical Status of the Descriptive," in Toward a Theory of 

Description, ed. Jeffrey Kittay. Yale French Studies, no. 61 (New Haven: Yale French 

Studies, 1981), pp. 1—26. 
5Hamon, "Rhetorical Status," p. 8. 
6Ibid., p. ii. 
7 For the following quotations, see Shih-p'in chu fxf m 3:» commentary by Ch'en 

Yen-chieh (Hong Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1959), pp. i7f. 
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(1) Chang Hsieh in the first rank (shang-p'in _hnn): 

"His literary style was flowery yet lucid, with very little 

blemish and verbosity. In addition, he was skillful at 

creating descriptive similitude [ch'iao-kou hsing-ssu chih 

yen]." 

'pmm, 
(2) Hsieh Ling-yiin in the first rank: 

"His style somewhat resembled Chang Hsieh's, and so he 

also favored the device of artful structure and descriptive 

similitude [ch'iao-ssu]." 

"...ϋ*ΜΡ§[31®]£!8, 

(3) Yen Yen-chih in the second rank (chung-p'in φ pp): 

"He was fond of artful structure and descriptive similitude 

[ch'iao-ssu]; his style was refined and dense." 

(4) Pao Chao in the second rank: 

"He was skillful at creating descriptive expressions; his 

poetry had inherited Chang Hsieh's beautiful and crafty 

style.... He preferred artful structure and descriptive 

similitude [ch'iao-ssu]." 

It is worth noting that Chung Hung consistently used a com­

pound ch'iao-ssu I7Hfl to describe good descriptive skills. The term 

may be seen as an abbreviated form of ch'iao-kou hsing-ssu 

which literally means "artful structure and descriptive 

similitude." "Hsing-ssu" seems easy to understand; it clearly points 

to the general proclivity of the Six Dynasties poets to portray 

landscapes and things according to the principle of verisimilitude. 

The meaning of ch'iao-kou is more vague, which may change 

according to the particular context in which it occurs.8 I believe 

8 In Chung Hung's evaluation of Chang Hsieh, the corfipound was meant to serve 

as a verb. But modern scholars tend to see ch'iao-kou as an adjective or a noun. For 

example, see Liao Wei-ch'ing JJIjIf Jjfjfl, "Ts'ung wen-hsueh hsien-hsiang yii wen-

hsueh ssu-hsiang te kuan-hsi t'an Liu-ch'ao ch'iao-kou hsing-ssu chih yen te shih" ^ 

™ Chung-Kuo ku-uen 

wen-hsueh lun-ts'ung (Taipei: Chung-wai wen-hsiieh yiieh-

k'an-she, 1976), vol. 1, pp. 39—70, and Lin Wen-yiieh Shatt-shui yu ku-tien 

i l l ( T a i p e i :  C h ' u n - w e n - h s u e h  c h ' u - p a n - s h e ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p p .  1 2 6 - 1 2 8 .  
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that, when viewed as a noun or an adjective, ch'iao-kou refers 

largely, though not exclusively, to the art of parallelism (tui-chang 

fftt) prevalent during the Six Dynasties. Parallehsm was appa­

rently a skill acquired by laborious effort and practice, but to the 

poets and critics at the time it was essentially a device for imitating 

nature itself, as Liu Hsieh put it in his Wen-hsin tiao-lung: "Nature, 

creating living beings, endows them always with limbs in pairs. 

The divine reason operates in such a way that nothing stands alone. 

The mind creates literary expressions, and organizes and shapes one 

hundred different thoughts, making what is high complement 

what is low, and spontaneously producing linguistic parallelism." 9 

Evidently parallelism went hand in hand with the basic emphasis 

on descriptive realism in Six Dynasties poetry. For if parallelism 

was considered a reflection of natural phenomena, it was only 

natural that it would become a convenient device for producing 

hsing-ssu in poetry. Herein lies a very basic difference between the 

Chinese and the western sense of "description" as pointed out by 

Stephen Owen: " 'Description' in the western sense is creating 

again in words the created world.... Description, in a Chinese 

sense, would be that art of noticing pattern incarnate in the sensible 

world." 10 Thus, ch'iao-ssu as a literary concept may well refer to 

that descriptive art (i.e., parallelism) designed to capture the "pat­

tern incarnate in the sensible world." That the term was not mere 

jargon in contemporary criticism was quite obvious. Ch'iao-ssu 

appears in several variant forms, but, whichever form it takes, it 

always points to the same area of meaning that seems to suggest 

both skillful parallelism and descriptive realism. And it is in this 

particular sense that the word "description" is used in this essay. 

Another interesting phenomenon during the Six Dynasties 

period was that critics and poets alike often employed the same 

critical terms to evaluate the descriptive techniques in fu )¾ as they 

did for shih f^. For example, Shen Yiieh Jfc ijfj (441—513) praised 

Ssu-ma Hsiang-ju (ca. 179-117 B.C.), the master of 

Han fu, for "his skill in producing descriptive phrases" (1¾¾ 

9From "Li-tz'u p'len" See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Literary 

Mind, pp. 270 and 274, with modification. 
10Stephen Owen, "A Monologue of the Senses," in Toward a Theory of Descrip­

tion, ed. Kittay, p. 252 and ρ 257. 
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MIU^tst),11 in the same way that Chung Hung and Liu Hsieh 

would describe some shih poets. This gives us the impression that 

shih and fu might begin to share very similar aesthetic values at 

the time. And such an assumption is quite justified, for as shih 

became more descriptive than before,/» also acquired more ex­

pressive elements. Therise of the "shorterfu" (hsiao-fu φ|%) during 

the Six Dynasties seemed to be a reflection of the mutual influences 

and intermingling of the two genres. That classic distinction be­

tween shih and fu first made by Lu Chi 1¾¾ (261-303) in his "Wen 

fu" —"Shih traces emotions daintily; Fu embodies objects 

brightly" 12—no longer seemed as potent two hundred years later 

in Liu Hsieh's time. To a critic like Liu Hsieh, both shih and fu must 

be t'i-wu Ht/ or "descriptive of things." 13 

The rise of the descriptive mode in Six Dynasties shih poetry was 

bound to be influenced by the aesthetic principles offu. The poet, 

living under the pressure of new aesthetic requirements, felt in­

voked not only to devise new descriptive methods in shih poetry, 

but to search for inspiration from other genres. And fu, a literary 

form traditionally rooted in the art of description, naturally served 

as a convenient source of imitation. As Liu Hsieh put it in his Wen-

hsin tiao-lung: "In describing and picturing appearances/The rich­

ness [offu's patterns] is like that of carving and painting" (¾ % H1¾ 

SF JU11¾)-14 In the main, the shih poet began to add to his private 

poetic world the depiction of a larger natural world similar to that 

offu. It was as though a thousand new variations, distinctions, and 

similarities of things all lay open before the poet's eye. 

The pivotal position of description in shih poetry and the com­

manding impact offu on it was not fully realized until the early part 

of the Southern Dynasties (420—589) when "landscape poetry" 

11 See Shen Yiieh 5¾¾, "Hsieh Ling-yiin chuan" 1¾¾¾flj, in Sung shu :¾¾, 

ed. EditonalBoard ofChung-hua shu-chii (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1974), vol. 

6, chuan 67, p. 1778. 
12Achilles Fang, trans., "Rhymeprose on Literature," in Studies in Chinese 

Literature, ed. John L. Bishop (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1966), p. 12. 

13 "T'i_wu" means literally "to embody things," but in poetry it refers rather to 

the technique of description. See Chu Tzu-ch'ing, Shih-yen-chih pien, p. 38. 
14"Ch'iian-fu" SIS, in Wen-hsin tiao-lung. See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., 

The Literary Mind, pp. 66—67. 
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(shan-shui shih |JLl^Cf$) began to develop.15 Shan-shui shih means 

literally "poetry of mountains and waters," and it is in this new sub-

genre of shih that we see a great leap forward in establishing a 

systematic mode in the art of description. More specifically, 

"mountains" and "waters," the two primary components of shan-

shui poetry, began to serve as the basis for parallelism that was 

believed to reflect the symmetry perceived in nature. Of all his 

contemporaries, Hsieh Ling-yun was the one most credited with 

promoting shan-shui poetry. Yen Yen-chih and Pao Chao were the 

two other poets also known for their shan-shui poems during the 

Liu-Sung period (420—479), and, as we have seen, they were also 

among those four who were thought to be skillful at creating hsing-

ssu in poetry. It is apparent that it was in landscape poetry that 

descriptive realism finally reached its peak. Yet the evolution of this 

descriptive mode was gradual, and the intention of this essay is not 

to chronicle the process of its development. I shall choose Hsieh 

Ling-yiin and an earlier poet, Chang Hsieh, as the focus of dis­

cussion, for they were the two "first-rank" poets singled out by 

Chung Hung for their outstanding descriptive techniques. 

I. Chang Hsieh (?—307) 

Chang Hsieh represented a large number of intellectuals who 

retreated to the mountains at a time of social and political unrest 

during the Western Chin (Hsi-chin H §). The Wei-Chin period 

had been noted for "poetry of wandering immortals" (yu-hsien shih 

jSflllf#), a literature dedicated to the creation of an ideal world in 

which the poet imagines that he is wandering like the immortals. 

The specific function of yu-hsien poetry maintained that "nature" 

so portrayed belonged to another world, and was therefore ap-

15Of course, the term "landscape poetry" may be misleading here. See J. D. 

Frodsham, The Murmuring Stream: The Life and Works of the Chinese Nature Poet 

Hsieh Ling-yun (385—433), Duke ofK'ang-lo (Kuala Lumpur: University of Malaya 

Press, 1967), vol. 1, p. 88. In the western sense, "landscape" often refers to general 

scenery, while the Chinese shan-shui is characterized by the binary structure of 

mountain and water scenes; see Stephen Owen, Traditional Chinese Poetry and 

Poetics: An Omen of the World (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1985). 
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proachable only by way of imagination. The emphasis was placed 

on the eye of the mind, rather than on sense perception itself. 

However, yu-hsien poetry did exercise an important influence 

on the descriptive techniques in the shih poetry in general. This was 

because the description of this ideal world was often modeled after 

the actual scenery of the remote mountains where the hermits 

lived.16 More importantly, it helped to develop the sense of a vast 

poetic world, in which the poet's eye incessantly traverses the 

cosmos, presenting to us large images of the sun, skies, and 

mountains. 

Chang Hsieh was only one of the poets during his time to be 

influenced by yu-hsien poetry, but he went further to develop a 

distinct descriptive orientation. Some years later, the great master 

of yu-hsien poetry Kuo P'u f|5 £j| (276—324) also replaced the land­
scape of the immortal world with that of the hermit's world, but 

the primary focus of his poetic world was on the constant search for 

immortality.17 Chang Hsieh, however, had a taste for the realistic 

description of the natural world. His series of "Miscellaneous 

Poems" (tsa-shih gives us a vivid picture of the natural 

landscape as seen by a hermit. For example, Poem No. 3 reads: 

The autumn wind fans the white season;18 

Rosy clouds usher in the gloomy period. 
Soaring clouds resemble a rising mist; 

4 The dense rain is like loosened silk threads. $51¾¾]¾¾;¾ 
Cold flowers bloom in yellow hues; 

The autumn grass bears emerald dew. K ̂  IlrSSt 

16 See also Lin Wen-ytieh, Shan-shui yu ku-tien, pp. i—12; Koichi Obi /J\ ||L , 

Chiigoku bungaku ni arawareta shizen to shizenkan φ Η ^ {31HL ;fo fa £: £i £ § 

(Tokyo: Iwanami, 1962), pp. 259—271; and Richard B. Mather, "The Land­

scape Buddhism of the Fifth Century Poet Hsieh Ling-yiin,"Journal of Asian Studies 

18, no. ι (1958), 67—79. 
17 Although in Poem No. 1 of his yu-hsien series Kuo P'u describes the mountains 

and forests where the hermits reside, without a single mention of the immortals. See 

Ch'uan Han San-kuo Chin Nan-pei-ch'ao shih f| e^· Ting Fu-

pao Tlgf^ (rpt. Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chii, 1969), vol. 1, p. 423. Henceforth 

referred to as CHSK in the text. 
18The "autumn wind" reads "metal wind" in the Chinese original. "Metal," 

being one of the five elements, is traditionally used to symbolize autumn. "The 

white season" also refers to the fall season. 
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Living in leisure, I savor a million things; (¾ Alf Ιχ i®i 
8 Away from the crowd, I dwell lovingly on 

my own thoughts. 

On my desk there is no message from 

Master Hsiao; 

In my courtyard, no footprints of Master 

Kung.19 

My high ideals made me depart from 
princes and nobles; 

12 My merits in Tao, once accumulated, will 

surely form a firm base. 
A man of virtue is never bothered by 

things; 

The influence he leaves behind is enough to 

affect his age. 

(CHSK, I, 393) 

The first striking feature of the poem which catches our attention 
is the pervasive weight of parallelism. The poem presents an order­

ly arrangement of the scenery in which things corresponding by 

nature are brought together to stand side by side. Thus, the wind 

parallels the clouds (lines 1—2); the clouds parallel the rain (lines 

3—4); the flowers go together with the grass (lines 5—6). The 
overwhelming presence of parallelism creates the illusion that the 

poetic self is replaced temporarily by the scenery; it culminates in a 

transcendence of time where the sky, the elements, and the earth 
exist in harmony. I believe that it was largely due to his distin­

guished skill in this kind of parallelism that Chang Hsieh was 

regarded so highly by Chung Hung. 
The poem's unusual emphasis on the descriptive details of a 

natural scene seems to contrast sharply with poems prior to this 

period. For example, the description of nature in the "Nineteen 

19 Upon hearing the news that Mr. Hsiao and his good friend Mr. Chu were given 

office, Mr. Kung and Mr. Wang, the two Han recluses, ran away immediately, lest 

they should be oifered official posts as well. These two lines suggest that Chang 

Hsieh had resigned himself completely to living in the mountains like the Han 
hermits. For the source of this allusion, see Han shu chuan 78 (Peking: Chung-

hua shu-chu, 1962), vol. 10, p. 3290. 

ίϋξΜ&ΐί 
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Old Poems" Hf) usually serves only as a background for 

the expressive elements of poetry. The natural scenes described in 

these earlier poems are often limited to one dominant natural 

object, be it the bright moon or a flourishing willow. The poet 

rarely found it necessary to elaborate on the various aspects of a 

scene, for to him the chief function of poetry was to express 

feelings. The images of nature in these earlier poems generally 

function on the principle of association—what Liu Hsieh called i 

shao tsung to ^ ("using a part to sum up the whole") in his 

Wen-hsin tiao-lung.20 In other words, the orientation then was 

toward a primary concern with typicality rather than with partic­

ularity and comprehensive details. 

With Chang Hsieh, however, the description of nature has 

ceased to be the mere background for the poetic world. It is the 

principle of the "details," rather than that of the association of 

images, which is at work. When the poet's purpose is to portray 

things according to the principle of verisimilitude, detailed descrip­

tion becomes his best artistic device. And the reader's attention is 

consequently guided from the general to the particular. As in the 

poem cited above, Chang Hsieh has explored many different as­

pects of the scenery. In presenting an autumn scene, the poem does 

not just give us a single line or couplet on the autumn wind as the 

"Nineteen Old Poems" might have done; rather, it carefully 

describes the scenery of an autumn day consisting of the wind, the 

clouds, the rain, the flowers, and the grass. It is only after the scene 

is described point by point (lines I—6) that the poet starts to talk 

about his feelings. The impression created is that the expressive 

component of the poem evolves from the descriptive passages. At 

least we can say that in the first half of the poem the principle at 

work is one of description for description's sake. 

This, of course, is not to deny the importance of the expressive 

elements in Chang Hsieh's poem. In fact, Chang Hsieh's tsa-shih as a 

whole belonged distinctively to the "expressive" tradition. Tsa-

shih was a sub-genre of the yung-huai §j'Ji ("expressive") poetry, 

and the tsa-shih poems by Chang Hua rJgjfi (232—300), Lu Chi 

20 "Wu-se" Wen-hsin tiao-lung. See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The 

Literary Mind, pp. 349—350. 
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(26r-303), and Tso Ssu :tr. ,~, (?-ca. 308) were all noted for their 
expressive qualities.21 Yet as time went by this type of poetry 
became more descriptive of seasonal changes and man's reactions to 
them. Critics in the Six Dynasties called this new tendency in 
poetry kan-wu ~~, meaning "to be moved by nature." 22 Ac­
cording to this view, seasonal changes were the vital mediator 
between the poet and his poetry. In his "Wen-fu" xltit Lu Chi 
describes the special nature of kan-wu in a tone that recalls the 
underlying feelings in the tsa-shih poetry: 

Moving along with the four seasons, he sighs 
at the passing of time; 

Gazing at the myriad objects, he thinks of 
the complexity of the world. 

He sorrows over the falling leaves in sinewy 
autumn; 

He takes joy in the delicate bud of fragrant 
spring.23 

~~!f-f tJltim 
I!! ;§t ~ fffL~, f,)J 
?lJ 7t; ~ In !WJ t'c 
i= * f~1n 7Hf: 

Indeed, many of the tsa-shih poems in the Western Chin open 
with seasonal images: 

The autumn wind blows up on the heels of 
evening; 

The bright moon shines in tall trees .... 
(WH, chiian 29, I, 648) 

How piercingly cold the autumn wind is; 
The white dew turns into the morning frost .... 
(WH, chuan 29, I, 650) 

To the late spring, the gentle air comes 
responding; 

fj(j.\.'* ~ ~ 

~f:I ~,~~* 

fj( j.\. for ?70 ?70 
J='=l a l.UJl :ffi 

;;;*;fO~W! 
J='=lB~Iil* 

21 See the tsa-shih .~'¥ category in Wen hsuan 3t~, commentary by Li Shan 
*~, 2 vols. (rpt. Taipei: Ho-lo t'u-shu ch'u-pan-she, 1975), vol. I, pp. 643-655. 
Henceforth referred to as WH m the text. 

22 "Wu-se," in Wen-hsin tiaa-lung See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Liter­

ary Mind, p. 349. See also the opening hnes in Shih-p'in chu. 
23 From Fang, trans., "Rhymeprose on Literature," p. 7. I have changed "virile 

autumn" to "sinewy autumn" here in order to give a more literal rendering of chin­

ch'iu. 
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The bright sunlight shines upon the wooded 

park. 

(WH, chiian 29, I, 650) 

In like manner, three of the ten extant tsa-shih by Chang Hsieh 

begin with seasonal descriptions: 

In the autumn night a cool wind rises; JS,i§ 
Its pure air disperses the confused noise and SIR 31¾ S 

filthy current.... 

(WH, chiian 29, I, 650) 

The Fire recedes into the autumn quarter; A' Ά IAL ±Ψ If: 

The bright sun hastens to the West. £3 0 IfeSIK 
(WH, chiian 29, I, 651) 

The autumn wind fans the white season; 4¾ R H ̂  Ip 

Rosy clouds usher in the gloomy period. H Pi: M 

(WH, chiian 29,1, 651) 

Upon closer scrutiny, however, one finds that Chang Hsieh's 
poetry has a tendency to break away from the traditional mold of 
tsa-shih. A typical tsa-shih usually focuses on a moonlit scene in 

which the persona of the poet, lonely and sleepless, walks out to the 
courtyard, or goes for a short outing in the autumn breeze, in search 

of temporary release from the troubled world. The persona looks 
around and enjoys the beautiful scenery, but at the end of the poem 
would almost always feel sorry for his own lonely state.24 In Chang 

Hsieh we feel that the perspective is beyond the autumn moon and 

evening breeze, for it is the scenery of mountains, valleys, and 

forests which becomes the vital content of poetry, making nature 

seem larger in scope. 
The description of a sleepless person facing the moonlight so 

characteristic of the isa-shih poetry had a long history in Chinese 

poetics, which could be traced back to the "Nineteen Old Poems 

No. 19": 

The bright moon, how white and snowy; 

It shines upon my bed screens of thin silk. 1¾¾¾¾!¾ 

24See, for example, WH, I, 644, 645, 648, 650. 
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Worried and grieved, I cannot sleep; SSS7Ftiim 

Gathering up my robes, I rise and walk to and 85¾ 

fro.... 

(CHSK, I, 25) 

This image of the bright moon was later extended to include that 

of the autumn breeze in the Wei-Chin shih poetry, but the basic 

poetic world remained unchanged for some time. This is because 

natural objects were still viewed mostly from the inner chamber. 

The opening lines ofjuan Chi's (¾ f® (223—262) series of eighty-one 

poems entitled "Yung-huai" ("Expressing My Feelings") serve as 

a typical example: 

In the middle of the night, I cannot sleep; 

I rise, take a seat, and begin to play my singing 

lute. 

On the thin curtain the bright moon shimmers; 

A clear breeze blows in the collar of my 

garment.... 

(CHSK, 1,215) 

The theme of the inner chamber lays the artistic groundwork for 

the practice of many shih poets in the early five-character line 

poetry (wu-yen shih H a||). The degree of importance given to 

this particular orientation in Wei-Chin poetry was such that even 

shih poems written on a completely different subject would often 

employ this very motif. For example, Lu Chi's poem "On the 

Road to Lo-yang" (ft ί&Μ Φ fF) is primarily about a journey— 

the traveler "crosses over mountains and streams," "climbs up 

towering hills," and "travels through level grasslands" (lines 1—4). 

Yet the poem ends with the description of an evening scene similar 

to that ofjuan Chi's poem: 

The clear dew drops glittering in white; 

The bright moon, how brilliantly it shines. 

I rest my head on the table, but cannot sleep; 

Pulling up my clothes, I ponder over things in 

loneliness. 

(WH, I, 574) 

&&&&% 

?if 
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In general terms, the tsa-shih poetry during the Western Chin 

period has a tendency to substitute the inner-chamber motif with 

an emphasis on the natural scenery outside, however brief the 

descriptions may be. As has been mentioned, the lonely and sleep­

less persona in a tsa-shih poem often walks out to the courtyard or 

goes for an outing instead of staying indoors. Compared to his 

contemporaries, Chang Hsieh was even more conscientious in 

depicting the particularity and uniqueness of the scenery "outside." 

All the sensible objects in the mountains seemed to Chang Hsieh a 

stimulus for his contemplation. The many ramifications of the 

symmetrical world were the embodied symbol of his harmonious 

spiritual state. Thus, the description of landscape has now become 

an act of externalizing internal feelings, thoughts, and perceptions. 

All of Chang Hsieh's tsa-shih poems, with the single exception of 

Poem No. I, are characterized by detailed descriptions of mountain 

scenes, and concluded with statements of his spiritual realization. 

Such a power of creating scenery can be said to be a good example 

of kan-wu, as Chang Hsieh wrote in his Tsa-shih No. 6, line 9, 

"Moved by things [kan-wu], my feelings fill my heart" 

Stra)· Viewed in this perspective, the important role which the 

description of "mountains" and "waters" played in the later "land­

scape poetry" was merely a step beyond this kan-wu idea. The 

progression is significant; the art of descriptive similitude cannot be 

evolved overnight. What Liu Hsieh referred to as "the inner 

structure of scenery" and "the appearance of plants" could not be 

portrayed with living resemblances unless the poets themselves had 

already accepted the necessary link between the external scenery 

and their inner state of mind. It is in this sense that Chang Hsieh 

should be considered an important poet in the development of the 

description of landscapes in the Six Dynasties shih poetry. 

II. Hsieh Ling-yun (385-433) 

The beginning of the Eastern Chin marked a changing perspec­

tive of landscape for the prevailing literati culture in China. The 

government moved to south of Yangtze, and the rich aristocrats 

who went along to the south were struck by the newness of the 
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southern scenery.25 Places such as Yung-chia (i.e., Wenchow) and 

K'uai-chi in Chekiang Province were particulary noted for their 

beautiful mountains and rivers. Touring the scenic sights suddenly 

became a vogue for upper-class people.26 And gradually the daz­

zling scenery of the south emerged as a primary topic for shih 

poetry,/», prose literature, and painting. The theme of "mountains 

and waters" (shan-shui) began to flourish in shih poetry during the 

Liu Sung dynasty (420-479). And Hsieh Ling-yiin, more than any 

poet of the time, seemed to embody the forces that inspired the 

genuine love for southern landscape. A grandson of the famous 

general Hsieh Hsiian 1¾¾ (343-388), Hsieh Ling-yiin had the 

fortune of growing up in a distinguished household surrounded by 

the most alluring scenery and luxurious settings. The family estate 

at Shih-ning (in modern Chekiang Province), first built by his 

grandfather, was carefully situated near beautiful hills and streams. 

Later, when Hsieh was demoted to the prefecture of Yung-chia in 

422, he began to spend days traveling around the beautiful moun­

tains and awe-inspiring rivers.27 It is hardly surprising that Hsieh 

Ling-yiin has been traditionally regarded as the forefather of both 

the shan-shui poetry and prose essays on travel, the so-called "yu-

chi" $|fB·28 

What Hsieh Ling-yiin brought to the shih genre was a new 

attitude toward nature and a new set of techniques that attempted 

to present nature with a force of descriptive realism not to be 

surpassed by anything but nature itself. No less inspiring was his 

adventurer's point of view. With Chang Hsieh the hermit, nature 

was usually defined by the poet's immediate surroundings. With 

Hsieh Ling-yiin, the poet became a tireless traveler, constantly 

25See Liu I-ch'ing, in Richard B. Mather, trans., Shih-Shuo Hsin-yu: A New 

Account of Tales of the World (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1976), 

P 45-
26See Lin Wen-yiieh, Shan-shui yu ku-tien, p. 14; and Yeh Hsiao-hsiieh 

"Preface" to his Hsieh Ling-yun shih-hsuan ^ii 'M 'M βΪ ΧΈ (Hong Kong: Hsin-yiieh 

ch'u-pan-she, 1962), pp. 1—2 
27H. C. Chang, Chinese Literature II: Nature Poetry (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 1977), pp. 40—43; and Lin Wen-yiieh, Shan-shui yu ku-tien, 

pp. 83-84. 
28 Hsieh Ling-yiin wrote Yuming-shan chih [An account of travels to 

famous mountains], the first piece of yu-chi literature known to have existed. 
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climbing mountains and crossing rivers in a vigorous search for 

unusual sights and spectacular scenes. Nature to him was not just 

ordinary and familiar; it was full of unexpected wonders. Nature 

was something to discover, to enjoy, and to conquer. If Chang 

Hsieh's poetic world is one of peace and calm, then Hsieh's would 

be best described as one of activity and exploration. And this 

underlies the essential difference between earlier nature poetry and 

the shan-shui poetry. 

In sharp contrast to the "farmland" (t'ien-yuan EB H) poet T'ao 

Ch'ien Rjff (365—427), who generally wrote about less dramatic 

scenery in his poetry, Hsieh favored the description of scenery 

viewed from a mountain summit or the top of a tower. To Hsieh 

Ling-yiin, and to his successors in landscape poetry Pao Chao and 

Hsieh T'iao HiSE (464—499), mountain climbing was the ultimate 

means to spiritual salvation.29 This particular theme recalls that of a 

Ju by Sun Ch'o 5^$^ (314-371), "Wandering on Mount T'ien-t'ai" 

(¾¾ o1 LUfR); Sun's elaborate description ofhis mountain journey 

and the reference to Taoist ideas seem to point in the direction of 

the shan-shui aesthetics.30 In fact, the idea of "ascending heights" 

(¾ 1¾) had been essential to thefu tradition since early times, as Liu 

Hsieh pointed out in his chapter entitled "Elucidation of Fu" 

(BK)·31 Yet Hsieh Ling-yiin was the first poet in shih poetry to 

give prominent significance to the theme ofjourneying to a moun­

tain top. Some of Hsieh's most celebrated poems open with parallel 

couplets on mountain climbing: 

At dawn with staff in hand I searched for sheer 

cliffs; 

At dusk I stopped to rest among the mountains 

(CHSK, II, 643) 

29For poems on mountain climbing by Pao Chao and Hsieh T'iao, see, for 

example, CHSK, II, 683—685; II, 806. 
30See Ch'ii T'ui-yuan 11¾¾!!!, ed., Han Wei Liu-ch'aofu hsuan i1)!HΛ"^J]M 

(rev. ed., Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1979), pp. 162—171. For English trans­

lation, see "Wandering on Mount T'ien-T'ai," in Burton Watson, trans., Chinese 

Rhyme-Prose (New York: Columbia University Press, 1971), pp. 80—85 
31 See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind, pp. 62 and 66. See also 

Hans. H. Frankel, The Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady: Interpretations of Chinese 

Poetry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), p. 113. 
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At dawn I set out from the sunlit cliffs; ^ Ji-S 

At sunset I rested by the shaded peaks. 5:¾¾!¾¾ 

(CHSK, II, 643) 

Hsieh Ling-yiin's greatest innovation lies yet in his impressive 

account of journeys by water, in which the southern landscape 

shows its greatest charms. In Chang Hsieh's tsa-shih we see only the 

northern landscape as perceived by a poet-recluse. Descriptions of 

water scenery in Chang's poetry are often limited to the visual 

impressions of far-away waterfalls. Moreover, Chang tends to use 

cosmological images. The effect created is therefore one of static 
harmony, devoid of any hurried rush of action. By contrast, Hsieh 

Ling-yiin's descriptions of journeys by boat often produce a head­

long effect, with the persona, as he presses forward seeking unusual 

sights, always feeling that "time is short."32 

In order to see how Hsieh Ling-yiin's method of description 

differs from that of the earlier poets, it may be useful for us to 

examine one of his poems which includes both mountain climbing 

and river crossing in the same poem. The following poem entitled 
"I Follow Chin-chu River, Cross the Mountain, and Go Along by 

the Stream" (¾ff ftHjgfr) is a good example: 

When the apes howl, one is sure the dawn 

has broken; @ W ^ ® 
Though here in this deep valley no sunlight Jg j| Jj -g· 

can be seen. 
Under the cliffs the clouds just begin to 

gather; 
4 While on the flowers the dew is still 

glistening. 

I keep to the winding path that curves 
around the mountain side; 

I labor up treacherous slopes and hills. 
Crossing the streams, I wade through 

rapids; 
8 Scaling cliff-ladders, I climb afar. 

rE±mm& 

Ρ* 

32See also Frankel, ibid., p. 14. 
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The riverbank keeps on twisting and 
turning; 

I enjoy following the meandering stream. 
Pepperworts and duckweeds float upon 

hidden depths; 
12 Reeds and rushes overspread the clear 

shallows. 
I stand on a rock to fill my cup from a 

waterfall; 
And pull down branches to pluck young 

leaves. 
I imagine seeing a mountain-hermit; 

16 His "fig-leaf jacket and rabbit-floss belt" as 
if before my eyes. 

I gather a handful of orchids, but my effort 
in tying them is in vain; 

I pluck the hemp, yet there is no one for me 
to open my heart to. 

To appreciate this with a sensitive heart is 
pleasure; 

20 But the hidden truth who can ever discern 
it? 

Looking at this scenery I can cast off my 
material concerns; 

Once enlightened, I let everything go its 
own way.33 

(CHSK, II, 644) 

JII~)I~;fl 
:*lJIn1j[j[i!!!fi 
Wjff¥'zlX~ 
M1fij~m~ 
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The usual procedure of Hsieh Ling-yun's poetry is to separate the 
highly descriptive couplets in the first half of the poem from the 
rational discourse at the end. As in this poem, lines 5-8 describe the 
crossing of the mountain peak, and lines 9-14 detail the journey by 
boat. The poem then concludes with a statement on the cultivation 
of the Taoist ideal, which gives one the impression that the physical 

33 The line alludes to an important concept m Taoism called "wu so pu ch'len" 
("there IS nothing that one cannot let go of"). See also Yeh Hsiao-hstieh, HSIeh Ling­

yun shih-hsuan, p. 94, n. 4. 
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journey is actually a spiritual journey.34 Such a conclusion was 

obviously influenced by the hsuan-yen shih f$ (poetry of Taoist 
discourse) popular during the Eastern Chin. Yet, unlike the hsuan-

yen poetry in which "there was more philosophy than poetry," 35 

Hsieh's landscape poetry was concerned mainly with the beauty of 

nature and the value inherent in it. Line 19 of the above poem sums 

up the basic attitude of a shan-shui poet—that "to appreciate this 

[scenery] with a sensitive heart is pleasure." In other words, to 
Hsieh Ling-yun, the contemplation of beautiful scenery was self-

sufficient and eternal. And it is in this context that a discussion of 

Hsieh's descriptive techniques is meaningful. 
As has been mentioned, Hsieh Ling-yiin was praised by Chung 

Hung for his outstanding ability to produce parallel structure. Even 

to poets and critics centuries later, he was known primarily as one 

who excelled in the art of parallelism: "K'ang-lo [Hsieh Ling-yun] 

had a prodigious skill in artful composition, with no sense of the 

[usual] tediousness of parallelism";36 and "Hsieh's poetry was 

superior precisely in its handling of parallelism... ."37 Indeed, it 

was through parallelism that Hsieh Ling-yiin displayed most effec­

tively his all-encompassing view of nature. If we go back to the 

poem cited above, we shall notice that the poet has employed two 
distinct types of parallelism. The first kind is made up of lines which 
are free from an explicit reference to the poetic self: 

Under the cliffs the clouds just begin to gather jf| Ir ft ^ 

[ho], 

34Frankel, The Flowering Plum, p. 14; and Francis A. Westbrook, "Landscape 

Transformation in the Poetry of Hsieh Ling-yiin," Journal of the American Oriental 

Society 100 (1980) 237—254. Note also Tsung Ping's statement in his "Hua 

shan-shui hsii" [JL{ 7j*C · "Mountains and waters manifest Tao through their 

appearances" (illJSee Chang Yen-yiian Li-tai ming-hua chi 

Sft4SeiB (rpt· Taipei: Kuang-wen shu-chu, 1971), 6.202. 
35From Shih p'in by Chung Hung, as translated by Frodsham, The Murmuring 

Stream, vol. 1, p. 87. 
36By Lu Shih-yung of the Ming dynasty. See Shih-ching tsung-lun f^tf! 

Him, in Hsu li-tai shih-hua Hf HftIS1 ed. Ting Fu-pao (Taipei: I-wen yin-shu 

kuan, 1964), 5.4a. 
37By Shen Teh-ch'ien (1673—1769). See Kuo Shao-yii Ch'ing 

shih-hua (rev. ed., Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1978), vol. 2, p. 532. 
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While on the flowers the dew is still glistening Tt _h ® ® >£ 

[hsiian]. 

(lines 3-4) 

Pepperworts and duckweeds float [fan] upon 

hidden depths; 

Reeds and rushes overspread [mao] the clear 

shallows. 

(lines 11-12) 

The second type of parallel couplets, however, centers on the action 

of the persona: 

Crossing [kuo] the streams, I wade through [li] 

rapids; 

Scaling [teng] clifF-ladders, I climb [ling] afar. 

(lines 7—8) 

I stand [ch'i] on a rock to fill [1] my cup from a 

waterfall, 

And pull down [p'an] branches to pluck [chai] 

young leaves. 

(lines 13—14) 

The first kind of parallelism is mainly descriptive of landscapes in 

which the temporal dimension is essentially lacking. The cliffs, the 

flowers, the duckweeds, reeds, etc., are the focus of our attention, 

and the natural object seems to occupy a prominent place. It is this 

object-oriented parallelism that attempts to hold things in perfect 

symmetry, one which will give ultimate pleasure to the sensitive 

heart. By creating such parallel couplets, the poet succeeds in 

conveying the sense that his poetry reflects the inherent symmetric 

structure of nature through a "higher" order of descriptive realism. 

This kind of parallelism, as a means of verisimilitude, is what 

defines Hsieh's art of description in general. 

The second type of parallelism is basically action-oriented, as it 

centers upon the action of the persona. These couplets emphasize 

change and movement, and often suggest great physical strivings 

on the part of the poetic self. Hsieh Ling-yiin's creative manipu­

lation of the so-called chit-yen ("the eye of the line") also 

ifeft ie Ttl :8. 
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enhances the verb-quality of these parallel couplets. A chii-yen is 

usually a verb or an adverb which serves to connect or give vigor to 

the noun segments of the line.38 In sharp contrast to the object-

oriented parallelism where one chii-yen per line is the norm (see 

examples cited above), the action-oriented parallelism often con­

tains two chii-yen in each line. The sheer number of chii-yen (i.e., 

kuo, li, teng, ling, ch'i, i, p'an, chai) introduces a poetic force that gives 

one the impression that the persona is constantly striving to arrest 

time, to hold in hand the beauty of nature, and to overcome his 

inner feeling of loneliness.39 

The action-oriented parallelism, though seemingly unrelated to 

the description of landscapes per se, does play an important part in 

Hsieh's art of description. Through the use of these action-oriented 

couplets, the poet manages to change scenes constantly and yet at 
the same time maintain the self-sufficient quality of each scene. The 

scenery does not move; it is the poet-persona who constantly 

moves back and forth to "select" the particulars of nature. Thus, in 
each of Hsieh Ling-yiin's poems we do not see just one static 

picture, but a series of independent scenes which are combined to 

give living resemblances to nature. This artistic achievement is 

done most effectively through the balanced structure of parallelism, 

although on the surface one may see only the profuse array of 
various parallel lines in Hsieh's poetry. 

Clearly, the total power of Hsieh's poetry lies in the proper 
balance of his two basic types of parallelism. The combined effect of 

both prevents the poems from being either flatly descriptive or 

exhaustingly action-oriented. But since a particular aim of this 
essay to emphasize Hsieh Ling-yiin's role in the description of 
landscape—what I may call "descriptive realism"—the following 

38For the traditional discussions of the various functions of chii-yen, see Chou 

Chen-fu jif) Jg Shih-tz'u li-hua f^jpp] f^lj §j§ (Peking: Chung-kuo ch'ing-nien ch'u-

pan-she, 1962), pp. 202—206. For a study οichu-yen in English, see Craig Fisk, "The 

Verse Eye and the Self-animating Landscape in Chinese Poetry," Tamkang Review 8 

(April 1977), 123-153. 
39 For a discussion of the theme of loneliness and Hsieh's treatments of verbs, see 

Yeh Chia-ying "Ts'ung Yuan I-shan lun-shih chiieh-chii t'an Hsieh Ling-

yiin yu Liu Tsung-yiian te shih yii jen" 10'¾¾¾¾¾¾¾¾¾ 
54 A in her Chung-kuo ku-tien shih-ko p'tng-lun chi φH "jif ^ 

(Hong Kong: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1977), pp. 35-44. 
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discussion will dwell on Hsieh's first type of parallelism. Our main 

question will be: How does the poet organize the natural objects in 

a poetic scene, so that the artistic structure becomes the semblance 

of nature? 

The basic unit of a "scene" in Hsieh's poetry is usually that of the 

parallel couplet. The couplet, though consisting of only two lines, 

has a symbolic power of encompassing the whole of nature's order. 

What is important is the endless coordinations among things in the 

universe. But these relations have to be discovered and selected by 

the poet himself, and in Hsieh's case the basic components in nature 

fall into the two general categories "mountains" and "waters." 

One of Hsieh's favorite techniques is to juxtapose a "far-off" 

mountain scene with a "nearby" river scene, thus creating the 

picture of a traveler looking out to the distance from his river boat: 

(1) White clouds embrace the shaded rocks; 

Green bamboos charm the clear ripples. 

(CHSK, II, 637) 

(2) In the curvings of the stream, the flow 

keeps straying out of sight; 

By the distant forest, the cliffs cluster 

together. 

(CHSK, II, 639) 

In example (1) the mountain scene is followed by a river scene, 

though the sense of distance is only implied. But example (2) clearly 

indicates that the cliffs are "distant." The force of such juxtaposition 

comes not only from a relative sense of distance that parallelism 

affords, but also from its tendency to call our attention to the 

panoramic scale of nature. One feels that the poet is never confined 

by his immediate surroundings; his ultimate joy comes from 

organizing the various aspects of nature—far and near, large and 
small—into a composite landscape. The T'ang poet Po Chu-i 

ή®H» (772—846) most aptly summed up Hsieh Ling-yiin's ac­
complishments in this respect: 

His large [images] always encompass the sky 

and the sea; 

Hi 

flS??KII3£ 
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His small [images] never leave out those of the IH S 

grass and the trees.40 

By definition, the object-oriented parallelism emphasizes natural 

objects themselves and their picturesque attributes. But good de­

scriptions are never "plastic," and this is why Hsieh Ling-yiin's 

couplets remain enduring models for emulation. One of the most 

important qualities of Hsieh's parallel couplets is something we 
might call "animation"—a quality that may be attributed mainly 

to his well-chosen chit-yen. Consider the following couplet just 

cited above: 

Whit clouds embrace [pao] the shaded rocks; ή β JSffl S 

Green bamboos charm [mei] the clear ripples. SiH M flip S 

The sense of liveliness embodied in the verbs pao (embrace) and mei 

(charm) lends to the descriptive couplet an animated effect. "Em­

brace" and "charm" are verbs referring to intense human feelings. 

In real life, one does not normally embrace another person unless 

there is affection involved. And the verb mei ("charm") specifically 

implies the seductive appearance or gestures of a woman. When 

these verbs are attached to such inanimate objects as clouds, rocks, 
bamboos, and ripples, the description of the landscape immediately 

becomes more vital and arresting. The art of transferring "life" 

from the perceiver to the things being perceived is one of the 
characteristics of Hsieh Ling-yiin's description. This poetic accom­
plishment seems to draw on the basic idea of personality appraisal 
so overwhelmingly accepted by the Wei-Chin intellectuals.41 When 

a poet achieves hsing-ssu successfully, he not only gives the fine 

details but also captures the essential spirit—the shen ι|ιψ or life—of 
things. This technique of description may be compared to that 

which one uses to comprehend a person's whole character in 
personality appraisal. Thus, to Hsieh, descriptive similitude must 

40 See Po Chii-i's Jj poem entitled "Tu Hsieh Ling-yiin shih" Kltf 

in Po Chu-i chi ed. Ku Hsiieh-chieh SM (Peking: Chung-hua shu-

chii, 1979), vol. i, p. 131. 
41See Tu Wei-ming's article "Profound Learning, Personal Knowledge, and 

Poetic Vision" in this volume; and Yii Ying-shih, "Individualism and the Neo-

Taoist Movement in Wei-Chin China" (unpublished manuscript, 1982). 
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include that of the spirit of "life" as well. The following couplet of 

his has been admired for centuries precisely because of its quality of 

vitality created by the verbs sheng (grow) and pien (change):42 

By the pond spring grass is growing [sheng]; 

In the garden willows cause singing birds to 

change [pien]. 

(CHSK, II, 638) 

Some of Hsieh's descriptive techniques were not so innovative, 

but he did attempt to bring conventional devices into full play, to 

experiment with new variations, and to produce a marked effect 

which might otherwise be hidden from the view. A case in point is 

his use of reduplicative compounds in the descriptive couplets: 

(1) Mei-mei the orchid-covered banks are 

surrounded by rapid flow; 

Miao-miao the moss mountain is high. 

(CHSK, II, 640) 

(2) Huo-huo the roaring currents rush on at 

dusk; 

Chiao-chiao the apes cry shrilly through the 

night. 

(CHSK, II, 643) 

The device of using reduplicative compounds to describe the essen­

tial qualities of natural objects can be of course traced back to the 

Book of Songs. Such compounds of earlier times were usually used 

to highlight general appearances rather than to bring out the 

particular details of things, as Liu Hsieh points out in his Wen-hsin 

tiao-lung: 

Cho-cho, "brilliant," is used to depict the brilliance of peach 

blossoms; i-i, "feeling of attachment," to describe the sweep­

ing willow trees; kao-kao, "brightly burning," to describe the 

coming out of the sun; piao-piao, "fast and heavy," to suggest 

42For a discussion of "verb and the dynamic image" in relation to Hsieh Ling-

yiin's use of verbs, see Yu-kung Kao and Tzu-Un Mei, "Syntax, Diction, and 

Imagery in T'ang Poetry," Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 31 (1971), 95. 

5® Mlcq 
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an image of rain and snow; chieh-chieh, "chirping," to imitate 

the sound of orioles; yao-yao, "buzzing," to imitate the sound 

of insects... .43 

Hsieh's innovation lies in his combining this old conventional 
device with his symmetrical arrangement of "mountains" and 

"waters." The reduplicative compounds in Hsieh's poetry are no 
longer limited to the descriptions of plants, flowers, insects, etc. They 

have now entered the larger world of the shan-shui landscape, and 

help to heighten the qualities of the parallel elements. For instance, 
in example (1) above, the river scene is juxtaposed with the moun­

tain scene, and mei-mei and miao-miao serve to emphasize the quali­

tative differences between the external "appearances" of the two 

scenes. In example (2), it is through the "auditory" effect ofhuo-huo 

and chiao-chiao that the paired relation between a river scene and a 

mountain scene becomes more pronounced. 
Hsieh's crafted art of parallelism was a breakthrough in the five-

character line shih tradition. Never before was a shih poet so skillful 

in producing parallel couplets with such a wide range of variety.44 

His poetic talent was in keeping with the taste of the time, for 
parallelism was held in great esteem during the Six Dynasties. In 
Chinese literary history Hsieh Ling-yiin represented the culmination 

of a poetic trend, for the ideal oich'iao-ssu in description was finally 

realized in his vivid depiction of the well-balanced world of 

"mountains and waters." Later landscape poets, notably Pao Chao 
and Hsieh T'iao, modeled their shan-shui poetry largely on Hsieh 

Ling-yiin's work, although Hsieh T'iao's poems are usually free 

from Taoist allusions.45 Speaking generally, it was the painstaking 
artistry of parallel couplets that formed the very core of Hsieh Ling-
yiin's descriptive realism which later poets came to learn most from 
him. 

43See Vincent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind, p. 349. For a discussion 

of the poetic effect of reduplicative sounds in descriptive poetry, see Chou Chen-fu, 

Shih-tz'u li-hua, pp. 62—63. 
44 For example, Hsieh Ling-yiin was the first Chinese poet in the five-character 

line poetry to have experimented with placing chu-yen in all five different positions. 
45The influence of Hsieh Ling-yiin's landscape poetry on that of Pao Chao and 

Hsieh T'iao has been admirably studied by Lin Wen-yiieh. See her Shan-shui yu ku-

tien, pp. 23-61; pp. 93-123. 



Lin Wen-yueh 

The Decline and Revival of Feng-ku 

(Wind and Bone): On the Changing 

Poetic Styles from the Chien-an Era through 

the High T'ang Period * 

In one of his poems Li Po * ~ (701-762) once referred to "P'eng­
lai literature and Chien-an ku (bone)" ()I~X.~'tCit).l In 
another context, he commented that the dominance of highly 
ornamented style in literature after the Chien-an period (196-220) 

was not to be valued (El 1)£ ~ 'tC *, f.j E /G k ~). 2 There can be no 
doubt of Li Po's admiration for the literature of the Chien-an 
period. Even before Li Po, Ch'en Tzu-ang I!* ~}fJ (661-702) had 
remarked: 

The Way of literature has been declining for five hundred 
years. Thefeng-ku ~ it (wind and bone) of the Han (206 B.C. 
to A.D. 220) and Wei (220-265) was lost in the Chin (265-420) 
and Liu Sung (420-479) dynasties. However, there are still 
some poems that can attest to the survival of the feng-ku 
manner of Han-Wei [i.e., Chien-an] literature .... I chanced 
upon "Ode on a Lonely Paulownia" wHlll.,j:jI1JRi by Ming 

* I wish to express my gratitude to Stephen Owen, Arthur Tobias, and Shuen-fu 
Lm for their help III refining this English version of my study onfeng-ku. 

1 LI Po '* ~, "Hsiian-chou HS1eh T'iao Iou chlen-p,eh ch1ao-shu Shu-yiin" 1L HI 
~ Wt 11 ~ ~iJ t3( if ~~, Fen-lei pu-chu Li T' ai-po shih 5HI'l 'IlIi tE '* * ~ ~~ (SPTK 
ed.), fourth series, chuan 18, p. 262. 

2 See no. I of"Ku-feng wu-shlh-chiu shou" il J5i,\1i -+-:fL ]'f, ibid., chuan 2, p. 47· 
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Kung i!Jj A- [his full name is Tung-fang Ch'iu ~~C1J .iRL, a 
contemporary of Ch'en] .... Unexpectedly, it was imbued 
with the Cheng-shih lE k& (240-248) style. Even the Chien-an 
poets might well have smiled in approval. 3 

Chien-an is the last reign period of the last emperor of the Eastern 
Han. In literary historical terms, the Chien-an period spans the last 
years of the Han dynasty to the Wei dynasty. Therefore, "thefeng­
ku of the Han and Wei," referred to by Ch'en Tzu-ang, is exactly 
what Li Po meant by "Chien-an ku." 

Long before the time ofLi Po and Ch'en Tzu-ang, literary men 
of the Six Dynasties had already singled out the Chien-an period as 
a model for creative writing. Chung Hung £l~ (?-ca. 5I8) in the 
preface to his Shih-p'in ~*~ remarked: 

During the Yung-chia 7kjf period (307-3I3), people prized 
Taoism and tended to philosophize in conversation. Since 
poets paid more attention to philosophical ideas than to their 
poetic language, their poetry was bland and. tasteless. The 
trend persisted into the Chiang-piao rr~ period (Eastern 
Chin *~, 3I8-420). Poems by Sun Ch'o I**'ii (3I4-37I), 
Hsii Hsiin ~q:1mJ (fl. ca. 358), Huan Wen fHi'EIl. (312-373) and 
Yii Liang ~ 7C (289-3 40) are as prosaic as [Ho Yen's fiiJ ~ 
(?-249)] "Tao-te lun" ijH'§(~JlIi (Discourse on the Way and its 
power): thefeng-li Ji.1J (wind and strength) of Chien-an has 
come to an end.4 

"Thefeng-li of Chien-an" in this context is by implication similar to 
Li Po's "Chien-an ku" and Ch'en Tzu-ang's "feng-ku of the Han 
and Wei." Liu Hsieh ~UWc! (ca. 465-ca. 532) in Wen-hsin tiao-lung 
j(,c."ftlm (The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons) did not 
explicitly refer to the feng-ku or feng-li of Chien-an, yet he described 
the literature of the Chien-an period favorably as being "heroic in 

3 Ch'en Tzu-ang Illf[ T fi'J, "Yu Tung-fang tso-shlh Ch'iu hsm-chu p'ien pmg­

shu" W l!f!:1Jt:c 'i!:!IlL~tJ ~ #jf, Ch'enPo-yu ch'uan-chi Illf[ {s:Ei£-!t (SPTK ed.), 
fourth senes, chuan I, p. 12. 

4Ku Chih I*1ffiL Chung Chi-shih shih-p'in chien ~~c "'1[~c1j~~ (Taipei: Kuang­
wen shu-chii, 1968), p. 5. 
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giving free play to their vitality, open and artless in the application 
of their talents" and "full of feeling and life." 5 In another 
chapter, "Feng-ku," Liu Hsieh also cited the representative poets of 
the Chien-an period as positive illustrations of his poetics. P'ei Tzu­
yeh's ~rff (469-530) "Tiao-ch'ung lun" IHlHiIi, too, observed 
that "Ts'ao and Liu abound in feng-li." 6 Thus in advocating a 
literary taste modeled on the Chien-an period, the two great T'ang 
poets were following a long tradition. Gradually, the feng-ku of 
Chien-an became an established criterion of poetry; for example, 
the term appears prominently in the Ts' ang lang shih-hua7 ~& ~* ~li 

by Yen Yii it~ (fl. thirteenth century) of the Sung dynasty 
(960-1279) and the Shih sou8 ~*j( by Hu Ying-lin ~JJ!~ 
(1551-1602) of the Ming dynasty (1368-1644). 

But why should the T'ang literati have singled out thefeng-ku of 
Chien-an as a means to invigorate the literature of their own time? 
This is a question I would like to answer in the following pages, 
from the standpoint of poetics. 

L Feng-ku 

The term feng-ku was originally used to describe a person's 
demeanor and appearance. Shen Yiieh tt*9 (441-513) records in 
"The Chronicle of Emperor Wu" in the Sung shu SRlfJit%'*e: "He 
distinguished himself by his feng-ku. Though poor, he was filled 

5 My quotations from Liu HSIeh \w1j {jJ" Wen-hsin tiao-lung )I: {} IE llI1. are all from 
Vmcent Yu-chung Shih, trans., The Literary Mind and the Carvmg of Dragons (Taipei: 
Chung-hua shu-chii, 1970). The ftrst remark IS from the chapter "An Exegesis of 
Poetry," p. 46; the second remark IS from the chapter "The LIterary Development 
and Time," p. 339. 

·P'ei Tzu-yeh's ~T!ff comment can be found m "Ch'iian Liang wen" 3t~)I: 
in Yen K'o-chiin ~ "T~, Ch'uan shang-ku san-tai Ch'in-Han San-kuo Liu-ch'ao wen 

3tJ: Jll=: ~~~=:l@lIAljijJ)I: (hereafter CSSCSLW) (rpt. TaipeI: Shih-chieh 
shu-chii, n.d.), chuan 53, p. 16. 

7The termfeng-ku is used in the "Shih-p'ing" iB~ chapter in Yen Yii ~~, 
TS'ang-lang shih-hua ~WU,*~· See Li-tai shih-hua ~~~,*~;5, ed. Ho Wen-huan 
{iiJ)I:~ (Taipei: I-wen ch'u-pan-she, 1956), p. 450. 

8Hu Ying-lin i'iJlB!U~, Shih-sou iBili (rpt. Taipei: Kuang-wen shu-chii, n.d.), 

p·441. 
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with ambition."9 Feng-ku in this context refers to the overall 

impression that demeanor and physical appearance made on others. 

This broader application of feng-ku is simply one case of a wide 

range of terms shared by both traditional literary criticism and the 

appraisal of personality. Although this shared vocabulary has the 
advantage of suggestiveness and flexibility, it is also imprecise and 

loose. But what is feng-ku'? What kind of work may be judged as 

characterized by feng-ku? This issue has long been the subject of 

much controversy. 
The chapter on feng-ku in the Wen-hsin tiao-lung is considered to 

be the first full treatment of the term in Chinese literary criticism. 

Liu Hsieh opens this chapter with a direct statement about the 

concept of "wind and bone." 

The Book of Poetry contains six elements, and of these feng, or 

wind, stands at the head of the list. It is the source of transfor­

mation, and the correlate of emotion and vitality. He who 
would express mournful emotions must begin with the wind, 

and to organize his linguistic elements he must above all 
emphasize the bone. Literary expressions are conditioned by 
the bone in much the same way as the standing posture of a 

body is conditioned by its skeleton; feeling gives form to the 

wind very much as a physical form envelops the vitality which 

animates it. When expressions are organized on the right 

principles, literary bone is there; and when the emotion and 

vitality embodied are swift and free, there we find the purity 

of the literary wind.10 

Liu Hsieh finds his most obvious source for the termfeng in the Book 

of Songs (i.e., the Book of Poetry, or Shih ching f$82), and he draws 
on the term's canonical association with a process of "transfor­
mation" asserted in the preface to the Mao version of this classic 

("Mao-shih hsii" -¾ However, he does not draw in another 
interpretation of the Han Confucians, who understood feng as a 

way for the ruler to transform his subjects and for the subjects to 
criticize the ruler. Instead he quickly goes on to explain/eng as "the 

9Shen Yfleh ft $3, Sung Shu 5(5¾ (SPPY ed.), chuan 1, p. ia. 
10Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 227. 
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correlate" or expression of "emotion and vitality." Unable to give 
ku the same canonical authority as feng, Liu Hsieh explains ku in 

parallel antithesis to feng. This passage seems to indicate that while 

feng refers to the emotion and will ("vitality") revealed by the 
content, ku refers to literary expression. For this reason Huang 

K'an's jSclfil Notes on the Wen-hsin tiao-lung 'IjftfIiLfB makes 
the distinction that "feng is meaning and ku is expression." 11 But 

the issue remains largely unsettled. 

Liu Hsieh further elaborates his definition by explaining feng and 

ku from both positive and negative points of view: 

If a literary piece has nothing but rich and brilliant colors, 
without wind and bone to keep it air-borne, then one shaking 
is enogh to destroy its splendor, lacking as it does the vigor 

which can justify fame.... He whose bone structure is well 
exercised will always be versed in rhetoric; and he who is deep 

of wind will always be articulate in expressing his feelings. To 
be firm and exact in diction, and in resonance sure without 
being heavy: this is what is meant by vigor of wind and bone. 

Now to be thin in ideas and fat in words, or confused and 
disorganized, without unity, are sure signs of lack of this kind 

of bone. And when ideas are incomplete and incomprehen-
sive, lifeless and without vitality, it is an evidence of the 
absence of the wind.12 

It is apparent that we can hardly draw a clear line between either 

feng and ku or between content and form. In actuality, all works are 

composed of literary expression. As Liu Hsieh makes clear in his 

chapter on "Emotion and Literary Expression" "emotion 
is the warp of literary pattern, linguistic form the woof ofideas." 13 

Emotion and expression are no more in opposition than the warp 
and woof of a fabric; rather, they are organically related. Liao Wei-

ch'ing JpjUjiP observes in "Feng-ku lun" (Discourse on 

Wind and Bone) in her Liu-ch'ao wen-lun / ;'X ®a (Six Dynasties 

Literary Criticism) that: "the co-called feng refers to the work's 

11Huang K'an Jlfjii, "Wen-hsin tiao-lung cha-chi" i'Ij St IltL 02, in Wen-

hsin tiao-lung chu SMjHiISi (Taipei. K'ai-ming shu-chii, 1967), chuan 6, p. 15a. 
12Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind. 
i3Ibid., pp. 246—247. 
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content, a profound and vigorous expression of sentiments and 

thoughts; it has to do with the writer's idea and thinking. The so-

called ku refers to the work's form, a vigorous expression in diction 

and composition; it has to do with the technique of rhetoric. A 

masterpiece is never merely rich in rhetorical ornamentation and 

poor infeng-ku." 14 Liao Wei-ch'ing not only contrastsfeng with ku 

but emphasizes the connection between feng-ku and vigor. To 

judge from Liu Hsieh's repeated expositions of feng and ku in 

relation to their presence in or absence from a literary piece, it is 

evident that the phrase is not an empty generality but stresses a kind 

of vigorous expression. Thus feng-ku resembles the quality offeng-

li, as in Chung Hung's remark that "the feng-li of Chien-an has 

come to an end." In reference to the same quality, P'ei Tzu-yeh 

gives special praise to Ts'ao and Liu for the way in which their work 

"abounds in feng-li." 

It is impossible to talk about Chien-an feng-ku without reference 

to Liu Hsieh's ideas about feng-ku. However, any consideration of 

the term feng-ku in isolation is unlikely to yield a concrete under­

standing of the category. What, exactly, are the characteristics and 

features of Chien-an feng-ku which in critical hands has been a term 

of praise? In order to answer this question, it is necessary to examine 

certain literary pieces in juxtaposition with the theory. 

II. The Feng-ku of Chien-an 

Chien-an literature covers the period from the end of Han rule to 
the Wei dynasty. Yen Yii in the section on "Poetic Style" in his 
Ts'ang-lang shih-hua lists Chien-an and Huang-ch'u τ|| ® (220—226) 
separately. However, there are notes under each entry. Under the 

section entitled "the style of Chien-an," we read: "the title of the 

last reign of the Han dynasty, represented by the Ts'ao family and 

the seven literary men of Yeh Jfi 'V5 but under "the style of 
Huang-ch'u," Yen Yii comments: "the reign title of the Wei 

l4Liao Wei-ch'ing |J? jf®, Liu-ch'ao weti-lun (Taipei: Lien-ching shu-

chii, 1978), p. 72 
15Ho Wen-huan, Li-tai shih-hua, p. 444. 
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dynasty: connected with Chien-an, sharing the same literary style." 

From this it is clear that Yen Yii considers the so-called "poetic 

circle of Chien-an" as extending from the first year of Chien-an to 

the seventh year of Huang-ch'u (196—226). The Chinese consider 

every thirty years a generation. This implies that the format of 

literature in every thirty years will manifest a distinctive style of its 

own. Most of the extant Chien-an works were composed either by 

members of the Ts'ao family or by the seven literary men of Yeh, 

although the poetic circle of Chien-an was not formed exclusively 

by these people. 

The Ts'ao family not only encouraged creative writing, it also 

played the leading role among the literati. Together with the 

"seven literary men" attached to them, the Ts'aos formed a kind of 

literary salon in Yeh, the capital of Wei. Ts'ao Ts'ao |f 1¾ (155—220) 

was their helmsman. With his bravery and intellect, Chien-an 

literature launched itself fearlessly. The grand gathering of literati 

in Yeh, the vitality of the works of the group, and their literary 

features were recorded in the preface to the Shih-p'in and in the 

chapter entitled "Shih-hsii" Hrfff or "Literary Development and 

Time" in the Wen-hsin tiao-lung. 

Ts'ao Ts'ao, an iconoclast in his own time, was politically anti-

Confucian: his words and deeds were everything but "tender and 

gentle" (the qualities appropriate to a Confucian statesman). He 

judged people by their ability alone, regardless of morality; nor did 

he even feel shamed at proclaiming his desire for achievement and 

fame. The influence of his political values on literature was reflected 

in a style called ch'ing-chiin t'ung-t'o fn 1¾¾¾¾ or "simple, forth­

right, and free." 16 The spirit of writing advocated by Ts'ao Ts'ao 

in effect provided a free but solid stage for contemporary literati. 

In addition to Ts'ao's personal influence, his sons' admiration for 

literary men encouraged writers to gather around the Ts'aos. For­

tunately, these writers were not the self-effacing literary courtiers 

of later ages. Although they relied on the Ts'aos for their liveli-

16According to T'ai Ching-nung ch'ing-chun refers to "simple and 

forthright" (fH^ Rfi 1¾) and t'ung-t'o to "free expressions" (g See his 

"Wei-Chin ssu-hsiang te shu-lun" ft m Chung-kuo wen-hsueh shih 

lun-wen hsuan-chi 2 vols. (Taipei: Hsiieh-sheng shu-chii, 

1978), vol. 2, p. 450. 
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hood, in their writing they were free to speak their own minds. In 

his "Tien-lun lun-wen" difii dira '£, Ts'ao P'i (187-226) praised the 
seven literary men of Yeh in the following words: "In learning, 

they have covered everything important; in writing, they are free 

of borrowings. Like horses running side by side, they emulate one 

another."17 Such mutual emulation was a particularly powerful 

force in Chien-an literature, and it won for the poets of the period 

the highest place in the estimation of later generations. In other 
words, at that time rank existed only in the socio-political world; in 

writing all were equal. In the field of literature, there was no need 

to fear giving offense to the Ts'aos; either by criticism or flattery a 

writer could speak his own mind without restraint. The quality 
that Liu Hsieh praised as "heroic in giving free play to their vitality, 

open and artless in the application of their talents" was rooted in the 

larger background of free competition. 

Although the corpus that has come down to us is certainly 

incomplete, when we turn to the poetry produced against this 
background, the excitement of the times and misery of life can be 
discerned as the main issues that concerned the Chien-an poets. 

Ts'ao P'i in the preface to his Tien-lun described the chaos at the end 

of Han rule thus: "People died with their corpses exposed to the 

open air much like weeds covering the ground." 18 Ts'ao Ts'ao's 

"Hsieh-lu"HJJ or "Dew on the Shallots" is typical of the poems 
describing the time and circumstances in which the poets lived.19 

"Hsieh-lu" was originally the name of a Han lament which Ts'ao 
Ts'ao adopted to describe the events of the day. In this yueh-fu ^ Iii 

poem, he states that the ambitious politicians of the late Han 
brought their country and people to ruin. Half narrating and half 
commenting, Ts'ao Ts'ao pours out his grief, ending the poem on 

a note of moral outrage. He castigates Ho Chin fij jg for his hesita­
tion and Tung Cho for his regicide. Another poem with a 

yueh-fu title is "Hao-li hsing" Si Μ ίΐ or "Song on the Village of the 

17 Ch'en Shou 1¾ f$, San-Kuo chih Ξΐ ϋ with a commentary by P'ei Sung-chih 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chu, i960), chuan 21, p. 602. 
16Ibid., chuan 2, p. 18. 
19See "Ch'iian San-Kuo shih" (Hfin Ch'tian Han San-Kuo Chin Nan-Pei-

Ch'ao shih H^MfcjHiiF (hereafter CHSCNS), ed. Ting Fu-pao, 3 vols, 

(rpt, Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chii, 1962), vol. 1, p. 120. 
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Dead," which was also a Han lament adopted to describe con­
temporary events. In it, Ts'ao Ts'ao gives voice to his indignation at 
Yuan Shao 1i.;jIB and his brother, men who pursued fame and profit 
at the expense of the state and the people. Their actions were 
injurious to both soldiers and common people alike. Consider these 
lines in the latter part of the poem: 

Lice larvae are born in armor worn by soldiers; ili Ef3 Cfj~!fi 
Thousands of families end in death, ~ '11: t), 7E L 
White bones are exposed to the open air; 
The land lacks even the crowing of roosters. 
Only one survives among a hundred; 
To think of it breaks one's heart.2o 

sitEImtr 
T!:jU!\f;~M~ 
!£~Bji­

~ZIltlTA~ 

These lines are clearly a variation of the theme ofTs'ao P'i's preface 
to the Tien-lun. Chung Hsing ii'tlll therefore characterizes this 
poem as "a documentary on the late Han."21 

Chung Hsing's remark applies not only to the work of Ts'ao 
Ts'ao, but also to many other Chien-an poets. The first of K'ung 
Jung's .:rL~ (r53-208) "Liu-yen shih san-shou" /'\ § ~c¥=:'l§ or 
"Three Hexasyllabic Poems" reads: 

In the mid-Han, morality was on the decline. ~*9=r~)i~ 
Tung Cho took the chance to rebel; j[ lji 1''1' r;JL * 3't 
He disregarded the emperor and oppressed M J::~r:W&lZ 

the people. ~1r,t~,,'flj~~ 

Being terrorized, officials dared not offend Bt&t~t~L'1J; 

him; 
Common people were miserable and 

suffered.22 

Brief as it is, the poem shares with Ts'ao Ts'ao's "Dew on the 
Shallots" the same profound melancholy and righteous indigna­
tion. Ts'ao P'i's "Ling-shih" %~c¥ or "Command" begins: 

20 Ibid. 
21 Quoted in Huang Chleh ~ ~p, Han- Wei yuehju feng chien II ~ ~ fff ~ ~ 

(rpt. Hong Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 196I), p. 78. 
22 Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Han shih" ~lliff, in CHSCNS, vol. I, p. 45. 
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Turmoil has lasted more than ten years; 
For miles and miles there are scattered 

bones. 23 

139 

~ ~L f~ fllH&1 *c 
~it~tllif-itJ![ 

This poem and his preface to the Tien-lun are mutually reinforcing. 
Ts'ao Chih l!l1l (192-232) in the first of his two poems entitled 
"Sung Ying-shih" .i2S1J!.El:; or "Seeing Off Mr. Ying" has the 
following lines on the post-war spectacle: 

How desolate the land is: 
Not a single soul comes into sight. 
Recalling the place I used to live, 
My breath chokes, I cannot utter a word. 24 

r:p !f fiiJ :Ii {~ 
T'I!.~A.~ 
~:fJtZP:1it1i5 
~*5/G~g§ 

Wang Ts'an .=E~ (177-217) in the first of three poems entitled 
"Ch'i-ai shih" 1::::R~'!f or "Seven Sorrows" also describes similar 
scenes of suffering: 

I walk out with nothing in sight 
But white bones covering the field. 
On the road a hungry woman 
Takes her baby and abandons it among the 

grass.25 

t:e r9~pJT ~ 
~itffil(ZP:fJR 

n:wtll~A. 

1E! 1'" * :IUs' 

These poems bear testimony to the age: every word is a teardrop. 
Even Ch'en Lin's 1llItX1* (d. 217) "Yin-ma Ch'ang-Ch'eng-k'u 
hsing" iJUi!~ ~:Itt JIB IT (Song: I Watered My Horse at the Long 
Wall Caves) reflects the turbulent age, though apparently it 
describes how the construction of the Great Wall under the reign 
of Ch'in-shih-huang ~H~~ (r. 221-2IO B.C.) caused people 
misery.26 

The literati of Chien-an confronted an age in turmoil. They 
either heard about or had been in the wars; each was a witness to the 
times in which they lived. Poets like Ts'ao Ts'ao, Ts'ao P'i, Wang 
Ts'an, and Ying Yang IJ!~ (d. 217) who wrote on war neither 

23 Ibid., "Ch'iian San-Kuo shih,", vol. I, p. 135. 
24 Ibid., p. 162. 

25 Ibid., p. 181. 

26 Ibid., p. 182. 
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withdrew nor escaped. On the contrary, they were a part of the age 

and wrote down their personal experiences in a heroically tragic 

style. The pen expressed what the mind felt: it did not need to hunt 
for words or set phrases; rather, it followed the writer's direct 

pursuit of the feelings deep in his heart. The Chien-an poets there­
fore impress the reader with their tremendous vigor. 

Tojudge from the socio-political background and the notable 
features of this period, the Chien-an literati deserve our admiration. 
Facing an eventful age, though they certainly felt sad, they had a 

deep social consciousness, and their compassion for the world is 

preserved in their poetry. Though only twenty-odd poems of 

Ts'ao Ts'ao have survived, many of them articulate his political 
ideals. "Tu kuan-shan" K IS |1| or "Passing through the Mountain 
Passes," for instance, opens with high aspirations: 

In the universe 
Man is noblest. 

My duty is to assist the emperor 

And shepherd the people.27 

Here Ts'ao Ts'ao states the public obligations that are a consequence 

of his political power. "Tui-chiu" fiS or "Facing the Wine" is 
another example.28 In his view, a prosperous state depends upon an 
orderly system with an able emperor to dispense rewards and 

punishments impartially. High and low work together to create 

social well-being. In one hundred and twenty-odd words, "Tui-

chiu" evokes a Confucian Utopia with some touches of Legalism 
and Taoism. In the first of three songs under the title of "Shan-tsai 

hsing" IfaiciT or "Song: How Splendid," Ts'ao Ts'ao marshalls 
twelve historical personages to illustrate the importance of having 
loyal and able men in high positions.29 By using exemplary 

models, he again indicates his political ambition to right wrongs. 
The most noteworthy and best known among this type of poetry 
is the second of the two "Tuan-ko hsing" Ialfcff or "Short 
Songs."30 The poem must have been written after the Battle of 

27 Ibid., p. 117. 
28 Ibid., p. 122. 
29Ibid., p. 118. 
30Ibid. 

m±wim 
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Ch'ih-pi This lost battle frustrated his undertaking of 

unifying China. In this context he laments aging and his unfulfilled 

dreams, unable to escape the feeling that life was too short. Yet the 

speaker is, above all, a hero, and, instead of giving way to mel­
ancholy, he urges his friends to join him for a drink, to forget 
sorrows and worries. The thought of having people from near and 
far joined under his rule inspires him. He explicitly compares 
himself with the Duke of Chou M & (fl. twelfth century B.C.), 
declaring his high aims. In the same way, the following lines from 
"Pu-ch'u tung-hsi-men hsing" $ [IS ί)1ΐ ['6I fj or "Song on Walk­
ing Out of the Eastern and Western Gates" reveal an unyielding 
determination: 

Old horse kept to the stable gg 
Still aspires to run a thousand miles; /¾-SrP M 
The passionate hero in his last years ^ 
Has a mind still in the prime of its vigor.31 itt Ξ 

The courage to face reality and a positive attitude toward life 

mark the Chien-an literati. Ts'ao P'i usurped the throne of the Han, 
established the Wei, and changed the reign title to Huang-ch'u in 

220. Although he reigned for only seven years, he cared deeply for 

his people. Having personally gone through the turmoil from the 
late Han to the Three Kingdoms period, Ts'ao P'i was deeply 

conscious of the need to rebuild the nation. By lessening punish­
ments, cutting down taxation, advocating the simple life, and 
emphasizing agriculture, he carried out his aim after coming to the 
throne. Being a ruler himself, Ts'ao P'i spoke out repeatedly on the 
true way of government. "Huang-huang ching Lo hsing" ^1¾! 
IStr or "Song on the Glorious Capital Lo-yang" employs histor­
ical allusions in a way much like Ts'ao Ts'ao's "Shan-tsai hsing." 32 

But in contrast to his father, Ts'ao P'i was not only in power, he also 
mounted the throne in his lifetime. Thus it was natural for him to 
write as a titled emperor. 

In the poetic circle of Chien-an, Ts'ao Ts'ao and Ts'ao P'i were 
real political leaders. Their poetry shows deep concern for uniting 

31Ibid., p. 119. 
32 Ibid., p. 126. 



Concepts and Contexts 

people near and far under a single kingdom and for the employ­
ment of able men. Ts'ao Chih and the other poets, though in a 
subordinate position, were nonetheless concerned with politics and 
administration. Ts'ao Chih's view on poetry and political values, as 
seen in his early writing "A Letter to Yang Te-tsu" 33 wm~1i!EI. jf, 
remained unchanged throughout his life. This letter is representa­
tive of Chien-an belles-lettres in its general concern with political 
achievements. 

Though born in disjointed times, a man of ambition could not be 
an escapist. K'ungJung aimed at neither Lii Wang's aloofness nor at 
Po I and Shu Ch'i's escapism. Rather, modeling himself on Kuan 
Chung 1f1rt' (d. 645 B.C.), he pursued a career in politics. The 
active attitude toward life was common to all the Chien-an poets. 
We have observed the straightforward proclamation of one's 
ambition in the above-mentioned poems by Ts'ao Chih. Ch'en Lin 
asserted his position in the second of his "Yu-Ian erh-shou" 
~I:= § or "Two Poems on Sightseeing" in much the same way: 

How quickly the days and months rush away; 
Life like the setting sun is approaching its end. 
Were I not to attain achievements in my 

lifetime, 
How could I be remembered in history?34 

~~Bf:l;m 
'tJflJJm@J1fi 
!tlJ;iJ~&ffi'f 
~ jf~ fiiJ (iff ~ 

Ts'ao P'i also remarked in "Yen-ko ho-ch'ang hsing" I@illlkfiiJJ:rr: 

Born into thls world 
Man should try his best. 
Fleetingly the sun sets; 
Life is too short to stay.35 

lJHr.!@iit 
~~~:JJ 
l/J!X~BW 
7)\(/G~fg 

A pressing sense of life's brevity inspired the Chien-an poets to 
build careers in their own time. But another consequence was the 
impulse to "seize the day." This aspect of their life-style has left us a 
considerable number of poems on banquets and social intercourse. 
Yeh was a sort of literary salon where a galaxy ofliterati tookjoy in 
such activities as cockfighting, falconry, sightseeing, and compos-

33 Yen K'o-chiin, CSSCSLW, vol. 3, chuan 16, pp. 5-6. 

34Tmg Fu-pao, "Ch'iian San-kuo shih," m CHSCNS, vol. 1, pp. 182-183. 

35 Ibid., p. 130. 
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ing poems. The poets labored to excel in every field of endeavor. 

They extended poetic subject matter, and at the same time made 

remarkable progress in versification. In the chapter on "An 

Exegesis ofPoetry" 0¾ IfM in the Wen-hsin tiao-lung Liu Hsieh says: 

Their common themes are love for the wind and the moon, 

excursions to gardens and parks, royal grace and favors, drunk­

en revelry and feasts. Heroic in giving free play to their 

vitality, open and artless in the application of their feelings or 
in their descriptions of what they saw, and in harnessing 

language for their descriptions, aiming simply at lucidity—in 
all these ways they manifest the same spirit.36 

This passage points out that, in addition to the grief of parting and 

the aspirations of the mind, social activities were themes for versi­

fication. However, even in poems on the joys of life, they were 
"heroic in giving free play to their vitality, open and artless in the 

application of their talents." The way they wrote and the way they 

lived were consistent, which distinguishes even the salon poetry of 
this period from that of the later generations. We will consider 

three poems from this perspective. Wang Ts'an's "Kung-yen shih" 

:2:¾ If or "My Lord's Feast" reads: 

Nowadays I often hear people say: Bvf AIp 
Don't go home unless you're already drunk. j|f J3.fc ff 
If we don't make merry today, 

For whom do we wait, holding our feelings ^ §f| 
back?37 

Ts'ao Chih's second poem in the "Seeing OffMr. Ying" set reads: 

For my friend is leaving for the far-north... .38 -¾ ^ (1¾ Jj 

36 Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 46. 
37Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian San-Kuo shih," in CHSCNS, vol. 1, p. 179. 
38 Ibid., p. 162. 

Leisure is not often to be found; 

Joyful gatherings are rare and few. 
Heaven and earth are eternal; 

Life is as brief as the morning dew. 

I'd like to present the lovable aspects, 

mm mmn 
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Consider also the following lines in Ying Yang's "Cockfight" 

The feelings here are deeply rooted in the heart. Standing on the 
riverside, Confucius once sighed at the passing of time. To survive 

in troubled times is to suffer more than one's fair share. Hsieh Ling-

yiin MM jS (385-433) observed in the preface to his "Ni Wei-t'ai-

tzu Yeh-chung chi-shih pa-shou" MMA A W Φ lis si A tt' or 
"Eight Poems in Imitation of the Poems of the Wei Crown Prince's 

Gathering in Yeh": "There are four joyful aspects of life: a good 

day, beautiful scenery, a bosom friend, delightful amusement. 
They seldom visit a man simultaneously."40 He keenly perceived 

the difficulty of attaining perfection. Such being the case, the 
Chien-an poets were willing to enjoy themselves to their heart's 
content, though they were born in a miserable world. Their 

courage to face life, imperfect as it was, is tragically heroic. There­
fore Ts'ao Ts'ao exclaimed: 

In all its celebration of feasts and natural charms, Chien-an poetry 
never degenerated into pettiness and triviality. Exposed to stimu­
lating surroundings, the poets broadened their horizon, but never 
pursued a passive and mannered style, as later poets did. 

To sum up, disjointed times inspired the Chien-an literati. Far 
from being aloof onlookers, they were passionately concerned with 
their time and circumstances. They were all eager to labor in a 
noble cause and felt deep sympathy for the misery of the common 
people. Their writings were drawn from heartfelt feelings and 
therefore read more impressively than a historical text. Mere senti-

nm 
Heavy is my heart, 
No way to relieve burdens. 
Tojoin friends at the arena 
I order the carriages ready for the guests.39 

KBmmm 

Sing while we drink. 
Life is too short.41 

39 Ibid., p. 197. 
40Ibid., "Ch'iian Sung shih" irl CHSCNS, vol. 2, p. 648. 
i lIbid., "Ch'iian San-kuo shih," in CHSCNS, vol. 1, p. 117. 



Lin Wen-yueh 1 4 5  

mentality could never be so moving as this. The Chien-an poets 

were closely bound to their surroundings. Liu Hsieh has rightly 

pointed out in "Literary Development and Time" in the Wen-hsin 

tiao-lung: "An examination of their writings reveals that most of 

them are full of feeling. This is because they lived in a world 

marked by disorder and separation, and at a time when morals 

declined and the people were complaining; they felt all this deeply 

in their hearts, and this feeling was expressed in a style which is 

moving. For this reason their works are full of feeling and life." 42 

Chi Yiin (1724—1805), commenting on Liu Hsieh's idea of 

feng-ku, expostulates that "vigor JTl is Jeng-ku." 43 Vigor marks not 
only the writings of this period but the individual poets. The 

Chien-an literati made clear in their work that they neither hesi­
tated to declare their ambition nor abandoned pleasure. Neither 

escapist nor mincing, Chien-an poetry impresses us with its mas­
culine beauty and powerful diction. To end this section, it is 

sensible to equate Chung Hung's "feng-lt of Chien-an" with Liu 

Hsieh's view of "feng-ku," for they designate the same quality that 

characterizes poetry produced during this period in literary history. 

III. The Decline of Feng-ku 

Chien-an poetry is noted for feng-ku, all the more so in sharp 

contrast to the poetry in the succeeding age, when masculine 

beauty faded away, as Liu Hsieh and Chung Hung observed from 

their own perspective two centuries after Chien-an. 
The time from the end of Chien-an down to the end of the Six 

Dynasties, a period covering more than three hundred years, de­
parted even farther from feng-ku. For the present purpose, I will 

consider only the major literary trends instead of each individual 

writer or work. The major poetic categories of the period themati-

cally were: chao-yin SB (poetry summoning the recluse from or 

into reclusion), hsuan-yen π (poetry of Taoist discourse), yu-

42Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 339. 
43See Wen-hsin tiao-lung chu teng liu-chung StQ: (Taipei: Shih-

chieh shu-chii, 1980), p. 111. 
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hsien (poetry of wandering immortals), t'ien-yiian 03 0 (rural 

poetry), shan-shui [il^K (landscape poetry), yung-wu 1¾¾¾ (poems 

on objects), and kung-t'i (court-style poetry). Though they 

differ in subject matter and treatment, a notable similarity exists in 

their disregard for the present world and worldly affairs: poets 

showed concern for the faraway and the long ago, or they took 

interest in natural beauty and even personal trivialities. The more 

they were concerned about themselves, the farther they were 

removed from society. 

We should note in passing that some of these categories already 

existed by the time of the Wei and the Chin, but they reached their 

peak after the period of T'ai-k'ang (280-289). For instance, an 

early practice of chao-yin poetry can be traced back to "Chao yin-

shih" \{\IiS': Jr or "Invitation to a Gentleman in Hiding," 44 written 

in the Ch'u tz'u tradition by Huai-nan Hsiao-shan 1¾" Φ LU 

of the Han dynasty. In this poem, reclusion was described as 

undesirable and even painful, threatened by the attack of wild 

animals. The speaker hence dissuaded the hermits from staying in 

the remote mountains. By the time of T'ai-k'ang, the chao-yin and 

anti-chao-yin poets viewed hermitage in a perspective altogether 

different from Huai-nan Hsiao-shan's. To the T'ai-k'ang poets, 

mountains and waters struck a merry note; plants and animals 

offered pleasant company. Hermitage was no longer considered 

dangerous and painful but was seen as the inclination of a noble 

mind and refined taste. 

The types of writing varied from poet to poet, yet "T'ai-k'ang" 

was a period most noted for chao-yin poetry. Among the extant 

chao-yin poems there are three pieces by Lu Chi (261-303), 

two by Chang Hua 3Ulj§ (232—300) and Tso Ssu £,¾ (fl. 300), 

respectively, one by Chang Tsai 51¾ (fl. third century), Lii Ch'iu-

ch'ung [R] III;?T|'(d. ca. 311), and Wang K'ang-chii 31!¾¾ (A- fourth 

century) each, and one mti-chao-yin by Wang K'ang-chii. The fact 

that chao-yin and anti-chao-yin poetry was specified as a category in 

Chao-ming wen-hsuan I® M :¾¾ chiian 22, though only four pieces 

were collected therein, indicates its wide appeal at that time. In the 

hands of the T'ai-k'ang poets, reclusion turned out to be a desirable 

44Hsiao T'ung Chao-ming Wen-hsuan (rpt. Taipei: I-wen ch'u-

pan-she, 1955), chuan 33, p. 315. 
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situation, approaching the natural life of Taoism. The passivity 

which underlies chao-yin poetry was caused by the ephemeral calm 

during the Western Chin (317—420). The peace was only on the 

surface; the conflicts among the royal families were to lead to 

disorder and unrest. Threatened by the tangled intrigues of society, 

faced with the subtlety of its politics, poets had on the one hand to 

flatter people in power, while on the other hand to long for the 

quietude and peace of reclusion. Chao-yin poetry, which had been 

meant to summon those who had retreated to out-of-the-way 

places back to the mundane world, now became a eulogy of 

eremitism. The view that public life is burdensome and peace lies in 

reclusion marks the typical chao-yin poetry in the Six Dynasties. 

Yu-hsien poetry differs only slightly from chao-yin poetry in that 

the latter has a remote natural setting while the former envisages a 

fairyland and fantastic scenes that exist only in imagination. Yu-

hsien poetry began as early as the time of Liu An glj φ (d. 122 B.C.), 

who wrote "Pa-kung ts'ao" A 'Jxin honor of the immortals. 

However, this piece was unique in its time. Not until the time of the 

Eastern Han did mature yu-hsien poetry begin to appear within 

secular yiieh-fu poetry. The Ts'aos wrote some pieces on the wan­

dering immortals, but touches of fantasy were only vaguely per­

ceivable in the Chien-an era. Ts'ao Ts'ao's yu-hsien poetry, cast in 

the remote and unapproachable, shows casual traces of human 

frailty. His poetry on the whole shows titanic grandeur, as its writer 

intended it to. As for the second of his two poems entitled "Ch'iu 

Hu hsing" ft fj or "Songs of Ch'iu Hu," the poem contradicts 

itself in maintaining that: 

There is no ruler of a single land 

But is the subject of the imperial rule. 

The kingdom is noted for benevolence and 

integrity, 

Cultured by rites and music.45 

Strangely, its tone is more of the mti-yu-hsien rather than of the yu-

hsien modified. The only yu-hsien poem by Ts'ao P'i now extant is 

"Che yang-liu hsing" SfSrWfT or "Song on Breaking a Willow 

45Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian San-kuo shih," in C H S C N S i  vol. i, p. 123. 
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Branch," which is actually an anti-yu-hsien poem. As Ts'ao P'i put 

it: 

Prince Ch'iao gave a futile hope; ::E~ffiZl!lft~ 

Red Pine left empty promises. ~i0~~ § 
A wise man distinguishes true from false, jl A llilUI't ~ 
While the fool loves to spread what is untrue. 46 ~ *= fjf~ ~ 

Ts'ao Chih's yu-hsien poetry is comparatively stately and colorful. 
However, in the last of his set of seven poems entitled "Tseng Po­
rna Wang Piao" iii ~ ,~::E'.2 or "Presented to Piao, the Prince of 
Po-rna," even he said that: 

Vain is the search for immortality; 
Master Red Pine has long deceived US. 47 

l!lft~31<7U{W 
i0'f~:g:~ 

The tone was suspended between believing and suspicion in much 
the same way as the experience in one of the "Nineteen Old 
Poems:" 

Those who take pills to attain immortality 
Are usually fooled by them.48 

ijfHt 31< JjI$ {W 
;g,~~FjfiM 

Yu-hsien poetry became even more popular after the Chien-an 
era. Poets like Hsi K'ang lili Jjjt (223-262),Juan Chi I!lC f.Ji (210-263), 
Chang Hua, Ch'eng-kung Sui Jll(;~~ (231-273), Ho Shao fiiJB~, 

Lu Chi, Chang Hsieh *~ (d. 307?), Kuo P'u .¥~~ (276-324), T'ao 
Ch'ien !lfijJM (365-427), Chan Fang-sheng itt/]:,±:, and Su Yen 
lff;~ all tried their hand at this sub-genre of shih. It is recorded in 
the Wen-hsin tiao-Iung that" during the reign of Cheng-shih of the 
Wei, the trend was to explain tao, and poetry of this period contains 
elements of the cult of immortality." 49 Though tried by many 
poets before, yu-hsien poetry reached its peak only in Kuo P'u's 
hands. "His yu-hsien writings were heroic in expression, but de­
parted from orthodoxy"; 'Chung Hung continued to comment 
that they were "poems about one's misfortunes, far from pursuing 

46 Ibid., p. I28. 

47 Ibid., p. 168. 

48 Ibid., "Ch'uan Han shih," In CHSCNS, vol. I, p. 56. 
49 Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The LIterary Mind, p. 46. 
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immortality." 50 However, poems of one's heart in the name of yu-

hsien are like those on historical events, as in the case of Tso Ssu. 

Such is also the case with Juan Chi's ambivalent tone in "Yung-huai 

shih" H'SSjNf or "Poems Expressing My Feelings." There is a 

guarded indirectness in their work, and the open-hearted and 

straightforward qualities that marked Chien-an poetry were miss­

ing from their poems. Most yu-hsien writings were motivated by 

(1) depression at the inevitability of human mortality and (2) a 

desire to find consolation in a fantastic world where a man neither 

grew old nor passed away. 

The chao-yin poets prided themselves on a sort of self-imposed 

exile of seclusion, while the yu-hsien writers regarded the world as a 

dunghill, people as vulgarians, and life as transitory. In short, the 

yu-hsien poets longed for a fairyland which was more remote and 

more detached than the mountains and forests of chao-yin poetry. 

Such poets sought to make the acquaintance of Taoist adepts and 

immortals, and wanted no contact with the "vulgar herd." Since 

yu-hsien writing was motivated by escapism, the fairyland en­

visaged in these flights of fancy was inevitably peaceful and plea­

sant, charming, and carefree. The poets would rather be absorbed 

in a fictitious world than bestow a look at the "dunghill." Thus yu-

hsien poetry was still farther removed from society at large and 

became little more than a momentary antidote to a painful poison. 

Hstian-yen poetry was a natural consequence of ch'ing-t'an iff 

or "pure conversation" in the Wei-Chin period. As Liu Hsieh 

observed, "metaphysical discussion was emphasized during the 

early Chin and reached its height in the Eastern Chin. Such dis­

cussions left their influence upon the literary trends of the time." 51 

"Pure conversation" and Taoist discourse were already popular in 

the period of Cheng-shih. But at that time full-length treatments of 

tao were made in prose instead of verse. Though some poems by 

Hsi K'ang, Juan Chi, and other Cheng-shih literati had an element 

of concern for tao in them, especially the fifth of a set of seven 

poems entitled "Songs of Ch'iu Hu" by Hsi K'ang52 and the third 

50Ku Chih, Chung Chi-shih, p. 20. 
51 Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 342. 
52Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian San-Kuo shih," in CHSCNS, vol. 1, p. 204. 
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and fourth of the four poems entitled "In Reply to Hsi K'ang" by 
Hsi Hsi ;J1E{J (mid-third century),53 hsuan-yen poetry reached its 
full form only during the time of the Eastern Chin. Taoism was 
intensively and extensively treated in the prose works ofHo Yen 
fiiJ~ (ca. 190-249),54 Juan Chi,55 and Hsi K'ang. 56 

About sixty years after Cheng-shih, expositions of Taoism en­
tered the realm of poetry and became the main subject matter for 
most poets. Shen Yueh in "On the Biography of Hsieh Ling-yun" 
of the Sung shu records: "Within the one hundred years from 
Chien-wu }flft to I-hsi ~~ (317-418), verses were rendered in a 
variety of subtle ways. Nevertheless, there were none who did not 
set forth Taoist philosophy. Vigorous expressions were out of the 
picture." 57 This passage and the one from the Shih p'in quoted in 
the very beginning of this essay can illustrate one another. Liu 
Hsieh also said: 

During the period of the Chiang-tso [317-420] literary writ­
ings were burdened with metaphysical discussions. Writers 
ridiculed the desire for worldly attainments and indulged in 
talks on complete spontaneity, or total obliviousness to mental 
machination and schemes. Although Yuan and Sun and those 
who followed them had each his own particular way of 
carving and coloring his literary patterns, still, with respect to 
intense rhetorical interest, none was in the same class [with 
those who wrote prior to the Chiang-tso period].58 

A quotation from Hsu Chin yang-ch'iu ~ 11'f ~f}\ in a note on the 
literary chapter of Shih-shuo hsin-yu tltijQ~~ reads "Hsu Hsun 

53 Ibid., Ch'iian Chm shih," in CHSCNS, vol. I, p. 287. 
54 See "Wu-mmg lun" m;gii~ in Yen K'o-chtin, CSSCSLW, vol. 3, chuan 39, 

pp. 10-11. 
55See "T'ung I lun" ;m£ii~, "T'ung Lao lun" ;m~ii~, "Ta Chuang lun" 

jil!fii~, and "Ta-jen hSlen-sheng chuan" *AJ\::;':E~, in ibid., vol. 3, chuan 45, 
pp. 3-7, 7-8, 8-II and chuan 46, pp. 5-11. 

56See "Yang-sheng lun" Ji':E ii~ and "Nan Chang Liao-shu tzu-jan hao-hsiieh 

lun" JfB~~lliJt EI ~ tiflJiii~ m ibid., vol. 3, chuan 48, pp. 1-3 and chuan 50, pp. 6-7· 
57 Shen Yiieh, Sung Shu, chuan 67, p. 19a. 
58 Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 47. 
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and Sun Ch' 0 were the master poets of their time. From then on, all 
the literary men followed their style." 59 

The four references mentioned above give evidence that hsuan­
yen poetry had been in vogue for nearly a century when it reached 
its height in the early Eastern Chin. Representative writers were 
Hsii Hsiin ~"FIDlJ (fl. ca. 358), Sun Ch'o f*;j\!ji (314-371), and their 
followers. Unfortunately very few hsuan-yen pieces survive. With 
what little remains, it is hard to piece together the whole picture of 
hsuan-yen poetry; however, we can still infer some of its character­
istics from a typical poem. Sun Ch'o's "A Piece in Reply to Hsii 
Hsiin" ~~;:g"F IDlJ - § was written in the four-character line. 60 Every 
ten lines make a stanza. There are nine stanzas, three hundred and 
sixty words altogether. This long poem is devoted entirely to a 
conceptual treatment of tao. It is representative among extant 
hsuan-yen poems in being part of a verse exchange written in four­
character lines. There are some other poems by Sun Ch' 0 presented 
to, for instance, Wen Ch'iao llIilPl (288-329), Yii Ping I9H* 
(296-344), and Hsieh An ~'l( (320-385). We find also "pure 
conversation" in verse in the poems exchanged between Hsieh An 
and Wang Hu-chih -=£ til £. (d. ca. 364); "by the end of Yung­
chia," as it is told, "the style of Cheng-shih revived." 61 Both Shen 
Yiieh and Liu Hsieh referred to the kind of hsuan-yen poetry loaded 
with metaphysical terminology. 

Since the aim of writing was now merely to comment on 
Taoism, profound and detailed analyses of tao in simple language 
were sufficient. Hsuan-yen poetry therefore neither expressed per­
sonal ambition and emotion, nor was it colored by imagination. 
Although they both picture an ideal world, yu-hsien poetry offers us 
flights of fancy and magnificent dwellings, while hsuan-yen poetry 
appears much less inviting in comparison. Chung Hung rightly 
commented that the hsuan-yen poetry was more philosophy than 
literature, and offered little for the reader to savour. Such dryness 

59Yang Yung m J!j, ed., Shih-shuo hsin-yu chiao-chien i!tillHJTIl;!H\t~ (rpt. 
Taipei: Ming-lun ch'u-pan-she, n.d.), p. 205. 

60 Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Chin shih" :i: ~1l~, in CHSCNS, vol. I, p. 432. 
61Fang Hsiian-ling mEl!{';, "Wei Chleh chuan" 1lJffi'~ in Chin shu ~. 

(Shanghai: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1923), chuan 36, p. 4a. 
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is perhaps its weakest point. By the same token, hsiian-yen poetry 

fell out of favor after its one-hundred-year prime of life, and many 

a piece was hereafter unknown. 

Between the Chien-an and the Eastern Chin chao-yiti, yu-hsien, 

and hsuan-yen poetry each underwent a period of waxing and 

waning; each in its turn offered unique challenges to its practi­
tioners. However, all three had roots in Taoism, and there is no 

clear-cut boundary among them. Tο put it simply, chao-yin poetry 

follows the Taoist interest in seclusion; yu-hsien poetry draws on the 

mysticism of the Taoist occult; while hsuan-yen poetry expounds 

the hidden meanings of tao. None of the three could be entirely 

distinct since each drew inspiration from the same source. How­
ever, the shift from a deep concern for society to seclusion and from 

outspokenness to metaphysical indulgence was common to all three, 
so the leading critics in subsequent ages, such as Chung Hung and 
Shen Yiieh, lamented over the ever-deepening languor that per­
meated the poetic scene of the Six Dynasties. 

Commenting on the literary trends of the Six Dynasties, Liu 

Hsieh observed that: "At the beginning of the Sung some develop­

ment in the literary trend was evident. Chuang and Lao had 
receded into the background and the theme of mountains and 
streams then began to flourish." 62 Thisjudgment became norma­

tive and was often repeated by later scholars. A literary style does 
not appear out of nowhere, and every trend sooner or later reaches 

a period of decline. After a century of dominance, by the close of 
the Eastern Chin hsuan-yen poetry had lost its freshness. Its procliv­

ity for flat abstraction had been moderated by the group of su­
premely sophisticated writers who assembled at the Orchid Pavihon 
SfJ ¢. The verses included in the "Orchid Pavilion" collection 

follow much the same pattern: all begin with descriptions of the 
scene and end with the discursive Taoist hsuan-yen style. Although 

"by the end of Yung-chia the style of Cheng-shih revived," there is 

a sharp difference between a poetry of private joys of life indulged 
in by the sophisticated aristocrats of the Eastern Chin and one 
which was motivated by escapism and a deep fear, as was the case 

with the "Seven Worthies of the Bamboo Grove." To members of 

62Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind, p. 48. 
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distinguished families such as the Wang and the Hsieh, as Tso Ssu 

says in the second of two poems entitled "Invitation to a Gentleman 

in Hiding": 

No need for strings and pipes— ^ 

Mountains and streams turn elegant notes.63 |JL| ifrίϊ 

They delighted in forgetting care and spent their lives in joy. So it 

was natural for them to combine delightful scenery with an ap­

proach to Taoism. 

The t'ien-yuan poetry advanced by T'ao Ch'ien, who drew on 

nature for his simple and unadorned verses, emerged almost at the 

same time as the lushly ornamented shan-shui poetry by Hsieh 

Ling-yiin. However, T'ao's style did not share the major trends of 

Six Dynasties poetry; it was thus placed merely in the second rank 

in the Shih-p'in, and was totally overlooked by Liu Hsieh. In 

contrast, the shan-shui poetry that flourished at the hands of Hsieh 

Lin-yiin was given an important position by the critics of the Six 

Dynasties. After the Yung-chia era shan-shui poetry took the place 

of the previously dominant hsiian-yen poetry. T'ien-yuan poetry 

diverged from the major poetic trends in this period, and manifes­

tations of its influence were not to be seen until the time of High 

T'ang poets like Wang Wei ΞΕΙΙ (701-761), Ch'u Kuang-hsi 

(707-759?), and others. 

The difference in thought and writing style between shan-shui 

poets and t'ien-yuan poets was manifest in certain traits distinctive of 

each mode of writing. But as different as they are, both shan-shui 

and t'ien-yuan poetry have a common concern for nature, and the 

scent of Taoism equally fills the atmosphere of both. Liu Hsieh's 

remark that "Chuang and Lao had receded into the background 

and the theme of mountains and streams then began to flourish" 64 

does not actually indicate a dichotomy or a definite turning point 

between the periods. Taoist discourse did not die out in shan-shui 

poetry; it only receded to a secondary role within the larger 

concern of natural scenery. A similar phenomenon can be seen in 

the "Orchid Pavilion" verses discussed earlier. Though there is no 

63Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Chin shih," in CHSCNS,  vol. i, p. 386. 
64Vincent Yu-chung Shih, The Literary Mind. 



154 Concepts and Contexts 

mention whatever of t'ien-yuan poetry in Liu Hsieh's book, T'ao's 
poetry still had an obvious feeling for tao. "Chuang and Lao" (i.e., 
Taoism) did not disappear; instead they became part of mountains, 
streams, and farms, as was noted by Tsung Ping *1f§ (375-443): 
"Mountains and streams beautify tao with their outlook." 65 In this 
way Taoism found a more artistic mode of expression. In other 
words, the insipid hsuan-yen poetry, with polish and animation 
added to it, took on a new aspect in which literary values and 
philosophical depth were conjoined. 

Although nature poetry was a breakthrough in the dullness of 
metaphysical discursiveness that lasted almost a century, and 
although it breathed fresh life into poetry, the Taoist inclination 
toward aloofness from the mundane world remained unchanged. 
T'ao Ch'ien sometimes cast a backward glance, and left a few 
poems reminiscing on the vigor of youth. Consider, for instance, 
the following verses "Unititled Poems" ~H1j and "Imitations" 
• ti, respectively: 

I recall when I was in my prime 
I could be happy without cause for joy. 
My ambition ranged beyond the seas; 
On widespread wings I thought to soar afar. 66 

I was strong and bold when young, 
With sword in hand I journeyed alone. 
Will anyone say the road was short-
West from Chang-i to Yu-chou in the east?67 

tt~:vlI±ffiJ 
~SiIHllfX~ 
~;0~jZgiW 

~ l~lL'G', ~ ~ 

j,' ffiJ Itf: li),J; 

~~U~rr~ 
~§rr~j[[ * ~ 35: @.I )+\ 

"In Praise of Ching K'o" ~:lf1jfPJ also reveals his youthful passion 
and vitality.68 As in all ofT'ao's writings, the theme of preserving 
one's purity by voluntary seclusion is central. Consider, for 
example, the following couplets, drawn from "On Reading The 

Seas and Mountains Classic" aJf Lll iW ~ and "Returning to the Farm 

65 See "Hua shan-shU! hsti" • III ;7}:: If in Yen K'o-chiin, "Ch'iian Sung wen" :'f: 
*)C, in CSSCSLW, chuan 20, p. 8. 

66James R. Hightower, The Poetry of T'ao Ch'ien (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

1970), p. 19I. 
67 Ibid., p. 182. 

68 Ibid., pp. 224-225. 
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To Dwell" filE EH{,§-: 

In this world all I want 
Is wine, and length of years. 69 

Wet clothes are not cause for complaint 
If things will only go as hoped. 70 

155 

;ff tit ~ pJT ~ 
Il£i§j~~if: 

1:<. 1~ 7G JE. Nj 
@{f:I9~~~ 

In Hsieh's Ling-yun's poetry, the praise of nature is closely linked to 
an enlightenment regarding tao. He remarked in "In the Southern 
Fields I Plant a Garden, with Running Water and a Hedge Set 

There" EHmf.MlE~mEM.Ji: 

Hermits and woodcutters both live in the 
mountains, 

Though naturally for very different reasons. 71 

t~ III f~ ;ff W 
~*~7G1Q] 

He prided himself on being a recluse, as he says in "What I Saw 
When I Had Crossed the Lake on My Way from Nan-shan to Pei­

shan" ~m!l.Jtt~t!l.J~~*IItll:J~: 

I do not regret that I live far away from people. 7G't1f*A.~ 
I am only sorry I have no one as a @ 11lt ~ ~ IQ] 

companion.72 

These poems all reveal a sense of narcissism, isolating the poet's 
persona from the common run of people, while he seeks the 
company of mountains and streams as a manifestation of grace and 
dignity. Majestic but unapproachable, his shan-shui writings inevi­
tably separated themselves from society and people. Hsieh's suc­
cessors followed his descriptive realism and tried their best to 
achieve freshness and symmetry, but unfortunately they were get­
ting farther away from humanity as they drew nearer to scenery. 

The shan-shui tradition was inherited by Hsieh Huei-lien ~ ~ ~ 
(397-433), Pao Chao ~~ (414-466), and Hsieh T'iao fMltJt 
(464-499) successively in a period of about one century, during 

69 Ibid., p. 236. 

70 Ibid., p. 52. 

71 Huang Chieh, Hsieh K'ang-lo shih-chu ilM~~H¥l± (rpt. Taipei: I-wen yin­
shu-kuan, 1967), chuan 3, p. 106. 

72 Ibid., p. 130. 
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which there were three changes of dynasty. Though the times were 
out of joint, few poets were passionately concerned about national 
affairs, regardless of whether their writing was in the adorned or 
unadorned style. They assumed the role of distinterested hermit or 
of detached onlooker. The active participation and the enterprising 
spirit which marked the Chien-an era had now died away entirely. 

The latter part of the Six Dynasties saw the high point of yung­
wu and kung-t'i poetry. Scattered traces of these two modes were 
already discernible in the early Six Dynasties. In "On Reading the 
Poems by Hsieh Ling-yun" ~l~il~~'¥ Po Chu-i sJa- Jh 
(772-846) credited Hsieh Ling-yun's poetry with being: 

Broad enough to cover heaven and sea, 
Fine as not to miss a blade of grass. 73 

:7c <l6\ iii 7( m 
fEl /G ji 1jt tti 

So fine and delicate is Hsieh's pen that it takes care of even the tiniest 
trees and grass. Hsieh Ling-yun's poetry is characterized by a grand 
air in presenting the whole universe before one's eyes, but the 
subject matter oflater yung-wu poetry is comparatively limited and 
simplified. The objects chosen as topics were often a part of the 
natural world or extracted from nature, yet they were given the 
most detailed illustration. Topics like "The Inner Garden of the 
North Residence" ~1::"E~t\~, by Hsieh Chuang ~Jl± (421-466), 

"On Looking at a Lonely Stone" ~flJl:E, by Pao Chao, and "A 
Fragrant Tree" litti, by Wang Jung :.E~ (467-493)14 are all 
concerned with garden scenery or a specific aspect of it. The 
following poems deal, on the other hand, with the scenes and 
atmosphere ofa particular season: "On Watching the Moon" ~)'j, 
by Liu Hsiao-ch'o ~tl:.f:M! (481-539), "Ode on the Snow" Wi s~, 
by Pao Chao, and "The Late Spring" Iltw, by Hsiao T'ung a't;1E 
(501-531).75 Still more pieces are on tiny indoor articles and 
decorations; to name but a few: "Mirror Stand" ~1l, by Hsieh 

73 Po Chii-i ~ J5 J1" Po Hsiang-shan chi ~ ~ ill ~ (SPPY ed.), fourth senes, va!. 

I, chuan 7, p. 3a. 
74Tmg Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Sung shih" ~*~,¥, in CHSCNS, va!. 2, pp. 623, 705, 

780. 

75Liu HSlao-ch'o's poem can be found in ibid., "Ch'iian bang shih" ~~~'¥, m 
CHSCNS, va!. 3, p. 1206; Pao Chao's m "Ch'iian Sung shih," vol 2, p. 703; and 

Hsiao T'ung's in "Ch'iian Liang shih," va!. 2, p. 877. 
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T'iao, "Ode on a Curtain" 1¾!!, by Yii Yen )¾!¾, and "Ode on a 

Candle" by Wang Yiin EEiSj.76 

The materials selected tended to be the petty and delicate articles 

which, to take a socially oriented view, might reflect the life of a 

luxurious nobility and their passion for architecture and gardening. 

However, in terms of the development of poetry, Hsieh Ling-yiin's 

realism in description exerted a great influence on his followers, 

who followed contemporary fashion by imitating his mature style 
and, in doing so, produced many poems that describe objects in the 

minutest detail. 

We have noted that shan-shui and yung-wu poetry differ both in 
the range of subject matter and point of view. There exists another 

distinction between the two modes: in Hsieh Ling-yiin's poems we 

sense the surviving traces of Taoism, but these are totally lost in 

yung-wu poetry. Thus, Liu Hsieh's comments mentioned earlier 

should be qualified as follows: it was only in Ch'i-Liang times, 

when yung-wu and kung-t'i poetry rose to popularity, that Chuang 

and Lao fully receded. Yung-wu poetry differs from kung-t'i poetry 
in that the latter is thematically concerned with the gentle sex and 
love affairs, while the former is concerned with lifeless objects. Yet 

the two modes not only emerged at the same time; they also shared 

virtually the same style. When mature kung-t'i poetry was still 
taking shape, most yung-wu poets also practiced this mode. For 

instance, the same Pao Chao who wrote such verses as "Ode on the 

Swallow Couple" 1¾¾¾; would address "The Charming One" 
nj ft .77 T'ang Hui-hsiu Jg ,¾ (fl. fifth century) left not only 

"The Autumn Wind" H, but also "Song on Concubine Ming of 

the Ch'u" ® 0£l ¢1 ft (the above are Liu Sung poets);78 Hsieh T'iao 
wrote both "Ode on the Rose" 1¾¾¾ and "On Listening to a 
Songstress Sing at Night" ^¾¾;79 Ch'iu Chii-yuan 
wrote "Ode on a Fan with Seven Decorations" fc"fM S and "On 

Listening to a Neighboring Songstress" 111155¾ (the above are Ch'i 

76Hsieh T'iao's poem can be found in ibid., "Ch'iian Ch'i shih" in 

CHSCNS, vol. 2, p. 827; Yii Yen's on p. 843; and Wang Yiin's in "Ch'iian Liang 

shih," vol. 3, p. 1189. 
77 Ibid., vol. 2, p. 706. 
7sIbid., p. 725. 
79 Ibid., p. 826. 
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poets).80 The same is also true in the Liang dynasty, when members 
of the royal Hsiao family were the members of literary affairs. In 

Hsiao Kang's jH|p| (503—551) many yung-wu and kung-t'i poems, 
there is little real difference between the two categories except for 
the received distinction between human beings and objects. 

There is a detachment in the versifying of yung-wu and kung-t'i 

poets; at times their work seems to serve no greater purpose than to 
add ornament to a social occasion. Playfulness can be seen in the 

titles of the poems by the Liang and their fellow courtier-poets: 

"Each Writes of the Same Musical Instrument" 1¾¾¾¾, "Each 
"Writes of One Object Seenby the Group" "A 

Playful Poem to a Beauty' ' IKiiiIiA, "A Playful Erotic Compo­
sition" "Offhand Poems Done Together" 

To all appearances, poems were merely an amusement that had its 
place in a palace banquet after wine and dancing. Although such 
poetry lacks profound thought and compassion, it does excel in 

description. Feigned emotions occasioned verse that inevitably 

lacked vigor, and in which there was nothing more substantial than 
detailed descriptions of objects and subtle rhyme schemes. Like the 

case of hstian-yen poetry, where philosophizing overshadowed the 

individuality of the poets, here an overemphasis on descriptive 
realism makes yung-wu poems appear uniform. 

Yung-wu and kung-t'i poetry marked a thematic turn from Taoist 

themes to worldly affairs, yet its poetic range was narrowed down 
either to the triviality of yung-wu poetry or to the ornateness of 

kung-t'i poetry. From another perspective, impassioned verse 
became the impassive or playful observation of lifeless objects. The 

Hsiao family of the Six Dynasties occupied a position parallel to 

that of the Ts'aos of the Chien-an era: the political leaders were also 
distinguished poets. However, they sponsored a literary scene that 
was strikingly different from the Chien-an. Living in disjointed 
times, the Chien-an literati were inspired to passionate and heroic 

verse, while the emperors and courtiers of the Liang dynasty 

indulged in a brief peace, immobilized by sensual pleasures at the 

expense of the nation's fate. The Liang poets addressed the moon 

and the wind, wrote about beautiful women, and their own Ian-

saIbid., p.  839 .  
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guid melancholy. Gorgeous but superficial, their verse is merely a 

documentary record of the highest levels of society, its leisured 

literary class, which was unconcerned with the common people 

and the national interest. 
The Six Dynasties, a period of over three hundred years, from 

the end of the Chien-an era to the close of the Ch'en dynasty 

(557—588), is distinguished by rich allusiveness and masterly 
versification: accomplishment on the artistic plane is tremendous. 

But the major trends, whichever poetic mode and subject matter it 

favored, were directed exclusively to the calm of sylvan escape or 

an indulgence in trivial objects at hand. If the grandeur of the 

Chien-an literati can be compared to the torrents of the Yangtze 

River running eastward to the sea, the literary scenes hereafter may 
be said to be little brooks which were ever dwindling until they 

finally dried up. Exceptions may be found in Juan Chi's poems on 

his feelings, Tso Ssu's verse on history, and even in Kuo P'u's yu-

hsien poetry, but their style was independent of the vogue of the 

time. Because of the political dangers that attended direct ex­

pression of social criticism, their attitudes toward the age could be 

presented only indirectly. And such indirection was no match for 

the outspokenness of the Chien-an verse. 

The only heir to the Chien-an feng-ku is perhaps Liu K'un JlJ 3¾ 

(270—317), whose surviving poems number only three or so. His 
exchange of verse with Lu Ch'en and a poem titled "Fu-feng 

ko" :¾]¾¾ vigorously express his pain at the turmoil of the age 

and a profound melancholy that came from confronting a miser­

able end.81 However, these scattered exceptions could not reverse 

the general trend. 

IV. The Revival of Feng-ku 

The periodization of literature does not always coincide with 

that of political history. The distinctive quality of Han literature, 

for example, did not fully appear until the period of Wu-ti 5¾¾ 
(140—87 B.C.). This means that, in spite of the change of dynasty, 

81 Ibid., "Ch'iian Chin shih," vol. 1, pp. 415-417. 
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the literary trends of the Han dynasty in its first hundred years 

actually continued those of the Warring States Period 5¾¾ 

(403—221 B.C.). Following the decline of the Ch'en 1¾ dynasty in 

A.D. 589 and the unification of China under Sui Wen-ti PH ~'£ %' 
(r. 589-604), the Six Dynasties period came to an end in terms of 

political history. But throughout the Sui period the literary scene 

was purely a continuation of the kung-t'i poetry of the Six Dy­
nasties, such that one can hardly distinguish it from the literary 

trends of the Southern Dynasties. Emperor Yang-ti 'jUW (r-

604—617) himself was a master of kung-t'i poetry. Delicate and soft 
in style, his poems do not show the poet's inner feeling but elabo­

rate the superficial appearances of objects; hence they are no differ­
ent from those by Liang Chien-wen-ti (i.e., Hsiao 
Kang). Works by the courtiers of Emperor Yang-ti all exhibit a 
similar style. 

Ifthe last wave of kung-t'i poetry occurred in the Sui dynasty, we 
may well say that it still "haunted" the early T'ang poetic scene. 

Most of the early T'ang poets and literati were Sui dynasty court­
iers. Therefore, although the T'ang empire had been established, it 
still inherited the literary trends of the Southern Dynasties. Accord­

ing to Liu Su's Sjjpf Ta-T'ang hsin-yii -jzSfJfIn» Emperor T'ai-
tsung told his courtiers, "We enjoy writing yen poetry." 

Yii Shih-nan (¾¾:¾ (558—638) criticized this: "Though your maj­
esty is good at yen poetry, the format and style are not elegant. Ifthe 
rulers are fond of this kind of poetry, the subjects will definitely 

follow. I am afraid this will corrupt our people, once this kind of 
poetry becomes popular."82 Although Yii Shih-nan could make 
such a straightforward criticism of his emperor, his own poetic 

works are mostly in a frivolous court style. In fact, at the beginning 

of the T'ang dynasty, the restoration of peace after a long period of 

political turmoil and the court fashion for elaborate literature 
constituted favorable ground for the growth of kung-t'i poetry. 
Under such circumstances, elaborate, overly ornamented poetry 

could not be supplanted. Even Shen Ch'iian-ch'i ft, f7it Kfl (ca. 

656—714) and Sung Chih-wen fi!] (ca. 656—712), who are 

82Liu Su ^1)¾, Ta-T'ang hsin-yu Sf Ip (rPt- Taipei: I-wen yin-shu kuan, 

1971), chuan 3, p. 3a. 
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generally considered to be the inventors of the T'ang lii-shih 

show a continuation of the court style in their works. 

Even at the earliest stages of the popularity of the kung-t'i poetry, 

Hsiao Kang had sensed its defects. According to the Ta-T'ang hsin-

yii, "when Liang Chien-wen-ti was a prince, he was so fond of 

writing yen poetry that the whole country tended to follow the 

fashion, which was eventually called 'court style.' In his later years, 

he changed his style, but still he was unable to reform the fashion. 

To enlarge the limits of kung-t'i poetry, he ordered Hsii Ling 

(507—583) to edit the Yu-t'ai chi ΞΕIEIfl-" 83 But the publication of 

the Υύ-t'ai hsin-yung EEHiFfiS did not manage to change the 

literary fashion; instead, yen poetry prevailed all over China until 

the early T'ang dynasty—altogether more than one hundred years. 

This phenomenon, like hsuan-yen and shan-shui, proves that the 

occurrence of a literary fashion never takes place by accident, and it 

must run its full course. No one can arbitrarily suppress it. So Li E 

p§ proposed in vain to Sui Wen-ti to change the literary fashion 

by law, but the court style went on for many years. 

Ifwe examine this phenomenon from a different perspective, we 

will realize that every literary style has its inherent contour of rise 

and fall. In the words of Ku Yen-wu ϋ 'ift Λ (1613-1682): "It is 

natural that literary trends change from time to time. When one 

period of literary trends has reached its full term, there is no room 

for further improvement."84 This principle is evident in the 

thematic changes of Six Dynasties poetry. However, the motiva­

tion and timing of such changes are due not only to the completion 

of a certain literary style but also to the assistance of perceptive and 

talented men. Hsieh Ling-yiin played such a role in the end of the 

fashion for metaphysical (hsuan-yen) poetry and the appearance of 

shan-shui poetry. In spite of its popularity in the Six Dynasties, 

kung-t'i poetry came to seem wearily familiar by the time of the 

early T'ang dynasty. In literary evolution, kung-t'i poetry was 

bound to be displaced; the only factor missing was the right person 

to bring about the revolution. 

iiIbid. 
84Ku Yen-wu 11¾¾, Yuan-ch'ao-pen jih-chih-lu Jj^IyP4*- 0 fk\1 ( r p t .  T a i p e i :  

Ming-Iun ch'u-pan-she, 1970), chuan 22, p. 606. 
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When the early T'ang historians compiled the official history of 

the Six Dynasties, they all attacked the decadence of kung-t'i poetry, 

considering it a principal cause of the downfall of the preceding 

dynasties. For example, Wei Cheng 1¾¾, Yao Ssu-Iien M, 
and Li Pai-yiieh 7S criticized Six Dynasties literature, but 

historians' comment on literature is inevitably limited by the didac­
tic motives of Confucian values. It was talk without action: they 

could not change the literary mode. 

Ch'en Tzu-ang and Li Po are the major inventors of the T'ang 

style. They were not only advocates of literary revolution but also 
talented poets. Theory and practice came together in their works. 

Where before there had been merely ineffectual criticism, literary 

style was now changed. It is especially noteworthy that Ch'en and Li 
both took Chien-an feng-ku as their literary standard. In Ch'en Tzu-

ang's "Hsiu-chu p'ien-hsii" Yi Ws ϊΤ·< he points out two factors: 

"Classical literture has been declining for five hundred years. The 

feng-ku of the Han and Wei was lost in the Chin and Liu Sung 

dynasties." 85 "In the Ch'i and Liang dynasties, poems sought for 

artifice and decadence, and poems of metaphors and overtones 

faded away."86 These two quotations resemble the views of the 

historians mentioned above, but the historians criticize literature 

from a political standpoint, while Ch'en is genuinely concerned 

with literature itself and is not making remarks on political 

grounds. Also, Ch'en Tzu-ang concretely observes that the defects 

of contemporary literature lie in "artifice and decadence," and that 

"poems of metaphors and topical reference faded away." Why had 

the literary mode degenerated while literary form flourished in 

excess? In his chapter on feng-ku, Liu Hsieh remarks that: "To be 

thin in ideas and fat in words, or confused and disorganized, 

without unity, are sure signs of lack of this kind of bone. And when 

ideas are incomplete and incomprehensive, lifeless and without 

vitality, it is an evidence of the absence of the wind." 87 In the 

chapter on pi hsing Jrt ΡΪ (metaphor and allegory), he thus observes: 

Pi involves reasoning by analogy, and hsing response to a 

85 See n. 3. 
66Ibid. 
87Vincent Yu-chung Shih1 The Literary Mind, p. 227. 
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stimulus. When we reason by analogy, we group things by 

comparing their general characteristics; and when we respond 

to stimuli, we formulate our ideas according to the subtle 

influences we receive. The hsing is the result of our responding 

to a stimulus, and the pi a consequence of reasoning by 
analogy. Formally, the pi is a linguistic expression charged 
with accumulated indignation, and the hsing is an admonition 
expressed through an array of parables.88 

The two remarks made by Liu Hsieh help to explain Ch'en Tzu-
ang's theory offeng-ku and hsing-chi 11¾?, while at the same time 
serving as an overview of the period immediately after the Chien-
an, which went from robust realism to metaphysical generalization 
and materialistic description of desire. Why does Ch'en Tzu-ang 
say that the poem by Tung-fang Ch'iu "may well make the Chien-
an poets smile in approval"? Because Chien-an poems have com­
passion, a reflection of contemporary reality and powerful ex­
pression—which were gradually lost after the Han-Wei times. 

With his intention to renovate T'ang literary modes in the 
manner of Han and Wei poetry, Ch'en Tzu-ang not only pointed 
out the trend of the preceding five hundred years, in which poets 
gradually abandoned reality, giving up the road to feng-ku and 
losing themselves in the blind alley of artifice and decadence. He 
also transformed the remaining Six Dynasties habit by his own 
creative practice. His "Thirty-eight Responses to Experience" 
jiffH + Ali were by and large poems criticizing reality, reflect­
ing the human condition, rich in thought and emotion, and robust 
and strong in tone. For example, in his popular poem "A Song on 
Climbing the Gate Tower at Yu-chou" §03 :)11¾¾, he writes: 

I fail to see the ancients before my time, Iti ΐ A 
Or after me the generations to come. 1¾ A s .fi 'M 1¾ 
Thinking of the eternity of Heaven and -Ji 1¾ ,> fgc /1¾ 

Earth, 
All alone, sadly I shed tears.89 

88 Ibid., p. 276. 
89 Wu-chi Liu and Irving Y. C. Lo, eds., Sunflower Splendor: Three Thousand Years 

of Chinese Poetry (New York: Anchor Press, 1975), p. 88. 
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Yang Shen ®'|j| (1488—1559), a Ming scholar, in his Sheng-an shih-

hua 7t %£ η ί M, comments: "His expressions are straightforward, 

reflecting Han and Wei trends."90 This best shows Ch'en Tzu-

ang's effort to fulfill theory with practice. In terms of the develop­

ment of Tang poetry, Chen Tzu-ang's renovation was invaluable, 
but his promotion of Han and Wei feng-ku was most important for 

subsequent poets. Because he set up a paradigm that put an end to 

fruitless carping about court-style decadence, thus relieving later 
poetic generations of the need to search for a new, clear style, his 

contribution was active and constructive. 

Following Ch'en Tzu-ang, Li Po, the genius of T'ang poetry, 
raised the banner of "P'eng-lai literature and Chien-an ku." Li Po 

describes his own view of poetry in the first of the "Fifty-nine Old-

Style Poems'' 1¾" ft Jx -f- fi Hf; but in fact these poems indicate noth­
ing but his self-conceit.91 His comment on the declining trend of 
classic poetry was a repetition of what had been said before. As for 
his statement that the prevalence of an overly ornamented style of 

literature after the time of Chien-an is of little value—his opinions 

resemble Ch'en Tzu-ang's. So, given Ch'en Tzu-ang's priority, Li 
Po's judgment is no literary breakthrough. But one thing deserves 

our attention: after five hundred years of decline in classical litera­
ture, within a matter of a few decades both Li Po and Ch'en Tzu-
ang advocated Chien-an style poetry as the creative model of T'ang 

poets. Their influence on contemporary and later literary develop­

ment was extremely significant. Therefore Meng Ch'i :¾¾ makes 
the significant remark in Pen-shih shih /fc "Li Po was a genius; 

he and Ch'en Tzu-ang enjoyed the same kind of popularity. Their 
judgments matched."92 

Li Po and Ch'en Tzu-ang are not always alike. In terms of 
content and style, Li Po is recognized as an incredible genius and 

incomparable artist; his subjects range from heaven to earth, his 

emotions run the full gamut, he has universal tastes, not limited to 
certain styles and schools. His literary renovations are best shown in 

90Yang Shen lu'1M' Sheng-an shih-hua ηΐ3§ ™ Hsu li-tai shih-hua 

gj§, ed. Ting Fu-pao (rpt Taipei: I-wen yin-shu kuan, n.d.), chuan 6, p. 13a. 
91Li Po, "Ku-feng wu-shih-chiu shou." 
92Meng Ch'i Pen-shih shih 1$, in T'ang-tai ts'ung-shu ed. 

Ch'en Shih-hsi 1¾¾.¾ (rPt- Taipei: Hsin-hsing shu-chii, 1968), p. 373. 
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his dedication to revival of the old forms. He gave up the bad habits 
of court-sty Ie poetry in admiration for natural and robust language. 
So Fan Wen praised him, saying: "Tu Fu (712—770), Li Po, 
Han Yii (768—824)—all started as disciples of the Chien-an style 
and eventually became masters of their own styles."93 Although 
both Ch'en Tzu-ang and Li Po admired the Chien-an style, their 
efforts at renovation did not mean a retreat to an old position. 
Rather, they took from the spirit offeng-ku a new paradigm and 
foundation of the T'ang literary scene, replacing the bad habits of 
kung-t'i poetry. Therefore, the Ch'ing scholar Yeh Hsieh 
(1627-1703) noted, in the Yiian Shih IK f$, that the decadent style 
did not change until a breakthrough was made by the K'ai-yiian 
IMx (713-741) andT'ien-pao (742-755) poets. According to 
Yeh Hsieh, every literary trend undergoes its cyclic rise and fall. 
The fact that the High T'ang poets chose not to rigidly imitate 
Chien-an poems contributes to their achieving a Han-Wei spirit in 
their "old-style" poems ^jNf.94 In his preface to the Ts'en Chia-
chou chi Tu Ch'iieh ft Sf says, "when things reach an 
extreme, they are bound to change.... All great poets from the 
K'ai-yiian to T'ien-pao periods write in a style similar to Chien-
an."95 In terms of the social and political background, after one 
hundred years of peace and prosperity, all cultural, official, politi­
cal, and diplomatic systems reached their peak in the K'ai-yiian and 
T'ien-pao periods, and T'ang relations with foreign countries had 
become more and more complicated. Such an environment pro­
vided poets with sources of inspiration, provided scholars with 
competition and mutual reinforcement, and led to the greatest 
moment of Chinese poetry. Hence the achievements of T'ang 
poetry far surpassed those of the Chien-an period. 

From what we have just discussed, we have seen how, in the five 
hundred years from Chien-an to T'ang, Chinese poetry changed 
from vigorous feng-ku style through decadence and depravity to 

93Fan Wen Ch'ien-hsi shih-yen )§§!j^f0S in Sung shih-hua chi-1 ISH 

ed. Kuo Shao-yii (Peking: Harvard-Yenching Institute, 1937), p. 390. 
94Yeh Hsieh ^1¾, Yuan shih in Ch'ing shih-hua Γπ ^ ίίί, ed. Ting Fu-pao 

(rpt. Taipei: Ming-Iun ch'u-pan-she, n.d.), p. 569. 
95Tu Ch'iieh "Preface" to Ts'en Chia-chou chi Vy 'j'|| (SPTK ed.), 

fourth series, p. 1. 
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rebirth and rejuvenation. Ssu-ma Ch'ien PJ,~ ~ (I45-90 B.C.) 
says, "It took five hundred years to have a Confucius after Chou 
Kung's )j!,] Ij;,; (the Duke of Chou) death; it is now another five 
hundred years after Confucius' death." 96 Five hundred years is a 
long span of time in the history of human civilization; five hundred 
years constitute a great cycle of rise and fall. However, the end of 
such a cycle does not mean a return to its beginning. At least, to 
judge by the great cycle of poetic history mentioned above, High 
T'ang poetry, in its vigor, does not mean a retreat to the Chien-an 
style, but a new mode. Literature always develops along a crooked 
path, but its ultimate direction is always forward. 

96Ssu_ma Ch'ien p'J ,~jI, "T'al-shlh-kung tzu-hsu" *'1: 1':: !'Iff, Shih-chi 

l1: llc, 10 vols. (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chil, I972), vol. 10, p. 3296. 
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Verses from on High: 

The Ascent of T'ai Shan 

"Les montagnes sont, en Chine, des divinites." Thus Edouard 

Chavannes (1865-1918) began his magnificent monograph on T'ai 

Shan HP |_L|, reminding us that the most prominent features of the 

Chinese landscape are not merely natural, but numinous, objects.1 

One of the great virtues of Chavannes' classic study—and one 

apparent also in the more recent monographs on the important 

peaks Lo-fou Shan S |I| and Mao Shan J? (Jj, by Michel Soymie 

and Edward H. Schafer, respectively2—is the detailed documenta­

tion and evocation of the manifestly sacred climate that tradition­

ally invested China's "notable mountains" (ming shan 45 JJLJ). Indeed 

it was not only the most eminent alps but lesser mounts as well that 

commonly called forth, in the men of ancient and medieval times, 

varying kinds and degrees of religious feeling. It is no accident, for 

instance, that virtually all of Meng Hao-jan's (689—740) 

1 Edouard Chavannes, Le T'ai chatt; essai de monographic d'un cuke chinois (Pans: 

E. Leroux, 1910), p. 3. Chavannes' treatise remains one of the true monuments 

ofWestern sinology, standing at the head of a scholarly tradition—more influential 

in Europe than in America—that has sought to accord religion its due importance 

in studies of ancient and medieval China. Since, however, Chavannes neglected to 

discuss the shih poems of medieval writers (or those of any other age) written about 

Mount T'ai, a significant gap remains in his great work. It is hoped that the present 

essay may supply this deficiency in a manner not out of keeping with the spirit of 

Chavannes' study. 
2Michel Soymie, "Le Lo-feou shan; etude de geographie rehgieuse," Bulletin de 

I'Ecole Fran^aise d'Extrime-Orient 54 (1956), 1—132; Edward H. Schafer, Mao Shan in 

T'ang Times (Society for the Study of Chinese Religions, Monograph No. 1,1980). 

These two informative and fascinating studies can hardly be neglected by any serious 

student of medieval culture. 



168 Concepts and Contexts 

poems set in alpine environs (excepting only those works celebrat­
ing the familiar hills of Hsiang-yang, his native place) are imbued 
with explicit Buddhist or Taoist imagery.3 Likewise, the mountain 
verses of most medieval writers are rarely the simple portrayals 
of landscape—mere "nature poems" (to use a critically useless 
term)—that many scholars would have us believe. 

In an article published in 1965, the late Paul Demieville briefly 
surveyed the historical evolution of the treatment of mountains in 
Chinese literature.4 Interested readers are encouraged to review his 
findings for themselves. In the context of the present study, how­
ever, it is worthwhile to recall that as late as the first quarter of the 
fourth century A.D., Ko Hung IJ-Jt (283-344),5 that industrious 
collector of the occult traditions of southern fang-shih Jj ±, did not 
see mountains as picturesque regions conducive to carefree excur­
sions but as a "zone of sacred horror."6 Witness the following: 

Of all those who compound drugs for the sake of [pursuing] 
the Way, as well as those who dwell in hiding to escape from 
disturbance, there are none who do not enter the mountains. 
Yet, those who are not aware of the procedures (¾) for 
entering the mountains many times come to hazard and harm. 
Hence there is the proverb: "At the foot of Grand Flower 
(;fclg[|i|]), I Bones of white are strewn in a clutter." ... 
Mountains, whether large or small, are in all cases possessed of 
divine numina. If the mountain be large, then the divinity is a 
greater one; if the mountain be small, then the divinity is a 
lesser one. Entering a mountain without being in possession of 
the [proper] technique (itr), one is certain to find calamity and 
harm.7 

3Paul W. Kroll, Meng Hao-jati (Boston: Twayne, 1981), p. 95. 
4Paul Demieville, tcLa Montagne dans Tart litteraire chinois," France-Asie 183 

(1965), 7—32; reprinted in Paul Demieville, Choix d'etudes sinologiques (1921-1970) 

(Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1973), pp. 364-389. 
5 On Ko Hung's JJ dates, which are disputed, I follow Ch'en Kuo-fu 

Tao-tsang yuan-liu k'ao (rev. ed. Taipei: Ku-t'ing shu-wu, 1975), p. 97, 

whose argument I find convincing. 
6The phrase is Demieville's, op. cit., p. 1$ (372). 
7 Pao-p'u tzu nei-p'ien -p F^l ]H > 17.1a (SPPY ed.). 
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This passage begins Ko Hung's chapter, in the Pao-p'u tzu, on 

"Ascending [Mountains] and Wading Through [Streams]" (ζ£ΡΡ), 

which includes descriptions of various spirits and dangers one 

may encounter in the hills and provides explanations of numerous 

effective methods—along with illustrations of several potent 

talismans—which may avail to preserve one's person unharmed 

while sojourning there. We shall have occasion later on to examine 

more closely this individualistically oriented strain of sierran awe 

and mystery and some of the poems in which it appears. For the 

moment, however, let us concentrate instead on the state-oriented 

aspect of the great mountains—particularly Mount T'ai. 
In recognizing the "divine numina" of greater or lesser power 

that inhabited and energized the mountains, Ko Hung was only 

adhering to accepted tradition. The ethereal essences of the peaks— 

particularly those of the four (later, five) "marchrnounts" (yueh 

Ml·),8 at the cardinal points of the classical Chinese ecumene—had 

been propitiated and sacrificed to since Chou times. In fact, accord­
ing to the Canon of Documents (Shu ching Hg), these primary 

mountains had first been ritually visited in the dawn of history by 

the great Shun who worshipped on each of them in turn, while 
making a formal progress and tour of inspection through his 

domains.9 As is well known, later sovereigns at times contemplated 

the revival of Shun's legendary circuit of alpine landmarks. Only 

Ch'in Shih Huang and Han Wu Ti seem to have 

seriously attempted the feat and, of course, neither of them com­

pleted the full itinerary. 
The Marchrnounts, among the most powerful of the deified 

natural forces of ancient China, had been regarded as important 

8On "marchmount" as an English equivalent for yueh, see E. H. Schafer, Pacing 

the Void: T'ang Approaches to the Stars (Berkeley: University of California Press, 

1977). P- 6. 
9 See Shu ching HjS, "Shun tien" Hjft. It is significant that the first office and 

title mentioned in the Shu is that of the szu-yueh PB isk, denoting one of the highest— 

if not the highest—ministers of the sage-king Yao; it was to the anonymous 

incumbent of this position that Yao went for advice on whom to employ to tame the 

great flood, as it was to him that Yao first offered to resign the throne (before 

abdicating eventually in Shun's favor). See "Yao tien" Ffii in the Shu ching. 
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protectors of the state. By medieval times, only T'ai Shan—which 

had from early on been recognized as primus mons inter pares—still 

retained this attribute in observable fashion, for it was on its summit 

and at its foot alone that the grand Jeng and shan pp sacrifices 

were performed. Strictly speaking, these sacred rites were properly 

to be performed only by monarchs whose exceptional virtue had 

been validated by unequivocal signs from above and whose rule 

had resulted in the unquestionable attainment of an era of supreme 

concord and prosperity; the/eng and shan were announcements to 

Heaven and Earth, respectively, that the sovereign had successfully 

fulfilled his regnal charge.10 Although tradition had it that seventy-

two rulers of ancient days had carried out the sacrifices,11 in the 

eleven centuries from Han through T'ang only four emperors had 

the requisite confidence in their own merit to perform the rites. 

These were Han Wu Ti (in the years no, 106,102, 98, and 93 B.C.), 

Kuang Wu Ti of the Later Han (in A.D. 56), Kao Tsung 

1¾¾ of T'ang (in 666), and Hsiian Tsung of T'ang (in 725).12 

T'ai Shan was, thus, closely tied to the state cult itself. This is a fact 

clearly manifest in most of the medieval poems written about the 

peak. 

Let us look first at a poem composed in honor of the mountain 

by Lu Chi 1¾?¾ (261—303): 

A Chant of Mount T'ai 

Mount T'ai—how very tall! 

Farther and farther, attaining Heaven's 

Court! 

Its pinnacled apogee wholly distant now, 

With tiered clouds clustered gloom upon 

gloom. 

10The classic introduction to the history of these rites is, of course, the twenty-

eighth chapter of the Shih chi ¢12-
11 Ssu-ma Ch'ien ϋ| jj£* Skih chi (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1972), 28.1361. 

According to a separate tradition, it was only the Yellow Thearch (Huang Ti ^ ̂ ), 

among the seventy-two ancient kings who performed the feng-shan, who actually 

carried out theJeng atop Mount T'ai (Shih chi, 28.1393). 
12Dunng this millennium, other emperors, such as T'ai Tsung of T'ang, 

seriously considered observing the feng and shan but realized—sometimes under 

duress—their unworthiness or, at least, the inadvisability of the action. 

^CL-Ll — 
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On Liang-fu, for its part, there is a hospice; 
On Hao-li, for its part, there is a pavilion. 
The shrouded route detains a myriad 

revenants, 
And the haunt of spirits collects a hundred 

numma. 
-But I prolong my chant by the side of 

Mount T'ai, 
With brave forbearance, projecting the 

sounds of Ch'u. 13 
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In emphasizing T'ai Shan's height in the first four lines of his poem, 
Lu Chi is not only describing the mountain's physical altitude; he is 
also presenting the peak in its spiritual aspect-as intermediary 
between the mundane beings of this earthly realm and the more 
rarefied and mysterious powers housed in the heavens. This is 
pointed up by his careful use in line two of the phrase "Heaven's 
Court" ::R W!, which is a traditional, alternative designation of the 
important constellation known as "Grand Tenuity" *~, repre­
senting the palace of Heaven's lord, with which Mount T'ai com­
municates. 14 It is also well to remember here that, during the Jeng 
sacrifice, the spirit of T'ai Shan m fact played the role of inter­
mediary between the emperor and Heaven. 1S Indeed, Chang Hua 
iJijljif (232-300), a writer contemporaneous with Lu Chi, identifies 
T'ai Shan as "the grandson of Heaven's Thearch" (3(%'1*).16 We 

13 "T'ai Shan Ylll;" see Ting Fu-pao T mlii i!iI:, Ch'uan Chin shih ~ ~ R (Ill Ch'uan 

Han San-kuo Chin Nan-pei-ch'ao shih ~11:==:~ ~jij~U!ll~'!f [Taipei: I-wen Ylll­

shu-kuan, 1968); all references to the "complete poems" ofpre-T'ang dynasties will 
be to this collection), 3.4b, p. 436; also Kuo Mao-ch'ien ~~DUj1f, Sung-pen yueh-fo 

shih chi **~)jn'!f~ (Taipei: Shlh-chieh shu-chii, 1961); hereafter YFSC, 41.5a. 
14See Li chi ~~c, "Yiieh ling" jJ il"; Fan Yeh mill, Hou Han shu f:ltllil 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1974), "chih," 10.3219; and espeCially Fang Hsuan­
ling m 1,;f,) et aI., Chin shu rifil (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1974), 11.291-92. 
The latter reference describes III detail the astral arrangement of the constellation. 

15Chavannes, Le T'ai chan, p 435. A later development of this role takes place 
after about the eleventh century, when the spirit-lord of Mount T'ai comes to be 
regarded as the earthly regent of the Jade Resplendent One (Yii huang .:Ii: ~). See 
Henri Maspero, "Mythologie de la Chine moderne," in Maspero, Le Taoisme et les 

religions chinoises (Paris: Galhmard, 1971), pp. 117-118. 
16 Po-wu chih ~4&.J~, 1.3b (SPPY ed.). 
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see that there is more to Lu Chi's diction in this line than a polite 

variation on the cliche "the mountain reaches to the sky." Or to put 

it another, and perhaps more accurate, way, there is more to that 

cliche itself, when set in its proper cultural and religious context, 

than we may be accustomed to realize: the sacred mountain, rising 

from the ground into the sky, is, quite literally, a locus of contact 

between the powers of Heaven and those of Earth. Nuances such 

as this, which would have been alive and, I imagine, readily re­

sponded to by contemporary readers, are crucial to the full under­

standing of medieval poetry. Much of this essay will be devoted to 

the attempt to recapture some of these faded—or unperceived— 

tints of meaning in poems on T'ai Shan. In line three, "pinnacled 

apogee" (chiin chi K®) is a direct verbal borrowing from Shih 259, 

whose opening couplet reads: "Exalted and tall is the March-

mount, I Its pinnacled apogee reaching to heaven." We shall see 

variations of these classic verses employed by other medieval poets 

writing about T'ai Shan. 

The poem's second quatrain descends from the heights, to focus 

on two foothills of Mount T'ai—viz., Liang-fu and Hao-Ii 

KS. The former had been the site of an imperial sacrifice to the 

Presider of Earth (ti chu Mi.) by Han Wu Tijust prior to that 

monarch's first observance of thefeng in 110 B.C.;17 the latter was 

the site of a shan sacrifice by the same ruler six years later.18 The 

"hospice" and "pavilion" of lines five and six are remnants of the 

martial emperor's temporary habitation at these knolls. But they 

are also, within the setting of the poem, suggestive of the dark 

gathering-place of the "revenants" (kuei 3¾) and "numina" (ling 

β) of the next two lines. For it was a popular belief, since at least 

Late Han times, that upon death one's soul returned to Hao-Ii 

("Wormwood Village")19 or to the other low hills near T'ai Shan's 

17 Shih chi, 28.1398. 
18Ibid., 28.1402. In this year, only the shan sacrifice was carried out, unaccom­

panied by the feng. 
19There remains an old song from Han times, called "Hao-li," whose four lines 

(in 5-7-7-7 syllabic count) read roughly as follows: 

Wormwood Village is the land of everyone's home, 

Which brings together all souls, whether they be wise or stupid. 

Ghostly sires—oh how they are hurried on and hastened! 
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base. The poem is therefore divided equally, giving us a dual view 

of Mount T'ai: the first quatrain shows the celestial connection of 

the towering mountain; the second quatrain exhibits its earthly and 

nether affiliations. The concluding couplet of the piece portrays the 

poet himself, undaunted by the awful spectacle of T'ai Shan, giving 

voice to his defiant song.20 

Somewhat over a century after Lu Chi's death, Hsieh Ling-yiin 

MtIIS (385-433) also wrote a "Chant of Mount T'ai." His version 
goes as follows: 

Tai the Revered—flourishing is the 
Marchmount; 

Sublimely spiring, to pierce the cloudy 
heavens. 

Precipitous and acclivitous, both hazardous 
and high; 

Its jostled rocks, in every case luxuriant and 
lush. 

Ascending for thsfeng—interment at the 
exalted altar; 

Descending for the shati—a cache at Solemn 
State. 

Stone Wicket is very obscure and hazy; 
And in the Hall of Light a numinous tract is 

secreted.21 

This poem, too, begins with an emphasis on T'ai Shan's great 

The fates of men cannot for a moment hesitate or halt. 

YFSC, 27.5b. ''Hao-Ii" is the traditional companion piece of the song "Hsieh lu" 

(SSI> "Shallot Dew"). Both were mourners' songs. 
20 "Defiant" because "prolonged," just as the poet's very vitality is itself a 

defiance in this place ("by the side of Mount T'ai," i.e., at its foot) of expired lives. 

The "sounds of Ch'u" (¾!¾) were traditionally distinguished by their resolute and 

zealous tones. Note that Lu Chi's own background (he hailed from the south) was 

such as to enable him to consider himself poetically, with a little stretching of 

geographical fact, a native of Ch'u. But perhaps there is also in this poem a political 

and topical undercurrent that escapes us today. 
21 Ch'uan Sung shih 3.2b, p. 800; YFSC, 4i-5a/b. 
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height.22 And, again as in Lu Chi's poem, we hear an echo of Shih 

259—in the consciously archaic diction that ends the opening verse 

("flourishing is the Marchmount" cf. "Eminent and tall is 

the Marchmount" 1¾¾¾).23 We are not surprised either to 
come upon references, in lines five and six, to thefeng and shan 

sacrifices. In the second half of the poem, however, Hsieh Ling-

yiin's strict adherence to syntactic parallelism as a principle for 

organizing the couplets of the work seems to lead him into a static 

and rather unsatisfying closure. Yet, these last lines are productive 

of two ingenious onomastical juxtapositions that display the poet's 

knowledge of "official" T'ai Shan lore. First, we have the clever 

matching of "exalted altar" (ch'ung t'an 9¾¾), where the emperor's 
report to Heaven would be buried, with "Solemn State" (Su-jan 

Jffi $&), the proper name—here semantically revivified—of the hill 

at the northeast foot of Mount T'ai, where Han Wu Ti delivered his 
report to Earth during his first performance of the shan rite in no 

B.C.24 Next, we have the matching, in the final couplet, of "Stone 
Wicket" (Shih-lii 5 fS) and the "Hall ofLight" (Ming-t'ang 1¾ 1|r). 

Stone Wicket, at the southern foot of T'ai Shan, was where the shan 

sacrifice of 102 B.C. was carried out.25 The Hall ofLight referred 
to here is the structure erected at the northeast base of the mountain 

in 107 B.C., at Han Wu Ti's behest. He had been convinced that, in 
having this symbolic edifice (the prototype of which, according to 

devoted Ju-ist scholars, had first been raised by the legendary 
culture-hero Shen Nung jjif S) built on this spot, he was siting his 

Ming-t'ang precisely where that of the Yellow Thearch (Huang Ti 

3¾ 'Tj?) had been many, many centuries ago.26 

The name by which T'ai Shan is called in the opening words of 
Hsieh's poem—Tai Tsung ©th—deserves some attention also. 

22In fact, it is not a particularly lofty mountain, measuring only 1,524 meters 

(about 5,000 feet) above sea-level. 
23 This use of as a copula is a feature of archaic texts, used in medieval times 

only for antique effect. 
24Shih chi, 28.1398. 
25 Ibid., 28.1403. 
26Henn Maspero, "Le Ming-t'ang et la crise religieuse chinoise avant Ies Han," 

Melanges chinois et bouddhiques 9 (1951), 4—5. The building is described in Shih chi, 

28.1401; this description is repeated verbatim in the sixth-century Shui ching chu 

TKiES: (Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chii, 1962), 24.314. 
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The second element in the name poses no problems: it means 

"revered ancestor" and indicates Tai Shan's senior position among 

all the mountains of China. The key term is the first element of the 

phrase, tai, which may stand alone in reference to the sacred 

mountain. I have left it untranslated in my rendering of the poem. 

But the significance of this name was commented on by various 

scholars during the first centuries of our era. Hsti Shen (fl. 100) 

takes what seems to be the simplest view: tai fty merely means "the 

Greatest Mountain" (t'ai shan ^Clil).27 If we follow Hsu's some­

what tautological definition, we might wish to English the word as 

"Paramount." Other writers, however, had different, more sug­

gestive explanations of the name. Ying Shao ®S15 (A- 178), for 

instance, glosses tai f§ (archaic *d'ai) as t'ai jjp (*t'ai), "womb" or 

"gestator."28 This definition is not as odd or fanciful as it may at 

first glance appear: lexicographical tradition, at least, verified the 

idea that mountains were conspicuous loci of nascent life. Thus, 

Hsii Shen defines the general term shan (*san) |1|, "mountain," as 

hsiian (*siwan) 3¾, "diffuser," explaining that it "diffuses vital 

breath, dispersing and engendering the myriad beings" 

And Liu Hsi (late second/early third century) in 

his Shih ming glosses *san, "mountain," paronomastically as 

*sdn 3?, "generant."30 Mount T'ai was naturally assumed to 

possess this life-giving quality in greater abundance than other 

heights, since it was the Marchmount of the East, the east being 

regarded as the cardinal direction of incience for all creatures. One 

therefore sees why the souls of the newly dead were believed to 

make their way to T'ai Shan: they are returning back to their 

original place of animation. Closely related to these ideas is the 

definition given the character tai f$ by Ts'ui Ling-en (fl. 

520), one of the greatest classical scholars and teachers of the first 

half of the sixth century. He derives the word from the phrase tai-

hsieh ft alt "to supersede successively," and explains that, since 

27Ting Fu-pao, Shuo-wen chieh-tzu ku-hn (Taipei: Shang-wu 

yin-shu-kuan, 1976), 9B.5819a. 
28Fengsu t'ung-i 31¾, 10.ib, in Ch'eng Jung Han Wei ts'ung-shu 

SiiSiIli (Kyoto: Chubun shuppansha, 1971). 
29Shuo-wen chieh-tzu ku-lin, 9B.5817a. 
30Shihming 1.5b (SPTK ed.). 
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spring is the time when new life replaces old, T'ai Shan-as the 
eastern sacred peak (in the traditional system of wu-hsing corre­
spondences, the east correlates symbolically with springtime)-is 
called Tai m because it is where "the myriad beings, born in tum, 
supplant each other" (f-it¥o~"t*§{\:).31 But it is easy to see that 
Ts'ui's definition is little more than an elaboration of the basic 
theme established by earlier scholars.32 Deriving tai m from the 
sense of tai {\:, then, we have a name for Mount T'ai which seems 
to mean something like "Mountain of[Animate] Interchange" or 
"Alp of Transition" - T'ai Shan as presider over the transmuta­
tions oflife and death. 

Mount T'ai's role as arbiter of fate may be noted, after the 
obligatory opening lines on its sky-grazing stature, in the following 
work by the late fourth-century poet Hsieh Tao-yun il§HElU,33 
entitled "Ascending the Mountain:" 

Upborne aloft, the Marchmount of the East 
is high! 

31 San-Ii i-tsung ~~~*, quoted in Chang Ylng 'l&:tR: et aI., Yuan-chien lei-han 

IJIlUliHllffi (Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chil, 1978), 27.2ob. This work was preserved 
through T'ang times, as verified by notices of It In the blbhographiC monographs 

of the Sui shu Ilrilf, ed. Wei Cheng 1!JIli!!& et ai. (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chil, 1973), 
32.924; Liu Hsti ~uali] et aI., Chiu T'ang shu ;I')]If1f (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chil, 
1975),46.1975; and Ou-yang HSIU ~M,!;~ et aI., Hsin T'ang shu oWT)]Iflf (Peking: 
Chung-hua shu-chti, 1975), 57.1433 These notices uniformly refer to a thirty-chuan 

editIOn, although in Ts'm's official biography (Liang shu ~If, ed. Yao Ssu-hen 
fliUl!.I,. [Peking: Chung-hua shu-chil, 1973], 48.677) the onglnal text IS stated to 
have been in forty-seven chuan. 

32In particular, the words of Pan Ku .ffiJ1!!l (32-92) in the Po-hu t'ung sl.ii!jjjj: 
"Whereby IS It that [the king] IS obhged to [perform thefeng-shan] at T'ai Shan? 
[Because] It is the inceptor of the mynad beings, the place of successive interchange" 

(JiJiJ;J,&:,~~U-1{PJ. ~~~Ml, ::5i:'ft~~i:fL)· Po-hu t'ung-i Sl.ii!jjjj~, 6.228 
(Kuo-hsueh chi-pen ts'ung-shu). 

33 This lady, from the Illustrious and Influential HSieh clan, was perhaps the best 
educated and most literarily adept woman of her day. For her biography, see Chin 

shu, 96.2516-17. Her father was Hsieh I ~!!/2 (d. 358), close companion of the 
dictator Huan Wen ;t§:l1[; her brother was the famous general Hsieh Hstian ~1::, 
and her paternal uncle the great statesman Hsieh An ~ '!i.. She was married to Wang 
Ning-chih =El,\il:~, son of the renowned calligrapher Wang Hsi-chlh =E:fi.~. The 
poem quoted here is one of only three by her that remain to us. An "appraisal" (tsan 

~) by her of the Lun-yu may be found in Ou-yang Hstin ~M,!;~ etaI., I-wen lei-chti 

~Y::m~ (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chti, 1974), 55.985. 
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Its flourishing apogee surges up to azure 

heaven. 

Among its cliffs are spaced the eaves of the 

void; 

Still and null—both shrouded and 

mysterious. 

Not the work of artisan, nor again that of 

builder, 

Its cloudy beams have been thrown up 

spontaneously! 

An image made from vital pneuma—what 

being art thou, 

That duly causes myself to be many times 

transported? 

—I swear I shall take up abode under these 

eaves, 

Allowing me to finish fully my heaven-

ordained years.34 

We may recognize by now certain key words that regularly punc­

tuate the introductory verses of T'ai Shan poems—"high" (kao jij), 
"apogee" (chi §*), and "heaven" (t'ien ^), all three finding their 

origin in Shih 259. Hsieh Tao-yiin accepts this convention in the 

first couplet of her poem, while fashioning her own variation.35 In 

the lines that follow, the poet contrives a poem that—in my 

view—is more successful and tightly knit than either Lu Chi's or 

Hsieh Ling-yiin's effort. Especially interesting in the present con­

text is the descriptive epithet addressed to the mountain itself in line 

seven—"An image made from vital pneuma." The two-word 

Chinese phrase that this rendering attempts to capture is ch'i hsiang 

%a, Jit It is of course quite possible to read the phrase simply as "a 

vaporous shape" or "a vaporous simulacrum"—portraying the 

34"Teng shan" ^lXj, in Ch'uan Chin shih, 7.15b, p. 670. 
35 It may be that Hsieh Ling-yiin's choice of the word "flourishing" (hsiu ̂ ) in 

the opening line of his poem quoted earlier was inspired by Hsieh Tao-yiin's 

"flourishing apogee" (hsiu chi f§ @), a variation of course on the classical "pinnacled 

apogee" (chun chi lj^@) from Shih 259. 

itxmrn 
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contours of the mountain wrapped in mist.36 But I believe there is 

more involved here: the image behind the poet's diction in this case 

is surely Hsii Shen's familiar (to a medieval writer) definition of 

mountains as "diffusers of vital breath" (hsiian ch'i n' which give 

life to all creatures. To Hsieh Tao-yiin, T'ai Shan is a symbolic 

figure that has been formed "spontaneously"—"Not the work of 

artisan, nor again that of builder"—from life-givmg pneuma. 

Nicely done also in this piece is the careful patterning of the 

architectural imagery ("eaves," "artisan," "builder," "beams," and 

"eaves" again) that finally leads to the poet's vow to make the 

mountain her "abode." 37 

Our sampling of pre-T'ang verses on Mount T'ai, and some of 

the cultural, religious, and lexical background to them, has perhaps 

given us now an adequate perspective from which to view the 

handling of the same topic by Tu Fu ft |f] (712—770), one of the 

greatest of T'ang wordsmiths. The poem in question, which is one 

of the earliest extant examples of Tu Fu's work (most commen­

tators date its composition to the year 736, when the poet was 

twenty-four), is called "Gazing Afar at the Marchmount:" 

Tai the Revered—now, what to compare it 

with? 

Over Ch'i and Lu, its azure never ending. 

In it the Shaping Mutator concentrated the 

flourishing of divinity; 

Shaded and sun-lit it cleaves the dusk from 

the dawn. 

A heaving breast—giving rise to cumulus 

clouds; 

36Cf., for instance, the line B j±| 'The sun shows forth and vaporous 

shapes resolve," in Meng Hao-jan's poem "Starting Early from the Tarn at Fisher's 

Reach" Metig Hao-jan chi i.8a (SPTK ed.); see the trans­

lation in Kroll, Meng Hao-jan, p. 70 
37 Note that the phrase shih chiang jg 7$ in the penultimate line (¾¾ 'ψ-) is a 

classical locution from the refrain ο (Shih 113 meaning "swear to [do 

X] in future"—not, as one might be tempted to read, a reference to the soul's return 

to T'ai Shan at death ("Passed on, I shall ..The latter interpretation would, 

moreover, make no sense in conjunction with the final line of the poem. 

iS 
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Bursting eye-sockets—giving entrance to 
homing birds. 

Someday I will surmount its incomparable 

if Ji 
mm 

crest— 
And in a single scanning the host of hills 

will dwindle!38 

To understand this poem's verbal craft properly, we must see it in 
the context of the T'ai Shan verses that preceded it.39 We may 
begin by noting how Tu Fu opens his poem, as did Hsieh Ling-yiin, 
with the declaration of Mount T'ai's alternate name—Tai Tsung. 
But he immediately breaks off, expressing his uncertainty over 
what course of metaphorical description to pursue—thus rejecting, 
temporarily at least, the standard formula used by poets preceding 
him, of explicitly extolling the mountain's height. However, he 
then proceeds in the second line with an image which indeed serves 
to suggest—but obliquely—the verticality of T'ai Shan. I say 
"obliquely," because not one word of this line in fact mentions the 
concept of height directly: it merely says that the color of the 
mountain40 goes on and on, visible from both the states of Ch'i 
and Lu (since Mount T'ai was on the boundary between these two 
regions). Bypassing the now common images drawn from Shih 

259, Tu Fu's vision here is reminiscent of a couplet from a differ­
ent song of the Shih ching—viz., "Mount T'ai is steep and 
brant, / Looked up to by the state of Lu" illilfttJil, H-#|3$f®), 
from Shih 300. And we are reminded, too, of the statement from 
Shih chi that "Sunward (i.e., south) of T'ai Shan is Lu, shadeward 

38"Wang yiieh" 5!¾, in Chiu-chia chi-chu Tu shih (rPt- In 

A Concordance to the Poems of Tu Fu [Cambridge: Harvard-Yenching Institute 

SinologicaL Index Series, Supplement no. 14, vol. 2]), 1.5—6. 
39We will not, then, be induced to consider it a "Confucian" reworking of a 

vague Buddho-Taoist tradition of ascent poems (as does Stephen Owen, The Great 

Age of Chinese Poetry [New Haven: Yale University Press, 1980], p. 188). As I hope 

the comments below will show, the poem is not an isolated or novel counter to a 

loosely defined tradition of "mountain verses"—it rather takes its place squarely 

within the discrete tradition of T'ai Shan poems. 
40Note that, while "azure mountains" are a commonplace of T'ang poetry, the 

color is particularly appropriate here, since ch'ing, "azure," is the symbolic hue of the 

east and T'ai Shan is the Eastern Marchmount. 
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(i.e., north) of it is Ch'i." 41 Line three of the poem affirms the sacred 
nature of Mount T'ai, preeminent among alpine divinities; it owes 
its prominence to, and is the handiwork of, the mysterious selecting 
and synthesizing principle of Nature, known as the "Shaping 
Mutator" (tsao hua ~1t).42 We should also note specially here the 
epithet "flourishing" (hsiu 1t), encountered already in the T'ai 
Shan verses of Hsieh Tao-yiin and Hsieh Ling-yiin. Tu Fu, how­
ever, uses the word not-as did his Mount T'ai predecessors-to 
describe the upward flowering elevation of the peak but rather to 
describe the complete and perfect holiness of the mountain. But this 
phrase, shen hsiu ijl$1t ("flourishing of divinity"), was not original 
with Tu Fu, either; in this, the young poet was appropriating a 
usage earlier applied to Mount T'ien-t'ai 3(iniJ in Sun Ch'o's 
J*i\I!Ii. (ca. 310-397) celebrated rhapsody on that important peak. 43 

The fourth line of the poem points to the seemingly massive 
physical structure of T'ai Shan, characterizing it almost as an axis 
mundi, or at least an axis luminis, whose northern and southern 
flanks ("shaded" and "sun-lit," respectively) divide night from 
day. 

The lexical crux of the poem rests in the fifth and sixth lines (II: 
HUJ "t 11 ~, #i: ~ A frI\' ,~), where the poet's diction attains its richest 
and most compact density. (The reader may have noticed that my 
rendering of the lines is-intentionally-ambiguous.) The cor­
poral imagery in these two lines has long been regarded by com­
mentators as referring to the poet himself: he is so high up that the 

41 Shih chi, 129.3265. 
42 Also referred to commonly as the "Fashioner of Creatures" (tsao wu che 

~¥o1!!i). On the concept of this creative force, see Edward H. Schafer, "The Idea of 
Created Nature in T'ang Literature," Philosophy East and West 15, no. 2 (1965), 
153-160. 

43:R t5' ill1!!i, 'lEill~ziil$1&iJL· See Sun Ch'o 1*~, "Yu T'ien-t'ai Shan fu" ~ 
:Rt5' illllitt, in Wen hsuan ::t~, ed. Hsiao T'ung lIIli~ (Hong Kong, 1936), II.223· 
The phrase was also applied to the western peak of Mount Sung, the Central 
Marchmount, by Yang Chiung m:/1iiJ (650-694), two generations before Tu Fu: y 
'¥:ill1!!i, ill-!i1ziil$1&iJL; see his "Shao-shih Shan i miao pei" r).,''¥:ill~JWl~, in 
Ch'uan T'ang wen ~JlIf)(, ed. Tung Kao j[ffili et al. (Taipei: HUl-wen shu-chil, 
1961), I92.I7b. (On Yang ChlUng's dates, about which there IS argument, I follow 
Yang Ch'eng-tsu mlJlii!!, "Yang ChlUng men-p'u" m:/1iiJif:~,Journal of Oriental 

Studies 13, no. I [1975), 57-72) 
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alpine clouds seem born from his chest, and his eyes seem to burst 

as he strains his vision to follow the flight of birds returning to their 

roosts on the mountain. Since this interpretation has been hallowed 

by centuries of critical acceptance, one hesitates to subscribe to a 

contrary view. Yet I admit I do not think the traditional inter­

pretation accounts adequately, much less entirely, for Tu Fu's 
particular—and, we must suppose, careful—arrangement of words 
in this couplet. 

It is, of course, possible to read the lines with the poet as the 

understood subject, and it may well be that Tu Fu had this reading 

in mind. But at the same time it must be conceded that this reading 

poses some difficulties, both artistically and logically. Artistically, 
it is at least unnecessary, if not infelicitous, to shift the focus of 

the poem, which has till this point been wholly on T'ai Shan, so 

conspicuously toward the speaker himself. Logically, this reading is 

rather problematic also in that, if we take it to be at the level of the 

poet's breast that the mountain's cumulus clouds come forth, we 

must assume the poet to be somewhere up the slope of the moun­
tain itself. But if so, the title of the work ("Gazing Afar at the 

Marchmount") is invalidated and, perhaps more troublesomely, 

the apparently long-range view of the homing birds in line six is 

called into question (for, why should the poet need to strain his eyes 

to follow the flight of birds that are coming closer to him?).44 There 
is, though, an alternate reading of this couplet, which seems to 

alleviate these difficulties. And that is to read the lines with T'ai 

Shan itself as the subject—in the same manner as it had been the 

continuous subject of the poem's first four lines. If we do so, line 

44These problems are not, by the way, avoided by reading tang as "washing; 

cleansing; scouring" (Middle Chinese *t'ang~) instead of "heaving; agitated" (*dang~). 

That reading could indeed place the poet at some distance from Mount T'ai (since 

the locus classicus for the phrase Ul fife}, with tang meaning "washing," implies a 

confrontational posture (see Chang Heng's 31® [78—139] "Nan tu fu," in Hsiao 

T'ung, Wen hsuan, 4.73: fp|7^¾¾)]¾)- However, then we must assume the 

poet to be on a mountain peak barely less tall than T'ai Shan itself, which would be 

clearly inappropriate in the context of a poem celebrating the "incomparable" 

Marchmount. I think David Hawkes is quite right in reading tang here as "heaving" 

(Hawkes, A Little Primer of Tu Fu [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1967], p. 4), 

although I cannot agree with him that it refers only to a "climber's" breast or that 

lines five and six are merely a case of "poetical inversion." 
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five resolves itself nicely: "Its heaving breast gives rise to cumulus 

clouds." We may recall here that a standard property of mountains 

in the traditional Chinese view is that they "engender" or "give rise 

to" clouds. But while most readers will have no trouble accepting 

this rather mild form of anthropomorphism, many may balk at the 

similar—but somehow more extreme—personification then re­

quired in line six: "Its bursting eye-sockets give entrance to homing 
birds." Here one must allow the mountain's imagined caverns or 

grottoes to be "eye-sockets" into which, when seen from a distant 

perspective, birds seem to enter. Presumably it is because of the 

eccentricity of the latter image that traditional critics have chosen 

to disregard this reading. And yet it is, in fact, no more unusual than 
the "daring"45 inversion of normal syntax and the logical incon­
gruities necessitated by the approved interpretation. I confess to 
being attracted to the "anthropomorphic" reading, and this for 

two reasons: it requires no undue wrenching of either the syntax of 

the original text or of the focused subject of the poem. The change 
of subject to the poet comes much more naturally in the seventh 

line, with the explicitly stated ("Someday I will ... ") shift from 
present observation to deliberate imagination. Still, I am not con­

vinced that Tu Fu himself made—or wished to make—a clear 
choice between the two possible meanings of his couplet; we may 
be dealing here with a conscious ambiguity which gives a layered 
depth to the words themselves.46 

However we construe the poem's fifth and sixth lines, it is plain 

enough that with these lines the poet's distant contemplation of 
Mount T'ai has reached the limit of its capabilities. In the conclud­

ing couplet he can only imagine the ascent of its summit, which he 

promises himself to make "someday." (Note how this votive 

ending resembles that of Hsieh Tao-yiin's poem.) And the view he 
shall then enjoy will affirm T'ai Shan's preeminence, in terms 

45Hawkes, loc. cit. 

46 As far as I know, the only other scholar to consider seriously the syntactic and 

semantic ambiguity of these lines is Francois Cheng, L'ecriture poetique chinoise (Paris: 

Seuil, 1977), p. 180, who observes "En realite, Ie poete cherchejustement a suggerer 

que Ie gnmpeur 'fait corps' avec la montagne et vit la vision de la montagne de 

Tinteneur." 
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reminiscent of Confucius' experience ("On climbing T'ai Shan, 

[Confucius] considered the subcelcstial realm to dwindle" ~* W 
jfff IJ\ ~r)47 upon reaching the great mountain's summit long ago. 

Tu Fu's view of Mount T'ai in the preceding poem was appar­
ently the result of a private excursion. We know, however, of at 
least two poets of the T'ang who came to the mountain on formal 
occasions, in the entourage of their respective rulers, for the Jeng 
and shan sacrifices. Lu Chao-lin LiWHill (ca. 635-684)48 accom­
panied Li Chih *m (posthumously Kao Tsung il11i*, reg. 
649-683) there in 666 and has left us a set of four heptasyllabic 
quatrains, called "Songs for the Great Refection upon the Ascent 
for the Jeng," 49 which were composed for the celebratory banquet 
that followed Kao Tsung's performance of the Jeng on T'ai Shan. 
But the mountain itself barely appears in these songs; the poet's 
interest is rather on the pious evocation of the sovereign's royal 
virtue. In 725, when Tu Fu was a lad of thirteen, Kao Tsung's 

imperial grandson Li Lung-chi * jli=1i!i (pht. Hsiian Tsung 1:*, 
reg. 712-756), also carried out the Jeng-shan. Coordinating all 
aspects of the imperial progress to, encampment at, and sacrifice on 
Mount T'ai on this occasion was the famous writer and statesman 
Chang Yiieh iJiWt (667-731).50 It was Chang also who conceived 
the words for the fourteen solemn songs performed to bring down, 
welcome, entertain, and finally send off the divinity of the moun-

47 Mencius, 7A .2 4. 

48 His dates are far from defmite; see Takagi Masakazu i'1li * IE -, "Ryo Shorm 
no denkl to bungaku" litHl!l!ljl 0) f3~c c x"f:, Ritsumeikan bungaku JI.1lTlitx"f: 
196 (October 1961),777-809, esp. 777-785, for a consCientIOus attempt to establish 
the facts. Recently, Fu Hsiian-tsung f.fJ~t~ has sought to establish 630-680 as the 
span ofLu's life; see Fu's "Lu Chao-lin, Yang Chiung chlen-p'u" liWi\l!ljlm:lf<ijf'li'j~, 
in Lu Chao-lin chi, Yang Chiung chi 1i:Wi\l!ljlm:lf<ij:!t, ed. Hsii Mmg-hsla 1'* lJ!lilt 
(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 198d).ln any event, the traditionally accepted dates of 
641-680, based on Lu's Chiu T'ang shu biography (190A.5000), can hardly be 

upheld. 
49"Teng feng ta-p'u ko, szu shou" Il:!t:;ic/iilfizl2:91:'f, in Ch'uan T'ang shih 

-?I:!l!f ~* (hereafter CTS) (Pekmg: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1960),42.532. 
50 Although Chang's dates are given in all reference works as 667-730, he actually 

died on 9 February 731; see Paul W. Kroll, "On the Date of Chang Yiieh's Death," 
Chinese Literature' Essays, Articles, Reviews 2, no. 2 (1980), 264-65. 
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tain during the rites on T'ai Shan.51 Chang Yiieh further com­
posed, at his lord's command, a long "altar hymn" (¾¾!) for the 
feng sacrifice, which was carved on a memorial stele at the March-
mount.52 However, these works', like Lu Chao-lin's four songs, are 

turned more toward conveying a sense of the grandeur and majesty 

of the emperor than that of Mount T'ai. We might remark, 

though, that it was on this occasion that T'ai Shan received from 

Hsuan Tsung the exalted title "Prince Equal to Heaven" (t'ien-ch'i 

wang -JzPf -H)—an alternate appellation for the mountain which 
was to endure in official use long past the T'ang dynasty.53 

So far we have surveyed that strain of T'ai Shan verses which 
derives its inspiration from this alp's traditional standing as the 

foremost of China's mountains, arbiter of life and death, and 

supreme intermediary between Heaven and Emperor. We shall 
now examine a divergent order of poems about this peak, poems 

that feature Mount T'ai as the setting for specifically Taoist episodes 
of transcendence and transformation. We begin with a poem by 

51 For these lyrics, see "T'ang feng T'ai Shan yueh-chang" [ I [ ij±, CTS, 

85.918—920. The eight similar songs performed for Hsiian Tsung's shan sacrifice at 

Mount She-shou frfcH [_Lj had lyncs composed (the first seven of them) by Ho Chih-

chang ¢: (659-744) and (the last one) by Yuan Ch'ien-yao ||^;^(d. 731); see 

"Shan She-shou yueh-chang" CTS, 12.in—12. 
52Chiu T'angshu, 23.904; Hsin T'angshu, 125.4408. Thetextofthis hymn may be 

found in Ch'uan T'ang wen, 221.143-18b, and also—with numerous interesting and 

often helpful variants—m the late sixteenth-century Tai shih (HY 1460), 

8.8b—14a, preserved in the Tao tsang (All Tao tsang texts cited in this paper will 

be identified by their "HY number," i.e., their number in Weng Tu-chien, Com­

bined Indices to the Authors and Titles of Books in Two Collections of Taoist Literature 

[Cambridge: Harvard-Yenching Institute Sinological Index Series, no. 25], 

pp. 1—37). The Tai shih, in eighteen chuan, is the most comprehensive and valuable 

of all monographs on T'ai Shan; Chavannes unfortunately did not know of this 

work. 

It might also be noted here that Chang Yiieh was a practiced hand at putting 

words to official court music: he had earlier composed the lyrics for the songs to be 

sung in Hsiian Tsung's ancestral temple (see CTS, 85.920—923). For more on some 

of Chang's other lyrics for official occasions, see Paul W. Kroll, "The Dancing 

Horses of T'ang," T'oung Pao 67, nos. 3-5 (1981), 240-268. 
53 Ofall medieval monarchs, Li Lung-chi was perhaps the most solicitous toward 

the sierran spirits of his realm, granting new and loftier titles and enfeoffments to the 

major peaks than they had previously possessed. Prior to Mount T'ai's change of title 
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in 725, the emperor in 713 had designated the Western Marchmount, Hua Shan, 
"Prince of the Heaven of Metal" (chin-t'ien wang ~::R eE). In 746 Mount Sung * 
was created "Pnnce of the Central Heaven" (chung-t'ien wang <P::ReE), Mount 
Heng ill "Prince of the Sedate Heaven" (an-t'ien wang <R::ReE), and Mount Heng 
Jj "Prince Administrator of Heaven" (szu-t'ten wang P]::R ::fl. The five March­
mounts having all been raised to princely status, Hsiian Tsung m later years turned 

his attention to several other peaks-m 748 Mount Chao-ying llkU!ilI was made 
"Lord of Mystic Virtue" (hsuan-te kung 1:~:i}), and in 751 the following pro­
motions were effected: Mount T'ai-po j;:: ~ ill was made "Lord ofDivme Respon­
Slveness" (shen-ying kung ijI1j!D!:i}), M?unt I liT ill was made "Lord of Eastern 
Stability" (tung-an kung *<R:i}), Mount Kual-chi -wrfi ill was made "Lord of 
Eternal Ascendance" (yung-hsing kung 7k ~:i}), Monnt Huo 1t ill (the original 
Southern Marchmount of ancient times) was made "Lord Responsive to the Peerless 
One" (ying-sheng kung D!!1,\;:i}), and Mount I-wu-hi &86:00 ill was made "Lord of 
Extensive Peace" (kuang-ning kung 1I'$:i}). See Tang hui-yao J1I'f-wr~, 47.834-35 
(TSCC ed.) (and, m the case of Sung Shan, Chiu Tang shu, 24.934), where the 
enfeoffments granted to mountams by all other T'ang rulers combmed do not 
approach in number those bestowed by Li Lung-chi. 

Li Lung-chi's interest in properly denominating and dignifying these peaks was 
due partly to the fact that he was convmced the great mountains concealed within 
their rocky frames the terrestrial headquarters (the "grotto archives," tungfo i1i'.I!(if) 
of those sublime and perfected beings, the Realized Persons of the Heaven of 
Highest Clarity (shang-ch'ing [t'ien J chen-jen 1: m [::RJ Jlt A)-the Taoist divinities 
who were the lords behind the stars above and the true supermtendents of the holy 
mountains. He had first been persuaded of thIS fact by the mfluential "patriarch" of 
the Shang-ch'mg school, Szu-ma Ch'eng-chen P].f,; llkif<tt (647-735), who is re­
ported to have advised Li Lung-chi after the latter's 725 visit to T'ai Shan that "At 
present the dlvme bethels of the Five Marchmounts are m all cases for [the propiti­
ation of] the dlvmitles of mountain and grove; but these are not the true and real 
dIVinities [of those peaks]. Everyone of the Five Marchmounts has a Grotto 
Archive, wlthm each of which are Realized Persons of Highest Clarity who have 
come down to discharge their responsibilities." In response to a subsequent sugges­
tion ofSzu-ma Ch'eng-chen, the sovereign decreed the establishment on these peaks 
of shrines called "Bethels of the Reahzed Lords" (chen-chun tz'u Jlt ~Iiffil), in honor 
of these prepotent divimties. See Chen hsi Jlt* (by Li Po *m, preface dated 805), 
as preserved m the eleventh-century Yun-chi ch'i-ch'ien ~':i:t tjl (HY 1026), 5.15b. 
The Chen hsi biography ofSzu-ma Ch'eng-chen IS the basic source for his "official" 
biography in the Chiu Tang shu, 192.5127-29, where this incident IS also recorded. 
For more on this important Taoist prelate, see Ch'en Kuo-fn, Tao-tsang yuan-liu 

k'ao, pp. 52-59; Paul W. Kroll, "Szu-ma Ch'eng-chen in T'ang Verse," Society for 

the Study of Chinese Religions Bulletin 6 (1978), 16-30; Kroll, "Notes on Three Taoist 
Figures of the T'ang Dynasty," SOCiety for the Study of Chinese Religions Bulletin 9 

(1981),19-22; and, most recently and thoroughly,]. Russell Kirkland, "TaOists of 
the High T'ang: An InqUiry into the Perceived Sigmficance of Eminent Taoists in 
Medieval Chmese SOCiety" (Ph.D. diss., Indiana University, 1985), pp. 55-168. 
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Ts'ao Chih \!fit (192-232), which effectively mixes these two 
aspects of T'ai Shan. The first five stanzas of the poem are very 
much in line with the type of approach to which we have become 
accustomed, but the final two stanzas lead us into a different realm. 

Urge on the carriage, lash the worn-out 
steeds, 

Eastward to arrive at the enceinte of Feng­
kao. 

Divine, oh, is Mount T'ai in that place! 
Among the Five Marchmounts its name is 

special. 

Arched and high-threading the clouds 
and rainbows; 

Upborne and abrupt-emerging into 
Grand Clarity. 

Coursing round about it are twice six 
watch-mounds, 

And placed atop them are kiosks ten and 
two. 

Above and below are springs of gushing ale, 
With stones of jade displaying their floriate 

blooms. 
To the southeast one gazes on the 

countryside of Wu; 
Looking west, one observes the germ of the 

sun. 

It is where cloud-soul and spirit are tethered 
and attached-

In the passage away [of time], one feels this 
ongoing march. 

They who are kings, in returning their 
allegiance to Heaven, 

Devote to it (i.e., T'ai Shan) the completlOn 
of their principal deeds. 

In successive ages there are none who have 
not paid it honor, 

m !II J1I! ~ ,~ 
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For the rites and litations have their gradings 
of quality. 

If one probes the divining slips, some are 
long-lived, others short; 

It is only virtue that "succeeds and furthers 
through perserverance." 

Those that offered the feng were seven tens 
of thearchs, 

But Hsiian the August was the primary, 
unmatched numen. 

He partook of the aurorae, rinsed his mouth 
with cold-night damps, 

And fur and feathers then mantled the form 
of his person. 

Rising up and away, he trod the outskirts 
of emptiness; 

Aloof and afar, he ascended to sequestered 
tenebrity. 

Equal in span of years to the Father in the 
East, 

He wastes the ages now in perpetual pro-
longation of life! 54 

~ wI: :fi 8M:~ 
~~IllZ~m 
J1jH~ -¥- fU ~ 

t-t~-I::;--t* 
n~5C~it 
~ai'*h1L~ 
.f; ~H!t :!It M 

~~m1!litJfll 
f~~7t%IJ~ 
1PJ~*:3(:¥ 
,it\; 7k ~ 1'. 

Some of this may be obscure enough to warrant commentary. 
Feng-kao * ~ is the name of the Han dynasty county (here, for 
rhyming purposes, called a ch' eng ~, "enceinte," instead of a hsien 
~) centered on Mount T'ai. "Grand Clarity" (t'ai ch'ing *m-) is 
the formal designation of the sky we see-the nearest to us of the 
vertically arranged Taoist heavens. 55 The twelve "watch-mounds" 
(hou I~) and "kiosks" (t'ing "Y) that stud the mountain are mile-

54 "Ch'ii chii p'ien" ~:ij!., In Ts'ao Tzu-chien shih chu \!J T~~'!fi1, ed. Huang 
Chleh Ji~il (Taipei: I-wen ym-shu-kuan, 1971), 2.33b-34a, pp. 170-171. In the 
eleventh hne I emend *~t to *wj, to make sense out of the geography; and mime 
16 I accept the vanant GiiiE (in place of G ile) given in YFSC, 64·sb. 

55 According to Ko Hung, the zone of Grand Clarity commenced at a distance of 

forty Ii above the earth. Pao-p'u tzu nei-p'ien, IS.7ajb. In the developed TaOIst 
cosmology of medieval times, it would be surmounted by the heavens of Highest 

Clanty J::m and Jade Clarity :.Em· 
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stones, set one Ii apart, which mark the route upward.56 Of the 

marvelous "springs of ale" mentioned by Ts'ao Chih, one at least, 

issuing from the eastern talus of the mountain, is reported still to 

have been pouring forth its liquor four hundred years afterward; a 

drink from it would cleanse one's mind of worldly impurities.57 

"Germ of the sun" (jih ching B 5¾) is a kenning for the roseate 
clouds of dawn or evening; since the poet is looking west when he 

sees them, we may assume him to be viewing a sunset.58 T'ai Shan 

"is where cloud-soul and spirit are tethered and attached" because, 

as we have seen, one's spiritual essence returns there—whence it 

issued—upon the death of one's body. This thought gives rise 

logically, in the line immediately following, to the poet's heightened 
sense of awareness of life's quick passage, expressed here in phrases 
compounded from the Shih ching and the Lun yti.59 The "divining 
slips" referred to are those that, according to tradition, were to be 
found atop Mount T'ai and that listed the predestined term of 

everyone's years; Han Wu Ti was said to have once stolen a peek at 
his own.60 "Succeeding and furthering through perseverance" is, 

of course, a quotation from the opening line of the I ching;61 the 
import here seems to be that only a virtuous ruler could hope to 

enter into proper relations with Mount T'ai. 

Up to this point and through the next two lines, where Huang 
Ti, the Yellow Thearch (here called by an honorific form of his 
given name)62 makes his appearance, as the first of the seventy-plus 

sovereigns of antiquity to perform the Jeng, Ts'ao Chih's poem 
exhibits no unusual twists that would set it apart from the works we 

56 The setting up of such markers had been a Ch'in practice, continued under the 

Han. Huang Chieh (2.34a, p. 171) cites the relevant information as contained in Li 

Hsien's (651—684) annotations to the Hou Han shu, 1B.60. 
57 Tai shih, 3.3b, quoting the late seventh-century Buddhist compendium, Fa-

yuan chu-lin 3;%¾¾- By Ming times, however, when the Tai shih was compiled, 

this spring had dried up (Tai shih, 4.9b). 
58 The equation of hsia fj and jih ching 0 fj| is noted in several medieval texts, all 

of Taoist provenance—to name only one, Chen kao HfS (HY 1010), 2.6a. 
59Cf. Lun-yu, 9.16, and Shih 196, stanza 4. 
60Feng-Su t'ung-i, 2.2a. 
61 Viz., the second, third, and fourth words of the text on the hexagram ch'ien 
62 Huang Ti's given name was Hsiian-yiian ff Jg (Shihchi, 1.1), often respectfully 

altered by medieval writers to Hsiian the August f.f ϋ.. 
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have already studied. But this Huang Ti is not a pale and bloodless 

imperial prototype, a mere name from the mists of mythology. He 

is, or rather he becomes, following his ascent of T'ai Shan, a Taoist 

superman. Sustained on auroral clouds and chill brumes—ethereal 

fare—he undergoes a bodily transformation which equips him 

with wings for the ultimate ascent—into the remote void of the 

heavens. For Huang Ti, then, the summit of Mount T'ai is but his 

last point of physical contact with the world of men. From there, 

lifting away effortlessly from this lower realm, he has become a true 

Transcendent (hsien f|[|), matching in longevity the "Father in the 

East" (tungfu This latter and, for the moment, enigmatic 

figure will engage our attention at greater length in the third 
section of this essay. For now it will suffice to identify him as the 

male counterpart of the powerful Taoist goddess Hsi Wang Mu 

®ΞΕ®, "The Royal Mother in the West," and to appreciate the 

directional appropriateness of his connection with the Eastern 

Marchmount. 

The Yellow Thearch's ascension into the heavens had been the 

concluding element in at least one tradition pertaining to this 

legendary ruler. But in the normal account of this event, recorded 

in the Shih chi chapter on thefeng-shan rites and thereafter amplified 

in various other versions,63 Huang Ti's translation to the celestial 

regions is always effected by means of a divine dragon, who 

graciously carries him aloft; he does not make this final climb 

unaided, as he does in Ts'ao Chih's poem. Nor, for that matter, is 

the place of his transcendence identified as Mount T'ai; it is noted, 

instead, as the foot of Mount Ching ^ |_L| (in Honan). 

Ts'ao Chih seems to have been the first writer to portray Huang 

Ti in verse as a Taoist hsien. But perhaps more important for us 

is the suggestion of T'ai Shan as a site of spiritual—as well as 

63Shih chi, 28.1394, where Han Wu Ti hears the story from the thaumaturge 

Kung-sun Ch'ing This incident is not part of the more sober "annals" of 

Huang Ti recorded by Szu-ma Ch'ien in the first chapter of the Shih chi. However, 

it and many other uncommon episodes are recounted in numerous Taoist biogra­

phies of Huang Ti, from medieval times. See, for example, Lieh-hsien chuan J\\ {β 

(HY 294), 1.2b—3a, but especially the more extensive T'ang dynasty work Kuang 

Huang Ti pen-hsing chi Hf 3¾ ^ Ifi (HY 290) and the lengthy "Hsuan-yiian pen-

chi" preserved in Υύη-chi ch'i-ch'ien, 100.2b—32a. 
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physical—transformation. In another poem by Ts'ao Chih, Mount 

T'ai is again the setting for a transmutation to immortality; but this 

time the fortunate being is the poet himself: 

In the morn I wandered to Mount T'ai; 
Clouds and fog were comely and coy. 

Of a sudden I came upon two lads— 

The beauty of their features fresh and fine. 

They were mounted on that deer of white, 

Their hands were masked by polypore plants. 

I deemed that they were Realized Persons, 
And I knelt down long and inquired of the 

Way. 

We ascended westward to a hall of jade— 

Loft-buildings of gold, streets of mallotus trees! 

To me they transmitted drugs of transcendence 
That had been fashioned by their divine 

radiances. 

They instructed me in their ingestion and 

eating, 

And in the cycling of sperm to supplete the 

brain. 

With a life-span now equal to metal or stone, 
For generations everlasting, it is impossible to 

age!64 

Here we have a true encounter with divinity on T'ai Shan65—not, 

however, with the spirit of the mountain itself (that never happens 
in T'ai Shan poems) but with a pair of "Realized Persons" (chenjen 

β A, the highest grade of Taoist superbeings, more perfected even 

than hsien; their boyish appearances are, paradoxically, indications 

of their extreme age) who find Mount T'ai a suitably numinous 

64"Fei lung p'ien" ^jfUU, Ts'ao Tzu-chien shih chu, 2.32a, p. 167. The poem is 

ill tetrasyllable lines. 
65 Cf. M. Soymie, "Le Lo-feou shan," p. 2: "Les montagnes sont pour Ies Chinois 

des zones delimitees, des aires religieuses chargees elles-memes de puissance magique 

et oii l'on va chercher Ie contact avec Ie divin." 

ψκ^ 

it fill H 

JSIS 81 

7« 11¾ 
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locale for their activities. The polypore plants they hold are magic 

mushrooms that are one of the ingredients in the transcendent 

drugs that these two "divine radiances" will concoct. The white 

deer they ride is a conveyance often favored by Taoist gods when 

they must travel upon the earth (we will see it reappear later in a 

poem by Li Po). In the second half of this piece the two super­

natural "lads" abruptly whisk the poet away to paradise, where 

they proceed to teach him pharmacological and physiological 

techniques conducing to immortality.66 

At this point we might recall our earlier experience of T'ai Shan 

as an alp of transition, a passage-place between life and death. From 

that perspective it is not difficult to see why Ts'ao Chih should 

present Mount T'ai as an appropriate site for Taoist transformation: 

the transition to hsienhood is, indeed, an existential alteration, 

requiring as real a metamorphosis in one's being as that undergone 

when one comes into or leaves this world. 

Ts'ao Chih was not the first poet to see T'ai Shan as an abode of 

Taoist divinities or as a place of encounters with transcendence—or 

transcendents. In the anonymous yueh-fu poem called "Canzonet 

on Striding Out the Hsia Gate" (¢- [|J f"| fj), we find, for ex­

ample, a seeker of "the Way of the divine transcendents" who pays 

a visit to the "Royal Father and Mother" (that is, Hsi Wang Mu 

and the Father in the East) in their joint dwelling, located in a 

"niche of Mount T'ai"; he then meets—still on T'ai Shan—the 

famous immortal Red Pine (Ch'ih Sung yjy, ¢-) who "Grasps the 

reigns, to act as my driver, / And leads me to ramble above the 

heavens."67 Similarly, Ts'ao Chih's father, Ts'ao Ts'ao 11¾ 

(155—220), begins the first of his three "Cantos on the Pneuma 

Emerging" (¾, Jijl1Il) with the poet riding a chariot of wind and 

66 On the practice of "cycling sperm to supplete the brain" (huan-ching pu-nao 

fit MIS)—a method of preventing the ejaculation of semen, and consequent dimi­

nution of yang-essence, during copulation—see H. Maspero, "Les procedes de 

'nourrir Ie principe vital' dans la religion taoiste ancienne," in his Le Taoisme et les 

religions chinoises, p. 557. 
67 "Pu-ch'u Hsia men hsing," YFSC, 37.3a. This work is probably datable to the 

last decades of the Han dynasty A useful general survey of Taoist thought in Han 

and Wei yueh-fu is Sawaguchi Takeo ^ ρ f^ij ffe, "Kan Gi gakufu ni okeru Ro-So 

doka no shis6" II if -5¾¾¾¾,¾¾, Tdhd shukyo 44 

(October 1974), 14-32· 
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cloud, pulled by six dragons, "eastward to arrive at Mount T'ai," 

where "Transcendent persons and jade maidens come downward 

[to me] in meandering wander." He is then given a draught of 

"jade broth," fortifying him for his subsequent journey to P'eng-

Iai and beyond, eventually leading to the portals of Heaven.68 

Although we are restricting ourselves here to shih poetry, we may 

yet remark a like instance in Huan T'an's ΊΗ (43 B.C.to A.D. 28) 

"Rhapsody on Mountain Transcendents" (|JLli[i)IK), where we 

again see Red Pine, this time in company with his fellow immortal 

Wang-tzu Ch'iao ΞΕΐ1®, sporting at "the terrace of Mount 

T'ai." 69 A similar recognition of T'ai Shan's pertinency as a home 

of ethereal beings can be seen in a rhyming inscription on a Han 

TLV mirror, which reads in part: 

Ascend Mount T'ai, to glimpse the Transcendent Persons 

Who feed on blooms of jade, quaff from springs of ale, 

Harness kraken dragons and ride the floating clouds; 

The white tiger leads them, oh, ascending straight to 

heaven.70 

The literary culmination of this motif in shih poetry is to be found 

in Li Po's φ IiI (701—762?) marvelous suite of six poems entitled 

"Wandering on Mount T'ai." In the concluding section of this 

essay, we shall apply ourselves to a close reading of these works. 

But, before we do so, it will be helpful to contemplate briefly the 

specifically Taoist contours of T'ai Shan as they appeared in 

medieval times. 

One of the most practically potent periapts of early Taoism was 

68 "Ch'i-ch'u ch'ang" ft H||, no. 1, Wei Wu Ti, Wen Ti, Ming Ti shih chu 1¾¾ 

P- 3; i" Wei Chin wu-chia shih chu 1¾ If 21¾!¾££ (Taipei: Hsin-

hsing shu-chii, 1962). The title refers to the poet's witnessing, in the first poem, the 

wonderful sight of an astral "pneuma" emanating from the "heart" star—our 

Antares (see Diether von den Steinen, "Poems of Ts'ao Ts'ao," Monumenta Serica 4 

[1939-40], 169). 
69I-Wen lei-chu, 78.1338. For an English translation of this fa, see Timotheus 

Pokora, Hsin-Iun (New Treatise) and Other Writings by Huan T'an (Ann Arbor: 

Center for Chinese Studies, The University of Michigan, 1975), pp. 231-232. 
70 The inscription is from the mirror classed as C 4311, in Michael Loewe, Ways to 

Paradise: The Chinese Quest for Immortality (London: George Allen and Unwin, 

1979), p. 201. 
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"The Real Form of the Eastern Marchmount," showing its mystic caves and 
subterranean waters. (From Tung-hsuan ling-pao wu-yueh ku-pen chen-hsing t'u, in Tao 

tsang, HY 441) 

that known as "The Plans of the Real Forms of the Five March­
mounts" (wu-yueh chen-hsing f'u :liikJli:rrlll).71 This talisman, 
mentioned often in the Pao-p'u fzu ofKo Hung, kept its owner and 
his family from physical harm (especially-but not only-when 
entering the mountains), through the good offices of spiritual 
emissaries sent by the presiding deities of the great peaks. These 
spirits also reported periodically to the lords of the mountains on 
the proper or improper conduct of the possessor of the talisman­
this an outgrowth of an ancient belief that the five holy alps were 
overseers of morality and guarantors of convenants.72 Following 
the Shang-ch'ing and Ling-pao tI. reformations of Taoism in 

71 The different uses and traditions pertaining to the "cult" of this talisman have 
been exhaustively studied by K. M. Schipper, "'Gogaku shinkeizu' no shinkii" 1i 
li~~~O)fjHrp, Dokyo kenkyu ~~litI~ 2 (1967), 114-162. 

72 Ibid., pp. 122-123. 
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the fourth and fifth centuries, this talisman underwent a shift, or 

evolution, in character.73 As Schipper has stated, the "plans" (or 
"charts") of the five peaks began then to assume most importantly 

the function of aids to mystic orientation, allowing the adept to 

visit the sacred mountains in meditation.74 To one who would thus 

reach T'ai Shan in meditation, its "true form" is revealed in the 

representation shown on page 193, according to one medieval text. 

The source from which this illustration is taken identifies the lord 

of the Eastern Marchmount as the leader of 5,900 congregated 
spirits, chief counselor of the hundred revenants, and controller of 

life and death. It goes on to describe his apparel as follows: "He is 

arrayed in a long azure gown, wearing a 'Seven Correspondences' 
cap of cyan-blue and watchet; he wears a pendant seal of great 

luminosity and penetrating solarity, and rides an azure dragon." 75 

73On the Shang-ch'ing synthesis, which profoundly affected the course of 

medieval Chinese cultural, political, and literary history, see especially Isabelle 

Robinet, "La revelation du Shangqing dans Thistoire du taoisme," 2 vols. (Ph.D. 

diss., The University of Paris, 1981)—an extremely thorough and wholly admirable 

study which is a treasury of material on all aspects of Shang-ch'mg Taoism. It has 

recently (1984) been published as vol. CXXXVII in the series of Publications de 

1'Ecole Fran^aise d'Extreme-Orient. See also Michel Strickmann, "The Mao Shan 

Revelations; Taoism and the Aristocracy," T'oung Pao 63 (1977), 1-64, and his Le 

Taoisme du Mao Chan; chronique d'une revelation (Paris: l'lnstitut des Hautes Etudes 

Chinoises, 1981). On the less well studied Ling-pao synthesis, see Stephen R. 

Bokenkamp, "Sources of the Ling-pao Scriptures," in Tantric and Taoist Studies, in 

Honour of R. A. Steiny vol. 2, ed. M. Strickmann (Brussels: Melanges chinois et 

bouddhiques 21, 1983), pp. 434—486. 

74 Schipper, " 'Gogaku shinkeizu,'" pp. 142—144. The point is also convincingly 

made here that Joseph Needham (Science and Civilisation in China, Vol. 3: Mathemat­

ics and the Sciences of the Heavens and the Earth [Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1959], p. 546) is mistaken in supposing these "charts" to be early exercises in 

contour mapping. In an earlier publication Schipper noted the symbolic identifi­

cation in medieval China of the Five Marchmounts on earth with the five viscera of 

the human body and the five planets in the heavens—all manifestations of the great 

thearchs of the five cardinal points (Schipper, L'empereur Wou des Han dans la Ugende 

taoiste [Paris: 1'Ecole Fran^aise d'Extreme-Orient, 1965], p. 29). Isabelle Robinet, 

Miditation taoiste (Paris: Dervy-Livres, 1979), pp. 274-276, reminds us of this and 

also of the historically close connection between the Marchmounts and the "isles of 

the immortals." 
75 Tung-hsuan ling-pao wu-yueh ku-pen chen-hsing t'u Jp] IS 

(HY 441), 2a/b. The same description is repeated in Wu-yueh chen-hsing hsu Iun 1¾ 



Paul W. Kroll 1 9 5  

Some additional details of dress and equipage are added in another 

medieval text which also informs us that the deity's surname is 

Ch'ang ("Constant") and his ineffable name Ching-meng Sfff 

("Essential Germinator")—one notes the references here to a by 

now familiar attribute of T'ai Shan. This latter text, by name the 

Most High Scripture of the Dappled Talisman of the Nine Incarnadines 

and the Interior Realization of the Five Thearchs, is an extremely 
interesting work from the Shang-ch'ing tradition, in which the 

sovereigns of the five sacred peaks are seen as keepers of the rosters 
of immortality. Two meditations—or visualizations—on the lord 

of T'ai Shan are described therein. Both are to be practiced on the 

first day of spring (the power of the east having then attained 

ascendancy), when the Lord Azure Thearch of the Eastern Quarter 

ϊΐί ί) If '7j? Pi—the god of Mount T'ai in his greater guise as Lord of 

the East—mounts his nine-dragon cloud-chassis of auroras of the 

cyan sky and, attended by twelve azure-waisted jade maidens, pro­

ceeds to T'ai Shan, where he collates and certifies the celestial 

registers containing the names of Realized Persons and Transcen­

dent Magistrates. 
In the first meditation, the adept who would have himself 

certified as a transcendent being is advised, after purifying and 

calming himself and burning incense in his meditation room, to 

ingest the Dappled Talisman of the Nine Pneuma for Entering 

Wood with Chia and I φ Ζ^Λ/ΚΛί&ϊΕΕΙΪ·76 He must then clack 

his teeth together nine times (to bring to attention his corporal 

divinities) and visualize the Lord Azure Thearch descending on his 

celestial conveyance into the room, filling the chamber with a 

densely stifling azure pneuma. In the words of the text, the adept 

must then 

Actualize as visible the center of the Lord Thearch's azure 

M M I f  a n  ( H Y  i27i). 23a; and in the "Wu-yueh chen-hsmg t'u hsii" Ji JjR lj|Jg 

If contained m Yun-chi ch'i-ch'ien, 79.2a/b. Such descriptions of the outfits of spirit-

beings are a regular feature of Taoist "visualization" texts, necessary so that the adept 

can distinguish precisely which high lord of the heavens he is encountering in a 

particular meditation. 
76 Chia and i are the two "celestial stems" that correspond to the East, whose 

"activity" or "phase" is that of wood. 
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pneuma transmuted into a red light—like the germ of the 

year-star—doubly rutilant and splendidly luminous, which, 

descending from the summit of your head passes into your 
own body, the luminosity of its light penetrating and glinting 

amidst the space of one's liver sector.77 Then, conduct the 

pneuma and gulp it down nine times, being conscious of a 
fumulous warmth within your body. Soon afterward, the red 

light will dissipate from within. Emerging from your nine 
apertures, it will return back en bloc above the summit of your 

head, where it will be transmuted to form an azure cloud. Be 
conscious of your own body residing within this azure cloud, 

and rise up along with the cloud. In a good while, you will be 

conscious of your certification [as a hsiett], passing freely 
through space as though treading the emptiness.78 

The adept will then raise his head and pronounce a rhymed incanta­
tion, after which he clacks his teeth twelve times and swallows his 

salival liquor twenty-four times. The meditation is then finished. 

Regular performance of this exercise over the space of eighteen 
years will, the adept is assured, render him capable of proceeding in 

flight to the heaven of Highest Clarity. 
The second ritual to be carried through on this day, according to 

our scripture, involves the burying of a vermilion-transcribed copy 
of the aforementioned talisman, plus another incantation to the 

visualized great lord, and thirty-six circulations through one's body 

of the azure pneuma that fills one's room upon his appearance. This 

procedure is then to be followed by another, on the day of the 
vernal equinox, the date when the Azure Thearch presents his 
registers to the All-highest Lord Thearch Bj Ji The medi­

tation to be performed on this day will result in the god of T'ai 
Shan inscribing one's name on those registers before they are 

presented to the All-highest. It will also entail one's obtaining nine 
"divine lads" as familiars, as well as the acquisition of divine mush­

rooms that will appear for one spontaneously and the knowledge 

77The liver is the bodily organ associated with the East, just as the "year-star," 

i.e ,Jupiter, is the symbolic planet of that direction. 
78 T'ai-shang chiu-ch'ih pan-fu wu-ti nei-chen ching SE FfSjH!^ 

(HY 1318), 6b—7a. 
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of all affairs within the myriad Ii of the Eastern Quarter. After 

eighteen years of practice of these methods, a dragon-chassis will 

come to enable one to mount the emptiness and ascend to the 

heaven ofjade Clarity.79 Similar meditation exercises are associated 

with the lords of the other four Marchmounts. 
In the Chen kao, one of the seminal texts of the Shang-ch'ing 

canon, it is recorded that the grotto-heaven below Mao Shan 

(1]—the most important peak for Shang-ch'ing Taoism—is the 
mid-point of a quincunx of connected subterranean heavens. We 

might expect the other four to be under the four "classical" march­

mounts, but such is not the case: of the traditional quartet only 

Mount T'ai is honored with a link to Mao Shan.80 This too is surely 

an indication of the sacred prominence of T'ai Shan, undeniable 
even in Taoist circles. 

The mountain, however, was not a notable center of Taoist 
activities in medieval times. In fact, among humans there seem to 

have been only two "gentlemen of the Way" remembered for any 

particular association with T'ai Shan. One of these was Hsii Chiin 

3'p1¾, who lived during the early second century A.D. Widely 
renowned as a master of divinatory practices, he was said to have 

acquired his skill in this art on Mount T'ai, having been taught it by 

Chang Chii-chiin 511?¾, a transcendent whom he encountered 

during a pilgrimage there.81 More closely tied to the mountain was 

Chang Chung a well-known expert in Taoist respiratory 

79Ibid., 8a—9a. For a summary and analysis of this entire scripture, see Robinet, 

"La revelation du Shangqing," vol. 2, pp. 175—178. 
80Cheti kao, 11.7a. T'ai Shan was the northern point of this underground com­

munications system, which also included Mounts Lin-wu to the east of Mao 

Shan, O-mei ¢1 to the west, and Lo-fou to the south. But, according to Tu 

Kuang-t'ing (850—933}, the informed Taoist geo-mythographer of five and 

a half centuries later, Mount T'ai's grotto-heaven (called P'eng-hsuan tung-t'ien 

and measuring a thousand Ii in circumference) did not rank among the ten 

"major" tung-t'ien, only among the thirty-six lesser cavern paradises. See Tu's Tung-

t'ien fu-ti ytieh tu ming-shan chi (HY 599), 6b. 
81Hou Han shu, 82B.2731; translated in Ngo Van Xuyet, Divination, magie et 

politique d a n s  l a  C h i n e  a n c i e n n e  ( P a n s :  P r e s s e s  U n i v e r s i t a i r e s  d e  F r a n c e ,  1 9 7 6 ) ,  p .  i n .  

A much fuller version of the incident may be found in Chang Chii-chiin's own 

"biography" in Yun-chi ctii-ch'ien, no.i2b-i3b. Hsii Chun was one of the early 

ancestors of the Hsiis who played such a crucial role in the Shang-ch'ing movement 

of the fourth century; see Strickmann, Le Taoisme du Mao chan, p. 88. 
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techniques who made T'ai Shan his home during the first half of the 
fourth century.82 It was partly because of him that the bonze Chu 
Seng-Iang 6tr1iWl (ca. 3I5-400) went to Mount T'ai in 351, es­
tablishing an important Buddhist monastery there that was to be 
influential for centuries in that region. 83 I have not found the names 
of any Taoist "observatories" (kuan fI) established on T'ai Shan in 
medieval times, although doubtless there were some: a late source 
records, for instance, that during the reign of "Empress" Wu of the 
T'ang (690-705) the marchmount's own shrines were converted to 
serve the interests of the Taoist clergy. 84 

As befitted a mountain of such venerable sanctity, T'ai Shan was 
supposed to abound in jade on its upper slopes, gold on its lower­
or so said the Shan-hai ching LU $~, which included the mountain 
in its my tho graphical survey of marvelous alps and seas. 85 And in a 
now lost Taoist text, quoted in Chang Shou-chieh's iJi~~iJ stan­
dard commentary (published in 737) to the Shih chi,86 we are told 
that Mount T'ai "teems with polypore plants, stones of jade, sweet 
springs of long ichor, and dwellings of Transcendent Persons. "87 

At the same time, however, the innards of the mountain contain six 
prisons for the examination and ostracism of malefic revenants and 
spirits. 88 T'ai Shan could be both heaven and hell. But for poets it 
was the forces of light that prevailed there. 

82 Chin shu, 94.2451-52. 

83 On Chu Seng-Iang's Buddhist estabhshment at T'ai Shan during the Six 
DynastIes period, see Miyakawa HIsayuki '8 !II fc1 $, Rikuchiishi kenkyu' shukyii­

hen "WlS!:'Jtf9'E: *~~ (Kyoto: HeirakuJl Shoten, 1977), pp. 255-278, esp. 
pp. 258-261 for Chu m relatIOnShIp to Chang Chung. 

84 Tai shih, 9.15b. 

85 Shan-hai ching chiao-chu W li!fj\ll1tli:i't, ed Yiian K'o ffitfilJ (Shanghai: Ku-chi 
ch'u-pan-she, 1979), 4.104, also noting a singular beast "whose appearance re­
sembles a snork (i.e., a pigling) but [covered] WIth pearls, called by name t'ung-t'ung 

~~," which hves only on Mount T'al. The creature seems never to have been 
spotted on the mountam in medIeval times. 

860n Chang'S cheng-i IE~ commentary, see E. Chavannes, Les Memoires his­

toriques de Se-ma Ts'ien (Pans: LIbraine d'Amerique et d'Orrent, 1895), vol. I, 

pp. CCXVI-CCXVIi, who notes specially that Chang's work is remarkable for the 
geographical information it furnIshes. 

87 Shih chi, 6.242. The text Chang CItes IS the anonymous "Records of the For­
tunate Lands" (Fu-ti chi mlii:tt!l ~G), apparently a forerunner of Tu Kuang-t'ing's 
simIlar work from the tenth century (see n. 80). 

88 Ibid. 
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It remained to Li Po to compose the grandest and most vivid vision 

of the theme already exploited by Ts'ao Chih and touched on in 

various earlier poems, that of the transcendent encounter on Mount 

T'ai. The set of six poems he devoted to the subject was written in 

the early summer of the year 742.89 The poems are replete with 
Taoist references and terminology, much of which has been 

overlooked or inadequately explained by commentators, even in­
cluding the admirable Wang Ch'i EEfit (1696—1774) whose an­
notated edition of Li Po's works is far superior to any other. Part of 
our task, in examining these poems, will be to restore to them their 
full religious context, which must be understood if we are properly 
to interpret Li Po's experience of Mount T'ai. 

The first of the series reads as follows: 

In the fourth month I ascend Mount T'ai; 
Its stones are leveled—the autocrat's road 

opens out. 
The six dragons traverse a myriad straths; 
Ravines and races wind in due course round 

about. 

Horses' footprints wreathe the cyan peaks 
That are at present overflowing with azure 

lichens. 
Flying streams shed their spray over steep 

stacks; 
Waters rush, and the voice of the pine-trees 

is poignant. 

The view to the north—singular bluffs and 
walls; 

89Chan Ymg 111$;, Li Po shih-wen hsi-nien (Peking: Tso-chia 

ch'u-pan-she, 1958), p. 25; Huang Hsi-kuei Lt T'ai-po nien-p'u 

Hf (Peking: Tso-chia ch'u-pan-she, 1958), p. 12. It was just after this that Li Po 

journeyed to K'uai-chi, where he became acquainted with the Taoist priest and poet 

Wu Yiin xtj (d. 778), who was summoned to court soon afterward and promptly 

persuaded Hsiian T sung to send for Po as well 742 was the first year of the T'ien-pao 

ψ; ("Heavenly Treasure") reign-period, which had been inaugurated to honor 

the discovery of a celestial token vouchsafed the sovereign by the deified Lao Tzu 

and which witnessed the beginnings of Li Lung-chi's avid attachment to Taoist 

hierology. See Kroll, Meng Hao-jan, pp. 132-133 
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Canted banks toward the east topple away. 

The grotto gates—closed door-leaves of 

stone; 
From the floor of the earth—rising clouds 

and thunder. 

Climbing to the heights, I gaze afar at P'eng 
and Ying; 

The image imagined—the Terrace of Gold 
and Silver. 

At Heaven's Gate, one long whistle I give, 

And from a myriad Ii the clear wind comes. 

Jade maidens, four or five persons, 
Gliding and whirling descend from the Nine 

Peripheries. 
Suppressing smiles, they lead me forward by 

immaculate hands, 
And let fall to me a cup of fluid aurora! 

I bow my head down, salute them twice, 

Ashamed for myself not to be of a 

transcendent's caliber. 

—But broad-ranging enough now to make 
the cosmos dwindle, 

I'll leave this world behind, oh how far 
|90 

IIiITAS 

mi 

ϋΚ&ΦίΦ 

away 

The poet begins this first ascent of T'ai Shan (there will be others in 

the succeeding poems) by following the "autocrat's road" up the 

mountain—that is, the route taken by Hsvian Tsung for his Jeng 
sacrifice seventeen years earlier and by other emperors before him. It 

was traditionally the prerogative only of the Son of Heaven to ride 

in a carriage pulled by six horses;91 that Li Po is conveyed upward 

90 "Yu T'ai Shan" iv 111. no. i, Li T'ai-po ch'uan-chi (hereafter 

LTPCC), ed. Wang Ch'i IK) (Taipei: Hsin-hsing shu-chii, 1975), 20.447. B. 

Belpaire, "Le Taoisme et Li T'ai Po," MSlanges chinois et bouddhiques 1 (1931 —1932) 

2—4, comments briefly on, and translates a few lines from, the poems, but his re­

marks are vitiated by his lack of first-hand knowledge of Taoist sources. 
91 Shen Yiieh Sang shu Sf;(| (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1974), 18.495. 
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here by "six dragons" alerts us that his will be a journey even more 

magnificent than that of the sovereign.92 We recall, too, that this 

sextuple team of dragons had earlier wafted Ts'ao Ts'ao to Mount 

T'ai; thus there was literary precedent for their harnessing. But we 

note in this first poem of Li Po's hexad that the gates of T'ai Shan's 

grotto-heaven are initially closed. It is only halfway through the 

poem, when he stands on the mountain's brow, above the clouds 
and above the thunder, and moreover only after gazing far off at 

the paradise isles of P'eng-lai and Ying-chou in the Eastern Sea, that 

images from the celestial regions begin to envelop him. 

The "Terrace of Gold and Silver" fixed in mind by Li Po93 is the 

same estrade remarked by Kuo P'u ίβϊϋ (276—324) when that 
inspired poet beheld P'eng-lai in the sixth of his famous series of yu-

hsien ("Roaming to Sylphdom") verses.94 Once this vision­
ary contact with the higher realms is established by Li Po, the pace 
of events quickens. He stands now at the aptly named arete 
Heaven's Gate.95 In response to his "long whistle"—an old and 
respected method of calling up desired atmospheric and spiritual 
phenomena96—a "clear wind" arrives from afar. But this uncanny 

92 As I have pointed out elsewhere, horse and dragon are congeners—differing 

symbolically only in that the former treads the earth, the latter the sky. See Kroll, 

"The Dancing Horses of T'ang," pp. 252—253. 
93William G. Boltz, "Philological Footnotes to the Han New Year Rites," 

Journal of the American Oriental Society 99, no. 3 (1979), 431, has some pertinent 

comments on the basic meaning of the word hsiang Jg in classical texts. Often 

misrendered (by analogy, one supposes, with modern Mandarin usage) as "to think; 

thought," it properly indicates "to draw up a mental image, vision." 
94 "Yu hsien shih" f|l[ , no. 6, in Ch'uan Chin shih, 5.7b, p. 562. 
95 Chavannes, Le T'ai chan, p. 45, also p. 46, fig. 12. 
96 For the history of this technique, see Aoki Masaru yfc IE 5¾, " 1Sho' no rekishi 

to jigi no hensen" £ iFr Il ¢9 IB 81, Aoki Masaru zenshu 

(Tokyo: Shunjusha, 1971), vol. 8, pp. 161—168; and Sawada Mizuho 

"Sho no genryii" |jj 0)® HE, Tofto shukyo 44 (October 1974), 1—13. An interesting 

early T'ang text, the Hsiao chih, or "Directives on Whistling," describes in some 

detail the different types of "whistling" and the proper times of year at which to 

perform them; this text has been studied by E. D. Edwards, '"Principles of 

Whistling'— 1¾ Hsiao ckik—Anonymous," Bulletin of the School of Oriental and 

African Studies 20 (1957), 217—229. "Long whistling" is mentioned in many medieval 

poems, but translators generally convert it into a dull "humming." For example, it is 

unfortunate that, given the scores of books and articles written about Wang Wei 

(701—761), it has not been noticed that, in his celebrated quatrain "A Lodging in the 
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breeze (it is a rarer, more remote, wind than that which sounded 
through the pines on the climb up) is merely the herald of a group 

of "jade maidens" come from heaven's farthest bounds—or are 

they members of the troupe of jade maidens we have already seen 

as attendant upon the lord of T'ai Shan himself? These ethereal dam­
sels, with their suppressed smiles, seem to share a private joke— 

perhaps they are amused at the sight of the poet who has invoked 

their presence (he is not, as he himself realizes, "of a transcendent's 

caliber"). Nevertheless, they have a celestial gift for him. The "fluid 

aurora" (liu hsia MtH) he receives from their hands is a supernal 

liquor, a draught of solar essence. A fundamental scripture of 

medieval Taoism, the Purple Text of the Numinous Writ (Ling-shu 

tzu-wen 11¾¾¾), describes the procedures required to obtain 
this pentachrome pneuma which, when imbibed, suffuses one's 

body with solar energy.97 Li Po, however, is here awarded it 
freely, an act of pure kindness on the part of the jade girls, it is 

significant that the word used for the transferral of the gift is wei j'ii 

("let fall"), a more casual verb than the formal shou ("confer") 

usually employed in religious contexts to indicate the transmission 

of doctrine, scripture, or token. The poet's bowed head and double 
salute may seem mere politesse, but in fact are the ritually correct 

actions to make after taking in the "fluid aurora," as indicated in the 

Ling-shu tzu-wen.9& Similarly, the poet's acknowledgment of his 

Bamboo" ("Chu-li kuan" Sff, m CTS, 128.1301), the "luminous moon" that 

appears in the final line of the poem has in fact shown itself in consequence of the 

poet's "long whistling" in line two. This is not just quaint "nature imagery." 
97 The original Ling-shu tzu-wen is scattered in four different works in the present 

Tao tsang\ see Robinet, "La revelation du Shangqing," vol. 2, pp. 101-110, for 

analysis and discussion. The technique for absorbing the "fluid aurora" is found in 

Huang-t'ien shang-ch'ing chin-ch'ueh ti-chun ling-shu tzu-wen shang-ching ^ |: ,f] 

SSiSff 1111 -h SS (HY 639), 4a—5a. The ingestion of aurorae is an exercise 

predating the Shang-ch'ing synthesis. We have seen it referred to above in Ts'ao 

Chih's first poem; and Pao-p'u tzu nei-p'ten, 20.4b, notes the "cup of fluid aurora" 

given by a transcendent to one Hsiang Man-tu Xf| ̂  which relieved the latter of 

all hunger and thirst. The poetic prototype is a line from the "Yiian yu" j ]£ : 

"Rinsing my mouth with [the essence of] True Solarity, I take in the aurora of 

dawn" IEIgmitIiB- Ch'u tz'u chi-chu tjla£ (Taipei: Kuang-wen shu-

chu, 1956), p. 136. 
98HY 639, 5a-
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spiritual unworthiness is not routine self-depreciation (there would 

be no need to waste words over that); it is expressed in the exact 

words applied to Han Wu Ti when he, though considered un­

deserving, was granted celestial secrets by Hsi Wang Mu some 

eight centuries earlier." Finally, we see in the last couplet another 
variation on the same passage from the Mencius—about Confucius' 

view from atop T'ai Shan making the subcelestial realm seem to 

dwindle—that Tu Fu had used to close his poem. But, while Tu Fu 

imagined that "the host of hills" would dwindle in his sight, for Li 

Po—energized now with solar essence—it is the whole cosmos 

that dwindles, and he feels himself ready to take leave of this paltry 

world.100 

The second poem of the suite, only half as long as the first, 

presents a second ascent: 

At clear daybreak I rode upon a white deer, 

And ascended straight to the mount of 

Heaven's Gate. 

At the mountain's edge I happened on a 
plumed person, 

With squared pupils, with handsome face 

and features. 

Holding onto the bindweed, I would have 

attended to his colloquy; 

He nevertheless concealed himself with a 
barrier of clouds from the blue. 

But he let fall to me a writ formed of avian 

tracks, 
Which dropped down aflutter in the midst 

of the rocky heights. 

95Schipper, L'empereur Wou des Han, p. h i . 
100 Arthur Waley, The Poetry and Career of Li Po (London: George Allen and 

Unwin, 1950), p. 17, in a very brief and error-prone paraphrase of the content of the 

first three poems of the series, misinterprets this last line as saying the poet was "not 

yet ready to turn his back altogether upon the world." His mistake apparently 

derives from reading yu jfc (3(6¾: {5]/¾¾) as "sad" instead of "far away." But the 

latter reading is confirmed not only by common sense, but also by the comparable 

diction at the end of the poem "Hstin shan seng pu-yii tso," LTPCC, 23.517: 7* 

1¾¾¾'/¾¾. where yu can only mean "far away." 
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Its script, it turned out, was of highest 

antiquity; 

In construing it, I was absolutely 

unpracticed. 

Sensible of this, I thrice breathed a sigh; 

But the master I would follow has till now 
yet to return.101 

The poet's conveyance this time is a white deer, popular carrier, as 
we have noted, of earth-bound transcendents.102 Progress is being 

made in his spiritual climb: this time he "ascends straight" to 
Heaven's Gate, arriving there quickly, in the second line of the 

poem. And he immediately meets a "plumed person," an angelic 
sylph whose "squared pupils" confirm his great age despite his 

youthful features.103 This transcendent being wraps himself in 

clouds, wishing to avoid the poet's direct gaze. But he too, like the 

jade maidens of the preceding poem, turns over to Li Po an 
encouraging gift (again the verb is wei, "let fall"). It is a writing, 

and hence intrinsically more valuable than the auroral potion 
received in the first poem,104 but it is indecipherable to him, being 
in "bird-track" script of ancient times (the earliest manuscripts 

were traditionally said to have been inspired by the observation of 

bird tracks). The poet is left sighing and frustrated: the path to 
transcendence is not as easy as it seemed to be at the end of the first 
poem. He needs the tutelage of a "master." He must persevere. 

Poem three: 

In the level light I climbed to the Belvedere zP 

of the Sun, 

101 "Yu T'ai Shan," no. 2, LTPCC, 20.448. 
102Curiously, one Tang text says that HsiianTsung had ridden a white mule up 

the mountain for his feng rites. Cheng Ch'i (d. 899), K'ai-T'ien ch'uan-hsin chi 

Hfl5511® IS. 2a (T'ang-tai ts'ung-shu 0(¾¾¾, 1806 ed.). 
103 Yun-chi ch'i-ch'ien, 19.19b, in a list of attributes attaching to each hundred years 

of a transcendent's existence, records that at 500 years of age the pupils of the eye 

become square. 

104 See Robinet, Meditation taoiste, pp. 29—44, on the supreme importance of 

revealed writings in Taoism; also the comments ofjohn Lagerwey, Wu-shangpi-yao; 

somme taoiste du VIe siecle (Pans: l'Ecole Fran^aise d'Extreme-Onent, 1981), p. 38. 
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Raised my hand and opened up the barrier 
of clouds. 

My germinal spirit lifted up four directions 
in flight, 

As though emerging from between heaven 
and earth! 

The Yellow River comes here from out of 
the west, 

Winsome but withdrawn it passes into the 
distant hills. 

Leaning against a high bank, I scanned the 
Eight Culmina; 

Vision exhausted its limits, idling in lasting 
emptiness. 

By an odd chance then I beheld the Azure 
Lad, 

His virid hair done up in twin cloud-coils. 
He laughed at me for turning late to the 

study of transcendence; 
My unsteadiness and unsureness have 

brought the fading of ruddy features. 

Halting I stood and hesitant-suddenly he 
was gone from sight; 

So careless and uninhibited-it is hard to 
pursue and detain him.lo5 

205 
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The very first line takes the poet to T'ai Shan's peak this time. The 
"Belvedere of the Sun" (jih kuan B ft) is the southeast crest, from 
which the view of the rising sun was most spectacular.106 We note 
that Li Po can now "open up the barrier of clouds" that in the 
preceding poem concealed the plumed person from him, and that 

105 "Yu T'ai Shan," no. 3, L TPCC, 20.448. 

106Chavannes, Le T'ai chan, p. 60; also LI Fang $1l15, et aI., T'ai-p'ing yu-lan :;tzp: 
f.ElJl: (Taipei: Hsm-hsing shu-chii, 1968), 39.5a, quoting Ying Shao's Han kuan i 
lJi'g{l. A rhapsody on the Sun's Belvedere ("Jih-kuan fu" B 1ll,!lJi\), composed 
by Tmg Ch'un-tse T'il!l!\ (chin-shih 775), IS preserved m Ch'uan T'ang wen, 

457. 1 3b- 14b . 
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his spirit-though not yet his body-is flightworthy now, its lift­
off point "between heaven and earth" at the top of Mount T'ai. 
Gazing about, he sees the line of the Yellow River some two 
hundred Ii in the distance l07 and casts his sight even farther, to the 
extremes of the eight directions. 

And now for the third time he is rewarded with an encounter 
with a celestial figure: no anonymous jade maidens or plumed 
persons this time, but the great Azure Lad himself. lOS We have met 
this deity before, as the "Father in the East" in one ofTs'ao Chih's 
poems on Mount T'ai. It is time now to take a closer look at him. As 
mentioned earlier, he is the male counterpart ofHsi Wang Mu, but 
that is the least of his attributes. He is known by a variety of alternate 
designations, among them "Lord Azure Lad, Supreme Minister" 
(Shang-hsiang ch'ing-t'ung chun 1::f§W!i[;f'O, "Little Lord, Azure 
Lad" (Ch'ing-t'ung hsiao-chan W!i[ 'j\ ::€t), "Little Lord, Azure Re­
alized One" (Ch'ing-chen hsiao-t'ung W Jj 'j\ !i[), and "Royal Sire in 
the East" (Tung wang kung J4'r=E~). In T'ao Hung-ching's 1l1iViU.~ 
(456-536) systematized Taoist hierarchy, he delights in the re­
sounding title "Lord Little Lad of Azure Florescence, King of the 
Eastern Sea, Master of the Lofty Dawn, Great Supervisor of Des­
tinies, Supreme Minister of the Golden Pylons, Jade Conservator 
King of the Greatest Realization of Ninefold Tenuity" (Chiu-wei 
t'ai-chen ya-pao wang chin-ch'aeh shang-hsiang ta szu-ming kao-ch'en 
shih tung-hai wang ch'ing-hua hsiao-t'ung chan 1L lj\~c.t: Jj "E ilf:.:E ~ 
~ 1:: t§::k P'] 1fiJ il'li AUm l': w.:E W c!IH \ !i[::€t), and is highly placed 
among the most exalted divinities of the Heaven of Highest Clar­
ity.1 09 He resides in the Azure Palace of the Square [Moondew-] 
Speculum of Eastern Florescence (Tung-hua fang-chu ch' ing-kung l': 

107 Visible "hke a belt" from the summit, according to Ying Shao. T' ai-p'ing yu­

lan, 39.6b. 
108 As we shall see, he is rather more than the simple "fany boy dressed m green" 

referred to by Waley, loc. cit. Like those ofBelpaire (n. 90), Waley's remarks on these 
poems-mdeed, on much ofLi Po's poetic corpus-are defective largely because of 

his unfamilianty With Taoist texts. It is a failing, alas, that mars nearly all modern 
studies on LI Po, whether Oriental or Western. 

109 Tung-hsuan ling-pao chen-ling wei-yeh t'u 1JliI1:m.j.lt!I{ft~1!l!I (HY 167), 

3b. 
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iWff ΐί 1B), located in the Eastern Sea.110 He is, cosmologically, 

the lord of the principle of growth and fruition; doctrinally, he is 

one of the Shang-ch'ing deities most often involved in the trans­
mission to lesser divinities and to human adepts of celestial texts and 
teachings.111 Like Mount T'ai, then, he is associated with the east 
and is an intermediary between Heaven and Earth. His "virid hair" 
is a sign of his perpetual juvenescence, as are the "twin cloud-coils" 
in which his hair is bound (hair-coils being normal dress for a pre-
pubescent boy). Unlike the jade maidens who had "suppressed" 
their smiles, he laughs openly at the opsimathic and already aging 
poet. But one senses that this is an encouraging mockery, a gentle 
goading, on the part of the Azure Lad, meant to prod the poet into 
greater seriousness in his Taoist studies. This is indeed the "master" 
Li Po "would follow," but again, at the conclusion of the poem, Li 
Po is left behind. 

The meeting with the Azure Lad has, however, fortified the 
poet's will to pursue the path of transcendence. Some of the happy 
results are evident in poem four of the series: 

Purified and purged for three thousand days, 
I strip plainsilk to copy the scriptures of the 

Way. 
Intoning and reciting I hold what I have 

won, 
As a host of spirits guards the physical form 

that is mine. 

Proceeding with the clouds, I trust to the 
lasting wind, 

Wafted on as though I'd spawned plumes 
and wings! 

110His paradise domain is described in Tung-chen shang-ch'ing ch'ing-yao tzu-shu 

chin-ken chung-ching (HY !304), 2.iob-i3a; also 

Tung-chen t'ai-shang pa-su chen-ching san-wu hsing-hua miao-chueh ^JpJ £ft _L Λ Sl K 
(HY 1311), 9b—10b; and Chen kao, 9.2ob-2ib. 

111A more detailed investigation of this divinity and his paradise realm may be 

found in Paul W. Kroll, "In the Halls of the Azure Lad," Journal of the American 

Oriental Society 105, no. 1 (1985) 75-94. 
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Clinging now to the high bank, I ascend the 

Sun's Belvedere; 

Bending by the railing, I peer over the 

Eastern Gulf. 

A sheen on the sea animates the distant 

mountains; 

The Cockerel of Heaven has already given 

his first call. 

A silvery terrace emerges out of inverted 

luminescence, 

Where white-capped waves roll over the 

long leviathan. 

—Where is one to acquire the drug of 

immortality? 

Fly away on high toward P'eng and 

Ying!112 

The poet has now at last committed himself to basic practices— 
purging and purifying his body and mind in long retreat, and 

diligently transcribing sacred texts. But what scripture is he "inton­
ing and reciting" in the third line, that enables him "to hold what 

[he] has won," with "a host of spirits guardfing his] physical 

form?" Although Li Po does not tell us, we can make a reliable 

guess. It is almost certainly the Ta-tung chen-ching A £κ ® or 
"Realized Scripture of the Great Grotto." This most fundamental 
text of the Shang-ch'ing revelation consists of verses and incanta­

tions in honor of thirty-nine celestial deities and the corollary (in 

point of fact, identical) corporal spirits that watch over the mortal 

gaps in one's body. Recitation of the text, accompanied with 

proper "visualization" techniques, serves to fixate these corporal 
spirits and close the fissures out of which one's vital forces slowly 
seep.113 This is what Li Po is doing in the third and fourth lines. The 

Ta-tung chen-ching is a text that must be approached with great 

112 "Yu χ·31 Shan," no. 4, LTPCC, 20.448—49. 
113On the Ta-tung chen-ching (also called the Shang-ch'ing ching see 

Robinet, Miditation taoiste, pp. 151—160, and "La revelation du Shangqmg," vol. 2, 

pp. 29-44. 
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reverence: when Wei Hua-ts'un a holy mistress of the 

fourth century A.D. who would eventually transcend her mortal 

state to be apotheosized as the divine "Lady of the Southern 

Marchmount" (Nan-yueh fu-jen and ranked in the 

Shang-ch'ing pantheon, was still studying on this earth, she was 

advised by the Azure Lad to recite this scripture but not before 

"purifying and purging" herself for five hundred days.114 Con­

sidering the far less advanced state of our poet, it is not surprising 

that he should need "three thousand days" to refine himself suffi­

ciently, before intoning the text. 
With his physical form now secure (momentarily, at least) 

against decay, Li Po finds himself capable at last of bodily flight and 

soars off on the wind—a plumed person himself. His airborne 
journey takes him, of course, to the top of Mount T'ai. (Contrast 

this aerial ascent with the three earlier ones—carried by dragon or 

horse, by deer, and on foot.) By the Belvedere of the Sun he looks 

out upon the Eastern Sea, as he had done in the first poem. The 

"distant mountains" are the enchanted seamounts of P'eng-lai and 

Ying-chou, shimmering now in the first light of dawn upon the 

waters. "Inverted luminescence" (tao ching OJP;) is a phrase used 
with two different referents in Li Po's poetic vocabulary. First, it 

describes the play of reflected sunlight on water, used this way in 

two of his poems.115 Second, in two other poems, both with strong 
Taoist overtones,116 it signifies the farthest realms of heaven, out 

beyond the stars, where the light of the heavenly luminaries is seen 

114Li Fang $1¾, et al., T'ai-p'ing kuang-chi (Peking: Wen-yu-t'ang 

shu-fang, 1934), 58.122b, quoting the Chi hsien Iu if f[lj (that is, Tu Kuang-t'ing's 

Yung-ch'engchi-hsien Iu the extant version of which does not contain a 

biography of Wei Hua-ts'un) and the Pen-chuan ^ fl| (presumably the lost Nan-yueh 

fit-jen nei-chuan 1¾ $: Λ R ί4ί)· See Ε. Η. Schafer, "The Restoration of the 

Shrine of Wei Hua-ts'un at Lin-ch'uan in the Eighth Century," Journal of Oriental 

Studies 15, no. 2 (July 1977) 124—137, for a discussion of the lady's career, the sources 

of her biographies, and a translation of one account of her life and transcendence 

(which does not include the Ta-tung chen-ching incident) by the T'ang writer Yen 

Chen-ch'mg mi®. 
115 "T'ung yu-jen chou hsing," LTPCC, 20.451; "Ch'un-jih p'ei Yang Chiang-

ning chi chu-kuan yen Pei-hu kan ku tso," LTPCC, 20.455. 
116"Ku feng," no. 20, LTPCC, 2.56; "Ch'ou Ts'ui Wu lang-chung," LTPCC, 

19.427· 
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reversed.117 In the present context Li Po seems to have combined 

these two meanings neatly: while the terrace of P'eng-lai appears to 

emerge out of the aqueous glimmer of the Eastern Sea, it is also true 

that P'eng-lai is a celestial paradise beyond the world we know. 

(Indeed, some late illustrations show the island floating in the air 

above the ocean or, again, placed upon an elongated pedestal whose 

base is below the waves but whose capital is in the heavens.) The 

"long leviathan" is the great sea-monster that was said to guard 

jealously the oceanic approaches to P'eng-lai.118 The extraordinary 

nature of the view taken in by the poet in lines io—12 is emphasized 

phonetically in the original text by the fact that the last word of 

the odd-numbered line 11 ("luminescence" Jr, Middle Chinese 

*kyang), which should not be a rhyme-word, here does match the 

proper rhyme-words of lines io ("call" IS, *mywang) and line 12 

("leviathan" t£, *gyang). This unusual phonetic correlation, al­

though not strictly acceptable in the canons of shih poetry, serves 

to lay a special stress on these three lines. Surely this is a conscious 

action on Li Po's part to make the lines sound as unusual as is the 

scene they describe. The poem closes with Li Po's voice hopeful and 

assured. He is ready to journey on to paradise. 

Poem five begins with the poet still on T'ai Shan's summit: 

The Belvedere of the Sun inclines north and 

east; 

Its pair of high banks—twinned stone 

hemmed about. 

The sea's waters drop away before one's 

eyes; 

The sky's light spreads far in the cyan-blue 

of the void. 

A thousand peaks, vying, throng and cluster 

round; 

A myriad straths are cut off from traverse 

and transit. 

117This is the normal sense of the term in Taoist literature. 
118LiPo mentions it in three other poems: "Ku feng," no. 3, LTPCC, 2.45; "Ku 

yu so-szu," LTPCCi 4.119; "Tseng seng Chao-mei," LTPCC, 12.306. 
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Thread-thin in the distance, that transcendent f® ® || 

on his crane— 
Upon departing he left no tracks among the 

clouds. 

Long pines enter here into the Empyreal 

Han, 
The "distant view" is now no more than a 

foot away. 
The mountain's flowers are different from 

those in the human realm— 

In the fifth month they are white amidst the 
snows. 

—I am bound in the end to come upon An-

ch'i, 

Refining at this very place the liquor of 

jade.119 

This poem is something of a pendant to the preceding piece, 

furnishing a description of the proximate scene, to balance the 

remote vista of poem four. Only a few remarks are necessary. We 

should note the emphasis in these lines on the solitary, removed, 

and superb qualities of Mount T'ai. It is sundered from all other 
mountains and valleys, its peak but a foot away from the "Empy­
real Han" (i.e., the sky river, our Milky Way). The fifth-month 

snows on its lofty slopes are an indication of its extreme height (the 

summer sun cannot warm its crest)120 and also, even more impor­

tantly, an image of T'ai Shan's true crystalline nature, akin to the 
cold, white, celestial palaces of which it has become a visible, 
reachable simulacrum.121 It is here that the poet feels confident that 

he shall encounter An-ch'i iJr J3, the mysterious alchemist of clas­

sical times. A seller of drugs in Lang-yeh MM during the Ch'in 

119 "Yu T'ai Shan," no. 5, LTPCCy 20.449. 
120 Interestingly, the Tai shih, 3.6a, comments that in the fifth and sixth months of 

the year one must still wear cold-weather, quilted clothing on the mountain, as the 
climate is like that of deepest autumn. 

121 The symbolism of snow on holy mountains has been explicated, with special 

reference to Mao Shan, in Schafer's Mao Shan in T'ang Times, pp. 33—35. 
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dynasty, An-ch'i was reported to have had an audience—which 

stretched on for three days and nights—with Ch'in Shih Huang 

when that monarch was on his way to sacrifice at T'ai Shan (!). 

After this meeting with the prince of men, he took leave of the 

world, announcing that thereafter he was to be looked for on 

P'eng-lai.122 His ingestion of a personally compounded potion of 

"liquor of gold" is mentioned by Ko Hung;123 this elixir enabled 

him to live a thousand years on earth. An-ch'i is one of the figures 

most closely associated with the tradition and transmission of this 

famous "liquor of gold" (chin i 13¾¾),124 so it is a bit puzzling to 

have Li Po identifying him with the "liquor of jade" (yii i Jl $£). 

But the two phrases are virtually interchangeable in T'ang poetic 

diction, the primary image in either case being the quality of incor­

ruptibility imparted by the mineral-based elixir. Here again the 

poem closes on a highly expectant note, as did the last. But now 

the poet has discerned the true nature of Mount T'ai—it is itself a 

transcendent paradise; it is "at this very place" that An-ch'i and 

others of his kind are to be found. 

We turn finally to poem six: 

At sunup I drank from the Royal Mother's 

pool, 

In the gloaming took refuge by the pylons 

of Heaven's Gate. 

In solitude I held close the Green Tracery 

zither, 

At nighttime strode out in moonlight on the 

azure mountain. 

The mountain was luminous—moonlit dew 

was white; 

The night was still—the pine-tree wind had 

died away. 

122Lieh-hsien chuan, 1.14b—15a; also Pao-p'u tzu nei-p'ien, i3.3a/b. In T'ao Hung-

ching's official hierarchy, An-ch'i holds a place in the sphere of Grand Culmen (t'ai-

chi i:®, just below Highest Clarity. Tung-hsuan ling-pao chen-ling wei-yeh t'u, 8b. 
123Pao-p'u tzu nei-p'ien, 3.5b; the recipe for this elixir is recorded by Ko Hung at 

4.9b— 10b. 
124Robinet, "La revelation du Shangqing," vol. 1, pp. 10-11. 
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Transcendent persons were roaming the cyan -flil A 58 Sl % 
peaks; 

From place to place songs of reed-organs 

issued forth! 

In subdued stillness I took pleasure in the 
clear candescence, 

AsJade Realized Ones linked up on the 

halcyon heights. 

The image imagined—a dance of phoenixes 
and simurghs; 

Tossing and swirling—in raiment of dragon 
and tiger. 

Touching the sky, I plucked down the 
Gourd[-star]; 

Distracted and delirious, reflecting not on 
my return. 

Lifting my hand, I swished it in the clear 
shallows, 

And inadvertently caught hold of the 
Weaving Maid's loom! 

—Next morning I sat in forfeit of it all; 
Only to be seen—pentachrome clouds 

floating away.125 

In this culmination of Li Po's T'ai Shan experience the time of a full 
day (from one morning to the next) is contained, just as the entire 
spatial expanse of the mountain (from the Royal Mother's Pool at 
its base to Heaven's Gate at its peak) is traversed. To begin with, let 
us note the symbolic appropriateness of the place-names mentioned 
in the opening couplet. It is fitting that the poet begin this final 
ascent from the "Royal Mother's Pool":126 as we saw at the 
conclusion of poem five, he seems sure now of his elect status and is 
consequently able to picture himself as starting out from—instead 
of merely ending at—a paradisal spot. Twilight finds him, in the 

125 "Yu T'ai Shan," no. 6, LTPCC, 20.449. 
126Chavannes1 Le T'ai chart, pp. 87—88. 
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second line, settling in on the threshold of Heaven. This is the first 

time the poet has been on T'ai Shan at night: the place is trans­

formed as—he imagines—he is too. 

Evening begins with Li Po going out for a stroll on the peak, 

where he intends to amuse himself with some solitary music on the 

zither he brings along. The zither itself is no ordinary one; it is the 

famous instrument, called "Green Tracery" (lu-ch'i that had 

belonged to Ssu-ma Hsiang-ju WJJgfgJn (179-117 B.C.), the 

magnificent rhapsodist of Han times.127 The scene is quiet— 

luminous and white. Even the wind in the pines, which we recall 

had sounded with a "poignant" voice in the first poem of the series, 

has subsided. But suddenly the poet is aware of other night-roamers 

on the mountain and of sounds behind the silence—the pipings of 

transcendent music! This shift of consciousness is deftly enhanced 

by Li Po with a shift of rhyme at this point (there are no rhyme-

changes within any of the other poems); and it is a major modula­

tion, across the binary division of deflected and level tones (in this 

case, from M.C. *-ak to *-ei), not merely a change of homotonic 

rhyme-groups.12 8 

The festive gathering of "Jade Realized Ones" witnessed by the 

poet appears to him—as did his vision of P'eng-lai's terrace in 

poem one, which was the catalyst of his initial meeting with the 

"jade maidens"—as a fixed mental image or conjuration. This 

nocturnal celebration resembles in part the merriment described in 

the Chen kao as enjoyed by the fortunate residents of the Azure 

Lad's domain: when those transcendent beings, whose bodies have 

the brightness of gold and jade, play their reed-pipes in concert, all 

kinds of animals come to dance before them and phoenixes har­

monize their voices with the sounds of the heavenly orchestra.129 

But our poet is not to be a mere observer; he must join in the 

celestial revel. And he is now capable of doing just that. He can 

127Fu Hsiian 1¾ (217—278), "Ch'in fu" Ch'tian Chin u/en 

45.5b, in Ch'uan Shang-ku San-tai Ch'in Han San-kuo Liu-ch'ao wen ^ h 1¾"ΞΞ.:¾! 

mΞm7\(1886 ed.) 
128 As will be evident, I accept the rhyme variants in lines two and four given in 

the Miao Yueh-ch'i f 0a edition of the text; see Li T'ai-po wen-chi ̂  ^ ̂  H, 

17.9a. 
129 Chen kao, 9.21b. 
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"touch the sky" and pulls down the asterism of the "Gourd" (our 

Delphinus) for a wine-stoup. Delirious with joy, he thinks no more 

of the vulgar world below, at home now in the celestial regions. He 

swishes his fingers playfully in the Heavenly River's "clear shal­

lows." But, quite by accident, he overturns the sidereal loom of the 
Weaving Maid. (It is instructive here to note the precision of Li Po's 

stellar geography: the "Gourd" [Delphinus] hangs to one side of 
the Heavenly River [the Milky Way], directly opposite the location 

of the "Weaving Maid" [our Vega] on the other side. Ifone were to 

flick his hand across the course of the sky river from the site of the 

Gourd-star he would indeed risk catching a fingernail on the 

Weaver's loom.) With this unwitting blunder, the poet's wonder­

ful vision, the fantastic revel, dissolves into nothingness. When 

dawn arrives he is forlorn, the only reminder of the night's Elysian 

gaiety the rainbow-hued clouds that now drift away from the 

mountain. Although this final work of Li Po's sequence on T'ai 
Shan has seen the poet successfully enter the realm of the transcen­

dents, his careless behavior there has cast him out again. As he him­

self anticipated in the first poem, he is in the end "not of a 
transcendent's caliber." 130 

Despite the fond desires of the New Critics, no poem exists com­

pletely in a vacuum. While we may rightly fault (as it has lately 

become fashionable to do) the bulk of traditional Chinese criticism 

for its predominantly biographical approach that diverts critical 

attention from the text itself, this ought not to lead us into making 
the equally parochial mistake of assuming we can understand a 

medieval poem properly without resort to all manner of extra-

poetic materials. It is the most grievous critical myopia to suppose 
that, in studying medieval Chinese verse, we need only read poetic 

texts or belletristic writings. We must rather seek to know as much 
as possible about the entire cultural context of medieval times, that 
real and multi-faceted world in which our poets had their being. 

The study of literary history alone is not enough for this en-

130For two further studies of Li Po's use of Taoist motifs in his poetry, see Kroll, 

"Li Po's Rhapsody on the Great P'eng-bird," Journal of Chinese Religions 12 (1984), 

i—17, and "Li Po's Transcendent Diction," Journal of the American Oriental Society 

106, no. ι (1986), 99-117. 
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deavor; we also must become familiar with the social, material, 
and, especially, religious history of the times. I say especially reli­
gious history (including scriptures and liturgies, hymns and hagi-
ographies, filiations, etc.), because it is the area that has been most 
ignored by students of Chinese literature—even though, as we are 
beginning to realize, it was of the most profound importance to 
medieval poets. The present essay represents a mere excursion into 
the overlapping terrains of medieval Chinese poetry and religion. 
Whole continents remain to be opened up or, in some cases, 
extensively recharted. Only when we possess both territories will 
we begin to see the magic and dignity of individual poems in their 
true fullness. 



Ching-hsien Wang 

The Nature of Narrative in T'ang Poetry 

I. Origins 

Narrative poetry constitutes a significant category of T'ang 

literature. Here social concerns, intellectual judgment, and artistic 

sensitivity find effective expression in a comprehensive form to 

define momentous events in plot. The general nature of narrative is 

complex, and it is particularly so in T'ang poetry, which is most 

famous for its unyielding lyricism. To investigate the nature of 

narrative in T'ang poetry, therefore, we will inevitably attend to 

the nature of that lyricism and, with due caution, we may have to 

question the meanings commonly attributed to both. I do not 

intend to rewrite the definition of T'ang lyricism, but I will attempt 

to examine the origins, essence, and scope of narrative poetry by 

looking at the conventional differences drawn between various 

literary genres, lyric poetry included. I aim to reconsider the 

validity of established definitions and to propose a preliminary 

principle of generic distinction from which a creative reading of 

poetry may proceed. 

The primordial origin of T'ang narrative poetry can be traced 

back to the comprehensive and forthright style of the Shih ching 

1^85: the techniqueJu (¾ (narrative display), in contrast with pi It 

(direct metaphor) and hsing jS (indirect metaphor). While the term 

fu had existed in Shih ching scholarship ever since the "Great 

Preface" took its shape, probably during the Later Han 1¾¾ 

period, it did not function as a note on poetic technique, as hsing 

did, until Chu Hsi :¾ JSf (i 130—1200) used it to describe the rhetor­

ical style of Shih ching 2¾¾.1 This poem falls into three stanzas. In 

1 For the early definitions offu as it is written out in the "Great Preface" to Shih 

ching and further in the "Grand Master" -fc and "Lesser Master" φ (¾ in Chou Li 
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the first, the poet, assuming the voice of a woman, sings of a certain 

creeping plant and of orioles, with plentiful images pertinent to 

their beauty. In the second stanza the quality of the plant itself is 

developed by specifying its use—its suitability for making cloth for 

dresses, of which she will never tire. The last stanza picks up the 

image of the dresses, which she is washing and arranging in prepa­

ration to leave for her parents' home to make her first ceremonial 

visit after the wedding. According to Chu Hsi, each stanza is 

composed in the style offu.2 When we look at the three stanzas 

closely, however, we find that they are somewhat different, both in 

terms of technique and intent. The first stanza, with its lavish 

presentation of two objects free from any action taken by the 

persona, is fu in the sense of a "display." The second stanza turns the 

display of natural objects to a statement of purpose and allows the 

persona to interfere by passing judgment on the material value of 

one of the objects. Finally, in the third stanza, the straightforward 

telling of an event relates the action the persona takes—it is fu in the 

sense of "narration." 

In this poem we can appreciate the principal mode of narrative 

poetry in the Chinese tradition: a mixture of narration and display, 

and also of the participation of a persona, assessing the object in the 

display in order to anticipate its full operation in the narration. There 

are some variations. When the poet assumes the role of the persona, 

as in Shih ching 58 tS, the development of the story conforms to 

more restrictive definitions: narrative poetry involves a complete 

plot with appropriate characters, including the poet-persona or 

narrator. Consequently, it also reveals the problem of "point of 

view," as does any narrative.3 Yet even in this more conventional 

narrative aspect, Shih ching 58 is unique: the poet leaves the plot in 

the third stanza to indulge in a highly emotional utterance of self-

pity and, in the sixth, she turns from her role as narrator to become 

1¾¾, see Shih-hsiang Chen, "The Shih ching·. Its Generic Significance in Chinese 

Literary History and Poetics," Bulletin of the Institute of History and Philosophy 

(hereafter BHIP) 39, pt. 1 (1969) 381, n. 33. 
2Chu Hsi Shih chi-chuan (rpt. Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, 1970), 

1.5b—6b, pp. 10—12. 
3Cf. Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg, The Nature of Narrative (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 240. 
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a suppliant, addressing her husband directly and thus closing the 

poem in a murmuring tone. These different stances make the poem 

both narrative and lyrical, and perhaps even dramatic. Similar to 

the narrator of Shih ching 58, but still more astonishing, is the poet 

of Shih ching 237 an omniscient narrator of a great epic adven­

ture undergone by ancestors in time past. After singing of the tale at 

length, consistently in the third person, the poet, before he finishes 

singing, suddenly steps forward to identify himself to the audience. 

On the other hand, when the poet assumes the role of observer and 

offers a "display" of what he sees, as in Shih ching 281 ^f, he does not 

limit himself simply to cataloguing; the poet comments on the 

ritualistic and symbolic values of the fish according to a definite 

point of view. The same practice is found in a powerful poem of 

display, Shih ching 297 f§. The poem is essentially a catalogue of 

horses, and yet the catalogue is gracefully intensified in a steady 

intent to offer praise. The display is characteristic of early narrative 

poetry in the art offu, and the crescendo of praise, moreover, is so 

markedly picturesque that it is comparable to Pindaric lyricism 

with its "vigorous, weighty, and dignified" verses.4 

The origins of narrative poetry are also found in the expansive, 

allegorical mode of the Ch'u tz'u songs. From these sources, in 

particular, T'ang poetry derives its psychic, mythical dimension, 

traversing the realistic world to discover fantastic realms. The 

sequential structure of the Chiu ko j'l φ;, for instance, provides a 

comprehensive frame for the depiction of an even greater variety of 

personae, presented in a strong dramatic movement. In its elaborate 

depiction of gods and spirits, it not only extends the scope of poetic 

display, but also deepens the psychological meaning of the rite by 

putting stress on the mutual approach of man and the supernatural, 

on a yearning for contact, and on the eventual failure of the quest 

which, in turn, always serves as the climax of the narrative. 

Moreover, in the Li sao jSH the complex progress of Ch'ii Yiian 

IBIK (ca. 340—278) adds to the complement of Chinese poetic 

narrative a new dimension of allegorical structure, joined with a 

4Dionysius of Halicarnassus, De Compoitione Verborum, c. 22 The English trans­

lation is from a quote in The Odes of Pindar Including the Principal Fragments, ed. Sir 

John Sandys (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, The Loeb Classical Library, 

1961), p. xvii. 
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strict, complete plot. Despite the unnecessary question in the 

meta-poetic exercises about Ch'ii Yiian's identity, the poem is 

complete in its own right, including a principal introduction of the 

hero, a flashback to his confrontations with other forces, a number 

of consultation scenes disclosing the philosophical basis of his 

anxiety, and several journeys through the ethereal and mundane 
levels of the universe.5 Although its phases are not always balanced 

in length and depth, there is an unmistakable narrative progress 

depicted in the plot. In the Li sao we see the capacity of early 

Chinese narrative poetry to engage and provoke us by its rejection 
of linear symmetry without ever losing an organic harmony in 

structure. Moreover, when the poem calls for it, lyricism emerges 
to complement the narration. Another feature, equally salient in 
Shih ching poetry, is the ellipsis of information, making the active 

collaboration of the audience necessary to bring its imaginative 

world to full maturity. 

A third origin of narrative poetry are the diverse categories of 
poetic literature since the Han period, including thefu K, yueh-fu 
iJr Iff, and a new type of literary verse known to the T'ang poets as 
ku-shih Strictly speaking, they are significant in the formation 

of T'ang narrative not because they created any new standard in 

imaginative literature, but because they made innovations on tra­
ditional forms established in Shih ching and Ch'u tz'u. In other 

words, they represent for T'ang poetry a point of historical re­
ference rather than any aesthetic principle. As a poetic genre, fu 

draws upon the narrative display of Shih ching and the dynamic 

progress of Ch'u tzu, to take on a grand, erudite quality that 

expands into rhapsodic composition. This may take the form of 

discourse, depiction, lament, or eulogy to attend to the purpose of 
admonition inherent in the name. But it easily turns extravagant 
and trivial when the classical norms of narrative display and imagi­

nary progress are misunderstood and abused. In retrospect, it seems 

that yueh-fu and ku-shih together provided the most immediate 

5 The myth of Ch'u Yiian has dwindled, in modem days, into the doubt as to 

whether he is himself the hero of his poetry. The doubt is repeatedly expressed in 

James J. Y. Liu's review of China and the West: Comparative Literature Studies, ed. 

WilUam Tay et al. (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1980). Liu's state­

ments were published in Comparative Literature Studies 18, no. 2 (1981) 201—207. 
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legacy to T'ang poets in their pursuit of narrative poetry. A revival 

of classical poetry, yiieh-fu involved either direct recording or 

literary imitation of the folk spirit, as it reflected the common 

impulse to express emotion and thought through poetic story­

telling. The ku-shih, on the other hand, advanced steadily through 
both the poet's ambition to exhaust the classical models and his 

grasp of an immediate or "modern" sense of literary evolution so as 
to identify himself against a broader intellectual background. In 

both yiieh-fu and ku-shih we find the clear formative elements, as 

well as a variety of perennial themes, inherited from the narrative 

poetry of the Shih ching and Ch'u tz'u. 

A logical conclusion, therefore, is that poetry before the T'ang, 

despite the diverse forms that evolved from one or more origins, 

tended markedly to narrative. Of the three classical devices of 

poetic composition exhibited in the Shih ching, as narrative display 
fu is more decisive than hsing and pi, and, along with the imaginary 

progress elevated by Ch'u tz'u, it contributed most greatly to the 

direction of narrative poetry in terms of tone, voice, and structure. 
Sometimes it takes as its primary goal the display of a plenitude of 

images, supported by an energetic force to complete the plot. 
Whenever appropriate, Ju displays a definite tendency toward 

lyrical digressions, thus perpetuating the model of classical poetry 

as a standard of what was good and effective. Sometimes it revises 

the classical models, as it were, to formulate a story in verse, though 

it never surpasses many old traits born with the art. Nevertheless, 
the narrative quality of Chinese poetry was actually weakened, and 

almost destroyed, by the establishment of the phonetic, prosodic 
principles in the early sixth century. This development led to the 

rise of what is known as chin-t'i shih (modern-style poetry), 
including lu-shih f-$. jNf and a minor class of chueh-chu fr), to which 

I will return later. 

II. Essence 

The mixed style of narrative display, which grew out of the fu 

technique of Shih ching poetry, became an enduring mode for the 

poet who sought to encounter social realities with an artistic capac-
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ity to both describe and assess. By using elements of theju techni­

que, usually in the form of conventional phraseology in which the 

substance of the event was presented, the poet had the freedom to 

draw in personal emotion, scholarly erudition, and philosophical 

concerns. He became, to a certain degree, both poet and historian. 

A few examples from the early T'ang will be sufficient to exemplify 

the advance of narrative poetry from the rhapsodic Ju literature 
written since the Han dynasty (which we may call the "secondary 

Ju") to the rebirth of a vital poetry inspired and supported by the 

classical mode of narrative display embedded in Shih ching (which 

we may call the "primary Ju") and Ch'u tz'u. 

"Composition on the Imperial Capital" by one of the 
most audacious poets in Chinese history, Lo Pin-wang fg'-g' 

attests to the strength of narrative display in the expression of 

historical judgment, social concerns, and poetic sensitivity.6 The 
poem can be regarded as an early T'ang version of the traditional 

rhapsodic poems about capitals, abundant in the Wen hsiian :¾¾, 

developing, as it does, the subject in the order characteristic of those 

early writings.7 It starts with a grandiloquent generalization of 
what an imperial capital is like, in terms of geographical layout, and 

then proceeds to elaborate on the pageantries of palaces and man­

sions, the extravagant life-style of nobles and commoners, with 

observations on the mutability of power and wealth. The sequence 
is concluded by a final lament full of conceits wrought from 
historical allusions. This technique elicited the observation that Lo 

Pin-wang, as did some of his contemporaries, adopts the art of the 

secondaryJu to write shih (f.KSf#).8 However, the poem rises 

6 Lo's poetical works are collected in Lo Pin-wang wen-chi f§ f ΞΕ iC M> 10 chuan 

(SPTK ed.). An annotated version of the poem in question is found in Fan K'uang 

/Y, Chung-kuo shih-hsueh t'ung-lun Φ PM πΞΐ [Ιίίιϊ (rpt. Hong Kong: Shang-wu 

yin-shu-kuan, 1959), pp. 19-23. I follow Fan's text. For a partial translation and 

discussion of the poem, see Stephen Owen, Poetry of the Early T'ang (New Haven: 

Yale University Press, 1977), pp. 111-115. 
7 For some examples in English, see Xiao Tong, Wen Xuan or Selections of Refined 

Literature, Volume One: Rhapsodies on Metropolices and Capitals, trans. David R. 

Knechtges (Princeton: Pnnceton University Press, 1982). 
8Wen I-to HJ— , "Kung-t'i shih te tzu-shu" U j|| I=J JK, m Wen I-to ch'uan-

chi m — 4 vols. (Shanghai: K'ai-ming shu-chii, 1948), vol. 3-A, p. 17. 
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beyond the great complexity of the secondary fu to reach a stylistic 
clarity. Lo's parallelism is not restricted to the array of ornate 
phrases and weighty objects; it extends to the contrast of major and 
minor actions and, further, to that of numerical symbols. 9 An 
abstract, fluid quality is evident in this aspect of his poetry (shih) that 
differs from the static grandeur of the secondary fu about capitals. 
Although the parallelism of numbers seems to be a stylistic trait of 
ku-t'i poetry alone, it anticipates a significant technique also found 
in chin-t'i poetry, most saliently in the work of Tu Mu f±t!k 
(803-852). The importance of the classical narrative display in the 
general revitalization of Chinese poetry is evident here. 

Lo Pin-wang infuses life into the "Composition" primarily by 
adopting a definite, subjective tone in the passages where he com­
ments on phenomena described externally. The tone is stem, sup­
ported by the vigorous verses, which are primarily heptasyllabic, in 
a continually complicating structure. When Li P'an-lung *~lI. 
(1514-1570) praises the heptasyllabic verse of the early Tang for its 
vital style, he obvlOusly refers to the poetry ofLo Pin-wang and Lu 
Chao-lin 1l:~~.!O Here, immediately after Lo Pin-wang writes 
about the prodigal life-style once practiced in the imperial capital, 
he steps forward, in the manner of a Shih ching poet, to announce: 

Since antiquity glory and wealth have 
been compared to drifting clouds, 

Bane and boon are truly undistin­
guishable in life.!! 

i5 * ~ tlJ :t1U!f ~ 
A !£ f,tr ffi: 1;3" Jilt 5} 

Moreover, in a later passage, he departs from the narrative to elab­
orate on this theme with examples from philosophical texts, his­
tories, anecdotes, and folk songs. As he is closing the composition he 
suddenly bursts into an exclamation: "It is all over! Let us return!" 
e * ITl<:, fri\':t: *! The objectivist principle of the secondary fu on 
capitals, where at the most the author would let the rival personae 

9 Lo's maneuver of numbers is pomted out in Tang shih chi:shih, ed. Chi Yu-kung 

~t~:r;i; (SPTK ed.), 7.IOb-IIa. 
lOLi P'an-lung *_lm, m the "Preface" to h,s Tang shih hsuan JlIH¥~. See Tii 

shIh sen JlIf~;'f~, ed. Mekeda Makato !3 1m ffi ~ (Tokyo' MelJl shain, 1973), p. 159· 
11 Fan, Chung-kuo shih-hsueh, p. 21. 
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contend in an enthusiastic rhetorical dialogue, is replaced by a 

personal utterance derived from the emotional phrases of T'ao 

Ch'ien's pfslfll (365—427) poem.12 Lo Pin-wang's adoption of the 

two phrases attests to a subjectivist attitude toward the scenes and 

events which he has classified in the narrative display, redirects our 

attention to his own mind, and sets a manifest principle for the 

correct interpretation of his allusion to Chia I Jf K (201 — 169 B.C.). 

He emerges at the end of the poem to identify himself unashamedly 

with the most brilliant young man of Lo-yang )¾!¾ nine centuries 

earlier, who was unjustly misunderstood in the imperial capital. 

Lu Chao-Iin wrote "A Reminiscence of Old Ch'ang-an" 

1¾¾? P1J ,¾ during the early T'ang period, when the return of the 

capital to Ch'ang-an suggested a proud analogy between the pre­

sent dynasty and the glorious Han, whose capital had also been 

Ch'ang-an. Having once been the Capital, since the beginning of the 

Later Han dynasty Ch'ang-an had been rendered inferior to other 

cities. After six centuries of vicissitudes, it has become the Capital 

again. The identity of the T'ang with the Han is a convention in 

T'ang poetry, and the collective imagination of poets carefully 

documents the political and cultural dimensions which Ch'ang-an 

embodied during the Han. Lo Pin-wang's "Composition on the 

Imperial City" has its basis in the imaginary unity of the Han and 

T'ang capitals, and Lu Chao-lin's poem shows even more clearly 

the heavy burden assumed by the early T'ang poet. 

"Reminiscence" is basically a narrative display of the capital in 

the past, as Lu Chao-Iin imagines it should have been. Ch'ang-an is 

drawn in those elements found in earlier praise of the capitals: its 

avenues, chariots, mansions, and social activities. It likewise refers 

to the ultimate expression of the imperial dream: the golden 

columns and the dewpan, symbolic of the vanity of wealth and 

power in the face of time. Stylistically, however, the poem is rather 

free from the dense diction typical of the secondary/» since the 

12T'ao Ch'ien writes at the end of his preface to "Kuei-ch'ii Iai hsi tz'u" 15¾¾'¾-

}|f:: "Observing the events according to the direction of my mind, I have entitled the 

poem 'Kuei-ch'ii Iai hsi '" The text and some revealing comments are included in 

T'ao Yuan-mingchuan PIs, 2 vols. (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1961), vol. 2, 

pp. 326-338. For a brilliant interpretation of the two phrases adopted by Lo Pin-

wang, see especially p. 335. 
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Han dynasty (especially the Later Han), and it is even more lucid 

and transparent than Lo Pin-wang's "Composition." This is due 

apparently to Lu Chao-Iin's profound appreciation of the mercurial 

style of ku-shih and yueh-fu, especially such poems as Ts'ao Chih's 

1!¾ (192-232) "Composition on the Famed Capital" 
This reflects both the contrast with the parallelism of the secondary 

fu and also Lu's continued use of the mixed tone typical of the Shih 

ching narrative. The poet is not hesitant, for example, to offer lyrical 

amplification of a love theme woven from the images of fish (pi-mu 

It S) and birds (yuan-yang 1¾¾). These are so powerful in them­
selves in the development of the theme that the narrative seems, as is 

sometimes true of Shih ching poetry, to halt for a moment. How­

ever, as the familiar theme diffuses, the poem properly returns to 

the narrative display. Then, in a later passage, Lu Chao-Iin writes, 

"A thousand outriders of the Royal Herald have arrived from the 

Han dynasty" H-f-,1¾¾, thereby changing the prospect of 
the entire poem, as though time past had transformed into time 

present. The ghosts of the Han, invoked by poetic imagination (or 

in this case fantasy), enter the world of the T'ang to be met by the 
living host in Ch'ang-an. With the breakdown of a strict narrative 

about the Han, a songlike lyricism is generated to celebrate the 

identity of time past and present, when the masculine power of the 

past merges with the feminine beauty of the present to give birth to 
a new meaning of life and history. The scene points directly to the 
connotation of ku-i in the title of the poem, which is translated here 

as "reminiscence." There is a strong reminiscence of Han power in 

the procession of a thousand horsemen, who eventually relax their 

discipline in the competitive pursuit of voluptuous joy and result­
ing indignation. 

All these are vanity. Lu Chao-Iin summarizes the concept of 
mutability in the following lines: 

The charm of things is seasonal; it will Ip 

not stay— #£311¾!¾¾¾ 
Mulberry fields and green se:as "g1 1¾ ΞΕ1¾ 

interchange in an instant. 
The golden stairs and jade halls of the 

past 
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Have now been replaced by the blue ΙΦ 4" ffe Jl, ϊί -Ιδ Si 

pines only.13 

Thereupon he ends the poem with an affirmation of eremitism. 

Citing Yang Hsiung MM (53 B.C. to A.D. 18) as an exemplar of 

intellectual life, he gives an anagogical interpretation of the per­

manence of the solitary in contrast to all extravagant monuments 

and lavish pursuits. The impermanence of the historical Ch'ang-an 

should strike a warning to the present inhabitants of the city. 

In a discussion of narrative display as an essential mode for 

blending the narrative and the lyrical, one cannot neglect Chang 

Jo-hsu's 4i5 l& (ca. 683—740) "Spring River in the Flower Moon 

Night" #)1¾ -¾. Little is known about the poet, for whom 

we have only two extant poems. "Spring River" is so unique in 

structure and imagery that scholars never fail to mention it, if only 

briefly and sometimes cryptically, in their historical surveys of 

T'ang poetry.14 I propose to take it as an example to illustrate the 

meaning of narrative display growing out of the folk yiteh-ju 

tradition, as opposed to Lo Pin-wang's "Composition," which is 

emancipated from the secondary/«, and Lu Chao-lin's "Remini­

scence," which evolved from the literary ku-shih. 

A yiieh-fu poem is, by nature, capable of the direct expression of 

emotion, the complete portrayal of a scene, and the narration of 

events. Like a good number of Shih ching songs, it develops mean­

ing through direct or indirect metaphors; but it seems that more 

13LuChao-Iin MM®. Lu Sheng-chih chi {Chi-fu ts'ung-shu Hfl#111), 

2.7a. All references to Lu's poem are made to this edition. The Yu-yu-tzu chi ® 

-f- lj| (SPTK ed.) presents an undesirable variant in the last line of the citation. For 

other interpretations of the poem, cf. Hans Frankel, The Flowering Plum and the 

Palace Lady: Interpretations of Chinese Poetry (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1976), pp. 130-143; and Stephen Owen, Poetry of the Early T'ang, pp. 105—hi. 
14The poem is collected m Yueh-fu shih chi ff}^, ed. Kuo Mao-ch'ien 

Blfra (SPPY ed.), 47.ib-2a. It is reprinted with Chang's second poem in Ch'uan 

T'ang shih ^ chuan 117.1 follow the text in Yueh-fu shih chi. See, for example, 

Wen I-to's enthusiastic comments in Wen I-to ch'uan-chi, vol. 3-A, pp. 20-22. Two 

extensive monographs on the poem have appeared recently: Cheng Chi-hsien, 

Analyse formelle de I'oeuvre poetique d'un auteur des Tang: Zhang Ruo-xu (Paris: 

Mouton, 1970); and Ch'ai Fei-fan J-L, "Lun Changjo-hsii Ch'un-chiang hua-

yiiehyeh" QlTE Wen-hsuehp'ing-lun (Taipei: Shu-p'ing shu-mu 

ch'u-pan-she, 1975), vol. 2, pp. 23—80. 
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often than not a yueh-ju poem tends to present succinctly and 

inclusively a mood, a landscape, or a story without recourse to 

excessive, digressive figures of speech. The evolution of the tune-

tide, "Ch'un-chiang hua-yiieh yeh," as shown in the poems con­

nected with it, exhibits some of the stylistic features of antecedents 

dating back to the Six Dynasties period. The simple displays of 
emotion, scenes, and events, primarily individual entities before the 

Tang, are blended in the production of an artistic tour de force. In 

addition to Chang Jo-hsii's work, the Yiieh-fu shih-cht collects six 

poems under that common title, beginning with two quatrains by 

EmperorYang of the Sui dynasty 1¾¾¾ (r. 604—17).15 The first is 
a rather static portrayal of an evening scene over the Yangtze: the 
spring flowers bloom, the ripples flow away with the moon, and 

the tides wash the stars back to the observer. The portrayal of the 

scene is complete, but, with the exception of an implicit passage of 

time, it presents no action as such. The second quatrain is composed 
in equally florid diction, with the first couplet depicting a night 

filled with scented, fragrant de\v near a spring lake, wherein the 

moonlight fluctuates. In the second couplet the poet is inspired to 

think that such a romantic atmosphere is conducive to an idyllic, 

amorous meeting with certain goddesses. The introduction of a 

love theme markedly widens the scope of the poem, but the theme 

stays muted, to be developed only through an act of imagination. It 

does not grow into an event through which a plot, in its unfolding, 
might form the basis of a narrative. 

The poem by Chu-ko Ying 3! H, a poet-musician in Emperor 

Yang's court, is almost identical with the first quatrain mentioned 

above. Even the two pieces by Chang Tzu-jung §, a con­
temporary of Chang Jo-hsii, are based on the mood and diction of 
the Sui emperor's poem, each following its precedent faithfully 

(except for expanding the length from the four-line structure into a 
kind of awkward hexastitch). In this historical and literary context, 

15(A)Sfl:zF75»),§TE!«jEll.«il#J!^,i87jcifajK. (B) 
St1 W. MiIIfIffifc For an excellent search into the 
original type of the tune "Ch'un-chiang hua-yiieh yeh" prior to the Sui dynasty, see 

Ch'ai Fej-fan, "Lun Chang Jo-hsii," pp. 25—36. Of the six poems, the last one by 

Wen T'lng-yiin (milill (ca. 820—870) is evidently collected here by mistake; it 

should belong to the tune-title "Υύ-shu hou-t'ing hua" 
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therefore, we see how Chang Jo-hsii's work is unusual and why it 

has always appealed to Chinese readers.16 

"Spring River in a Flower Moon Night" is comprised of thirty-

six heptasyllabic lines. Structurally it can be divided into two equal 

sections, each tightly linked by common tone and imagery. The 

first section (lines ι—18) is further divided into two parts, switching 
gradually with the introduction of a mood in the landscape, in 

preparation for the theme to appear in the second section (lines 
Ϊ9- 36). The first ten lines establish a familiar scene, derived from 

the Sui verses, which the poet describes exhaustively with all the 

best figurative images in a cyclic arrangement. The spring tides are 

as brimful and high as the ocean, from which the moon rises to 

flood the scene, including the spring river, which in turn flows 

around the flowering gardens under the moonlight. Bright as sleet 

and quiet as frost, the moon makes the white sand on the islet fade 

away, mixing the sky and the river into an absolute clarity in 

which, again, there is the full, lonely moon. Here ends the first part 

of the first section, with the moon significantly qualified as a lonely 

disc high in the transparent sky. The pathetic fallacy marks a turn in 

the poem from an objective portrayal of the scene to the expression 

of emotion. Indeed, in line 11 the poet begins to suggest the 

lamentable fact that, enveloped in such a beautiful scene, there is 

always someone struck by grief in the expectation of a returning 

boat. Line 18, the end of the first section, ushers in the note ofgrief to 

pave the way for the large-scale narrative in the second section. Up 

to this point, however, Chang Jo-hsu has only amplified the tra­

ditional modes set up by the Sui poets; the first part is equivalent to 
Emperor Yang's first quatrain and the second to his second 
quatrain. 

It is in the second section that Chang Jo-hsu generates an emo­

tionally charged event which widens and deepens the common 

theme of "Ch'un-chiang hua-yiieh yeh," elevating it, in a sense, 
from a conventional exercise of poetic diction to a poignant nar­

rative display about a woman's sorrowful anticipation of the re-

16A modern appraisal by Wang Chung £Εφ speaks for the traditional reader's 

fascination with it. See Yueh-fu shih chi ^ H-ϊ n-f IC (Taipei: Hsiieh-sheng shu-chii, 

1968), pp. 166-167 
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turning boat. The second section of the poem both continues the 

florid imagery and dreamlike tone established at the outset and 

shifts the poem from picturesque to narrative, as it portrays in detail 

a lonely woman with thoughts about the past, a resentment of the 

present, and a faint wish for the future. There is a "plot" involved in 

the lines, though it may be more implicit than explicit. The poem is 

no longer concerned simply with the landscape, nor is it operating 

through empathy. It concentrates on the presentation of a familiar 

story about a longing woman enclosed in a courtyard or tower, a 

theme treated repeatedly in yueh-fu poetry before and after Chang 

Jo-hsu.17 The poem is, consequently, infused with a strong psycho­
logical meaning in an increasingly broadening dimension. By the 

presentation of a longing woman and a presumably returning boat, 

the five elements in the tune-title are no longer composite images, 

but substantive elements in the narrative. As spring quickens 

thoughts of love, so do the flowers; the river is the thoroughfare 
from which the boat may appear. The night is still and lonely, but 

the moon shining all over the world brings two souls together by its 

all-encompassing power. 
The essence of narrative poetry is, therefore, discernible in the 

various types of narrative display. It grows out of different genres 
of pre-T'ang poetry, including the secondary fu, the literary ku-

shih, and yueh-fu (or the folk ku-shih), the latter two commonly 

classified as ku-t'i shih (ancient-style poetry). One of their 

most salient common stylistic features is found in the blending of 
narrative and lyrical elements in a single composition. 

In comparison with modern-style poetry, the ancient-style ap­
pears to be more inclined to narrativity. This is true not only of 
T'ang poetry, but of Chinese poetry in general, ever since the 

distinction was made. A long poem written in the ancient style is 
clearly provided with the mechanisms necessary to develop a plot 

and with the other elements required of the narrative. If the ancient 

style is employed to determine structure and tone, even when the 

poem is relatively short and compact, it often contains a quasi-

narrative quality. The three poems examined above are each 

17 E.g., "Yin ma ch'ang-ch'eng k'u hsmg" jfc ,Eg || ff (=¾1 ?pj £|ϊ); Li Po 

"Ch'ang-kan hsing" MrFff-



2 3 0  Concepts and Contexts 

extensive narratives in their own way. The quasi-narrative is found 

in both pentasyllable and heptasyllabic ancient-style poems, even 

when they are relatively short. First, there is "Mountain Rock" 

li|5 by Han Yu Ψ4;fj« (768—824). As an ancient-style poem, it is 
comprised of twenty heptasyllabic lines telling of a rare experience 
in mobile style. The poet specifies the time of day he arrived at the 
monastery, yesterday in the evening. In his abundant description of 
the small world, we are to infer from the vegetation that the 
monastery is in south China. He tells of observing some obscure 
Buddhist drawings (probably a value judgment as well, consider­
ing the poet's resentment of Buddhism). The night is extremely 
quiet, and the moon shining through the window into his chamber 
is bright. He leaves the monastery at dawn, venturing into the 
exotic atmosphere created by mist, colorful hills and streams, huge 
pines and oaks, and is inspired by the wilderness to express the 
daring lyricism of the concluding passage: 

Life is certainly enjoyable in this way: 
Why is it necessary to be pent, 

controlled by others? 
Alas, for the two or three of us! 
But shall we not be returning home in 

old age?18 

Following this extended narrative, the lyrical expression is distinct. 
It is filled with more poetic, historical, and philosophical allusions 
than the other part of the poem. 

A similar quasi-narrative can be detected in "Coming Across 
Feng Chuin Ch'ang-an" ft $ SiSIif by Wei Ying-wu ¢11¾!/ (ca. 
737-791). Feng Chu has arrived from the east, his clothes wet with 
the rain of Pa-ling. The poet asks him why he should bother to 
come into town, and he replies: "To clear the hills I need to buy 
some axes." Looking around, they see that flowers are blooming 
among the dense foliage and young swallows are flying agilely in 
the air: 

18 Han Yii fit, Han Ch'ang-U chi ^ (rPt- Hong Kong: Shang-wu ym-

shu-kuan, 1964), 3.1—2. 
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We bade farewell to each other last year. It is 

spring again: 

See how much gray hair has grown on our 

temples!19 

The narrative is incomplete, but notwithstanding there is an infer­
able story behind the poem. As the poet proceeds with a highly 

intimate exchange of thoughts with his friend, the story unfolds 

itself gradually: Feng Chu left for a hermit life in the hills a year ago, 
when the poet saw him for the last time, and the place he has 

supposedly lived is east of the city. In a poem as short as this one, 

there is a progression of time and space, all condensed in precise 

images charged with unmistakable emotion, telling a tale about the 
conflict of life-styles and fear of aging. 

The essence of narrative is, finally, to be appreciated in a type of 

chiieh-chii, which, for all its artistic intent and technique, is under­

stood here as "ultimate verse." 20 While some scholars may regard 
it as a verse form split from lii-shih (regulated verse), and con­

sequently label it modern-style poetry, Fan K'uang dismisses the 

assumption categorically.21 Originated in the Six Dynasties qua­

train, "ultimate verse" proliferates in several types as it was adopted 

and refined by the T'ang poets. An "ultimate verse" is far-reaching 
and demanding, but it is often indirect and implicit, and usually 

more suggestive than descriptive. Of the four lines (either penta- or 

heptasyllabic) that define its length, there may be an antithetical 

couplet in strict parallelism or, occasionally, even two. However, an 
"ultimate verse" can also be completely free from parallelism, and 

19Wei Ying-wu Jpr B Wei Su-chou chi Jfi 1¾ ji| (rpt. Taipei: Shang-wu yin-

shu-kuan, 1965), chuan 5, pp. 237-238. The dates of Wei Ying-wu are disputable. I 

follow Fu Hsiian-ts'ung T'ang-tai shih-jen ts'ung-k'ao Jlf Aift% 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1980), p. 276. 
20 For some relevant discussions on the artistic intent and technique of chueh-chu, 

and for different interpretations of the term, see, e.g., Liu Hsi-tsai I kai 

fllfil (rpt. Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, 1969), 2.14a—14b. 
21Fan K'uang, Chmg-kuo shih-hsueh t'ung-lun, p. 80. Cf. also, Wang Yiin-hsi 

H J B 1  " H a n  W e i  L i u - c h ' a o  y i i e h - f u  t u i  L i  P o  t e  y m g - h s i a n g "  · ] | | ^ J f f  ̂j "  

$ ή 1¾! 10 ϋ, in LiPo shih Iutt ts'ung $ Hmi it (Hong Kong: Wen-yuan shu-wu, 

1962), pp. 94-95-
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it can run on in four syntactically independent, solid lines. In this 

particular type of "ultimate verse," which proceeds freely without 

reliance on sophisticated parallelism and which is structurally de­

rived from ku-shih and yiieh-fu, we can discern a strong narrative 
quality in the perfect planning of the poem. This type of "ultimate 

verse" belongs properly to the category of ancient-style poetry. 

Given its narrative vitality and scope, I propose to call it the 

"dynamic quatrain." 

Li Po φ £| (701—762) writes "Setting out from Po-ti City at 
Dawn" in "ultimate verse" without recourse to anti­

thetical parallelism.22 It is dynamic and action-filled, as suggested 
in the powerful, successive lines, without halting to elaborate on 

poetic diction. The poet left Po-ti at dawn and, as he was going 
aboard, turned his head around for a last view of the city on high, 
which he found veiled in colored clouds. Thejourney downstream 

was rapid: in a day he has gotten back to Chiang-ling, a thousand Ii 

away, and he realizes that while the cries of the monkeys along the 
river banks remain hauntingly in his mind, the boat has already 

passed through myriad gorges. The tempo of the poem is furiously 
fast, but the poetry it achieves is calm and graceful. This demanding 

form encourages the poet to be suggestive and, through an indirect 

method, to attain the highest density and speed possible in a poem. 

The essence of narrative is revealed in the completion of an expe­

rience, a plot, expressed in the fast succession of energetic and 

original phrases. The nature of the "dynamic quatrain" is equally 

manifest in some of the six poems entitled "Songs Below the 

Frontier" ST |Sj by Lu Lun 1¾¾ (ca. 748-799), as they are 
collected in the Yiieh-fu shih chi.23 The most dynamic of them is the 

22mm&m&mr3, Β S ;  S A B i i s a  
Uj. See Fen-lei pu-chu Li T'ai-po shih ^ E=I f^jp, ed. Hsiao Shih-yiin 

Hi: W (rPt- Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chii, 1962), 22.8b. 
23 Yueh-fu shi-chi, 93.2a. The title and arrangement of the poems appear to follow 

the Yti-Ianshih jj$, ed. Ling-hu Ch'u ¢765-836), reprinted in T'ang-jen 

hsiian T'ang shih (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1962), pp. 216—217. 

These poems are sometimes entitled differently in other collections and anthologies. 

For other discussions on the poem quoted below, see Yu-kung Kao and Tsu-Iin Mei, 

"Meaning, Metaphor, and Allusion in T'ang Poetry," Harvard Journal of Asiatic 

Studies 38, no. 2 (1978), 305—306; and Stephen Owen, The Great Age of Chinese 

Poetry: The High T'ang (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), pp. 278—279. 
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one that follows: 

The woods are dark, grasses startled by the 

wind: 

The general drew his bow by the night. 

At daybreak we went to retrieve the white 

arrow, 

And found it sunk deep in a mighty rock. 

The brevity of an "ultimate verse" does not limit the full develop­

ment of a narrative, but turns it to extreme precision and solidity, 

with the typical ellipsis of superfluous details and an awesome 

suspension leading toward the eventual climax. In contrast with 

some of the other poems in the sequence, the poem above is more 

dynamic and akin to narrative poetry because it is free from 

parallelism. It uses a style close to yueh-ju, as does Li Po's work cited 

earlier, that defies the principles of modern-style poetry repre­

sented eloquently by "regulated verse." In other words, an "ulti­

mate verse" is not always ready for narrative; it can be static, 
picturesque, and lyrical too. It is only in the type of "dynamic 

quatrain" defined here that we find it embodying another essence 

of narrative in T'ang poetry. 

III. Scope 

While a narrative poem is centered on an event, in the case of 
T'ang poetry the event is not always presented through the objec­
tive delineation of any plot. Chinese poets are reluctant to under­
take the sequential unfolding of a tale in detail. Rather, they bring 
forth the most momentous aspect of the event, linger over it, 

exhaust all its artistic and philosophical possibilities, and leave it 
when a principle of equilibrium is fulfilled, either thematically or 

stylistically. The ellipsis of information is not considered to be a 

defect in narrative or lyrical poetry: when artfully intended with 
taste and erudition, it forms the basis of an ideal agreement that 
poetry challenges before it delights. 

In my search for the scope of narrative poetry, I seek to identify 

the furthest areas the poem can reach, or must reach, in order to 

2F m m & M  
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discover and define a narrativity in the imaginative, intellectual 

world of the T'ang. At times a poem is narrative because it attends 

to an eventful world in the psyche; at times it can be narrative when 

linked with other works to become a group in a large structure. 

Historical and geographical references, of course, provide narrative 

perspectives for the poet to recount events. In other words, the 

areas toward which a poet reaches to identify his narrative can be 

abstract or concrete, in time or in space. It certainly happens, too, 

that a poet combines some or all of the different scopes in a single 

composition. 

The psychic scope of T'ang narrative poetry is exemplified by Li 

Po's "Valediction: AJourney through Mount T'ien-mu in Dream" 

3?¾!¾:¾11%' SS1J-24 The T'ang convention of a valediction speaks 
to the sorrow of parting, embellished with a depiction of the 

present scene to which the poet expresses his emotional tie; it 

laments the remoteness of the place to which he goes as well as the 

uncertainty of a date for future reunion.25 The poem by Li Po 
makes a major break with convention. This "Valediction" is com­

prised of three basic parts: an introduction briefly describes what 
lies ahead in the imagined direction of T'ien-mu; a main body 

relates the dream experience; and an end tells of his abrupt awak­
ening, followed by his emphatic yearning to return to the dream 

world. The poem follows scarcely any device or motif relevant to 

the valediction, departing from the realistic to intensify the psychic 
aspect of poetic literature. 

The introduction has immediate associations with the real 
Mount T'ien-mu, whose height is greatly exaggerated, and with 

the Ying-chou ®|Ι{|, a mythical, fairy island long part of the 

repertoire of Chinese imagination. Li Po admits that the latter is 

hard to seek; but the former, drifting in the clouds and mist in 

southeast China, may be reachable. The transformation of the real 

object to the mythical completes the preparation for a spiritual 

ascent to be narrated in the main body of the poem. The pivot of 

the poem is stressed in the two lines beginning the dream vision: 

24Fen-leipu-chu Li T'ai-po shih, 15.2a—3b. 
25Fan K'uang, Chung-kuo shih-hsueh t'ung-lun, pp. 150—151. 
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I wish to follow it in a dream to Wu 

and Yueh, 

Flying by night over the moon of Lake 

Mirror. 

However, the historical reminiscences in the area are haunting, 

especially those related to Hsieh Ling-yiin WlM'M (385-433) and 

his exploits of the wilderness. Li Po, unable to overlook these 

historical realities, turns them ingeniously into a medium to bridge 

the real and the mythical. He traces the path taken by Hsieh in time 

past to approach the height in the space beyond common knowl­

edge. Once there, Li Po, as though carried up to an ultimate peak 

of spiritual existence, lets go all his powerful imagination to portray 

the awesome landscape in a revitalized meter derived from the 

poetry of Ch'u tz'u, the archetype of Chinese poetry about spiritual 

soaring in the psychic domain. The style is perfectly compatible to 

the theme; the form and content merge into a unity. Although it is 

obvious, up to this point, that the poem savors of Sun Ch'o's 

(fl. 310) secondary fu on wandering into Mount T'ien-t'ai (upon 

which Li Po presumably looks as an antecedent in the creation of 

visionary writing), the T'ang poet goes beyond him. He depicts the 

landscape upon reaching the highest peak, as opposed to Sun's 

stylistic halt in order to devote himself to a complex discourse on 

Buddhist and Taoist philosophy.26 Both Sun Ch'o's and Li Po's 

depictions of the landscape on high are grand and profound pre­

sentations of the individual poets' mental awareness of nature and 

life. However, whereas Sun Ch'o relaxes into expository prose on 

the concept of immortality and dilutes his work at its crucial point 

with excessive versification on morality, epistemology, and on­

tology, Li Po advances steadily through the passage in lucid lan­

guage to an encounter with a host of the immortals themselves. A 

significant class of Chinese poetry is saved by the exploratory 

narrative style of Li Po set in the psychic scope.27 

26"Fu on Wandering into Mount T'ien-t'ai" )h± ~Ji f? 111 Slif^, in Wen hsuan, chuan 11. 
27For an example of unfavorable criticism on the fashion represented by Sun 

Ch'o, see Chung Hung's preface to Shih p'in jnfpp, m Li-tai shih-hua 
1¾, ed. Ho Wen-huan (rpt. Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, 1971), p. 7. 
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The adventure is signalled to end with another switch: 

Suddenly my soul was agitated, my spirit 5¾JU 6¾ 

shaken: 'WMfiffnfi1M 
I was startled to awake, dejected, with a 

long sigh. 

The awakening occurs abruptly in the middle of a list of visions, 

following the structure of Li sao, and breaks up the climactic 
appearance of the immortals as it brings the dream to an end. The 

mysterious world is gone, leaving the poet in bed. With reference 

to Li sao again, however, it is obvious that what Li Po refers to as a 

dream is not to be taken literally. Rather, the dream is a poetic 
dimension qualified by the poet's imagination to enable a flight into 
the visionary world; it is a stylistic device, as it is for Dante in Divina 

Commedia, to carry out an allegorical narrative in the psychic scope. 
The narrative ends where the dream ends. Consequently, Li Po 

concludes the poem with a return to the lyricism expected of a 

valediction. The acquired knowledge is that, having had such a 

contact with the spiritual elements, there is nothing in life more 
joyful than the pursuit of freedom in nature. The emphasis on 
spiritual abandon and personal integrity is an echo of the philo­

sophy revealed in the earlier poems by such masters as Kuo P'u 

f β Sl (277—324) and T'ao Ch'ien; and it is undoubtedly imitated by 
Han Yii in his quasi-narrative poem, "Mountain Rock," with the 
Taoist intention and psychic phenomena deleted. 

A grand scope of narrative is achieved, too, in the structural 
unity of a sequence of poems. The best example in this respect is Tu 

Fu's "Autumn Meditations" This is a cycle of eight poems 

in heptasyllabic "regulated verse," the type of poetry least capable 

of generating and sustaining narrative. In its sophisticated lyricism, 
"regulated verse" is a sterling example of a form of modern-style 
poetry which, though endowed with a nearly perfect prosodic 
mechanism for the poet to exercise his literary craftsmanship in 

rhetoric and style, is also the force most destructive to the develop-

28 Tu shih ching ch'uan ed. Yang Lun 1¾ (rpt. Taipei: Hsiieh-sheng 
shu-chii, 1971), I3.23b-26b. 
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ment of poetic narrative.29 It is not my intention to devalue 

"regulated verse" here, since even the great effort made by Hu Shih 

4¾¾ (!891—1962) to dismiss it as a serious poetic form has proved 

to be in vain.30 Suffice it to say that the parallelism required of the 

two antithetical couplets (lines 3—4 and lines 5—6) effectively pre­

vents the poem from narrative progression and turns it, instead, 

into an ideal stationary form for the presentation of the conceptual 

and picturesque phases of poetry. Accordingly, each piece in the 

"Autumn Meditations" cycle is a static, lyrical poem. Nevertheless, 

the eight poems may be linked together into a sequence (imagi­

nably what Tu Fu would intend them to be) to achieve a structural 

scope demonstrating a part of the nature of narrative in T'ang 

poetry. 

"Autumn Meditations" is composed of a number of contrasts, of 

time past and present, of place north and south, and of emotion 

ethos and pathos. Through these contrasts Tu Fu attains a compre­

hensive framework to set forth his interpretation of China in 

changing times, observed from a distance away in the south. Ofthe 

contrasts, the most poignant is, of course, his own fate illuminated 

in light of the national catastrophe. Thus the first poem is generally 

devoted to the description of time present, in such powerful images 

as dew, wounded maples, chilly air, and chrysanthemums, all 

marking the onset of autumn. The second locates the place in the 

south, where the poet "often relying on the dipper, gazes toward 

the capital." The third advances to lament his pathetic fate in terms 

of personal career, in sharp comparison with the success enjoyed by 

his friends, who "by the Five Mausoleums ride tall horses in their 

sleek cloaks." All the references up to this point are made to 

29 For recent examples of the positive appraisal of the "regulated verse" in T'ang 

poetry, see Ch'en Shih-hsiang B6iSr!!S, "Shih-chien yii lii-tu tsai Chung-kuo shih 

chih shih-i tso-yung" B# Psf] ffl # Jg; ίΕφ Slf BIHP 29, no. 2 (1958), 

793-808; and, especially relevant to the present topic, Tsu-Iin Mei and Yu-kung 

Kao, "Tu Fu's 'Autumn Meditations:' An Exercise in Linguistic Criticism," Harvard 

Journal of Asiatic Studies 28 (1968) 44—80. 
30 Hu Shih ¢5 )(¾, Pai-hua wert-hsueh shih ή ISilP 56 (rpt. Taipei: Hu Shih Chi-

nien-kuan, 1969). See especially his criticism of Tu Fu's work in this category, 

pp. 299-302. 
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immediate, current factors: in autumn, a poet, alienated from the 

capital, sighs over his hardships. The rest of the cycle, five poems in 

all, takes up the construction of a large backdrop, against which 

these factors are further explicated and intensified to become a truly 
autobiographical narrative, intended to reflect the fate that had 

befallen China during the preceding decade. The complex interac­

tion of these contrasts circumscribes an event and leads to the final 
portrait of the poet himself: 

With this sparkling brush I once 

enlivened a scene: 

Chanting, gazing, I now grieve with a 
white head drooping. 

The larger structure of "Autumn Meditations" is established in 

such a manner as to make the poems a significant narrative about 

the poet himself, set in a history of national turmoil. On the other 

hand, Tu Fu remains close to the smaller, relational structure of the 
poems in a sequence. The first poem, while stressing the symbolic 

meaning of autumn to set the melancholy tone of the narrative, 

draws to an end with the nostalgic sound of the pounding blocks in 

the Po-ti City, late in a dusky afternoon. The next poem picks up 
the effect of the passage of time: the setting sun slants behind the 

lone city of K'uei-fu, the Dipper gradually becomes visible, and the 

Milky Way, too, appears. Moreover, amidst the poet's anguished 
thoughts of the past and the present, the moon has stealthily glided 

through the sky to "shine upon the reed blossoms before the islets." 

The rich imagery in the procession strongly suggests that the poet, 
suffering from insomnia, has been watching the stars and the moon, 
listening to the mournful bugles, and brooding on a sense of his 

own failure. The narrative continues into the third poem, as the day 

dawns quietly with sunshine over clustered houses on the hills—the 

steady progression of time determines an unbroken plot in which 
the poet is the hero. It is in this third poem that Tu Fu, having 
located himself precisely in a narrative context, unreservedly sets 

forth his thoughts, which are only hinted at previously and which 

will rise to become the major theme of the rest of the poems. The 

fall of Ch'ang-an and its aftermath are reexperienced in a mixture 

of objective narrative, where the identity of the T'ang empire is 
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again approached through the mirror of the Han, with the most 

sophisticated, purest lyricism, possible only in the mature form of 

"regulated verse" in sequential structure. 
The sequential structure is the singular strength that broadens the 

generic meaning of the "Autumn Meditations," carrying it from 

lyricism, which characterizes each of the eight poems individually, 

to a provocative telling of a poet's deep awareness of personal 
duress under the fierce attacks of national catastrophe. The diverse 

contrasts in the larger structure and the linear progression of the 

sense of time in the smaller structure are equally important in the 

formation of a narrative scope. Here the poet assumes the role of 

historian, or, from another point of view, a historian speaks with all 

the sensibility of a poet. Either way, Tu Fu has manifested the 
genuine quality of a Chinese intellectual, combining the two high­

est ambitions in the tradition of Confucian humanism. In addition, 

it appears that Tu Fu has created a new dimension in terms of poetic 

craftsmanship in the refinement of "regulated verse." A "regulated 

verse" is complete with eight carefully ordered lines, with two 

antithetical couplets in the middle. Writing a sequence of "regu­
lated verse" in eight parts for an expression of the self and public 

may suggest to us, in retrospect, that "Autumn Meditations" be 
taken as an expanded "regulated verse," each poem to be construed 

as a line in the decorous form aimed at formulating an advanced 

"regulated verse" in the structural scope of T'ang poetry. 

The masterful "Song of Everlasting Sorrow" JSfSHfc by Po 
Chii-i [jI f,1,' Ia (772—846) presents itself with some of the problems 
intrinsic in the historical scope of T'ang narrative poetry.31 It is 

with this poem that the balance of history and poetry becomes a 
problem in literary criticism and, to a certain degree, our approach 

to narrative poetry demands a consideration of the more abstract 
issues of Dichtung and Wahrheit. 

The poem is comprised of 120 lines in heptasyllabic structure. 

The plot is adequately summarized by Lin Wen-ytieh as 
follows: Part One (lines 1-32) depicts the extremely merry life 

31Po chii-i Po-shih ch'ang-ch'ing Ai ft Jtlt j||, 3 vols. (rpt. with 

supplementary collation, Taipei: I-wen yin-shu-kuan, 1971), vol. 1, chUan 12, 

1.276-283. 
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which the rapturous Emperor Hsiian-tsung led with Yang 

Kuei-fei his devoted glamorous consort. Part Two (lines 

33-50) relates how the felicitous love was lost as a consequence of 

the rise of the An Lu-shan |i| Rebellion, the haste in which the 
emperor fled the capital, and the grief he experienced when he was 

forced to let Kuei-fei be killed at Ma-wei-p'o ,¾¾¾. Part Three 

(lines 51—74) describes the melancholy thoughts harbored by 

Hsiian-tsung over the dead. Part Four (lines 75—120) introduces a 
Taoist from Lin-ch'iung J p who, at the order of Hsiian-tsung, 

made a visit to the dead in a fairyland and returned with certain 

tokens of love, as well as with knowledge of the secret pledges 
made between the emperor and his consort, and ends with the 

notion of unending sorrow.32 As Lin's synopsis shows, there is a 
clearly defined "plot" underlying the poem. Part Oneis the begin­

ning of the narrative, in which the lovers are portrayed in an im­
perial aura with no fear of any sorrow. Parts Two and Three form 
the main body of the narrative: a disastrous blow demands the hero 

to recognize death and the vanity of power, wealth, and, above all, 
love. Part Four is an emphatically prolonged conclusion, which 
attains a new meaning for the poem through the supernatural 

interpretation of life. The plot, as is customary in Chinese narrative 
poetry, is not organized according to linear symmetry; rather, it is 

completed in response to thematic requirement. Thematically, the 
poem is not about the empire, but of love. It is not intended to 
admonish reckless government, but to lament the loss of love. As 

Lin Wen-yiieh points out with specific evidence, the category to 

which Po Chii-i assigns the poem is "kan-shang" 1¾)¾ rather than 
"feng-yii" ,¾¾.33 This explains why the poet is devoted more to 
the amplification of the love theme than to the serial narration of a 

momentous historical event. 
The "Song" bespeaks the general meaning of what we call the 

historical scope of T'ang narrative poetry. Against a national crisis 

so elaborately documented in history, literature, and folklore, Po 

Chii-i has elected to write a poem focused on an ahistoric touch of 

32 Lin Wen-yiieh '>( j ], Shanshui yu ku-tien [ L| /l\ T+V 5.¾ (Taipei: Ch'un-wen-

hstieh ch'u-pan-she, 1976), pp. 246—247. 
33 Ibid., p. 249. 
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emotion, making the theme more universal. As Ch'en Yin-k'o 

1¾¾'!¾ remarks when he tries to explain the value of the spiritual 
contact of the lovers after the heroine was killed, the historical 

event becomes more "perpetual and beautiful than ever." 34 How­

ever, the question remains whether the poet is truly willing to 
ignore the opportunity to offer a historical admonition when 

telling such a revealing tale. The historical scope of T'ang poetic 

narrative is such that the poet, while drawing the tale from a 
historical, realistic event familiar to the audience, would not have 

hesitated to use it to produce an interpretation he believed to be the 
most urgent and relevant. This is as true for Po Chii-i in the 

composition of the "Song" as it is for Euripides in his drama. 

Imperial adventures and princely romances provided the poet 
with eventful plots for the composition of narrative poetry, as did 

any "true story" of the commoners, albeit on a smaller political 

scale, but often with equal ethical and emotional weight. Some­
times the former may not lead the poet to a narrative poem of a 

length comparable to "Song of Everlasting Sorrow," but rather to 

the spontaneous verses known in Chinese poetry as yung-shih 1¾¾. 

Similarly, a "true story" which the poet has heard directly or 

indirectly may constitute the major plot of a generally narrative 

poem, such as Po's "Song of the P'i-p'a" ΪΙΙξίτ· It may also 

become the interpretive principle of a narrative display such as 

"Spring River in a Flower Moon Night," or simply the frame­
work of an imitation ballad. In general, it seems that the literati poet 

is more inclined to undertake the interpretation of an event in 
accordance with his taste and philosophy than to retell the story in a 

strictly detailed plot. The latter was a common practice among the 
folk singers, as shown in the domestic tragedy of "Southeast Fly the 

Peacocks" JL 3ί S fR, which belongs to the era prior to the T'ang 

dynasty. Accordingly, what is shown in Po Chii-i's "Song of 

Everlasting Sorrow" is the poet's conscientious choice of what he 

deemed the most significant themes to be drawn from the rebellion 

that had occurred half a century before he wrote it in 806. Enough 

time had passed for Po to take a private view of the event and to 

34 Ch'en Yin-k'o [$ 5¾ '[fj-, Yuan Po shih chien-cheng kao X ή IEfjti (Hong 
Kong: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1950), p. 12. 
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offer an original comment on the single theme he had chosen. In 

treating the events, the poet assumed a responsibility entirely differ­

ent from that which Tu Fu did in "Journey to the North" 

written in 757, only two years after the outbreak of the rebellion. 

While both poems concern the same incident, the historical scope 

within which Po Chii-i's imagination and erudition operate is only 

a framework to study love, as opposed to the pressing circum­

stances under which Tu Fu writes about the immediate aftermath 

of the rebellion in the highest style of a poetic travelogue. A 

narrative poem such as "Song of Everlasting Sorrow" attains its 

meaning in the historical scope, but it is not a historical poem. 

Despite the narrative plot, it belongs properly in the category yung-

shih, the genuine favorite of all Chinese intellectuals, which allows 

them to be selective in the assortment of materials and to be in­

dividualistic in the amplification of themes. 

To pursue the topic a little further, we should add that, to a poet 

composing narrative poetry in the historical scope, the imperial, 

princely adventures recorded in annalistic literature are not neces­

sarily more compelling than the commoner's poignant stories. 

"Song of Everlasting Sorrow" is a better poem than "Song of P'i-

p'a," not because its subject matter is an imperial romance, but 

because it is selective in the formulation of the plot, concentrated in 

its treatment of an eternal theme (so much so that it makes the plot 

assymetrical), and because its overall design is original. In contrast, 

"Song of P'i-p'a" is only a narrative elaboration on an old story, 

filled with specific, situational details for the progression of the plot, 

and containing much unabsorbed sentimentality in the poet's direct 

reflection on his own sense of alienation. The faithful presentation 

of facts and details has turned out, ironically, to be a defect in what 

we call the narrative poem composed in the historical scope. To 

Chinese aesthetic values, overt moralizing and unabashed senti­

mentality, along with the serial concatenation of facts, reduce the 

impact of a narrative poem. This is true in reference to narrative 

poetry in the folk tradition. It is also true of the literati traditions, as 

evident in the conventional thinness of a composition entitled "A 

Song in Narration of the Story of Ou-yang Hsing-chou, with 

Preface" IjcIIfcKiTIf, by Meng Chien a contempo-
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rary of Po Chii-i.35 Meng Chien's desire to add a didactic dimension 

to his narration of a recent tragedy by identifying it with "South­
east Fly the Peacocks" and by supporting it with a preface to 
authenticate its historicity, has created a tedious document un­
worthy of its hero, another contemporary who happens to be the 
first poet in Chinese history to come from today's Fukien area.36 

T'ang narrative poetry also has its geographical scope. The poet 
locates himself in a certain area, encountering present reality there 
as he proceeds to describe, to imagine, and often to comment on 
historical events or legends associated with the place. The result of 
such a work may be limited to a static narrative display of the poet's 
observations or it may expand to embody a dynamic narrative 
poem, its plot defined by his actual movement through the area and 
by historical or legendary references. 

"A Poem in One Hundred Rhymes Written on a Journey 
through the "Western Fields" 25¾ fp—• U JJfl, by Li Shang-yin 

(812—858), is a narrative poem presented subjectively by 
the poet moving through an area, in the course of which both 
historical judgments and social criticism of current political prob-

35 Ch'uan T'ang shih (rpt. Taipei: Chung-wen ch'u-pan-she, 1969), 9.2849— 

2850. 
36Hsin T'ang shu iff Jlf IH (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1975), 203.5786-5787. 

Hsing-chou is the tzu of Ou-yang Chan from Chin-chiang ff£C> who is 

known to be the first man m history from that area to obtain the chin-shih 

degree and become distinguished as a poet. He was active at the end of the eighth 

century and the beginning of the ninth century, during the Chen-yuan ^ 7c era. 

According to Meng Chien's preface to the poem, Ou-yang Chan was once invited 

by the General of T'ai-ytian jz. Jjf[ to a banquet, in which he came to be fascinated by 

a chanteuse, "a beauty from the North," and remained with her in T'ai-yuan for 

months to fulfill their love. When he had to leave for the capital, he rejected the girl's 

request to travel with him, in fear of gossip, but promised to come back to fetch her 

immediately after he reached the capital. Somehow afterwards, Ou-yang was 

delayed from returning to the love-sick chanteuse, who eventually died in grief, 

leaving a lock of her hair to wait for him. At the sight of his beloved's hair, Ou-yang 

lamented so violently for over ten days that he also died of heartbreak. Meng Chien 
points out that Ou-yang Chan is mentioned by Han Yu in the "Biography of Ho 

Fan;" see "T'ai-hsiieh-sheng Ho Fan chuan" ^ -P ̂  Ηill> m Han Ch'ang-li chi, 

pp. 14, 35—36. The poetical works of Ou-yang Chan can be found in Ch'uan T'ang 

shih, 7.2056—2064. 



244 Concepts and Contexts 

Iems are formed.37 It starts with a prosaic quatrain in the form of an 

introduction: 

In the year of the Snake, the month of the 

Boar, 

I returned from the land of Liang to Ch'in: 

I traveled south down to the Ta-san Pass, 

And north across the waters over the bank of 

Wei. 

These four lines reveal problems in terms of geographical location 

and narrative style. The month of the Boar in the year of the Snake 

falls at the beginning of 838, when Li Shang-yin returned from the 

funeral of Ling-hu Ch'u, which had been held in Liang (Hsing-

yiian approximately 250 kilometers southwest of Ch'ang-

an).38 The title indicates that the poem will concern itself with his 

experiences during the journey from Liang back to Ch'in, that is, 

Ch'ang-an. Judged according to its realistic context, therefore, the 

expression nan-hsia in the third line is ambiguous if not incorrect. In 

the journey from Liang to Ch'in, one does not go "down south" 

through Ta-san Pass, but "up north." We may outline the follow­

ing corrected itinerary: he set forth from Hsing-yiian due north 

through the pass until he reached the River Wei, crossed it, and 

turned east, traveling along the north bank until he approached the 

vicinity and city proper of Ch'ang-an. The road he covered meas­

ures approximately 380 kilometers, all belonging to the so-called 

"Western Fields" of the capital. Consequently, the expressions nan-

hsia and pei-chi suggest the limits Li Shang-yin intends to cover, the 

geographical scope for the narration of the poem. The scenes 

described follow along the Wei from north of Ta-san Pass to 

Ch'ang-an, the river valley devastated by almost a century of 

periodic military upheavals since the T'ien-pao era. 

Having so located himself in time and space, Li Shang-yin sets 

aside the prosaic element to commit himself directly to the poetic 

narration of the journey, constantly giving attention to past inci-

37Feng Hao iHfef e^·» Υΰ-hsi sheng shih chien-chu 119: (SSPY ed.), 

1.37a—42a. 
38Chang Ts'ai-t'ien ^ftτβ EB, Yu-hsi sheng nien-p'u hui-chien 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1963), pp. 43—45. 
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dents in order to intensify present horrors. In his account, "Western 

Fields" enjoyed peace and prosperity until the mid-K'ai-yiian Hfl % 

era, when the court began to replace scholar-governors throughout 

China by military officials summoned from the frontiers, including 

some barbarian generals. Due to its location between the frontiers 

and the capital, the district most affected by the misgovernment of 

these recent officials is the "Western Fields." Thejourney structure 

of the poem has prompted Feng Hao $1¾ to remark that it is 

comparable to Tu Fu's "Journey to the North." 39 Indeed, like Tu 

Fu, Li Shang-yin responds exhaustively to scenes as he sees them in 
his movement through the region; his experience is transformed 

into a startling poetic travelogue, heavily loaded with personal 
comments. However, unlike the "Journey to the North," Li 

Shang-yin's poem is not limited to a displa-y of present scenes and 

the assumption of a reversal of fortunes expected from imperial 

wisdom. The poem has no single plot; it is woven with a variety of 

historical episodes, both long past and recent, and a series of emo­
tional, pathetic descriptions of current reality. Against the wasted 

villages and devastated towns, Li Shang-yin, a young man of 

twenty-six, tells one tale after another in a simple, plain style 

characteristic of the old yueh-fu and one quite free of the rich, 

ambiguous texture which would earmark his later poetry. The 
subjects of these tales are diverse, but they are also closely tied to the 

main theme, the suffering of the people, which is unmistakable in 

his recurrent historical awareness of the area as a geographical locus. 

Hsii Fu-kuan believes that the poem is not simply an 

imitation of Tu Fu's "Journey to the North," but an expansive 

work harshly criticizing political realities, a work analogous to the 
powerful effect achieved combinedly by Tu Fu's three poems on 

officials (Ξ® and three on partings (Ξ5ΚΙ).40 

"Western Fields" is unique in yet another respect. While moving 

through a sequence of different tales woven tightly by a common 

theme to a singular purpose, to criticize imperial misgovernment, 

it ends with one of the most desperate comments made in Chinese 

39 Yu-hsi shettg shih chien-chu, 1.42a. 
40 ®Τ$ί, SSiE; if ϋ S1J1 S^S1J, See Hsu Fu-kuan 

^ H|, Chung-kuo wen-hsueh Iun chi φ (Taichung: Tung-hai ta-

hsiieh, 1966), ρ 235. 
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poetry. The air of despair is so strong, and yet so murky, that it is 

evident that the empire, as Li Shang-yin witnesses it, lacks any hope 

of survival. The meaning of "Late T'ang," as we use it in the study 

of literary history, can be fully appreciated in the whimper that 

marks the conclusion of this poem. 

IV. "Lament of a Ch'in Woman" 

Wei Chuang's $££ (ca. 855—910) "Lament of a Ch'in Woman" 

lH β &7, an extensive work in heptasyllabic verse, sounds the final 

note in the complex development of T'ang narrative poetry.41 Like 

many of its counterparts in the folk tradition, this poem was fated 

to disappear from the Chinese literary scene for almost a thousand 

years until the early twentieth century, when it was recovered in 

Tun-huang Jjc lit·42 The poem is important in Chinese literature, 

not only for the problem it presents in textual history, which is 

entangled with the political climate of an era and the problematic 

mentality of the intelligentsia common in all ages, but also for its 
monumental length in which it exemplifies the essence, scope, 

limits, and achievement of narrative poetry at the end of the T'ang 
dynasty. 

"Lament of a Ch'in Woman" is a narrative poem in which the 
poet assumes the role of a scribe, recording a woman's tale of her 

experience during three years since Huang Ch'ao jit H sacked 
Ch'ang-an in the spring of 882. The "Ch'in Woman" (poetic 
diction for a lady citizen of Ch'ang-an) was seized by the rebels 

when the capital fell, and was held in their camp for almost a year. 

When she managed to escape, the woman left Ch'ang-an and 

41 The text of the poem is best preserved in Ch'en Yin-k'o, Ch'in-fu γ in chiao-chien 

(K'un-ming: private edition, 1940), which is a revised, enlarged 

edition of his "Tu Ch'in-fu yin" ή'Η M < Tsing-hua hsueh-pao 

(THHP) Ii (1936), 951-968. 

42 For a summary of the details related to this important case in literary history, see 

Wang Ch'ung-min EEIISi Tun-huang ku-chi hsu Iu dl M1IMMf- (Shanghai: 

Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1958), pp. 303—308. The further investigation into the 

problem by Ch'en Yin-k'o is appraised in C. H. Wang, "Ch'en Yin-k'o's Ap­

proaches to Poetry: A Historian's Progress," Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Re­

views 3, no. ι (1981), 14-15. 
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wandered eastward to Lo-yang, where she encountered Wei 

Chuang and, at the poet's request, recounted the story in detail. The 

poem ends with her determination to travel farther east and 

eventually settle somewhere in the south, a region she believed to 

have remained peaceful despite the turmoil in the rest of the 
country. 

The origins of the subject matter can be traced to the lamentation 

on ruins in such ancient poetry as Shih ching 65 or the Ch'u 

tz'u "Lament for Ying" 1¾ 3¾. It was repeatedly touched upon 
during the Chien-an and Six Dynasties periods by such poets as 
Wang Ts'an ΞΕ® (177-217), Ts'ao Chih (192-232), Pao Chao 

(414—466), and Yii Hsin IMiS (5^3-581), each of whom 
mourned in his own way the destruction of old Ch'ang-an, Lo-
yang, Kuang-Iing Hg!, and Chin-ling respectively.43 Dur­
ing the T'ang dynasty, the lament for the fallen capital continues to 
be found in the works of a large number of poets, including Lu 
Chao-lin's "The Hardship of Traveling" ff SSil, Tu Fu's "Journey 
to the North," and Li Shang-yin's "A Poem in One Hundred 
Rhymes Written on a Journey through the Western Fields." There 
was, therefore, a rich tradition behind the composition of "Lament 
of the Ch'in Woman" when Wei Chuang undertook the project. 
In fact, by the end of the ninth century he hatl not only this rich 
tradition of classical models of literary expression and standard 
imagery, but also a set of established prosodic principles—the 
heptasyllabic verse structure had long since reached its perfection 
and was a versatile means to treat a wide range of topics. This, 
however, is not to say that Wei Chuang simply adds a new compo­
sition to the list of the laments upon ruins. Among other inno­
vations, he creates a definite fictional character, the Ch'in woman. 
Allowing his subjective presence to withdraw from the suffering 
and destruction which would so naturally engage his response, he 
portrays the character with her own distinct personality and invests 
her with the capacity for emotional response. Like his predecessors, 
Wei Chuang displays the dire destruction of the city and country 
through a motif of traveling to or gazing at the scenes. Unlike 
them, he creates a fictional character out of his identification with 

43 -fcSlt, SBii, n%M, SiIli W. 
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the people in order to universalize the experience and enhance the 

credibility of the narration, thereby creating an equilibrium of 

subjective and objective voices in dramatic interaction. Moreover, 

even within the Ch'in woman's subjective voice yet another degree 
of objectivity is maintained as she introduces an old man, who, at 

her request, recounts the disaster that befell him in the wake of the 

bandits' passage through the villages—how the imperial troops 

followed and reduced the already stricken countryside into utter 
destitution. Wei Chuang has written a narrative poem in three 

dimensions, each voice contributing to the interpretation of the 
events. As he maintains complete objectivity in listening to the tale, 

he has the fictional Ch'in woman assume a subjective voice to 

narrate the events that occurred in Ch'ang-an and its vicinity. Later, 

as though reenacting the poet's calm attention, she also retreats to a 
distance when a character in her own tale cries bitterly in a straight­
forward subjective voice and tells her about the ravages suffered in 
the vast area between Ch'ang-an and Lo-yang. Wei Chuang has 

combined practically all the scenes and events described in the 

earlier poems on ruins, in both urban and rural areas, and has 

uncovered all the destroying forces mentioned by his predecessors 

in their works, forces which are focused in two paramount evils: 

rebellious bandits and corrupt imperial troops. 

The structural scope of the poem appears in Wei Chuang's 
threefold picture: the horrors witnessed by an old man from the 

farming village, by a lady citizen of the capital, and by the poet 

serving as a scribe. These dimensions are woven into a unity, and 

their diversity in no way disrupts the plot. Through this design Wei 
Chuang is able to keep the poem from falling into stylistic mono­
tony and, moreover, is able to widen the scope of social concerns in 

the critical judgment of the causes of disaster. Whereas the Ch'in 

woman laments the barbaric rebel attacks on urban civilization 
represented by Ch'ang-an, the old man, in his turn, reproaches the 
imperial troops for the final ruin of the rural areas. The areas, 

furthermore, are defined specifically, a backdrop of historical geo­
graphy on which Wei Chuang allows the narrative action to 

unfold. Like Li Shang-yin's "Western Fields," the poem uses the 

journey motif: the heroine traveled the approximately 350 kilo-
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meters from Ch'ang-an to Lo-yang. Place names are given with 
historical accuracy, a credible record of those scenes where imperial 
troops, rather than the rebels, exercised brutality. This realistic, 
geographical scope is maintained steadily, providing the locus for 
the chronological order of events through which the heroine pro­
ceeds in a truly historical scope. In his continual attention to 
locating the events precisely, both in history and on the map, Wei 
Chuang has successfully maintained the genuine tradition of literati 
narrative poetry.44 In retrospect, we see how the "Western Fields" 
of Ch'ang-an are described by Li Shang-yin as a completely dev­
astated region; here, within fifty years, the "Eastern Fields" are 
also depicted in similar imagery with the same bitter effect. By the 
end of the ninth century, the great capital had become a ruin in the 
midst of a desolate land. 

"Lament of a Ch'in Woman" is not merely a solid narrative 
account telling of the fall of the T'ang dynasty; it is also magnificent 
poetry. The dynamism of its lucid, flowing style generates and 
sustains the progress of the poem. The sure mastery with which its 
incidents are successively arrayed proves, probably for the first time 
in Chinese literature, that the heptasyllabic verse is capable of 
extended narration without slipping into either extravagantly 
ornamented poetic diction or flatness. The poem is free of the dense 
diction or constrained obscurity that characterize many literati 
works written in the late T'ang period. At the same time, it avoids 
the monotonous rhyme patterns found in most of the folk and 
religious pieces uncovered in Tun-huang, many of them roughly 
contemporary to Wei Chuang's work. Wei Chuang demonstrates 
that heptasyllabic verse is still powerful enough to combine the 
strength of the literati and the folk styles of narrative poetry, in an 
exuberant yet succinct and straightforward presentation of the plot. 
Two thousand years of slow but steady development of the form 
sustains Wei Chuang's alternation of plot-advancing elements with 
the display of picturesque and emotional moments; such alter­
nation enriches the texture of the narrative while minimizing the 

44For an expert examination in this regard, see Ch'en Yin-k'o, Ch'in-fu yitt, 

pp. iob-i5a. 
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danger of dullness. No line or passage fails to contribute to the 

general effect of the poem as a testimony of the catastrophe of an 
empire and, above all, as an affirmation of the woman as the true 

heroine of a grand tale. Indeed, her sisters have always been 
heroines in the folk tradition of narrative poetry: in Shih ching, Han 

yiieh-fu poetry, "Southeast Fly the Peacocks," "Song ofMu-lan," 

and in such literati compositions as the two songs "Of Grief and 

Indignation" 1$. Fu Hsiian's (217—278) "Song of Ch'in 

Nii-hsiu" Jjlicffcfj, and Yen Yen-chih's IR-¾ (384—456) "Song 
of Ch'iu Hu" fj. 

The heroic adventure of the Ch'in woman is the primary theme 

in the plot of the poem. The national catastrophe serves as a 
backdrop, the old man's plaint as a supplement, and the poet's 

attention, a silent comment. In the process of the plot's unfolding 

the characterization of the heroine is fulfilled. The naive tone that 
marks her first reaction to the assault of the rebels dissolves with the 

description of the violent treatment she and other women received 
in its aftermath—she immediately assumes a stern voice to describe 
the starvation that followed the fall of the capital. The poignant 

lyricism in the transition indicates the growth of a feminine will to 

protest. When she assumes the authority to interpret the humili­

ation of the god, who fled the temple to hide himself from the 
human cataclysm, she becomes a Cassandra, released from all 
ethical codes to move in a fantastic realm. But the desperate, mystic 

tone subsides after she listens to the old man's story and realizes that 

the woe she has witnessed is a universal one. At that moment she 

matures, so much so that the concluding passage, in which she 
expresses her determination to proceed south, is narrated most 

calmly, careful to distinguish hearsay and true information, to 
weigh the pros and cons of seeking a foreign shelter and, in the 
gracious language that marks her gentle breeding, to encourage the 

listeners of her lament to consider joining the exodus. Wei Chuang 

has successfully portrayed a woman with distinctive temperament, 

love, and hatred who, having experienced violence, hunger, and 

inclemency, is as tragically resolute as her sisters in earlier narrative 
poetry. She is ready to abandon her homeland, the old Ch'ang-an, 
now in ruins, a city which we know in retrospect has never 

returned to its former grandeur and perhaps never will. 
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V. Conclusion 

T'ang narrative poetry assimilated its heritage from earlier litera­

ture and from other cultural entities, such as music and graphic arts, 
using them to form a literary genre of the highest order. It appears 

to have evolved first from the folk and literati attempts to sing of 

extraordinary events celebrated in the Han yueh-fu, ku-shih, and the 

secondary fu. On further investigation, however, we realize that 

T'ang narrative poetry possesses almost all the distinct stylistic and 

thematic features found in the poetry of the Shih ching and Ch'u 

tz'u. Insofar as Chinese poetic development is concerned, the 

periodization of literary history seems to have been done entirely 
for the sake of convenience, rather than to mark major shifts of 

literary taste and fashion of the sort obvious in the momentous 

change from the Medieval period to the Renaissance in European 

literature. There is an unquestionable continuity in classical Chinese 

poetry. Poets since the Han dynasty may have innovated upon 

earlier poetry for the attainment of a useful technique, but they did 
not change the principal method and function as upheld by their 

predecessors. A recognition of this continuity is essential to our 

appreciation of the nature of T'ang narrative poetry, and perhaps 

of lyrical poetry as well. 

Narrative poetry, nonetheless, holds to that stylistic and thematic 
continuity more closely than does lyrical poetry. When Li Po 

criticizes the whimsical ornateness which marks many poetic works 
since the Chien-an -¾¾ era (196—220), he is obviously expressing 
a strong distaste for the latter-day indulgence in extravagant diction 

and decadent concerns characteristic of lyric poetry produced dur­
ing the Six Dynasties period.45 However, it was during the same 
period that narrative poetry steadily matured, owing first to the 

vital transmission of folk songs, some of which remain even today 

among the finest works of Chinese poetry, and, second, to the 

efforts of literati poets to form a synthesis between folk property 
and their traditional erudition and moral judgment. In place of the 
ornateness which diminishes the spiritual value and artistic integrity 

of much Six Dynasties lyric poetry, there is a certain dynamic tone 

45 See the first by Li Po in Fen-lei pu-chu Li Τ'αί-po shih, 2. ia. 
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which powerfully prepares narrative poetry throughout that long 

period in divided China to offer models, both extrinsic and intrin­

sic, for the T'ang poets. The continuity of this tradition is manifest 

in the essence and scope of T'ang narrative poetry. In terms of 

essence, we see how narrative display was practiced with tasteful 
sophistication by some ambitious early talents, how ancient-style 

poetry in general was always available for the poets to develop a 

kind of quasi-narrative in their compositions, and how the "ulti­

mate verse" in particular never failed to sustain the serene homo­

geneity of ancient-style poetry, achieving at times narrative in the 
"dynamic quatrain." In terms of scope, we find the poet's energet­
ic inquiry into myth, politics, history, and the enduring vastness of 

the Chinese land, though periodically attacked by the collective 
folly of a nation. Despite the difference of scope in which their 

imaginative, intellectual power inspects specific events, it is note­

worthy that T'ang poets by and large share a unique style, a 
style that is mixed with the complementary alternation of lyric 

elements and narrative details. This style lends intensity and charm 
to most of the best narrative poems written during the T'ang 

dynasty, and it is accepted by the poets of subsequent ages as 

fundamental to the art. 

The nature of narrative in T'ang poetry is such that, while it 
organizes an event or a number of events into the plot, it shows an 

inherent quality reminiscent of Chinese lyricism. We have not 
turned away from this quality in our investigation of narrative 

poetry, but have regarded it as a positive, characteristic feature 
worthy of our appreciation. By the same token, one wonders if this 

feature might not be central to our consideration of Chinese poetry 

in general and especially relevant to attempting a new definition for 
lyric poetry in particular. 
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Hans Η. Frankel 

The Development of Han and Wei Yueh-fu 

as a High Literary Genre 

Two phases may be discerned in the development of ytieh-fu iHFft as 

a high literary genre in Han and Wei times.1 During the first 

phase—from the beginning of Han rule in 202 B.C. to the last 

decade of the second century A.D.—a few educated men sporadi­
cally composed secular ytieh-fu for self-expression and entertain­

ment. During the second phase—from the 190s to the end of the 

Wei dynastry in 266—yueh-fu gradually separated itself from stan­
dard shih poetry and became a major literary genre in the hands 

of Ts'ao Ts'ao 11}¾, his sons Ts'ao P'i "ff Zi and Ts'ao Chih !1¾, 
Ts'ao P'i's son Ts'ao Jui 11¾, and some of their contemporaries. 

Ytieh-fu is a vague, elusive term, encompassing both ritual hymns 

and secular, personal poetry. Although the division between these 

two kinds of yueh-fu is not always clear, I will confine my discussion 

to secular, personal yueh-fu. I will consider as a literary yueh-fu any 

poem by a known author which possesses most if not all of the 

following characteristics: its author intended it to be sung; it bears a 

yueh-fu title which distinguishes it from an ordinary shih poem; it is 
a member of a chain of ytieh-fu poems with a common title and 

affinities in form, theme, and wording; and it is included in Yueh-fu 

shih chi2 and/or other collections of ytieh-fu poetry. I will discuss 
fourteen literary ytieh-fu of this period in approximate chronolog­

ical order, focusing primarily on the twenty-five ytieh-fu themes 

1 In writing and revising this article, I have received helpful suggestions and 

criticism from the other participants in thejune 1982 conference at York, Maine, and 

also from Susan Chemiack and from my wife Chang Ch'ung-ho. 
2Yueh-Ju shih chi , compiled by Kuo Mao-ch'ien ?]$ Siflf (died ca. 

1126) toward the end of the eleventh century (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1979). 
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which I found by going through the extant yueh:fu by Han and Wei 
poets, but paying attention also to forms, poetic devices, and styles, 
and to the place of individual poems in the yueh:fu tradition. 3 

We will begin with a song by Li Yen-nien *~,¥(f1.late second 
to early first century B.C.), a professional musician at the court of 
Emperor Wu (reigned 141-87 B.C.): 

Song 
In the North there is a beautiful 

woman, 
2 Unique, unequaled in the world. 

With one glance she conquers a 
city of men, 

4 With another glance a country of 
men. 

Don't you know? A city and 
country conquering 

6 Beauty cannot be found again.4 

llfk 
::It:1Jfl"ttA 
~titfffi~lz: 
-IHJ;&A:Iit; 
ll}~@{A~ 

'¥/G~D@{:Iit;~@{~ 
ttAHll}~ 

Li Yen-nien recited this song to call the Emperor's attention to 
his younger sister, Lady Li *~A, who excelled not only in looks 

3 We need not consider improvised songs such as Hsiang Yti's lj:j *1 "Kai-hsia ko" 
:!;!CFlilX of202B.C. andLiu Pang's ~[J~ "Ta-feng ko"::*: J§il.lilX ofl95 B.C. because 
they do not have enough of the characteristics ofliterary yuehju as defined above. 
For "Kal-hsia ko" see Ssu-ma Ch'ien p].~ ~ (145?-90? B.C.), Shih chi se ~c 
(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1972),7.333; Yuehju shih ChI, 58.849-850; transla­
tions by Yves Hervouet and Max Kaltenmark in Anthologie de la poesie chinoise clas­

sique, ed. Paul Demieville (Pans: Gallimard, 1962), p. 61; and by Ronald Miao in 
Sunflower Splendor: Three Thousand Years of Chinese Poetry, ed. Wu-chl Liu and 
Irving Yucheng Lo (New York: Anchor Press, 1975), p. 29. For "Ta-feng ko" see 
Shih chi, 8.389; Yitehju shih chi, 58.850. TranslatIOns by Hervouetand Kaltenmark In 

Demieville, Anthologie, p. 62; and by Miao in Liu and Lo, Sunflower Splendor, p. 29. 
4 Han shu {lll' by Pan Ku m I.!!!l (32-92) (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1975), 

97A.3951; Yueh-fo shih chi, 84.1181; Chien-chu yu-t'ai hsin yung ~tt.'E§JlITiiik, 

compiled by Hsii Ling ~~ (507-583), With commentary by Wu Chao-i ~ ~~][ 
(his preface dated 1675) (Taipei: Kuang-wen shu-chii, 1967), I.I2b-13a; Chang 
Shou-p'ing iJJU#2!i, Han-tai yuehju yu yuehju ko-tz'u {lf1;;~iffW,~ifflilXim 
(Taipei: Kuang-wen shu-chii, 1970), pp. 94-95; Hervouet and Kaltenmark In 

Demieville, Anthologie, p. 68; Anne Birrell, trans., New Songsfrom aJade Terrace: An 
Anthology of Early Chinese Love Poetry (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1982), 

P·41. 
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but also as a dancer. She became Emperor Wu's favorite. The 
phrase ch'ing ch'eng (line 5) comes from Shih ching f^H, No. 264: 

A clever man builds a city wall/walled city, Hf :£)3cft 
A clever woman overthrows a city wall/walled if® IHM 

city. 

Li Yen-nien's poem has interesting metric and rhetorical fea­
tures. Like many later yueh-fu (and many standard shih 1¾, its 
meter is the five-syllable line, with a caesura between the second 
and the third syllable, and an unchanging rhyme at the end of the 
even-numbered lines. (In addition, line 5 also rhymes.) Ningpu chih 
in line 5 in an early instance of a supernumerary phrase at the head 
of a line. (Later literary yueh-fu often have extrametrical head 
phrases such as chtin pu chien "haven't you seen?") Note 
also the enjambement in the last two lines (if my reading of this 
couplet is correct). This is more common in yueh-fu and other 
musical genres such as tz'u Isj and ch'ti (¾ than in standard shih. 

In lines 3 and 4 we have a rhetorical feature characteristic of oral 
poetry. The feature may be defined as a sequence of structurally and 
verbally similar statements, with progressive variations in each 
statement. The members of the sequence may be individual lines, 
couplets, or longer units. The feature occurs, for example, in the 
two anonymous Han yueh-fu "Chiang-nan" jl 1¾ and "Mo-shang 
sang" 5 and in modern folk songs, such as "Ho-nan chui-tzu 
shu" ?UJ (¾¾ f- ,¾.6 It is common not only in China but also in the 
oral poetry of other countries.7 

Li Yen-nien's "Song" exemplifies an important yueh-fu theme: 

5 Yueh-fu shih chi, 26.384 and 28.410—411. 
6 SeeJarosIav Prusek, "Die chui-tsi-shu, erzahlende Volksgesange aus Ho-nan," in 

Asiatica: Festschrift Friedrich Weller (Leipzig, 1954), PP- 468—472. 
7SeeHans H. Frankel, "Yueh-fu Poetry," m Studies in Chinese Literary Genres, ed. 

Cyril Birch (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1974), pp. 

87—88; and Hans Frankel, "Some Characteristics of Oral Narrative Poetry in 

China," in Etudes d'Histoire et de Litterature choinoises offertes au Professeur Jaroslav 

Prukk, ed. Yves Hervouet (Paris: Bibliotheque de 1'Institut des Hautes Etudes 

choinoises, 1976), pp. 100—101. Examples from other cultures are an Irish "New 

Song on the Taxes" and an oral poem translated from the Yoruba language of West 

Africa, titled "Quarrel," in A World Treasury of Oral Poetry, ed. Ruth Finnegan 

(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1978), pp. 194—195 and 167. 
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the peerless beauty. The poem has inspired many generations of 

literati who relished the double-entendre of the woman who, like 

Helen of Troy, caused men and cities and states to fall. 

We come now to a song composed in A.D. 49 by General Ma 

Yuan ,Hi! (14 B.C. to A.D. 49) during a difficult campaign against 

a non-Chinese tribe at the Wu Stream (which runs from southern 

Hunan to northern Kwangtung).8 The area was infested with a 

disease which killed many of the Chinese troops, including General 

Ma himself. The song and its origin are related in Ku-chin chu as 

follows: 

"The Wu Stream Is Deep" was made by Ma Yiian during a 

southern campaign. His subordinate Yiian Chi-sheng 51¾?:¾ 

was good at playing the horizontal flute; Ma Yiian made a 

song to harmonize with his [flute composition].9 Its name is 

"The Wu Stream Is Deep" 3¾USE. The words are: 

Flooding, flooding, the Wu Stream 

how deep! 

Birds cannot fly across, 

Beasts dare not come down to its 

banks. 

Woe, the Wu Stream is rife with 

virulent plague.10 

In the song and its background there are several themes that will 

recur in later literary yueh-fu: a forbidding, exotic landscape with 

lurking hostile barbarians; the forces and creatures of nature; a 

general relating his own difficult campaign, far from home; and the 

8 There is an account of the campaign in his biography, Hou-Han shu 1¾¾ |J by 

Fan Yeh (398-446) "Lieh-chuan" (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1973), 

vol. 24, chuan 14, pp. 842—843. 
9Variant in the Yueh-fu shih chi version of the Ku-chin chu account: "Ma Yiian 

made a song and ordered Chi-sheng to play the flute harmonizing with it." 
10Ku-Chin chu by Ts'ui Pao £fv f;-J (late third century); photolithographic 

reproduction of Sung wood-block edition in Ssu-pu ts'ung-k'an |Z3§|$ilfl,l, third 

series, B.2a; Yueh-Ju shih chi, 74.1048; Yii Kuan-ying 7¾¾¾, Yueh-fu shih hsuan ^ 

iff§^f3§§ (rev. ed., Hong Kong: Shih-chieh shu-chii, n.d. [his preface to first ed. dated 

1950, his postface to rev. ed. dated 1954], p. 149; Chang Shou-p'ing, Han-tai yueh-fu, 

pp. 99-100. 

Jw 
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threat of death. Three literary yueh-fu imitating the title and at­

mosphere of this song are extant, all dating from the first half of the 

sixth century; their titles are "Wu hsi shen hsing" it §§ Sc Vi •, "Pan 

tu hsi" and "Pan Iu hsi" 

The following poem was composed by the hermit Liang Hung 

while passing the Eastern Han capital, Lo-yang, during the 

reign of Emperor Chang (75—88): 

Alas Five Times 

I climb that northern Mang Hill 

2 Alas 

And view the imperial capital. 

4 Alas 

The palaces loom high, 

6 Alas 

The people's toil 

8 Alas 

Is far from finished. 

10 Alas12 

Notable features are the refrain in the even-numbered lines and 

the enjambement in lines 7—10. We observe two new yueh-fu 

themes: climbing to a high place and looking down; and the 

unending toil of the common people, contrasted here with the 

grandeur of the palaces that result from their labors. The refrain 

deftly anticipates the point of view in the conclusion. 

One more poem from the first phase of literary yueh-fu develop­

ment remains to be considered. 

The Palace Guard Officer 

Once there was a servant in the house of 

Huo, 

2 His name was Feng Tzu-tu. 

Presuming on the general's power 

4 He teased a foreign wineshop girl. 

The pretty foreign girl was fifteen. 

11 Yueh-fu shih chi, 74.1048-1049. 
12 Hou-Hatt shuy "Lieh-chuan" vol. 83, chuan 73, pp. 2,766—2,767; Yueh-fu shih chi, 

85.1193; Yii Kuan-ying, Yueh-fii shih hsuan, p. 149; J. D. Frodsham and Ch'eng Hsi, 

trans., An Anthology of Chinese Verse (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1967), p. 23. 

2¾¾ 
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6 In spring she was tending the bar alone. *El~'&'!J! 
The halves of her long skirt were tied :LHJiHtH!I!.ffl' 

together with ribbons; iJH!Ili%IX~ 
8 Her broad-sleeved coat had a floral design jilL!:: if EE 3i: 

of happy union. }H~*~~ 
On her head she wore jade from Lan- JiR.{iiJ%Jj~ 

t'ien, - t!!: I{ J'iJT ffli 
10 Behind her ears, Byzantine pearls. -.1iB~ 

Her hair in two buns, so attractive, JiR.T~~ 
12 Surely without equal in her time, ~i':~.g.f-

One bun worth five million, ~lIj!$ ~ :fX!iI 
14 Two buns more than ten million. ~11*{iiJ~~ 

Surprise! An imperial guard officer, ~=aQll'!f~~ 
16 A show-off, passes my bar. gt:fX;J<frJim 

His silver saddle, how it glitters! *Uli~3i:~ 
18 His carriage, decked with kingfisher gt:fX;J<Jt~ 

feathers, loiters in idleness. ~~~~!~ 
He comes to me and asks for clear wine; Ml:fXWfilJ~ 

20 By the silk cord I lift the jade pot. n:a:fX tUfHJili 
He comes to me and asks for a choice ~'t1HiIm~ 

dish; {iiJffijB~~~ 
22 On a gold platter I serve him thin-sliced ~~~1~~ 

carp. ftf-:i:WJ* 
He gives me a green bronze mirror A!£~~1& 

24 And ties it to my red silk skirt. .~~f§~ 
I don't care if the red silk gets torn, 3trM~.g.f-

26 Not to mention my worthless body. fL~Vt~~ 
A man always desires a second wife, 

28 A woman esteems her first husband. 
In human life there is new and old; 

30 Noble and base can't trespass on each 
other. 

No, thank you, Officer of the Guard! 

32 Such private amours are trifling and will 
get you nowhere.13 

13 Chien-chu yu-t'ai hsing yung, I.I3b-I4b; Yueh:fu shih chi, 63.909-910; eight 
artIcles in Ylieh:fu shih yen-chiu lun-wen chi ~ 1ff~'!fliJf 9i:1l1lli)c:!*, complIed by Tso­
chla ch'u-pan she pien-chl pu {IF * ill ~ ifd:~ _ $ (Pekmg: Tso-chla ch'u-pan-she, 
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About the author, Hsin Yen-nien ^very little is known. 

No other works of his survive. According to Yueh-Ju shih chi, he 

lived during the Eastern Han. A work titled Chi-shih chu ,¾ 3¾ 

states that he was a professional singer from Chung-shan φ UJ> and 

that his parents and sisters were also professional singers.14 Feng 

Yin M Sz, courtesy name Tzu-tu (line 2), was in fact a subordinate 

of General-in-Chief Huo Kuang 5? jt (died 68 B.C.), and was 

known as a philanderer.15 Thus Hsin Yen-nien uses here a method 

familiar to us from the works of countless literati of later times: he 

chooses a historical setting and historical names in creating a story 

that might have happened in his own day. 

The poem takes up two themes encountered earlier: the peerless 

beauty and the exotic foreigner. But this foreigner (unlike the 

hostile barbarians in Ma Yiian's "The Wu Stream Is Deep") is 

portrayed sympathetically. Likeable, strong women often play 

dominant roles in yiieh-fu poetry. Hsin's alien is the topical woman 

triumphant, the virtuous beauty who thwarts the would-be seducer. 

Another woman triumphant is Ch'in Lo-fu the heroine of 

the anonymous Han yiieh-fu "Mo-shang sang" K_hiS.16 The two 

poems have much in common. A noteworthy shared feature is the 

initial demonstration of the heroine's attractions through her 

clothes, hairdo, and adornments.17 

1957)» PP- 84—137; Liang Han wen-hstieh shih ts'an-k'ao tzu-liao [Ψ] -Xl H % ff 

14. prepared by History of Chinese Literature faculty of Peking University (Shang­

hai: Kao-teng chiao-yii ch'u-pan-she, i960), pp. 536—539; Yii Kuan-ying, Ytieh-fu 

shih hsuan, pp. 150—151; Marie Chan, "From the Folk to the Literary Yiieh-fu," 

Tamkang Review 5, no. 1 (April 1974) 45—49; anonymous translation (perhaps by 

Andre d'Hormon) in Demieville, Anthologie, pp. 89—90; Hans Frankel, "Six Dy­

nasties yueh-flt and Their Singers," Journal of the Chinese Language Teachers Associ­

ation 13 (1978) 192—193; Birrell, New Songsfrom a Jade Terrace, p. 42. Yii P'ing-po 

I^zFfS, in Yueh-fu shih yen-chiu lun-wen chi, pp. 85—86, 100—102, gives a different 

interpretation of lines 25—26, which I find unconvincing. 
14See Ching Yiian in Yiieh-fu shih yen-chiu lun-wen chi, p. 95. There are 

several works titled Chi-shih chu. I have not been able to find the one cited by Chmg 

Yiian. 
15 See Liang Han wen-hsueh shih ts'an-k'ao tzu-liao, p. 537, n. 2, and p. 487; Han shu, 

8.251. 
16 Yueh-fu shih chi, 28.410—411; Frankel, "Oral Narrative Poetry," pp. 98—105. 
17 See Marie Chan, "From Folk to Literary Yiieh-fu," pp. 31, 45. 



262 Forms and Genres 

Two other characteristic yueh-ju features are noteworthy in Hsin's 
poem. In lines 13-14 and 19-22 we have progressive sequences of 
structurally and verbally similar statements (as in Li Yen-nien's 
"Song"). The sequence oflines 13-14 involves numbers, as is often 
the case in yueh-ju.1 8 The second yuehju feature in Hsin's poem is 
the shift of viewpoint and manner of narration. In the first part 
(lines 1-14) the story is told by an outsider and set in the past 
("Once there was ... "). The'second part (from line 15 to the end) is 
sung by the heroine herself, addressing first the audience, then her 
adversary. Such shifts are common in yuehju and in ballads of 
other countries. 19 

Hsin's poem is followed in Yiteh-ju shih chi, 63.9IO-9II, by four 
literary imitations, three titled "Yii-lin hsing" ;J;J # D and one 
"Hu-chi nien shih-wu" 2iZ1!lli::¥-r.li. 

The second phase ofliterary yueh-ju starts with Ts'ao Ts'ao ti"ti 
(155-220). Keenly interested in music, he chose to cast all his 
narrative and lyric poems iIi the form of yuehju rather than ordi­
nary shih ~~, using a wide variety of patterns and themes. Accord­
ing to a history written less than a half-century after his death, 
"whenever he composed poems, he had them set to wind and string 
accompaniment, so that they all became musical pieces." 20 We 
begin with an undated (perhaps early) yuehju by Ts'ao Ts'ao which 
describes a utopia, an ideal state of government and society. 

I Drink 
I drink and sing of Great Peace 

and Equality;21 

~imi 

~i milt: * zp: 

18 See for example the first seven lines of"K'ung-ch'iieh tung-nan fei" -i'L ~ * m 
~, Chien-chu yu-t'ai hsin yung, L24a. 

19 Frankel, "Oral Narrative Poetry," pp. 101-102; Frankel, "SIX Dynasties," 

pp. 192-195· 
20 Wei shu ftll by Wang Ch'en::Eft (dIed 266), CIted in P'el Sung-ch,h's ~i"i; 

Z (372-451) commentary to San-kuo chih =:&.lI$ by Ch'en Shou~. (233-297) 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chti, 1975), I 54, n. 2. 
21 For thIs meaning oft'ai-p'ing, see Max Kaltenmark, "The Ideology of the T'aI­

p'mg ching," in Facets of Taoism: Essays in Chinese Religion, ed. Holmes Welch and 
Anna Seidel (New Haven: Yale Umversity Press, 1979), p. 21. 
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2 Then tax collectors do not call at 
the door,22 

Rulers are virtuous and sage, 
4 Ministers-the rulers' arms and 

legs-are all loyal and good. 
Everyone is courteous and willing 

to yield, 
6 The people have no cause for 

quarrel and litigation. 
After three-year periods of tilling 

there are reserve provisions for 
nme years; 

8 Granaries are full. 
Greyheads do not carry loads on 

their backs or heads. 
IO Rains bring fertile wetness, thus 

All grains are harvested. 
12 Swift horses are withdrawn from 

war 
And carry dung to the fields. 

14 Men are enfeoff"ed as dukes, 
marquises, earls, viscounts, 
barons, 

They all love their people, 
16 Demote and promote according 

to merit, 
Care for them like fathers and 

elder brothers. 

~~/fll¥r9 
£~~1l1JJ3 
*t!Ui:JJtz;~,'(!;t,~ 
@Zii1!11 
~~pJj'~§~ 

=: '¥ fJt ~ 1L :¥ rot 
~~ri¥i~ 
EI13/fj';jJ{\Z 
ffil*PQ!i:t 
s~JtjJt<: 

tiP!E,~ 

tJ.Al:EB 
1n~{9HsT~ 
@Z~A~ 
t)J1rulllJ7~1JJ3 
Tj{~';6'3(5fi!5t 

22Huang Chieh JiW (1873-1935) argues that the opening lmes should be 
dIvided as follows: !tt1fUk. t: zp Ilif. ~ /f i1'¥ r,. (Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti Wei 
Wen-ti shih chu ~Ji\:;'*~)('*~~tt [Hong Kong: CommerClal Press, 1961], p. 12, 
n.). Modern punctuated editIOns follow Huang Chieh. But this line division de­
stroys the rhyme zp / Ij.Ij and leaves the opening lines without any rhyme. The 
correct lme dIvision is confirmed by Wu Ching !Jii!: w! (670-749) m his Yuehfu chieh­
t'i ~JffWH!L where he quotes Ts'ao Ts'ao's poem by Its first line: !ttWiillXt:ZP· 
(Cited m Yuehfu shih chi, 27.403; the CItatIOn is wrongly punctuated in the 1979 

edition of Yuehfu shih chi.) 



18 Violators of etiquette and law 
Get the light or heavy punishment 

they deserve. 
20 No one pockets anything found 

on the road; 
Prisons are empty; 

22 The winter solstice criminal courts 
have no business. 

People of eighty and ninety 
24 All live out their natural lives. 

Grace and virtue reach far, even 
to plants and creeping 
creatures.23 
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3~Jl:i$; 
~~~:Jt7f1j 

~~~Wi~zfL­
~OOQJHt 
~~1J~iYT 
A~~ 
-f§' m tJ ~ f?f 
'\~l f~ M bZ.1ji * ~:ft 

The meter is complex. Lines vary in length from three to eight 
syllables. The title "Tui chiu" was used again by seven yueh-fu 

poets, from Fan Yiin m~ (451-503) to Li Po :$ S (701?-763). But 
they all employ simpler meters, with lines of five and seven 
syllables.24 

Ts'ao Ts'ao presents his utopia both positively and negatively: 
the depiction of ideal conditions is balanced with the stated absence 
of undesirable phenomena. This literary yueh-fu is replete with 
phrases that were the common property of educated men, con­
tained in classical, historical, and philosophical works such as Shu 

ching i!~, Meng Tzu iLr, Li chi it!Je, Ta Tai Ii chi *~JI:~e, 
Shih chi 51:. ~e, Han shu ifi!; and Lao Tzu ~ r.25 

23 Sung shu *3 by Shen Yiieh it¥:! (441-513) (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 
1974), 2I.606; Yuehju shih chi, 27.403; Huang Chleh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. II-12; Wei 

Chin nan-pei-ch'ao wen-hsueh shih ts'an-k'ao tzu-liao til! ~ m~tiM 3t~?t:$~~;jSt, 
prepared by History of Chinese Literature faculty of Peking University (Pekmg: 
Chung-hua shu-chii, 1962), pp. 11-13; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi l!ff*:!* (Hong Kong: 
Chung-hua shu-chii, 1973), p. 4; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu 'Wfi:!*Wfj1, prepared by An­
hui Po-hsien "Ts'ao Ts'ao chi" i-chu hsiao-tsu 't(j,i&~!'AA\('Wjj'¥diDWfj1!J\*Jl 

(Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1979), pp. 15-17; Yii Kuan-ymg #dGE~, San Ts'ao 
shih hsuan ':==::'W~~ (rev. ed., Pekmg: Jen-min wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 1979), 

pp. 5-7; Chao Fu-t'an il¥!iiillifil, Ts'ao WeiJu-tzu shih-hsuan .tIl!:Y: 'f~c!f~ (Hong 
Kong: Joint Publishing Co., 1982), pp. 10-12; Diether von den Steinen, "Poems of 
Ts'ao Ts'ao Translated and Annotated," Monumenta Serica 4 (1939), 156-158. 

24 Yuehju shih chi, 27.403-405. 

25 These are all duly noted by Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. II-I2. 
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The Prelude of the following composition has been interpreted 
by Ch'ing dynasty and more recent commentators as referring to 
Ts'ao Ts'ao's departure in the autumn of 207 on a campaign against 
the Wu-huan ,~m barbarians in northeastern China, and the Pre­
lude has been said to reflect Ts'ao Ts'ao's hesitation between con­
flicting proposals offered by his subordinates: most of them urged 
him to march into Ching-chou ;ifij 1+1 (modem Hupei and Hunan) 
rather than attacking the Wu-huan. But, as noted by Dieny, these 
interpretations of the Prelude are untenable; the poem must have 
been written during or after the successful campaign against the 
Wu-huan, not at the start of the campaign. Mount Chieh-shih 
(Rock Pile Mountain) must be in the northeastern comer of 
modem Hopei, on the Gulf of Liaotung, but its exact location is 
uncertain.26 

Stepping Out of the Hsia Gate 7j7W!HHr 

Prelude ~ 
Clouds travel, raindrops step ~fHru7j7 

2 Across the hills of Nine Rivers. ~~:fLrr.Z~ 
Below I see different views: Ci&UJ'lf:Fi'] 

4 Undecided in my mind, .L" ;i;. jlf yt 
I do not know which I should follow. /F ~D 11; 1;l fiiJ 1tf 

6 We move along to our Rock r>ile ~~ 3S: :fJUi~ E 
Mountain, ,L.,'IJaH:R:fXlUi 

My heart is sad at our Eastern Sea. 

First Stanza -M 
8 Turning east, I look down from Rock *Ci&mE 

Pile Mountain J;)WUit$ 
And view the dark green sea. 7]( fiiJ lfj lfj 

10 Such agitation in the water! W£~~ 
Hilly islands 100m steep, ffff*jfll£ 

12 Trees in thick clumps, B1jt~Dt 
A hundred kinds of plants in lush 

growth. 

26 Jean-Pierre DIt!ny, "Rapport sur les conferences," III Ecole pratique des Hautes 
Etudes, lVe Section: Sciences hlStoriques et philologiques, Annuaire 1970-1971 (ro3e 
annee, Paris: Sorbonne, 1971), pp. 771-772; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, pp. 40-41. 
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14 The autumn wind soughs; 
Huge billows leap up. 

16 Sun and moon in their movements 
Seem to rise from them; 

18 The Milky Way's splendor 
Seems to rise from within. 

20 Let happiness be perfect, 
I sing of what is on my mind. 

Second Stanza 
22 In the first month of winter 

The north wind lingers. 
24 The weather is harsh and clear; 

Frost is all around. 
26 Cranes call at dawn; 

Geese fly south. 
28 Birds of prey hide in their roosts; 

Bears stay in their caves. 
30 Leveling and weeding tools are put 

away; 
The harvest is piled on the ground. 

32 Inns make ready 
To serve traveling merchants. 

34 Let happiness be perfect, 
I sing of what is on my mind. 

Third Stanza 
36 Regions are not alike; 

The land north of the Yellow River is 
severe and cold. 

38 Ice floes drift; 
Boats move with difficulty. 

40 Drills do not penetrate the soil; 
Wormwood and turnips grow deep. 

42 Water stops flowing; 
Ice is firm enough to walk on. 

44 Gentlemen are painfully poor; 
Brave adverturers are prone to break 

laws. 

Forms and Genres 
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46 My heart keeps lamenting and ,C1tIX~ 
grieving, !!X;!!X;~@ 

Sad, sad, so much sorrow. ¥;lt~ijJt 

48 Let happiness be perfect, ~t)WkiG 
I sing of what is on my mind. 

Fourth Stanza iJ:9~ 
50 The sacred tortoise, though long-lived, ilI$"!RUi 

Still comes to an end. ~1:ljt[lif 
52 The soaring serpent rides the mist !JHt~lHI 

But finally turns to dust and ashes. *;z.~±;t}( 
54 The fleet horse, aging, lies in the stable ~~1*~ 

But thinks of running a thousand iGtET~ 
miles. f.!!±~4 

56 A hero in life's evening )j:J:,c.'/G B 
Constantly keeps his stout heart. ldillzWl 

58 Whether his life-span be full or /G{i!.tE 7( 
shortened JHilzmlli 

Is not determined by Heaven alone. PJ~fJ<4 
60 By nurturing the bliss of wholesome ¥;lt~ijJt 

harmony ~t)WkiG 
He can prolong his years. 

62 Let happiness be perfect, 
I sing of what is on my mind. 27 

Line I, adapted from I ching £~, equates the legitimate power 
represented by Ts'ao Ts'ao with rain from Heaven, according to Yii 
Kuan-ying.28 

The poem achieves a marvelous integration of natural phenom­
ena and personal concerns. On the eve of his departure, Ts'ao 

27 Sung shu, 21.619; Chin shu ~i!i' by Fang Hsuan-lmg m ~r,; (578-648) and 
others (Pekmg: Chung-hua shu-chil, 1974),23.714-715; Yuehju shih chi, 37.545-
546; Huang Chleh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. 26-29; Wei Chm nan-pei-ch'ao, pp. IO-II (stanzas 
1 and 4 only); Ts'ao Ts'ao chi, pp. 10-II; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, pp. 40-45; Yii Kuan­
ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. IO-14; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao WeiJu-tzu, pp. 23-29; 

von den Steinen, "Poems of Ts'ao Ts'ao," pp. 139-143; Robert Ruhlmann and 
Yves Hervouet in DemU!Vllle, Anthologie, p. 113 (stanza I only); John A. Turner, S. 
J., A Golden Treasury ,!!Chinese Poetry (Hong Kong: The Chmese University Press, 
1976), pp. 62-63 (stanza 4 only). 

28Yii Kuan-ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. 10-II, n. 2. 
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Ts'ao identifies with the traveling clouds and the walking rain­

drops. This image combines the force and swiftness of wind with the 

beneficial properties of rain. The exciting sight of the sea reveals to 

the beholder a microcosm of the world familiar to him (lines 8-19). 

The "agitation in the water" (line 10) is analogous to his emotional 

state. As the army moves north and the season changes from 

autumn to winter, all living creatures withdraw to the safety of 

their homes and winter abodes; only merchants (and soldiers) are 

traveling, normal movements are blocked and frozen (lines 22—39). 

The contemplation of all those hardships leads the poet in the 

fourth stanza to a bold defiance of natural bounds: he is confident 

that a true hero can overcome the limitations to which ordinary 

men and even supernatural animals are subject. 

Nature, with its creatures and phenomena, and particularly its 

changes of season and differences of climate, is one of the poem's 

themes. Others are: looking down from high places; exotic lands 

and their inhabitants; hardships of the common people; the brevity 

of life and the desire to prolong it. Two other yueh-fu themes are 

also implied, though not openly» stated: the general leading his 

army and the misery caused by war. 

The refrain repeated at the end of every stanza is a typical yueh-

fu singer's formula. Beyond that, in the context of this poem, it 

is perhaps intended to suggest that the poet's mind is directed 

toward happiness, positive achievement, and triumph over natural 

limitations. 

The title "Pu ch'u Hsia-men hsing" was not invented by Ts'ao 

Ts'ao, and was used again by Ts'ao Jui. Two anonymous Han yueh-

fu bear this title. One of them deals with Taoist immortals. Of the 

other, only two lines have been preserved; they speak of the brevity 

of human life.29 

In the following poem, the principal human figure is an aging 

soldier. 

Variation on the Songs of the East 

and West Gates 

The wild geese come from north of the 

passes, 

2 From a land without men. 

29 Yueh-fu shih-chi, 37.545; Wei Chin nan-pei-ch'ao, p. 10, n. 1. 
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They raise their wings and fly more than 

a myriad miles, 

4 Traveling and stopping in natural files. 

In winter they eat the rice of the south, 

6 In spring they fly back north. 

In the field there'is the tumbleweed, 

8 Borne by the wind, he drifts far and high, 

Forever cut off from his native roots, 

io Not to meet them again in a myriad years. 

What can he do, this soldier in the war, 

12 To get away from the earth's four 

corners? 

His army horse is never unsaddled; 

14 His armor never leaves his side. 

Slowly, slowly old age comes upon him. 

16 When can he go home? 

The holy dragon hides deep in the abyss; 

18 The fierce tiger paces the lofty ridge; 

The fox, about to die, makes for his 

burrow: 

20 How can one forget his home?30 

The same Ts'ao Ts'ao who, in the previous poem, had presented 

himself as the commander-in-chief with the heavy burden of lead­

ing the campaign, gives us in this poem the common soldier who 

has no control whatever over the army's endless movements. An 

early instance of the tumbleweed image (which was to become one 

of Ts'ao Chih's favorite images) occurs, though in a different 
context, in the Book of Lord Shang: 

J ® " N o w  w h e n  t h e  t u m b l e w e e d  m e e t s  a  w h i r l w i n d  i t  
travels a thousand miles, riding the force of the wind."31 Topical 

30 Yueh-Ju shih chi, 37.552; Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-Ht p. 30; Wei Chin nan-pei-ch'ao, 

pp. 9—10; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi, p. 10; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, pp. 39-40; Yii Kuan-ying, Satt 

Ts'ao shih hsuatt, pp. 14—15; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Wet fu-tzu, pp. 30—31; von den 

Steinen, "Poems of Ts'ao Ts'ao," pp. 144—145. 
31Shang Tzu also called Shang chun shu jffjm (third century B.C.?), 

attributed to Shang Yang ^ ̂  (died 338 B.C.), photolithographic reproduction of 

wood-block edition from T'ien-i ko (¾ Library in Ssu-pu ts'ung-k'an, 5.9a 

(section 24,4lChin shih" ̂ ^). For this reference I am indebted to Professor Wang 

Shu-min 
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phrases marking this poem as a literary yueh1u are line 15 (cf. Li sao 
~~, couplet 33: ~tlttlt;!tJm¥ ~ "Old age slowly, slowly is 
coming upon me")32 and the adage about the dying fox heading 
for its burrow, which is in Li chi rna ~2, Huai-nan Tzu it WJ T, Chiu 
chang 1L~ ("Ai Ying" ~Ji!~),33 and Ch'i chien -t:;~ ("Tzu pei" 

EI m;). 
The yueh1u themes of this poem are: the fate of animals and 

plants (matching and contrasting with the human condition); an 
inhospitable exotic region; the soldier's hard lot; old age and death; 
and homesickness. The title seems to indicate that this yueh1u (at 
least its music) is a variation on a combination of earlier yueh1u 
patterns, and Ts'ao Ts'ao's poem in turn inspired later yueh1u 
poets.34 

We will consider one more poem by Ts'ao Ts'ao. It must have 
been written in or shortly after 215, when he passed by Mount San­
kuan (in modern Shensi) during his campaign against the Taoist 
leader Chang Lu 5.&1-. 

Song ojCh'iu Hu (first of two) 

First Stanza 
At dawn I go up Mount San­

kuan; 
2 How difficult is this road! 

At dawn I go up Mount San­
kuan; 

4 How difficult is this road! 
The oxen lie exhausted and will 

not rise; 
6 The carriage sinks in the ravine. 

I sit on a fiat boulder, 
8 Pluck the five-string zither, 

Play the tune ch'ing-chueh, 

32 Noted by Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, p. 30, n. 4. 

jJi'ifIfj(=:§'fz-) 

-M 
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33 Wei Chin nan-pei-ch'ao, p. 9, n. 6; von den Stemen, "Poems of Ts'ao Ts'ao," 
p. 145, n.; Huang Chleh, Wei Wu-ti, p. 30, n. 6. 

34 See the poems titled "Hsl-men hsmg," "Tung-men hsing," "Ch'iieh tung-hsl­
men hsing," "Hung-yen sheng sai-pel hsing" ~JliI£::(~t1T, and "Shun tung-hsi­
men hsing" Illlt*Jl.§ r~ fT, Yuehju shih chi, 37.549-554. 
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10 Feel bewildered and vexed. 1':~3*m 
I sing to speak my mind. llfUJ ~;E; 

12 At dawn I go up Mount San- Ei J::.1lX ~m W 
kuan. 

Second Stanza =m 
Who is the triply venerable old ~fJif=~~ 

man Zf:*1E:fXm 
14 Suddenly come to my side? ~fJiJ:=:'~~ 

Who is the triply venerable old Zf:*1E:fXm 
man ~Jt~~ 

16 Suddenly come to my side? {hl~~t!LA. 
He wears a cloak over a fur r~H~p ii: fJiJ ffi =g: tJ 13 r& 

coat, ilHi pJT tiX 
18 Looks like no ordinary man. *¥IJJl:til3j 

He asks: "What trouble has llJXt).~;E; 

upset you? ~fJiJ:=:'~~ 
20 What is it you seek in your 

anxiety 
That has brought you to this 

place?" 
22 I sing to speak my mind. 

Who is the triply venerable old 
man? 

Third Stanza :=:.m 
24 I live on Mount K'un-lun :fXJi5~1*W 

And am what they call a pJT ~~ ~ Jlt A 
Perfected Man. :fXJi5 ~ 1* ill 

26 I live on Mount K'un-Iun pJT~~JltA 
And am what they call a 3il*~~~ 

Perfected Man. :15W~W 
28 The Way is profound, but some ~Wf/\ti 

of it can be achieved. ttEilViEikjR 
Over famous mountains I pass 

and look; 

30 I roam in all eight directions. 
Rocks are my pillows, I wash 

in running water, drink from 
springs. 
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32 While I ponder deeply and ¥xP4':;f~ 
hesitate ~l:7t~ 

He rises up to Heaven. ilfXtJ § its 
34 I sing to speak my mind. :fXJ5g~i1l 

I live on Mount K'un-Iun. 

Fourth Stanza [19M 
36 Gone, gone, he cannot be **:;f~ffi 

pursued; :R1iU§,*_ 
He always resents anyone who **:;f~ffi 

would hang on to him. :R'I:lU§,*_ 
38 Gone, gone, he cannot be WW,&:~JljK 

pursued; '1m tlHJ !3 m; 
He always resents anyone who IT. jffj :;f ~~ 

would hang on to him. ~llJiHt~f;5] 
40 Night after night, how can I m¥f!tipJT~ 

sleep? IJl3*PJT1IJ 
I grieve and feel personal ilfXtJ Bits 

sorrow. **:;f~ffi 
42 He who was "upright, not sly" 

Found his man through a song. 

44 The Histories record where he 
passed; (?) 

When he went west, this is 
what they recorded. (?) 

46 I sing to speak my mind. 
Gone, gone, he cannot be 

pursued. 35 

By sitting on a flat boulder and playing the five-string zither 
(lines 7-8), Ts'ao Ts'ao assumes the position of a ruler on a punitive 
expedition, worrying about the lot of his subjects. 36 The tune 

35 Sung shu, 21.610-61 I; Yuehju shih chi, 36.526-527; Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, 
pp. 19-21; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi, p. 7; Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, pp. 26-29; Stefan (EtIenne) 
Balazs, "Ts'ao Ts'ao: Zwei Lieder," Monumenta Serica 2 (1937), 415-419 (English 
version: "Two Songs by Ts'ao Tsao," in his Chinese Civilization and Bureaucracy 
[New Haven: Yale University Press, 19641, pp. 183-184); von den Steinen, "Poems 
ofTs'ao Ts'ao," pp. 153-156. 

36 Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, p. 27, nn. 5-6. 
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ch'ing-chiieh (line 9) should be played only when the ruler is vir­

tuous, according to a story in Han-Jei Tzu ipf^^p.37 San-Iao (lines 

13) 15) 23) in antiquity and Hantimes often signifies a venerable old 

man;38 san Iao kung could of course also mean "three old men," 39 

but that seems less fitting here. The second and third stanzas make 

clear that the old man is a Taoist immortal. Line 42 alludes to Lun-

y« l#i§, Section 14, "Hsien wen" 
7FIS- "The Master said, 'Duke Wen of Chin was sly, 

not upright; Duke Huan of Ch'i was upright, not sly."40 Line 43 
refers to Ning Ch'i 5§i 1¾, who made himself known to Duke Huan 
of Ch'i by singing a song while feeding his oxen, and consequently 

became one of Duke Huan's ministers.41 Duke Huan, anxious to 

find able men and marching west to subdue an enemy (line 45), 

becomes a model for Ts'ao Ts'ao during his western expedition 
against Chang Lu.42 

Notable are the regular repetitions of whole lines at the begin­

ning and end of every stanza. The yueh-fu themes of this poem are: 

the commander-in-chief leading his army; an ascent; the hardships 
of travel; a musical performance; a meeting with a T aoist immortal 
and the immortal's activities; and insomnia. Two other yueh-fu 

themes—the lord worrying about his subjects and about perfecting 

his rule and models from history—are alluded to in this poem, 

and treated more explicitly in other yueh-fu by Ts'ao Ts'ao and 

others. 

The title "Ch'iu Hu hsing" derives from a story about a man 

named Ch'iu Hu which has nothing to do with Ts'ao Ts'ao's two 

poems. The same title was used again by many yueh-fu poets after 
Ts'ao Ts'ao.43 Noteworthy among them are seven poems by Hsi 

37 Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, pp. 27—28, n. 7. 
38Balazs, "Ts'ao Ts'ao," p. 416; Derk Bodde, Festivals in Classical China: New 

Year and Other Annual Observances during the Han Dynasty 206 B.C.—A.D. 220 

(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1975), pp. 372—380. 
39 Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu takes it in this sense. 
40Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, p. 21, n. 16. 
41Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, p. 21, n. 17; von den Steinen, "Poems of Ts'ao 

Ts'ao," p. 156. 
42 Ts'ao Ts'ao chi i-chu, p. 28, nn. 18 and 20. 
43See Yueh-fu shih chi, 36.526—534. 
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K'ang ¢1¾ (223—262). They are close to Ts'ao Ts'ao's in form, and 

set forth Taoist philosophy.44 

Ts'ao Ts'ao's poems touch on nearly all the themes of Han and 

Wei yiieh-fu poetry, with one conspicuous exception: the themes 

connected with women. But these are well represented in the yueh-

fu of his sons Ts'ao P'i and Ts'ao Chih. Ts'ao P'i WZi (born winter 

187-188, died 226, reigned 220—226, known as Wei Wen-ti 

f$ iC rW), unlike his father, wrote both yueh-fu and regular shih. We 

will consider four of his twenty-three full-length yueh-fu. 

Good! (second of four) 

There was one beautiful 

woman, 

2 Fine bright eyes, graceful 

brows, 

Attractive looks, coquettish 

smile, 

4 Pleasing, heart-captivating. 

She knew notes, was versed in 

tunes, 

6 An excellent musician. 

Her melancholy strings were 

subtle and wonderful; 

8 Her clear breath carried 

fragrance. 

In flowing strains of Cheng and 

rousing tunes of Ch'u 

10 The notes kung and shang were 

never off, 

Heart-moving, ear-stirring, 

12 Her beauty hard to forget. 

A separated bird roosts in the 

evening 

14 On yonder island. 

It stretches its neck and beats its 

A 

ίΒϋ'ϋ® 

t o w n ®  

mmmn 

ft IK it-1S 

wings, 

44For a translation and thorough discussion of the seven poems, see Donald 

Holzman, "La poesie de Ji Kang," Journal asiatique 268 (1980), 333—342. 
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16 Sadly calling, looking for its 

mate. 

With longing I look toward it, 

18 It makes my heart grieve. 

Alas, the people of the past, 

20 How did they ever get over 

their sorrow?45 

The poem consists of two parts, audibly set apart by a different 

rhyme for each part. The meaning of each part becomes clear only 

in conjunction with the other part. When one reads the first part 

(lines i—12), one may think that this is simply a poem in praise of 

a fascinating woman (in the tradition of Li Yen-nien's "Song") and 

a fine musician. Only in the second part does one realize that the 

heart she has captivated is the speaker's, and that he is unhappily 

separated from his love. This throws the entire first part into the 

past. The lone bird (its species and sex not specified in this case) is a 

common yueh-fu image for a man or woman separated from a 

friend, companion, relative, lover, or spouse. Its specific signifi­

cance here is made clear by the context. 

The first two lines of our poem are adapted from Shih ching, 

Song No. 94. "Shan tsai hsing" was the title of an anonymous Han 

yueh-fu, and was used by yueh-fu poets from Ts'ao Ts'ao down to 

T'ang times.46 

Different twists are given to bird imagery in the following poem 

by Ts'ao P'i. 

I Look Downfrom the High 

Terrace 

The terrace from which I look 

down is high, 

2 High with a distant view. (?) 

Below there is a body of water, 

4 Clear and cold. 

45 Yueh-fu shih chi, 36.538; Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. 37—38; Yii Kuan-ying, 
San Ts'ao shih hsuan, p. 23; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Weifu-tzu, pp. 60—61; Wilfried 

Schulte, Ts'ao P'i (187—226): Leben und Dichtungen, dissertation, Bonn 1971 (Bonn: 

Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitat, 1973), PP- 87—88. 
46 Yueh-fu shih chi, 36.535—540. 
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On it there are brown swans, 
about to leave, flapping their 
wings. 

6 As a subject 
I must be loyal to the end. 

8 I wish His Imperial Majesty to 

live three thousand years 
As is fitting, residing in this 

palace. 
10 The swan wants to migrate 

south; 
His mate cannot fly with him. 

12 "I want to carry you myself in 
my beak, 

But my bill is shut tight, I 
cannot open it." 

14 He wants to carry her on his 
back, 

But his feathers are broken and 
ruined. 

16 After five miles he looks back 
once; 

After six miles he hesitates. 4 7 
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9=t fl Ji UHt ft lim 
IT~~ 

I9Ji%~W~T:::C:T~ 
1[l.5llt'8 
~i'iXm~ 
!t~ /G ~g \l5i 
fX i'iX ~ij ~ & 
D~/G~gml 

i'iXJ'.lZ 
cf:&HHi'i 
li'tl.-Il 
h 'tl. f~FW! 

Ts'ao P'i's immediate model is the sixteenth of the eighteen 
anonymous Han "Nao ko" ~1llX: 

I Look Down from the High 
Terrace 

I look down from the high 
terrace with distant view. (?) 

CiJii;~§)':Jn 

TflJ1!fltJ1!fft* 

47 I-wen lei-chu ~x~JIZ, compiled by Ou-yang Hsiin ~I\lli~ (557-64r) 
(Shanghai: Chung-hua shu-chii, r965), 42.76r; Yueh-fu shih chi, r8.258-259; Huang 
Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. 5r-52; Schulte, Ts'ao P'i, pp. 95-96. Lmes 6-9 show that the 
poem must be earlier than 220, when Ts'ao P'i became emperor. The meter is 
complex, and there are textual problems. In the first lme (and m line 3 of the "Nao 
ko" below) I have adopted the emendatlons proposed by Wen I-to 00 -?} 
(r899-r946), "Yiieh-fu shih chien" ~Iff~~~, in Wen I-to ch'uan-chi OO-?}~~ 
(Shanghai: K'al-ming shu-chii, r948), vol. 4, p. III. 
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2  Below there is a clear body of 

water, clear and cold. 

In the river there are fragrant 

plants, angelica and orchid. 

4 Brown swans fly up, away, 

soaring. 

I bend the bow and shoot a swan 

6 To make my lord live ten 

thousand years.48 

The three themes of Ts'ao P'i's poem—the view from the 
terrace, the bird couple, and loyalty to the emperor—are not well 

integrated. In the anonymous model, there is a connection between 

the shooting of the bird and the wish for the emperor's longevity, a 

connection which is even clearer in the story of General Wang Chi 

3; ef shooting a crow to insure long life for Emperor Ming 

(reigned 58-75).49 In Ts'ao P'i's poem no bird is shot, but the wish 
to prolong the emperor's life remains. The motif of the bird couple, 

tragically separated because the female is too sick to fly, occurs in 

several anonymous yiieh-fu poems. One of them, titled "Yen-ko 

ho-ch'ang hsing" !SiftfSJII'fj> opens with a passage resembling 
Ts'ao P'i's rather closely, and is probably older than his.50 In Ts'ao 

P'i's composition, there is no obvious connection between the bird 
couple and the rest of the poem. An analogy is perhaps intended 

between the conjugal loyalty of the migratory birds and the 

subject's loyal devotion to his emperor. After Ts'ao P'i, the same 

4^Suttg shu, 22.643; Yiieh-fu shih chi, 16.231—232; Wen I-to, Wm I-to, p. 111. I 

have left line 7 untranslated; it is believed to be the remnant of a musical notation or 

filler. 
49See Wen I-to, Wen I-to, p. 111, quoting Ch'en Hang (¾¾! (1785-1826), who 

cites the story from Feng-su t'ung-i HL SS by Ying Shao R§|5 (ca. 140—ca. 206). 

But it is not to be found in the extant Feng-su t'ung-i text as concordanced in Fengsu 

t'ung-i t'ung-chien (Peking: Centre franco-chinois d'etudes sinologi-

ques, 1943). Cf. also Shih ching No. 216, where flying ducks are associated 

with the lord's longevity. 
50 Sung shu, 21.618—619; Yueh-Jushih chiy 39.576—577. For this and related poems, 

see Jean-Pierre Dieny, Aux origines Ae la poesie classique en Chine: Etude sur la poesie 

lyrique a I'epoque des Han (Leiden: Brill, 1968), pp. 142—146, and Hans Frankel, "The 

Chinese Ballad 'Southeast Fly the Peacocks,'" Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 34 

(1974), 267-271. 

ΙΪ nSi^ S 
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title "Lin kao-t'ai" and some of the same motifs were used again by 

ten yueh-fu poets down to the T'ang.51 

Our third example of Ts'ao P'i's yueh-fu is distinguished by a 

refrain, and laments the fate of the poor. 

Song of Shang-liu-t'ien 

How much difference is there in 
life! 

2 Shang-liu-t'ien 
The rich eat rice and millet, 

4 Shang-liu-t'ien 
The poor get dregs and chaff. 

6 Shang-liu-t'ien 
How it hurts to be poor and 

humble! 

8 Shang-liu-t'ien 
Fate is suspended in blue Heaven. 

10 Shang-liu-t'ien 
Thus I lament today, who will 

complain in future? 

12 Shang-liu-t'ien52 

Shang-liu-t'ien was originally a place name, with a story and an 

anonymous poem about an orphan.53 "Shang-liu-t'ien hsing" was 
used as a yueh-fu title by poets from the Chin dynasty down to the 
T'ang, with reminiscences of the old themes and phrases, and 

sometimes of the refrain.54 

Our final selection from Ts'ao P'i's yueh-fu is a moving lament on 

his father's death. It must have been written shortly after Ts'ao 

Ts'ao's death in 220. (Ts'ao Ts'ao had written a yueh-fu on the death 
of his father, titled "Shan-tsai hsing" [second of three].)55 

51 YUeh-Ju shih chi, 18.259—262. 
5 2 I -Wen lei-chti, 41.745; Yueh-fu shih chi, 38.563; Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, p. 53; 

Yii Kuan-ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. 24-25; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Wei fu-tzu, 

p. 64. Line 11 is punctuated correctly in the 1965 edition of I-wen lei-chu and in the 

1979 edition of Yiieh-Ju shih chi. It is split into two lines in other punctuated editions. 

Making it a single line gives the poem a neat pattern: the odd-numbered lines 

rhyme, the even-numbered lines constitute the refrain. 
53See YuehJu shih chi, 38.563 and the sources cited there. 
54Ibid^ 38.563—565. 
55 Ts'ao Ts'ao chi, p. 9 
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Song in Short Meter m~fj 
First Stanza -~ 

I look up and see the curtains; {fPlltljJfUJ 
2 I look down and view the table and mat. {Ij'f~JL~ 

The objects are as before, ;It~~Q$: 

4 The man is no more. JtA/fff 
Second Stanza =::.~ 

His spirit has suddenly )f1$1I~fg 

6 Abandoned me, vanished, gone. ~txj5;t 

No one to look up to, no one to depend on, ~1lf!~Nj 
8 Tears flow and flow. 1lL~!iI!iI 

Third Stanza :=:.~ 
Yu yu cry the roving deer, PXJ PXJ IW. ~~ 

10 Troubled, troubled, they call their fawns. :ljt :ljt ~~ II 
Flap flap go the birds' wings, ~mHlt~ 

12 Covering their yeung in the nest. ~TJil~ 

Fourth Stanza IJB~ 
Only I am all alone, tx~fJJl5t 

14 Harboring these hundred sorrows. 'I~Hts~ 
My grieving heart suffers, 11 {}.JL J3;: 

16 No one knows how much. ~txfiliffl 

Fifth Stanza :li~ 
People have a saying: Aztf1f~ 

18 "Grief makes men old." 1I%A~ 
Alas, my white hair, ~tx~~ 

20 How early it grows! '±.-jliJiF-

Sixth Stanza r:.~ 
Long I sigh, always I lament, fi:P4-7k1il\ 

22 I miss my noble father. mtx~~ 
It's said the benevolent live long- Bt~. 

24 Why was his life not preserved?56 1iij/f1E~ 

Note the enjambement in lines 5-6, and the many allusions 

56 Sung shu, 21.609; Yueh-fo shih chi, 30.448; Huang Chieh, Wei Wu-ti, pp. 33-

34; Yii Kuan-ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. 17-18; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Weifo-tzu, 
pp. 49-50; Schulte, Ts'ao Pi, pp. 83-84. 
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throughout the poem. Lines 1-4 derive from Hstin Tzu:{% JLIE. 

. K At· "Looking down you see the tables and mats; the 

[ancestors'] implements are still there but the men are dead." 57 

Line 7 alludes to Shih ching Nos. 197 and 202 (note the deft 

repetition of chan |jf| in lines 1 and 7); line 9 to Shih ching, No. 161; 

line 14 to Shih ching, No. 70; line 15 to Shih ching, No. 167 or 169; 

line 16 again to Shih ching, No. 167; and line 23 to Lun-yti =(¾ , 

Section 6, "Yung yeh" $0 til· (These allusions are noted in the 

commentaries.) 

The yueh-fu themes of this poem are personal grief, death, aging, 

and analogies from animal life. The title "Tuan-ko hsing" means, I 

believe, "song in short meter." The early instances are all in lines of 

four syllables. It contrasts with "Ch'ang-ko hsing" 1¾ 1¾ \ j "song in 

long meter" (five-syllable lines). YUeh-Ju shih chi has twenty-five 

poems with the title "Tuan-ko hsing," the oldest by Ts'ao Ts'ao.58 

A new development of literary yueh-fu was brought about by 

Ts'ao Chih ff fg. (192-232). Whereas Ts'ao Ts'ao had made yiieh-fu 

the exclusive vehicle for all his narrative and lyric poetry (and Ts'ao 

P'i for most of it), Ts'ao Chih made a distinction between shih ff 

and yueh-fu. His extant poems are about equally divided between 

the two genres. Though some of his poems are borderline cases, the 

distinction is nevertheless clear: Ts'ao Chih uses shih for lyric self-

expression and to communicate with brothers and friends; when he 

writes yueh-fu he creates poetic worlds of fiction, taking up the 

tradition of anonymous Han narrative yiieh-fu and of Hsin Yen-

nien's "Palace Guard Officer," and blazing a trail for later genera­

tions of yueh-fu poets. In the following poem he creates, first, a 

merry dandy who shows off his incredible skills, and then an ideal 

feast. 

SomeFamousCities iStSiS 

Some famous cities boast seductive iS ̂  ̂  K ΐΓ 

women; 

57Hsun Tzu , attributed to Hsiin Ch'ing (ca. 298—ca. 238 B.C.), 

photolithographic reproduction of Ku-i ts'ung-shu j|g jj| (J wood block ed. in Ssu-

pu ts'ung-k'an, 20.21a (section 3a, "Ai kung" noted by Schulte, Ts'ao P'i, p. 

146, n. 401. 
58 Yueh-Ju shih chi, 30.446—453. 
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2 The capital Lo-yang produces fine young J?: m- ill !),,' $ 
men. Jl~IJ@:T~ 

My precious sword is worth a thousand 'fIUUUL~ 
gold; iU!*~31! 

4 The clothes are handsome and bright. /E ,1~!H~:m Fa' 
I watch cockfights on the road to the !W!,~ * fjg :¥ 

eastern suburbs, ~BM~fXlW 
6 Then canter down the long catalpa-lined 11 ~tJI!~~~ 

avenue. :fH~J:WHlJ 
Less than halfway on the galloping ride, ~:tiIZSl:ti~ 

8 A couple of hares pass in front of me. ~~1'fj;@;31 

I grasp my bow and place a singing §#;Vj*&~ 
arrow, {rp'fi£~~ 

10 Then a long chase up South Mountain. fi~mx:m'i!f 
I draw on my left and let fly on my *ImfXm 

right: (?) fXm1l;zp:~ 
12 A single arrow pierces both animals. ~rm4+T 

More skill is yet to be displayed: 1lWi~!fli!l fla $F1 
14 I reach up with one hand and snatch a ~R~~~JE1 

hawk in flight. ~I1H.IlI~{g 
The onlookers are unanimous in their 7U~~~~ 

praise; 31iJ]¥~~ 
16 The experts concede my excellence. Vj tJI! tfUt )lffij 

Now we go back for a feast at the Palace ~Bg§1¥i!W! 
of Peace and Pleasure, J't~/GIlJ~ 

18 With fine wines, worth ten thousand a 
peck, 

Minced carp, a soup of shrimp with roe, 
20 Roast turtle, and broiled bears' paws. 

We shout to our friends, call to our 
companions 

22 Along the whole length of the banquet 
mat. 

Continuous games are played with balls 
and boards, 

24 With nimble skills of myriad kinds. 
The bright sun speeds southwest, 

26 Its splendor cannot be arrested. 
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Like clouds the company scatters back to 

town, Sr 11¾¾ ϋ 
28 To come again tomorrow morning.59 

The title of the poem is taken from the opening words (as in 

other yueh-fu by Ts'ao Ts'ao and Ts'ao Chih) and was not used again 

by other poets. The dashing young hero of this poem is surely a 

fictional creation, though he may have some traits in common with 
persons known to the poet, or with the poet as he saw himself. In 

this and other yueh-fu, Ts'ao Chih creates ideal, fictional characters 
and situations, following in the tradition of Tsao Ts'ao's Utopian 
ttI Drink." 

In the next poem Ts'ao Chih presents one of his favorite types, 
the faithful, good wife who has lost her husband's affection. In 

much of his work, Ts'ao Chih is obsessed with the notions of 
unrecognized loyalty and unjust neglect.60 

The Floating Duckweed 

The floating duckweed lodges on clear 
water, 

2 Drifting east and west with the wind. 
I bound up my hair, took leave of my 

59Wett hsuan chu compiled by Hsiao Tung (501—531, Crown 

Prince Chao-ming of Liang ), with commentary by Li Shan 

(died 689) (Taipei: Shih-chieh shu-chu, 1962), 27.382—383; Yueh-fu shih chi, 63.912; 

Ting Yen T (1794—1875), Ts'ao chi ch'uan-p'ing WIiF (Peking: Wen-hsueh 

ku-chi k'an-hsing-she, 1957), 5.61—62; Huang Chieh, Ts'ao Tzu-chien shih chu ff 

m  Ts'ao Tzu-chien chi p'ing-chu erh chung W K S  IS (Taipei: 

Shih-chieh shu-chii, 1962), 2.71—73; Wei Chin nan-pei-ch'ao, pp. 85—87; Yii Kuan-

ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. 57-58; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Weifu-tzu, pp. 156-158; 

Erwin von Zach, Die chinesische Anthologie: Vbersetzungen aus dem Wen hsuan, ed. Ilse 

Martin-Fang (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1958), 27.32; Ito Masafumi ^9* 

So Shoku 11¾ (Tokyo: Iwanami, 1958), pp. 134—138; Frodsham and 

Ch'eng, Chinese Verse, pp. 42—44; George W. Kent, Worlds of Dust andJade: 47 Poems 

and Ballads of the Third Century Chinese Poet Ts'ao Chih (New York: Philosophical 

Library, 1969), p. 65; Hugh Dunn, Ts'ao Chih: The Life of a Princely Poet (Taipei: 

China News, n.d.; his preface dated 1970), pp. 34—35; Eric Sackheim, ... the Silent 

Zero, in Search of Sound...: An Anthology of Chinese Poemsfrom the Beginning through 

the Sixth Century (New York: Grossman, 1971), p. 100; Mok Wing-yin, "Three 

Poems by Ts'ao Chih," Renditions, no. 2 (Spring 1974), 52. 
60 For a study of this theme, see David Roy, "The Theme of the Neglected Wife 

in the Poetry of Ts'ao Chih," Journal of Asian Studies 19 (1959) 25-31. 
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stern parents, 3l0li1~T1ft 
4 And came to you to be your mate, my 1'&iiJtE$,ijg 

prince. 1!\Ii j/IIHi!Jf ::t 
Diligent and respectful morning and tE1f~}~I,~ 

evenmg, ;fO~~O;Z~ 
6 I was blamed without cause. fiiJ i': A, it m 

I used to get affection and favor; llf{~mH!G;~ 
8 Our joy harmonized like music of se and ~9H~ i'f'7J 

ch'in. T-~f!~fIli 
Who would have expected the present ~JT A!iIPjT~ 

ruin, T-~Ul:AIk 
10 Putting us as far apart as Antares and rr~i'f&l1l 

Orion! ~ }@}, 1:1 r:p ~ 
Dogwood has its own fragrance, lfe lfe {rp 7i( 1tt 

12 But it is not as good as cassia and orchid. ~,c.'~fiiJ~ 
A new love, though attractive, 8 J1 T-t![~ 

14 Is not as good for happiness as the old A-/t~,~~ 
spouse. ~~*AI\Ii 

For wandering clouds there is a time of ~T~o~U 
return; IlXfti~fJT;& 

16 My lord's favor will perhaps come back. jIJIU.lL~* 
Unhappy I look up to Heaven and sigh; 

18 Whom shall I tell what is in my sad 
heart? 

Sun and moon are not in constant 
locations; 

20 Man's life changes suddenly, like an 
adventure. 

A mournful wind comes through the 
curtains; 

22 My tears drop like suspended dew. 
I go through my trunk to make him new 

clothes, 

24 Cut and sew lustrous and plain silks. 61 

61 Chien-chu yu-t'ai hsin yung, 2.6b-7a; Yueh:fu shih chi, 35.524; Ting Yen, Ts'ao chi 

ch'uan-p'ing, 5.69-70; Huang Chieh, Ts'ao Tzu-chien shih chu, 2.94-95; Yii Kuan­
ying, San Ts'ao shih hsuan, pp. 45-46; Chao Fu-t'an, Ts'ao Weiju-tzu, pp. r82-r83; 
Ito, So Shoku, pp. r65-r68; Roy, "The Neglected Wife," pp. 29-30; Kent, Worlds 
ojDust and Jade, pp. 72-73; Birrell, New Songs from aJade Terrace, pp. 69-70. 
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The poem bears one of the marks that distinguish literary yueh-fu 

from popular anonymous yueh-fu: It has literary antecedents, or, to 

put it more accurately, it contains phrases which had already been 

used in literary works that were the common property of the 

literati. As noted by Huang Chieh, the opening image—we may 

call it a hsing Pl—derives from Ch'u tz'u, namely, from the end of 

the fifth poem ("Tsun chia" H J|) of Chiu huai AIS by Wang Pao 
if (first century B.C.); and line 8 derives from Shih ching, No. 

164. 
Let me recapitulate now the twenty-five themes encountered in 

the Han and Wei literary yueh-fu: (1) climbing up high and looking 

down; (2) nature and its relation to human affairs; (3) exotic places 

and their inhabitants; (4) barbarians; (5) hardships of travel; (6) 
homesickness; (7) the commander of a military campaign; (8) the 

soldier on campaign; (9) hardships caused by war; (10) sufferings of 
the common people; (11) immortals; (12) the brevity of life and the 

desire to prolong it; (13) old age and death; (14) personal grief; (15) 
insomnia; (16) feasts; (17) music; (18) ideal situations and persons; 

(19) the wish to be a perfect ruler; (20) the wish to be a perfect 

subject; (21) models from history; (22) beautiful women; (23) the 
woman triumphant; (24) a faithful woman rejected by her husband 
or lover; and (25) a loyal bird couple. 

I have deliberately used the rather vague term "themes," rather 

than differentiating between topics, topoi, motifs, archetypes, and 

other categories. Some of the themes are closely related to each 
other, and some differ with respect to their social, historical, and 

literary backgrounds. For example, themes Nos. 1, 11, 16, 20, and 

21 belong exclusively to the literati, while Nos. 8 and 10 are 

inherited from the anonymous Han yueh-fu and voice the concerns 

of the common people. The feelings of insecurity that pervaded all 

classes of Chinese society from the end of Han through the Wei and 
Chin make themselves heard in Nos. 12, 15, and 18. The prom­

inence of theme No. 17 is not surprising, since early yueh-fu is by 
definition a musical genre. 

Before the literati fully adopted this genre, the creation and 

performance of yueh-fu must have been the nearly exclusive pre­

rogative of professional singers and musicians. The earliest yueh-fu 

poet discussed above, Li Yen-nien, was a professional musician, and 
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Hsin Yen-nien is said to have been one also. Tso Yen-nien /r $£ 

was a musician during Ts'ao P'i's reign.62 He is also the author of 

"Ch'in Nu-hsiu hsing" ictyf- fj> a powerful narrative yueh-fu of 
family revenge and a brilliant elaboration of the woman trium­

phant theme.63 P'o Ch'in (died 218), the author of "Ting-

ch'ing shih" /Sfff nf ,64 which may be considered a literary yueh-fu, 

wrote an interesting letter to Ts'ao P'i, dated February 1, 217, 

telling him about a gifted fourteen-SMi-old driver who was a mar­

velous singer.65 The detailed account testifies to both men's interest 
in music and musicians. Since Ts'ao Ts'ao, Ts'ao P'i, and Ts'ao Chih 

did more than any other poet to secure a place for yueh-fu in high 

literature, it is plausible that they had direct contact with profes­

sional musicians. Such contact may have been provided by Ts'ao 
Ts'ao's consort nee Pien the mother of Ts'ao P'i and Ts'ao Chih. 

Before entering Ts'ao Ts'ao's household at the age of twenty sui she 

was a professional singer (ch'ang-chia {pi It?)·66 

Finally, as a barbarian interested in yueh-fu, I would like to call 

attention to the barbarian connection of this genre. Despite the low 
opinion in which foreigners were generally held in regard to 

cultural achievements,67 there are indications of foreign elements 

in yueh-fu songs (and in the dances that went with some of them); 

and among the professionals who created and performed yueh-fu 

there may have been aliens. Non-Chinese entertainers, musicians, 

singers, and dancers were popular at the Chinese court and with 

the upper classes throughout the Han dynasty (and also before and 

afterward).68 The woman triumphant of Hsin Yen-nien's "Impe-

62San-Ieuo chih, 29.807; Chin shu, 22.679. The fact that these three musicians had 

the same name Yen-nien is just a coincidence, I believe; it was a common name at the 

time. 
63 Yueh-fu shih chi, 61.886-887; Frankel, "Six Dynasties," pp. 193-19$. 
64Chien-chu yu-t'ai hsin yung, 1.22a—23b; Yueh-fu shih chi, 76.1076—1077. 
65 Wen hsUan chu, 40.562-563; von Zach, Die chinesische Anthologie, 40.5. 
66See her biography, San-kuo chih, 5.156—159. Her possible connection with the 

Ts'aos' interest in yueh-fu is suggested by Honda Wataru Q gf, "So Shoku to sono 

jidai" If® t f Tdhogaku φ, no. 3 (January 1952), 53-60. 
67 For many instances of this prevailing view, see China und die Fremden: 3000 Jahre 

Auseinandersetzung in Krieg und Frieden, ed. Wolfgang Bauer (Munich: C. H. Beck, 

1980). 
68 See Dieny, Aux origines, pp. 56—64. 
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rial Guard Officer" was a non-Chinese girl. Ts'ao Chih once per­
formed a barbarian dance and show "in several thousand words" 
for the scholar Han-tan Ch'un tt~'~W:, whom he wanted to im­
press. 69 There is even the intriguing possibility that Ts'ao P'i and 
Ts'ao Chih were partly of non-Chinese descent: their brother Ts'ao 
Chang \!f~ (died 223), born to Ts'ao Ts'ao by the same mother, 
nee Pien, is said to have had a brown (or blond?) beard (huang hsu 
1i~).70 

69 Wei lueh ~m~ by Yii Huan '-'. ~ (third century), quoted in P'ei Sung-chih's 
commentary to San-kuo chih, 21.603, n. I. 

70 Wei lueh, quoted in P'ei's commentary to San-kuo chih, 19.556, n. 2; and in Liu 
Chiin's jllj JI5t (462-52 I) commentary to Shih-shuo hsin yu; see Shih-shuo hsin yu chiao­
chien ill: W; tJT litHli:~, ed. Yang Yung m~, "Yu hm" :;t'1l!! (Hong Kong: Ta-chung 
shu-chii, 1969), section 33, item I. But it is also possible that huang In this case 
signifies nothing more than a hghter shade of black. 



Zhou ZhenJu 

The Legacy of the Han, Wei, and 

Six Dynasties Yiiehju Tradition and 

Its Further Development in 

T'ang Poetry 

Translated from Chinese by Kang-i Sun Chang 

and Hans H. Frankel 

In discussing the development of yueh-fu ~fff poetry, the Ming 
critic Hu Ying-lin ~!iM (1551-1602) asserts that the stylistically 
embellished yuehju of the Wei are inferior to the plain, unembel­
lished yuehju of the Han. He goes on to say that because they are 
full of parallelism and antithesis, Chin yuehju are inferior to those 
of Wei and that T'ang yuehju are inferior even to those ofChin.1 
It is clear that Hu's criterion for relative excellence is the proportion 
of plain style and ornamentation-a one-sided criticism, in my 
opinion. 

In the more balanced view of the Ch'ing poet and theorist Wang 
Shih-chen :=E±~~ (1634-17II), Han yuehju still follow in the 
tradition of Shih ching ~*~, but during the T'ang definite changes 
occur in yuehju poetry, as can be seen in Li Po's * S (701-762) 
"Infinite Separation" ("Yuan pieh-li" ~!flIJ,*)2 and "The 

1 Hu Ying-lin 1iIl!@'M, "Nel-pien" pg$li.i, in Shih sou ~{fili (Peking: Chung-hua 
shu-chii, 1959), chuan 6, pp. 101-102. 

2 Li Po '$ ~,Li T' ai-po ch'uan-cht '$ 7: ~ ~~, 3 vols. (Pekmg: Chung-hua shu­
chii, 1977), vol. I, chuan 3, pp. 157-159. 
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Hardships of the Road to Shu" ("Shu-tao nan" ~ ili. ),3 or in Tu 
Fu's ;f± m (712-770) "Separation of the Newlyweds" ("Hsin-hun 
pieh" Ifi~!jjIJ),4 "No Home to Take Leave of" ("Wu chia pieh" 
~%OJIJ),5 "The Recruiting Officer at Shih-hao" ("Shih-hao Ii" 
1'1 ~ 5e:), 6 "The Recruiting Officer at Hsin-an" ("Hsin-an Ii" 
Ifi*5e:),7 "Lament on the River Bank" ("Ai chiang-t'ou" 
j{iIM),8 and "Ballad of the Army Carts" ("Ping-chii hsing" 
§;l/!rr).9 In Wang's opinion, yuehju should not slavishly copy 
lines and phrases from earlier yuehju, but should innovate. 10 Gen­
erally speaking, the language of Han yuehju was plain, lines of five 
syllables and of varying length taking the place of the four-syllable 
line of Shih ching, and iIarrative replacing the lyricism of Shih ching. 
Then, toward the end of the Eastern Han, the yuehju style changed, 
becoming increasingly ornate and lyrical. During the Chien-an era 
(I96-220), the seven-syllable line became common, embellish­
ments were more elaborate, and some poems were characterized by 
passionate outbursts of emotion. By the Chin dynasty, parallelism 
and antithesis became even more common in yuehju, though the 
outstanding creations of the epoch were such simpler lyric songs as 
the "Tzu-yeh Songs" ("Tzu-yeh ko" TttllIX). During the Ch'i 
and Liang dynasties, tonal patterns became important, and literary 
style was excessively ornamented. T'ang yuehju at once continued 
the traditions of Shih ching, Ch'u tz'u, and the yuehju of the Han, 
Wei, and Six Dynasties, but at the same time added many new 
developments of their own. I will now separately discuss the yueh­
fu of Early, High, Middle, and Late T'ang. 

Early T'ang poets reacted against the excessive ornamentation 
of Ch'i and Liang yuehju. These efforts manifested themselves in 

3 Ibid., vol. I, chuan 3, pp. I62-I68. 

4Ch'iu Chao-ao {n~t~, Tu shih hsiang-chu t± ~~~i±, 5 vols. (Peking: Chung-
hua shu-chii, I979), vol. 2, chuan 7, pp. 530-534. 

5 Ibid., pp. 537-539. 

6 Ibid., pp. 528-530. 

7 Ibid., pp. 523-526. 

8 Ibid., vol. I, chuan 4, pp. 329-330. 

9 Ibid., chuan 2, pp. lI3-lI8. 

!OWang Shih-chen ::E±mLlt, "Sh!h-yu shih ch'uan-lu" gjjjR~~j1J~, m Ch'ing 
shih-hua m~~~JIi, ed. Kuo Shao-yii :$~il~ (Pekmg: Chung-hua shu-chii, I963), 

pp. I27-128. 
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two ways: 
(I) "The Four Talents of the Early T'ang" opposed delicate 

artifice and overwrought refinement; although they sought a firm, 
strong style,l1 they still showed concern for the Southern Dy­
nasties' sense ofliterary craft. The couplet: 

The green leaves put to shame the painted 
eyebrows; 

The flowers are redder than the cheeks. 

from Wang Po's :=EWJ (650?-676) "Return from Picking Lotus 
Blossoms" ("Ts'ai lien kuei" ~rllfi ) is an example of such craft. 
But in the same poem, the couplet: 

The soldier at the frontier has not yet 
returned; 

South of the Yangtze, the picking of 
lotus blossoms is over for the day.12 

:I;?i-tlE*=m*~ 
ITWJ~rlA,B~ 

associates the soldier on campaign at the frontier with the picking 
of lotus blossoms. The simplicity of these lines contrasts strongly 
with the decadently ornate style ofLu Ssu-tao's Li ,iEl,ili: (535?-586?) 
couplet in his "Song on Picking Lotus Blossoms" ("Ts'ai lien ch'ii" 

~rlR!!): 

At the winding river bank seductive women 
play; 

Their movements are lissome, without 
restraint. 13 

(2) The following lines from ChangJo-hsii's 5i~ Ji1fi. (ca. 66o-ca. 
720) "Spring-River Blossom-Moon Night" ("Ch'un-chiang hua­
yiieh yeh" * IT it YJ 13i) are a good example of how the mannered 
style dominant during the Ch'i and Liang dynasties was purged by 
the pure and fresh poetry of Early T'ang: 

11 Yang Chiung ~ijlj, "Wang Po chi hsu" :E ~:!l~, in Yang Ying-ch'uan chi 

~1i:l.JII:!l, chuan 3; see Chung-kuo li-tai wen-Iun hsuan rft~I!lf\::x:~Ifli~ (Hong 
Kong: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1979), p. 335· 

12Kuo Mao-ch'len ~~afjlf, Yueh-fu shih chi ~IlH~:!l, 4 vols. (Pekmg: Chung­
hua shu-chu, 1979), vol. 3, chuan 50, p. 736. 

13 Ibid., vol. 3, chuan 50, p. 732. 



River and heaven are one color, 
without a speck of dust; 

Clear and bright in the sky, the lone 
moon wheel. 

Who first saw the moon at the river 
bank? 

In what year did the river moon first 
shine on man? 

Human life goes on age after age, 
without end; 

The river moon just stays the same year 
after year. 

I do not know for whom the river 
moon waits; 

I only see the Long River sending the 
water on.14 

Forms and Genres 

rr::R-~1l\Ii.~ 
~~~*,1lJ.\}jfml 
iliI\'f{iiJ A fJJ ~}j 
iI}j {iiJ:if fJJ JlM A 
A't~~1l\Ii~B 
iI}j :if:if ~ *tHU 
/G 9;0 1I}j ff {iiJ A 
{£I. ~ ;BUI;ZS ViE * 

As one can see, Wang Po and ChangJo-hsii returned to the forceful 
style of Chien-an poetry and swept away the artificial style ofCh'i 
and Liang poetry. 

During the High T'ang, yueh1u became more vigorous and were 
used for political satire. Examples are Li Po's "Infinite Separation" 
and Tu Fu's "Ballad of Beautiful Ladies" ("Li-jen hsing" flA 
rr).15 Since Li Po's "Infinite Separation" is included in Yin Fan's 
~ Jft anthology Ho-yueh ying-ling chi fpJ $: ~ if ~, which was com­
pleted in 753, it is remarkable that the following lines seem to 
foresee the An Lu-shan Rebellion which broke out in 755: 

August Heaven, I fear, ignores ~ ~~~/GJ(~~.zJ!',~ 

my sincere concern; 'fj)Il'J.)1l'J. "5'fiXPfL~ 
Thunder is about to give out a loud, ~~~.zzfj\Wdf!~ 

angry roar. ;g tt: t2: "5' ~~ :f.?, ~ 
Yao and Shun in their time also 

yielded the throne; 
When the ruler loses his subject's 

loyalty, the dragon becomes a 
fish; 

14 Ibid., vo!. 2, chuan 47, p. 679. 
15Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu shih hsiang-chu, vo!. 2, pp. 156-162. 
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When power falls to the subject, the 

rat turns into a tiger. 
Some say Yao was imprisoned and 

Shun died in the wilderness. 

All parts of the Nine-Peak Range 

look the same; 
Where is the lone grave of the 

double-pupiled Shun?16 

In this poem, one of the most outstanding of its time, Li Po predicts 

Emperor Hsiian-tsung's loss of power, confinement, and exile; and 

he laments that the emperor is unaware of the poet's sincere loyalty. 

Li Po's sorrow resembles Ch'ii Yiian's )¾ (ft, and the poem recalls 
the style of Li sao 1¾¾, rather than continuing the tradition of 

Han and post-Han yueh-fu. 

In "Ballad of Beautiful Ladies" Tu Fu describes the ladies' finery: 

Thin silk garments shine in late spring, 

Embroidered with gold peacock and 

silver unicorn designs. 

and the rare delicacies served to the party: 

Purple camel's hump cooked in a 

greenish-blue pot; 

On crystal platters are laid out white 

fish.17 

Here Tu Fu is following in the tradition of earlier poems such as 

Shih ching, No. 57 ("Shih-jen" 5f| A), which describes the beauty of 

Chuang Chiang 11:¾; the anonymous Han yueh-fu "Mulberry by 
the Path" ("Mo-shang sang" (¾ 1:¾), which details the charms of 

Lo-fu 8ft; and "Officer of the Guard" ("Yii-lin lang"( flcgp) 
by Hsin Yen-nien (Eastern Han), where choice dishes are served by 
an attractive and resourceful girl of foreign origin. But Tu Fu's 
poem is richer and more beautiful than those models, reflecting the 

sophisticated life-style of ladies of his own time. Characteristically 

he uses natural objects to convey a message of political satire: 

16Li Po, Li T'ai-po ch'uan-chi, vol. 1, chuan 3, p. 157. 
17Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu shih hsiang-chu, voi. 2, pp. 156—162. 

IM im 
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Willow blossoms fall like snowflakes, 
covering the white duckweed; 

The green messenger bird flies with a 
red kerchief in its beak. 

His imperious hand scorches with 
unequaled heat; 

Don't come too close, lest you risk the 
Chancellor's wrath. 

The poem mixes realistic and imaginative elements. Tu Fu uses the 
blossoms of the willow (yang %) to allude to the illicit relations 

between Chancellor Yang Kuo-chung |§ IllL1S and his female cousin 
Yang Kuei-fei $1¾¾!. In Chinese mythology, the green bird is the 
messenger of the Queen Mother of the West (Hsi Wang Mu 
g§ ΞΕ S), a divinity associated with the erotic infatuations of rulers. 
A red kerchief, often carried by fashionable ladies in Tu Fu's time, 
is used here to hint that Yang Kuei-fei sent secret love messages to 
her cousin, the chancellor. 

The two most important yiieh-fu poets of the Middle T'ang are Po 

Chii-i ή® Jl (772-846) and Yuan Chen JCfft (779-831), known 
for creating the so-called "new yiieh-fu" (hsiti yiieh-fu Wi' W; M) • In 
his "Preface to the New Yiieh-fu," Po Chii-i says: "In these poems 
meaning is paramount, diction is secondary. The opening line of 
each poem states its subject, the final lines bring home its import. 
This is in fact the principle of the Shih ching." He thus asserts that 
meaning should always have priority over form. But it seems to me 
that, although artistic form should not predominate, it cannot be 
entirely ignored. The meaning should become clear in the course of 
the poem, but there should also be some indirectness and holding 
back. Some of Po's yiieh-fu are very successful precisely because he 
pays attention to artistic form and because he does not reveal 
everything in the closure; whenever he fails in these two respects, 
he is less successful. One of his most successful "new yueh-fu" is 
"The Whitehead of Shang-yang" ("Shang-yang pai-fa jen" h 1¾ 
E=JiiA). from which I will quote a few lines: 

They are sad and tired of listening to the 7? 'K (1I Iff SIR flR 
hundred warblings of the orioles in 
the palace; 

®TE mm&m 

ΊΜ M ̂ rfjSfflllM 
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They are old but should not be jealous ® 9 Ιί {/fc §f" 
of the paired swallows on the rafters. 

The poet's use of birds as images for the frustrated palace ladies is an 

effective artistic device. The poem ends with the following couplet: 

Have you not read the old fu 

"The Beauty" by Lii Hsiang? 

Have you not read the recent 

song "The Whitehead of 

Shang-yang"?18 

Among his less successful "new yueh-fu" may be mentioned 
"Catching Locusts" ("Pu huang" ^81), which includes the fol­

lowing couplet: 

I have heard that in old times good 

officials administered well; .¾ jgj fg Jj!| Jg [fj iff 

Through their governance they 

expelled locusts from their 

territory. 

The concluding couplet is no more successful: 

One man's merit benefits myriads of 

people; 
That year, though there were locusts, 

they did no harm.19 

Despite such shortcomings, Po Chii-i's "new yueh-fu" are on the 
whole successful, particularly when they focus on actual events. 

They build upon and expand the tradition of narrative Han yueh-fu. 

While the Han poets restricted themselves to relating events, Po 
Chii-i often manages to bring out the significance that transcends 
the individual event. 

During the Middle T'ang, the yueh-fu of Li Ho (790?—816?) 
added a new dimension to poetry through their daring diction, 

colorful imagery, and rich imagination. An example is "Loud 

18Po Chii-i 4¾. Ρ" Chu-i chi 4 vols. (Peking: Chung-hua shu-

chu, 1979), vol. i, chuan 3, p. 59. 
19 Ibid., pp. 65—66. 
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Song" CHao ko" f.5W:), which begins as follows: 

The South Wind blows and flattens 
mountains; 

The Emperor of Heaven sends the 
Water God to move oceans. 

The Queen Mother's peaches have 
blossomed a thousand times; 

How many times have P'eng Tsu and 
Wu Hsien died?20 

ffl ~ I!X: ill it ZF ttl! 
~~:R~fM~7t 
:=E f,J: 1'J~ it T Mi n 
~)jj!i&J9X:~@]7E 

To bring out the speed of change, Li Ho's fertile imagination 
deploys mythological figures as the instruments of change; and 
thousands of years are condensed into a single panorama. Such 
fantastic literary treatment is not found in the yiiehju of the Han, 
Wei, and Six Dynasties. Li Ho draws on the mythological tradition 
of Li sao and T'ien wen :RF,,' to create a new kind of yuehju 
poetry, which expresses his own ideas and feelings. To be sure, 
Taoist immortals had already appeared in earlier yueh-fu, but in Li 
Ho's poetry they are unique. 

Late T'ang yuehju, with some modifications, return to the tra­
dition of the sensual poetry of "Tzu-yeh ko" and the ornate palace 
poetry of the Liang dynasty. Li Shang-yin *~I\i (8r3?-858), the 
most important Late T'ang yuehju poet, uses more tightly struc­
tured language to create emotional situations more complex than 
earlier yuehju poets. A good example is his "Lady Li" ("Li fu-jen" * 12 A), which opens as follows: 

A single belt cannot bind two hearts; 
It takes two pins to fasten the hair. 
Shame on you, Man of White Cottage! 
The moon has set, how can a star replace 

it?21 

~m/f*SiG\ 

jifj ij)t ::1J ~ ~ 
'I$i tllL I~:r~~ A 
YJ&f5c£Wf: 

According to Feng Hao's ~f.5 (17r9-r80r) commentary, Li 
Shang-yin wrote this poem after his wife's death; it alludes to a 

20L! Ho $}!l:, Li Ch'ang-chi ko-shih $*El!I:k~;f (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 
I976), p. 54. 

21 Feng Hao If.!§l*, Yu-hsi-sheng shih chien-chu ..L:~1:~~i± (ShanghaI: Ku-chi 
ch'u-pan-she, I979), p. 495. 
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story told about Emperor Wu of Han: after the death of the 

emperor's favorite, Lady Li, the Man of the White Cottage (Liu 

Chung-ying {φ M(S) sent the emperor a singing girl, Chi-fu "ji? ffi, 

but the emperor refused to accept her. The images of the belt and 
the hairpins had already been used in anonymous songs and palace-

style poems of the Six Dynasties, but without the sophistication 
found in Li Shang-yin's poem. 

In conclusion, we may note two fundamental differences be­
tween the yiieh-fu of T'ang and those of earlier periods. First, while 
most Han yiieh-fu and many yUeh-fu of the Wei, Chin, and Six 
Dynasties were composed by anonymous singers, T'ang yiieh-fu 

were written almost exclusively by men of letters, with the notable 
exception of the songs preserved at Tun-huang. Second, the lyrical 
mode was more deeply developed in T'ang yUeh-fu, as distinct from 
the narrative bent of many earlier ytieh-fu. 



Shuenju Lin 

The Nature of the Quatrain from 

the Late Han to the High T'ang 

The writing of chiieh-chu relies on the perfectIon of one's art. 

Furthermore, each poem must involve countless variations so 

that one knows it is naturally marvelous without knowing 

the reason why. Can this be easily done? 

Ssu-k' ung T' u, "A Letter to Mr. Li on Poetry" I 

Chueh-chu ~ 1i], or literally "broken-off lines," is one of the most 
important genres of poetry of the T'ang dynasty (618-907). The 
term designates the brief quatrains written in either five- or seven­
character lines. In the Chuan- Tang-shih ~J!f~ (Complete T'ang 
Poetry), chueh-chu and lu-shih f'I!: ~* or "regulated verse," the two 
major genres of chin-t'i-shih 3iitiH* or "modern-style poetry," 
constitute the two largest categories of poems by genre.2 Though 
much smaller than that of hi-shih, the number of chueh-cha sur­
passes by a significant margin the total number of poems written 
in the various forms known collectively as ku-t'i-shih r!:ilit ~* or 
"ancient-style poetry." 3 While the large quantity of chueh-chu 

certainly indicates the relative popularity of the genre in the T'ang, 

1 Ssu-k'ung T'u P121ill, "Yii Li-sheng lun-shih-shu" 5IiF$j:: ~~;f~, quoted in 
Sui-Tang wen-hsueh tzu-liao hui-pien 1l'i'i'J;!f:)(~~M~~ (TaIpei: Kuo-h pien-I­
kuan, 1978), pp. 252-253. I WIsh to express my thanks to Arthur TobIas who 
carefully proofread an earlier draft of this paper and made useful suggestions for 
stylistic improvement 

2 Sluh Tzu-yii Qf[ Ttl«, "T'ang-tai k'o-chii-chIh-tu yiI wu-yen-shIh te kuan­

hsi" J;!ff\:f4~1!JU1tW:n: 13~B':IIm{,'(i, III Tungjang tsa-chih, *:1J~~ 40, no. 8 
(1944), 37-40. The statIstics are based on the works of those poets who are repre­
sented WIth one chuan or more of poetry in the Ch'uan- Tang-shih ~J~H;f. 

'Ibid. 
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the importance of the T'ang quatrain lies chiefly in the ways in 

which T'ang poets have fully realized the aesthetic potential of this 

verse form. Since the late T'ang many scholars and poets have held 

a view on chueh-chu similar to that of Ssu-k'ung T'u S]5|| 

(837—908) quoted above. They have come to regard chueh-chu, the 

briefest of the important Chinese verse forms, as most difficult to 

master.4 They also have generally come to recognize that chueh-chu 

was brought to an unsurpassable quality and perfection by the 

T'ang writers. I hope that it will become clear in the course of my 

discussion that chueh-chu, perfected in the hands of the T'ang 

masters, is one of the lyrical forms that best characterize the Chinese 

poetic genius and spirit. 

The evolution of a genre in any literary tradition is always a 

complex and dynamic process. It is intimately related to changing 

cultural and aesthetic contexts as well as to the creative contri­

butions of individual talents through the centuries. A comprehen­

sive treatment of the generic evolution of chueh-chu is obviously 

beyond the scope of the present essay. What follows is chiefly an 

attempt to describe the nature of the quatrain from its beginning at 

the end of the Han dynasty (206 B.C. to A.D. 220) to its fruition in 

the High T'ang. I shall be focusing on those general properties that 

constitute the distinctive aesthetics of the quatrain as a genre. As E. 

D. Hirsch, Jr., has observed, "essential elements of all genres are 

historical and culture-bound...."5 It is important, therefore, to 

4Forexample, Shen Kua ifcfS of the Northern Sung (960—1126) says, "Although 

the little lu-shih [hsiao-lu-shih /Jn1¾, another Tang name for the chueh-chu] is a 

trivial art, in learning the skill for writing it, unless one reaches all of its fine points, 

he will not become a master. This is why T'ang poets all worked on it as a life-long 

undertaking." See Shen Kua, Meng-hsi pi-t'an chiao-cheng ft®· ed. Hu 

Tao-ching ftfj (Shanghai: Shanghai ch'u-pan-kung-ssu, 1956), p. 488. Wang 

Fu-chih f' Γ of the late Ming and the early Ch'ing, after having said that seven-

character quatrain is twice as hard to write as the lu-shih, bluntly states, "Whether a 

person has talent and feeling or not, only this form can put him to the test. If one is 

unable to write five-character ancient-style poetry, he is unworthy to enter the 

realm of refinement and culture. If one is unable to write seven-character chueh-cku, 

he simply should not write poetry at all!" See "Chiang-chia shih-hua" Hi fH Ui': ln 

Ch'ing shih-hua =¾, ed. Kuo Shao-yu '% (Shanghai: Chung-hua shu-chii, 

1963), p· 18. 
5E. D. Hirsch1Jr., Validity in Interpretation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1967)» P- 107. 



Forms and Genres 

put the Tang quatrain which represents the perfection of this verse 
form in its place, to trace its "intrinsic genre" 6 back to its antece­
dents, albeit m a somewhat cursory manner. 

In Tang times chaeh-cha was sometimes called "little regulated 
verse" (hsiao-la-shih 'J\{f~;j:).7 As early as the mid-Tang period, 
quatrains were sometimes even classified under the category la-shih 
in the collections of poetry by individual poets. 8 These occasional 
practices of T'ang scholars have led some later Chinese critics to 
interpret chaeh-cha as having evolved from la-shih by combining 
two couplets taken from the latter. 9 This view is incorrect, of 
course, as it goes against the historical developments of these two 
genres of the "modern-style poetry." Chaeh-chu was developed 
long before la-shih and had a distinct generic history of its own. It 
is true that after la-shih was firmly established as an important verse 
form during the seventh century, its aesthetics also greatly influ­
enced the quatrain. The exigencies of tonal patterns required for lu­
shih began to be imposed on the preexisting quatrain form. But 
T'ang poets also continued to write quatrains which did not ob­
serve the prosodic rules of the regulated verse. Thus there existed in 
the Tang two distinct styles of chueh-chu: the "regulated quatrain" 
and the "ancient-style quatrain" (ku-t'i chaeh-chu). Other structural 
rules of la-shih, particularly verbal parallelism, were also used in 
chaeh-cha, but they were generally subsumed under the overall 
structural principles of the shorter verse form.10 As we shall see 
later, these structural principles remain largely the same in the 
quatrains of both the "ancient" and the "regulated" styles. The 
inclusion of chaeh-chu in la-shih by previous scholars is based essen-

6 Ibid., pp. 78-89. 

7 Shen Kua, Meng-hsi pi-t'an, p. 488. 

8 In Han Yii's ~~ Ch'ang-li chi I§ ~~, ed. Li Han :$~, PoChii-i's s!5 £ Po­
shih ch' ang-ch' ing-chi S a:: * ~~, and Yuan Chen's 5UA Yuan-shih ch' ang-ch' ing-chi 
5Ca::*~~, chueh-chu was classified under lu-shih. See Hung Wei-fa ~ffii!,i*, 
Chueh-chu lun ~1l:Hi16 (ShanghaI: Shang-wu-ym-shu-kuan, 1934), pp. }2-33. 

9 See Hung Wei-fa's review of these views in ibid., pp. 3-5. 
10 Wang Li ::E 1J thinks that regardless of whether chueh-chu originated from the 

Iii-shih or not, regulated chueh-chu IS to be considered as takmg half of a lu-shih after 
the T'ang dynasty. My own view is that thiS is only true in terms of tonal structure. 
For Wang Li's argument see Han-pi shih-lu-hsueh ~111H',\'1f~ (Shanghai: Chiao­
yu ch'u-pan-she, 1958), p. 40. 
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tially on the prosodic structure rather than on the intrinsic aesthetics 

of the genre. 

In a definitive study on the generic history of chueh-chu, Lo Ken-

tse BMi W discusses three aspects of the origin of this verse form: 

first, the term originated in its relation to the practice of writing 

lien-chu {[ffi'nj or "linked verse" during the Six Dynasties (222—589); 

second, its form and style came from the folk songs popular since 

the end of the Han dynasty; third, its prosody came from the 

developments in regulated tonal pattern and verbal parallelism 

during the T'ang period.11 Lo Ken-tse isolates the second aspect as 

the determining factor in the evolution of chueh-chu as a genre 

because "linked verse" merely explains the source of the term 

"broken-off lines" and prosodic rules are imposed upon the forms 

of the folk songs.12 Unfortunately he has not provided any elabo­

ration on this perceptive observation other than the comment that 

the four-line verse form comes from the folk songs. I intend to 

show below that chueh-chu's link to Six Dynasties folk songs goes 

far beyond the surface feature of the quatrain form. For the mo­

ment, let us take a closer look at the first aspect mentioned by Lo 

Ken-tse because it bears relevance to the meaning of the name of the 

genre. 

During the Eastern Chin (317—420), the custom of several poets 

writing poetry together, known as lien-chu, emerged in China.13 

This custom evidently became very popular during the Southern 

Ch'i and Liang dynasties (479—501, 502—556). Only six pieces of 

lien-chu with seven-character lines have survived, but several tens 

of them with five-character lines still exist today. Each of the six 

seven-character pieces, which range from three to twenty-six lines, 

is a complete verse. In five of them each poet contributed only one 

line to a poem while in the remaining poem each poet contributed 

two lines. In the majority of the five-character lu-shih, however, 

each poet composed four lines at a time, and these four lines formed 

one integral poem with no apparent connection to the other units. 

11 Lo Ken-tse mmm," Chiieh-chu san-yuan" in Chung-kuo ku-tien 

wen-hsUeh lun-chi (Peking: Wu-shih-nien-tai ch'u-pan-she, 

1955), PP- 28-53. 
12Ibid., p. 51. 

i3Ibid., pp. 37-43· 
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Although they were grouped together under the title lien-chii, they 
did not comprise a unified work. From the surviving examples, we 
can tell that poets could write on different subjects in their poems, 
and they sometimes wrote their "linked" poems in different loca­
tions and at different points in time. Thus the practice of writing 
lien-chu during the Six Dynasties was quite different from that in 
later Chinese literary history. 

When a poet could not find anyone to write poetry that could be 
"linked" to a poem he had written, his own poem was then called a 
tuan-chii ilT1I] or a chiieh-chu, both meaning "broken-offlines." We 
do not know for sure when these two terms were first used, but by 
the sixth century the term chiieh-chu was already widely used. 14 For 
instance, in the Yii-t'ai hsin-yung .:li-l:~Wk (New Compositions 
from a Jade Terrace) compiled by Hsii Ling ~~ (507-583), four 
anonymous quatrains from the end of the Han or the early Wei 
(220-256) were called "ancient chiieh chii" (ku-chiieh-chu t:l ~ 11]), 
and the quatrains by the Southern Ch'i and Liang writers were 
referred to as "miscellaneous chueh-chii" (tsa-chueh-chii .~ 11]), 
chiieh-chu, or simply, chiieh. 15 The term chueh-chii can be found in 
other sources as well. 16 In the Yu-t'ai-hsin-yung, all these quatrains, 
written in the five-character form, appear in the tenth chapter 
(chiian og), along with specimens of lien-chii and the imitations of 
five-character yueh1u ~ Iff quatrains written by poets since the 
Eastern Chin times. 1 7 Here Hsii Ling left us a significant clue to the 
relationship between Six Dynasties folk songs and the development 
of chueh-chii and lien-chii. 

The five-character quatrain, which emerged in the folk tradi­
tion toward the end of the Han, became the dominant form of folk 
songs in the Southern and Northern dynasties period (220-589). Of 
the folk songs collected in Kuo Mao-ch'ien's ~~ J5t {flj Yiieh1u-shih­

chi ~Iff~'¥~ (A Collection of Yueh1u Poetry), nearly eighty per-

14 Ibid., pp. 32-36. 

15Hsii Ling j\J:;~, Yu-t'ai hsin-yung ::E:!!:~Wk (TaIpei: Kuang-wen shu-chii, 
1967), chuan ra, pp. 1-28. 

16 Formstance, the term was usedm the Nan-shih m 3e andm the Yu K'aiju chi @[ 
Im!ff~. See Lo Ken-tse, "Chiieh-chii san-yiian," pp. 36-37. 

17HsiI Ling, Yu-t'ai hsin-yung. 
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cent are regular five-character quatrains.18 Since poets greatly 

enjoyed these folk songs, they began to write imitations of them. 

They also began to write original poems, using the quatrain form 

but probably without any musical setting. Therefore, the term 

chueh-chu had a rather restricted meaning during the late Six Dy­

nasties, when it was first used as a literary concept. It was not used 

to refer to seven-character quatrains, though some such examples 

did exist. It was during the T'ang that the term came to be 

recognized as a broad generic name for quatrains in both five- and 

seven-character meter. Although the chueh-chu poems of the late 

Six Dynasties probably lacked a musical setting, they reflected 

certain important characteristics of the folk songs, from which they 

had derived their verse form. 

I should like to say something about the development of the 

seven-character form before I take up concrete examples to trace 

the evolving aesthetics of the chueh-chii genre. Seven-character 

quatrains existed long before five-character ones in Chinese litera­

ture. Four-line songs in seven-character meter could already be 

found in the historical text I Chou-shu ̂  of the late Spring and 

Autumn period (722—481 B.C.).19 These folk songs continued to 

appear during the Han and the early Southern and Northern 

dynasties.20 But one of the features in which they differ from the 

seven-character quatrains of the T'ang is that they each contain a 

rhyme at the end of every line. This kind of rhyming pattern is a 

commftn feature of early seven-character shih poetry.21 The pat­

tern of using a rhyme only at the end of every even-numbered line 

is a prominent characteristic of early five-character shih poetry. In 

seven-character shih poetry, however, this rhyming pattern was 

not used until the Liu Sung period (420—479), first in one poem on a 

Buddhist theme written by Hsieh Ling-yiin (385—433), and 

18Lo Ken-tse, "Chiieh-chu san-yiian," pp. 44—45. 
19Shen Tsu-fen Sffiljtj, T'ang-jen ch'i-chueh-shih ch'ien-shih Si A~fc!Eihf§iSP 

(Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1981), p. 3. 
20Ibid., pp. 4-5. 
21 Wang Υύη-hsi ΞΕ iS ̂ , " Ch'i-yen-shih hsing-shih te fa-chan ho wan-ch'eng'' 

tlfif in his Yiteh-fu shih lun-ts'ung HJjl (Shanghai: 

Ku-tien-wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 1958), p. 159. 
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then more significantly in the sequence of eighteen poems under 

the title of "In Imitation of'The DifficultJourney'" ("Ni-hsing-lu-

nan" M iTT Iilr It )> by Pao Chao ftg! BR (414-466).22 Pao Chao was 

perhaps the very first poet to have written an "ancient-style" seven-

character chtieh-chu. In his quatrain "Listening to the Singing Girls 

at Night" ("Yeh-t'ing-chi" 1¾¾?,¾¾, he used the rhyme scheme of 

aaba, which was later to become the dominant rhyme scheme in 

seven-character chtieh-chu.23 The only other rhyme scheme is abcb 

which is the same as that used in most five-character quatrains. 

Wang Yiin-hsi 1*)8,¾ is probably correct in suggesting that Pao 

Chao developed the early seven-character chueh-chii form from 

long poems in which every four lines used one rhyme and rhymes 

appeared only in even-numbered lines rather than from four-line 

folk songs.24 Although the ancient-style seven-character quatrain 

appeared in the fifth century, its use was limited until the Liang 

period in the next century. The dominant poetic form during the 

Southern and Northern dynasties was five-character shih poetry. 

Consequently, seven-character chtieh-chu was not as popular as five-

character quatrains. In fact, it was still not very popular during the 

early T'ang. 

Beginning with the eighth century, seven-character quatrains 

were set to banquet music (yen-yueh for entertainment.25 

This relation to popular entertainment led to the increasing 

popularity of seven-character quatrains during the remaining two 

centuries of the T'ang dynasty. Banquet music was different from 

the music to which Six Dynasties five-character quatrains were set. 

It came from Central Asia and later became associated with the rise 

of tz'u 1¾ poetry. Even though seven-character chueh-chii were not 

sung when they first emerged in the fifth and sixth centuries, they 

had grown out of the yiieh-ju tradition, especially the longer seven-

character song forms such as Pao Chao's "In Imitation of 'The 

Difficult Journey.'" They would have been influenced as well by 

the four-line folk songs which used a rhyme scheme different from 

22Ibid., pp. 165 and 176. 
23Ibid., p. 170. 
2iIbid. 
25 Glen Baxter, "Metrical Origins of the Tz'u," in Studies in Chinese Literature, ed. 

John Bishop (Cambridge: Harvard Yenehing Institute Studies, 1965), pp. 186—224. 
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that used later in chueh-chu. Thus seven-character quatrains also bear 
the characteristics of folk songs, as do chueh-chu and tuan-chu in five­
character poetry. 

Having briefly discussed its early history, we may now examine 
closely the quatrain's evolving aesthetics. The following are among 
the earliest surviving five-character quatrains which possibly date 
from the end of the Han period:26 

I The withering fish passes the river, 
weeping; 

When will there ever be time for regret? 
He writes a letter to the breams and carps, 
Advising them to be careful when going 

out.27 

2 Wheat is planted on the plateau; 
In the end it produces no ears of grain. 
A young man is in a strange land­
How can he not be haggard?28 

3 The dodder drifts in the strong wind, 
But its root and stem are not severed. 
If even the insentient cling together-
How could the sentient ever be separated?29 

trS ;f~jl~dilJ 1sL 
fiiJ ffi'j ImJ ~ liZ. 
it !f JUMM 
;f§~'t!~t±lA 

r.'li H3fi,j\~ 
~)'/GJ1X:f.! 
!,HUE ftP. ijl 
~~/G~II$ 

***~*~ ;l1UU~IIT~ 
~1fIfftij/G~ 

fl 'tf!f '1X.11J ~IJ 

The third piece is one of the four quatrains labeled "ancient chueh­
chu" by Hsii Ling in the Yu-t'ai hsin-yung mentioned earier. Look­
ing at all three poems, we can immediately find at least four 
common qualities. First of all, they tend to use rather simple and 
straightforward diction. This simplicity of diction is obviously the 
natural characteristic of the folk songs. 

26 For the possible date of Songs I and 2, see Wang Yiin-hsl, "Han-tal te su-ytieh 
yii min-ko" ll-RB9~~Wt!;;~, in Yueh-fo-shih [un-ts'ung, p. 82. For the date of 
Song 3, see Lo Ken-tse, "Chiieh-chil san-yiian," pp. 31-32. 

27Ting Fu-pao Tffllililf:, "Ch'ilan Han-shih" ~ll~'f, in Ch'uan Han San-kuo 

Chin Nan-Pei ch'ao shih ~li::=:: I2\lI ~ WdUill ~ (rpt. Taipei: Shih-chleh shu-chil, 
1962), vol. I, p. 84. Hereafter all references to thiS book will contain only the section 
(e.g., "Ch'iian Han-shih," volume, and page number). 

28 Ibid., p.60. 
29 Ibid. 
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Secondly, we can find an interrogative sentence in every poem. 

The application of question form or the form of a question and an 

answer is a common device found in the shih poetry of the late Han 

and early Wei.30 In each of the three examples above, the question 
is a rhetorical one, thus adding poignant sentiment to the poem. 

Clearly the question is asked not for informational purposes but for 

emotional effect. The question further serves as an important ele­

ment in maintaining the coherence of each poem. This further 
function leads us to the third common quality of the quatrains. 

Although each of the above quatrains is made up of four com­
plete grammatical sentences, it actually consists of two separate 

couplets. Each couplet contains one integral set of ideas, descrip­

tions, or experiences, complete within itself and separate from the 

couplet next to it. The couplet is the basic unit in the progression of 

a poem in most shih poetry, and the quatrain is no exception. It is 
therefore misleading to try to approach the quatrain as if it entails 
the progression from the opening (ch'i JC), to the continuation 

(ich'eng 7¾, to the turning point (chuan |$), and then finally to the 
conclusion (ho -p).31 Rather, the structural integrity of the qua­

train depends upon the dynamic complementation of two juxta­
posed couplets. The rhetorical question serves as the dynamic link 

between the two halves in each of the three quatrains. In the first 

example, the "withering fish" writes a letter to his friends because 
he hopes that they may learn from his fatal mistake. The implied 
comparison between the withering fish and someone who has 

carelessly fallen into trouble is indeed ingenious. In the second 

poem, the metaphorical relation between the wheat and the young 

man is not made clear until the last line. Both the wheat and the 
young man are displaced living things who are left to wither away 
in a strange land. While the displaced wheat cannot produce any 

grain, the displaced young man cannot retain his youth and health 

and perhaps thereby accomplish something in life. The integration 

of the two couplets, therefore, depends on this implied comparison. 
The last quatrain is even more interesting. In the third line there is a 

30Lo Ken-tse, "Chiieh-chu san-yiian." 
31Hung Wei-fa, Chueh-chu lun, p. 28. 
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general observation derived from the nature imagery of the first 

couplet. Although the dodder is an insentient object, it does not 

allow its root and stem to be severed when being tossed by the 

strong wind. But the reader is not aware of the whole human 
dimension until he comes to the rhetorical question which follows 

logically the statement made in the third line. The force of this last 

line goes beyond the implied answer that the sentient must remain 

together. The fact that the question is asked clearly suggests that the 

speaker is separated from his or her beloved. In the end the dodder 

becomes both a symbol of and a contrast to the state the speaker is 
in. Like the dodder, the speaker is drifting in the strong wind, but, 

unlike the dodder, he or she is going through the suffering alone. A 

seemingly simple poem is thus given a dimension of depth and 

poignancy. 

The last common quality of the three quatrains is the sense of 

dynamic continuity that one feels in reading them. Each line is a 

complete syntactic unit rather than a series of juxtaposed isolated 

images. There is no parallelism to break up the continuity by 

creating a centripetal pull between the lines within each couplet. In 

addition, the two halves of each quatrain are linked by the device 

discussed above. All these elements contribute to the continuity of 

the quatrains. Since the three examples dealt with are folk songs, 

this flowing quality is to be expected. 
We shall see later that the above-mentioned properties are pre­

sent in varying degrees in the quatrains produced during the sub­
sequent historical periods. The interrogative sentence is not used in 

every quatrain, of course, but it is frequently used as an effective 

closural device in later quatrains. The pattern of juxtaposing one 
couplet describing a scene with another describing the poet's intro­
spection is also widely used in later quatrains. Naturally, new 

aesthetic principles continued to be developed through time. But 

for my purpose in this essay, it is especially important to pay 
attention to those elements which have remained "intrinsic" to a 
genre since its beginning. 

Let us now turn to look at a few folk songs from the Six 

Dynasties. In the following group of songs, the first two belong to 

the group called "Tzu-yeh Songs" ("Tzu-yeh ko" -?¾¾) and the 
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last two to the group called "Plain Songs" ("Tu-ch'u-ko" n! BillID\): 

I Tonight I've parted from my love; 
When can we be together again? 
The bright lamp shines on the empty 

chessboard-
For a long time there won't be any game.32 

2 My love has been taken away by someone. 

3 

It's not just that he's turned his back on 
me-

Leaving his door open without a latch, 
He has no intention of ever closing it. 33 

Since I parted from my love, 
I've been bedridden, unable to lift my head. 
A flying dragon alights on the medicine 

shop-
Bones sticking out: all because of you. 34 

4 It was unbearable to hear that you were 
leaving me; 

Much worse that I have to part from you 
now. 

The prostrate turtle speaks to the stone slab: 
You've just become a thousand-year 

tombstone. 35 

4"/YBIUjIJ 
1'tlitEfiiT8'!f 
IlJH~ ~ ~ JliJ 
f~~*~m 

:&~~mAl& 
~{lqF-4jl: 

.JIF~7G~* 
~~if§~~ 

§ 1ft: 5JIJ ft~ f& 
t:!H1nJl:7G. 
~lI.;rM~J;5 

itt±:lR~& 

00 ;'1ft 4jl: Jl'~ 
{JLfl~5JiJ* 
f*iI~:otN 
hi'Ff-:¥lil\! 

The "Tzu-yeh Songs" are associated with a singing girl of that 
name of the Eastern Chin dynasty in the fourth century.36 The 
"Plain Songs" date from the early fifth century.37 Both of these 
groups belong to one of the two large categories of folk songs of the 

32 Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'uan Chin-shih" :'t f!H!f, vol. 1, p. 523. 
33 Ibid. 

34Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Sung-shih" :'t*~~, vol. 2, p. 740. 
35 Ibid., p. 742. 

36Burton Watson, Chinese Lyricism (New York: Columbla Umverstty Press, 
1971), p. 60. 

37 Wang Yun-hsl, "Wu-sheng hSl-ch'ii tsa-k'ao" !1R: Ii jJlj Bll ~~, m Liu-ch'ao 

yueh:fu yu min-ko A iWl ~ Iff 5fij, 1.3.';:IX (Shanghal: Ku-tlen wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 
1957), pp. 87-88 . 
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Six Dynasties, namely the Wu-sheng-ko !'ii1:~~ or "Songs in the 
Wu Dialect," which originated in the city of Chien-yeh ~~ 
(present-day Nanking).38 The other category is the Hsi-ch'u-ko 
g§ BE ~ or "Songs from the Western Region," which originated in 
the middle Yangtze River valley and the Han River valley, center­
ing around the city of Chiang-ling i'I~.39 Today we have nearly 
five hundred surviving songs in these two categories. 40 This is a 
sharp contrast to the paucity of surviving songs-only sixty-six 
pieces total-of the Northern dynasties known as the Liang ku 
chueh heng-ch'ui ch'u ~ n. ~ t/i'i ~ BE (Liang Dynasty Songs Accom­
panied by Drums, Horns, and Horizontal Flutes).41 While the 
northern songs cover a wide range of subjects, the southern songs 
are almost invariably about the theme of love. Nonetheless, as 
noted earlier, a large portion of these songs are composed in the 
five-character quatrain form. Although five-character quatrains 
had existed a couple of centuries earlier, this brief verse form was 
not greatly developed until the folk songs of the Six Dynasties. 

In the four examples just cited, it should be easy to observe the 
same qualities of simplicity of diction and of dynamic continuity in 
progression as in the previous set of three songs. As a matter of fact, 
in the first couplet of each current example, the language used is 
even more straightforward and personal. But one new quality 
immediately reveals itself when we read through the songs. We are 
bound to be struck by the surface incongruity that seems to exist 
between the two halves of each song. Each third line stands out as a 
startling transition from something familiar and intimate to some­
thing strange, fantastic, or seemingly unrelated. The appearance of 
incoherence is actually the result of the presence of puns in the 
verse. In Chinese poetry, puns are occasionally used in the Book of 
Songs and in early shih poetry.42 But it is in the Wu-sheng-ko and 

38 Wang Ytin-hsl, "Wu-sheng hSI-ch'ii te ch'an-sheng ti-yii" ~ ~ jllj fill IB j1f It 
.It!!~, In ibid., pp. 23-32· 

39 Ibid. 

40 Wang Ytin-hsi, "Nan-pei-ch'ao yiieh-fu chung te min-ko" lW ;JtJijlj ~ Iff rep 89 
J'R; 'Ilk, In Yuehju-shih lun-ts'ung, p. 110. 

41 Ibid., p. 116. 

42 Wang Yiin-hsl, "Lun Wu-sheng hsi-ch'ii yii hsieh-yin shuang-kuan yii" ililti~ 
~jllj fill WilfH'f~lmim, In Liu-ch'ao yuehju yu min-ko, pp. 124-126. 
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Hsi-ch'u-ko that punning becomes a significant poetic device for the 

first time. As soon as the reader understands the puns involved, he 

will have no difficulty perceiving the structural coherence in the 

songs. 

In general, puns are used very seriously and for complex aesthetic 

effect. They usually appear in the second couplet of the quatrain. As 

a rule, the third line, usually cast in highly imagistic language, is 

metaphorical for a scene, situation, or event, and the last line brings 

out the pun, which not only explains the meaning of the metaphor 

but also integrates the second couplet with the first.43 For example, 

in Song i, two puns are found in the concluding line: yu-jan /[&$£ 

(far away, for a long time) puns with $) f-fi (the oil burns) and the 

last word ch'i (chess, chess game) puns on Jtfl (a date). Hence this 

line also means "The oil burns on but no date has yet been set" or 

"There won't be any date for a long time." On one level the second 

couplet is an answer to the question set forth in line 2: "When can 

we be together again?" After her lover has gone away, the speaker, 

perhaps Tzu-yeh herself, is left alone to face an empty chess board 

under the bright lamp light, wondering when she will ever see her 

lover again. Here the chessboard is an appropriate object to men­

tion because playing chess was something a courtesan or singing 

girl like Tzu-yeh would do with a customer in addition to per­

forming other forms of entertainment. The song ends with the sad 

awareness that she probably will never see her lover again. As we 

read the song more carefully, we can also see that its poetic strength 

does not rely simply on the poet's wit. The poetic situation forces us 

to perceive the metaphorical relation between the lamp and the 

speaker in the poem. The burning oil becomes a symbol of her 

burning passion for her lover, with whom there is no hope for 

reunion. 

In Song 2 punning is again used simultaneously as a device to 

integrate the elements and to enrich the meaning of the whole 

work. The pun is the word kuan in the last line, which can mean 

both "to shut a door" and "to be concerned about." Wang Yiin-hsi 

suspects that the phrase pu-an-heng or "without putting on 

43 Hung Mai comments on this structural feature in his Jung-chai san-pi ^ fjf 

Hj- His comments are quoted in ibid., p. 122. 
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a latch," in the third line probably puns on pu-an-fen -T^ ¢55% 
meaning "not to be content with what one is."44 This song is 

clearly about the infidelity of one's lover. By use of an ingenious 

metaphor, the speaker in the song sees her lover as someone who 

keeps open his door which does not even have a latch. Obviously 

we have here a man who is never content with whatever situation 

he is in and cannot remain committed to any bond of affection. He 

waits for the opportunity to be "taken away" from his love by 
another woman. What's more, once he leaves his previous love, 

our poet, he is completely unconcerned about the suffering she 

might be going through. In this song, then, metaphor and puns are 

used to clothe in simple language the profound bitterness the poet 

feels toward her lover's unfaithfulness and lack of concern for her 

emotional well-being. 

The modern reader is likely to find the images used in Songs 3 

and 4 somewhat astonishing and fantastic upon first reading, 

though the Six Dynasties reader might not have felt so at all. In any 
case, the poet's imagination displayed in both songs is truly refresh­

ing and exuberant. Song 3 begins with a straightforward statement 

that the speaker has fallen ill after she parted from her lover. The 
third line then introduces the wildly bizarre image of a flying 

dragon settling on the medicine shop. Although the image of the 

medicine shop is linked to the idea of her lying ill in bed, the reader 

cannot fully understand the meaning of this line until he grasps the 

double meaning implied in the last line. The word ku or "bones" is 
a pun referring to both the dragon's bones and the speaker's own 

cheekbones. Lung-ku or "dragon bone" is the name of petrified 
animal bones used in Chinese medicine, evidently capable of heal­
ing a variety of illnesses. One meaning that we can readily derive 

from this couplet is that the woman has become so emaciated from 
love-sickness that she will need some medicine to improve her 

condition. But a deeper level of meaning can perhaps be discerned 
also. Since love is the best cure for love-sickness, the speaker 
certainly hopes that her lover will return soon to save her from her 

predicament. Perhaps then the second couplet describes a fantasy in 

which her lover would suddenly appear and hand out some magical 

iiIbid., p. 132. 
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medicine to cure her illness. The song becomes a passionate but 

subtle expression of a woman's love for a man. 

Song 4 is about the pang of separation from one's beloved. To 

judge from the opening line, the speaker is possibly abandoned by 

her lover, though we cannot detect in her any bitterness toward 
him. Just as in Song 3, the reader is likely to be baffled by the images 

of the prostrate turtle, the stone slab, and the tombstone that appear 
in the second half of the song. All of these are mortuary objects 

widely used by people during the Six Dynasties.45 The very last 

word of the song, pei, or "tombstone," is homonymous with the 
word meaning "grief." Tombstones were usually made from 

stone slabs. This pun makes clear the comparison between sepa­
ration and the burial of a dead person. The prostrate turtle is 
metaphorically the speaker in the song herself. Since she has no 

hope that her lover will ever come back to her, parting from him is 
like burying a deceased person. Because she loves him passionately, 
she will forever carry the burden of grief over the permanent 

separation. Wang Yun-hsi believes that the "Plain Songs" probably 
originated as elegies for the dead and then later were developed into 

popular love songs.46 This speculation explains why the "Plain 

Songs" often employ mortuary objects as imagery and why their 

general tone is thus particularly mournful among the southern folk 

songs. 
Many other puns can be found in the folk songs of the Six 

Dynasties.47 As we have seen in the preceding four examples, puns 

lend great pathos, articulate vigor, and rich overtones to a poetry 

usually written in simple language. Indeed, puns constitute a sig­

nificant element of the aesthetics of Six Dynasties folk songs, 
representing a landmark in the development of the quatrain. While 
in keeping with the conventions of dynamic progression and sim­
plicity and naturalness of diction, the quatrain now begins to take 
on sententiousness as part of its aesthetics. In the hands of the Six 

Dynasties folk song writers, the quatrain has become the most 

concentrated and energetic poetic form in Chinese literature. 

45Wang Yun-hsi, "Tu-ch'ii-ko k'ao" 1¾¾]¾¾, in ibid., pp. 91—93. 
i6Ibid. 
47 Wang Yun-hsi offers a list of many puns in his article mentioned in n. 42. 
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Focusing on the most quintessential aspect of an experience in the 

limited space of twenty characters, the quatrain is now fully capable 

of evoking a rich world of imagination. 

One cannot ignore the importance of Wu-sheng-ko and Hsi-ch'ti-

ko in the evolution of chiieh-chu. The Yiian scholar Yang Shih-yiian 

i 7Li says, "Five-character chiieh-chu was developed during the 

early T'ang out of the form of Six Dynasties 'Tzu-yeh Songs.'" 48 

Historically, this comment is incorrect. Nevertheless, in terms of 

the development of an aesthetic of concentration and subtlety in the 

quatrain, Yang Shih-yiian's point is an apt one. 

We will now examine some of the quatrains written by the 

literati of the late Six Dynasties. Since the fifth century, and espe­

cially since the Southern Ch'i and the Liang dynasties, an increasing 

number of poets wrote imitations of folk songs or original poems in 

the quatrain form. The literati also used punning as a literary 

technique, but they primarily relied on resources from their own 

tradition to write quatrains which nonetheless conformed to the 

conventional aesthetics of the genre. 

The following poem is one of the earliest examples of tuan-chu or 
1 'broken-off lines:'' 

White clouds arrive filling the fortress; 

Yellow dust arises darkening the sky. it SI Ba :¾¾ 

On all sides mountain passes are cut off— Ifl |JL| H ® 

My old home, how many thousand Ii 

away?49 

This quatrain was written by Liu Ch'ang glJJI (fl. 5th c.), the ninth 

son of Sung Wen-ti (r. 424—453) or Emperor Wen of the 

Liu Sung dynasty.50 In the Nan-shih ^ ¢. (History of the Southern 

Dynasties), it is recorded that when the Former Fei-ti 1111¾¾ 

(r. 423-424) ascended the throne, he suspected Liu Chang, then 

Prince Chin-hsi f| Β^ΞΕ, of seditious intention.51 When his forces 

were defeated by the emperor, Liu Ch'ang had to abandon his 

48 Quoted in Wang Υύη-hsi, Yueh-Ju shih lun-ts'ung, p. 118. 
49Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Pei-Wei shih" > vol. 3> P- I470· 
50ShenTe-ch'ien Ku-shih yuan (Taipei: Hsin-Iu shu-chii, 1963), 

chuan 2, p. 158. 
5iIbid. 
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mother and wife and fled his own country with only one concubine 

accompanying him. On his way to the Northern Wei, he was 

overcome by passion and composed the above quatrain. 

Despite its brevity, the poem has effectively expressed the 

powerful emotions of a man who was compelled by unhappy 

circumstances to flee his home. It begins with a syntactically parallel 

couplet seldom seen in four-line folk songs up until this time. By 

the fifth century the parallel couplet had become an important 

element in shih poetry. The landscape poet Hsieh Ling-yiin, for 

instance, enjoyed writing poems which consisted of tightly woven 

parallel couplets. From the fifth century onward, parallelism is 

often used by poets in their quatrains. A rigidly parallel couplet, 

especially one in which tonal opposition between the two lines is 

observed, as in the "regulated verse," has a tendency to create a 

centripetal force within itself. A parallel couplet of this sort can 

obstruct the dynamic linear drive essential to the quatrain. Com­

menting on the parallel couplet in the quatrain, the early Ch'ing 

scholar Wang Fu-chih J-" λ (1619—1692) says that it must be 

made "dynamic and unbridled" (liu-tung-pu-chi rather 

than "balanced and substantial" (p'ing-shih zPJf).52 Wang Fu-chih 

clearly sees this dynamic quality as intrinsic to the quatrain genre. 

Returning to Liu Ch'ang's opening couplet, we find that the two 

lines parallel each other perfectly in meaning and syntax, though 

not in tonal contrast. This semantic parallelism does create a picture 

of a self-enclosed world. The word chang f|3 refers to the fortresses 

built on China's frontiers for defense purposes,53 suggesting that 

Liu Ch'ang may have been in a frontier fortress when he wrote the 

quatrain. In spite of the parallelism in the first couplet, the poem 

does have a flowing quality, for three reasons. First, the quatrain 

consists of four complete sentences, so it does not suffer from 

the fragmentation and discontinuity produced by weak syntax. 

Second, the images of white clouds "arriving" and "filling" the 

fortress and yellow dust "arising" and "darkening" the sky suggest 

that a dynamic process is just taking place. Lastly, the third line 

serves as an indissoluble link between the two couplets. That sense 

52 Wang Fu-chih, Chiang-chai shih-hua, p. 20. 
53Shen Te-ch'ien, ibid. 
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of being blocked off on all sides is clearly derived from the scene of 

the fortress being enveloped by white clouds and yellow dust. In 

this situation, trapped in the fortress, the poet is suddenly hit by the 

painful thought of his old home far away. It is more effective for the 

poet to end in an interrogative rather than a declarative sentence. 

It harks back to that feeling of being "trapped" and "lost" in a 

frontier fortress described earlier—he does not know how far away 
from home he is. More important, the question also brings out the 

futility of the poet's desire to return home, a desire that must exist in 

the mind of someone in Liu Ch'ang's situation. Here, of course, 

both the poet himself and the reader know full well that distance is 
not the real barrier. If the last line had been cast in the declarative 

syntax, the poem would lose much of its subtlety. 
While Liu Ch'ang's "broken-off lines" contains only one parallel 

couplet, the following quatrain titled "A Farewell" ("Hsiang-

sung" $3¾¾) by Ho Hsiin HSI (?—51^) is made up of two com­
pletely parallel ones: 

The traveler's heart already has a hundred 

thoughts, 

And his lonely journey piles up a thousand 

miles. 
The river darkens, rain is about to fall; 

The waves whiten, the wind is just rising.54 

As we can see from the original Chinese text, the two lines of each 

couplet virtually parallel each other, word for word. The first two 

lines are two complete syntactic units, but each of the next two lines 

consists of two juxtaposed segments. Although there is a causal 
relationship between the two juxtaposed sets of images in lines 3 

and 4, there is no syntactical element to relate them. Yet Ho Hsiin 
has not destroyed that sense of dynamic continuity so prominent in 

the quatrain. The poem is not simply a series of four isolated lines. 

The continuity is still largely preserved. The use of the word i E or 
"already" in the first couplet is important because it makes the 

second line sequential in meaning, though structurally parallel, to 

54Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Liang-shih vo'· 3, P- 1163· The English trans­

lation here is an adaptation from Burton Watson's version in Chinese Lyricism, p. 89. 
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the first. This fact necessarily creates a linear flow within the first 

couplet. Each line of the second couplet does appear somewhat 

disjointed in rhythm. As a result, the parallelism between the 

corresponding images of the lines becomes significant as a device to 

maintain coherence within the couplet. Upon closer scrutiny, we 

can also find an underlying unity in the sequence of seemingly 

isolated images. The poet first becomes aware of the river getting 

darker, a phenomenon that anticipates the arrival of the rain. Then 

he notices the waves—an object on the river—turning white, sug­

gesting that the wind is growing stronger and tossing the waves to 

rise. Hence there is a sequential order to the structurally disjointed 

image clusters. This structural disjunction of the gloomy images of 

the storm reinforces the anxiety experienced by the traveler stated 

in the first half of the poem. It is noteworthy that the ending in this 

poem is not concerned with the emotive state of a man, unlike the 

ending in most quatrains. Rather, it is a description of a scene sug­

gestive of the hazardous situation the poet's friend is facing. Effective 

in its own right, this sort of "open closure" became more popular 

only after the late seventh century.55 

We have seen that Ho Hsiin's quatrain is still in keeping with the 

generic convention of dynamic continuity. This quatrain by Wu 

Chiin (469—520), however, has departed farther from this 

convention: 

Miscellaneous Poem Written in the Mountain 

Beside the mountain I see the mist 

approaching; 

Through the bamboos I peep at the setting 

sun. 

Birds fly toward the eaves of the house; 

Clouds come out from inside the windows.56 

Apart from the words chien JL (to see) and k'uei Sl (to peep at), 

which of course refer to the lyric speaker himself, this poem is 

composed solely of nature images. Although the sets of nature 

55 See Stephen Owen's discussion on "open closure" in his The Poetry of the Early 

T'ang (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977), pp. 127—133. 
56Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Liang shih," vol. 3, p. 1,138. 
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images are organized into four complete sentences, they remain 

separate. This quatrain is an objective description of the beauty and 

seclusion of a mountain retreat as seen by the poet himself whose 

presence is suggested by the two verbs chien and k'uei. It is a vignette 

made up of four selected aspects which are structured in two pre­

cisely parallel couplets. And there is almost no movement from the 

beginning to the end of the poem, other than the implied field of 

vision of the poet. Despite its lack of the tonal pattern of the 

"modern-style poetry," this quatrain can be compared to the middle 

two couplets in the "regulated verse." This sort of "static" quatrain is 

uncommon. We will have occasion to see that even in quatrains 

which consist of two perfectly parallel couplets each, poets usually 

make some attempt to create dynamic continuity within them. It 

should be noted here that Tu Fu (712—770) was the poet who 

started to write a high percentage of "rigid" and "static" quatrains. 

Thus he represented a drastic transformation within the develop­

ment of the chueh-chu genre. 

Two more examples will suffice to illustrate the development of 

the five-character quatrain in the late Six Dynasties: 

Grievance of the Jade Stairs 

—Hsieh T'iao MM (464-499) 

Evening in the palace, letting down the 

pearled screens; 

Drifting fireflies fly then rest. 

During this long night, sewing silk garments, 

Thinking of you—when will it end?57 

Parting AgainJrom Grand Secretary Chou 

—Yu Hsin (513-581) 

On the ten-thousand-// road through the 

Yang Pass, 

There is not a man to be seen going home. 

There are only the wild geese along the river 

Who have been flying south since autumn 

began.58 

57Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Ch'i shih" vol. 2, p. 803. 
58Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Pei-chou shih" vol. 3, p. 1607. 
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I have specially chosen these two examples because Hsieh T'iao's 
poem is written in a style very close to that of the T'ang masters and 

Yii Hsin's poem exhibits the standard tonal pattern of the T'ang 
"modern-style poetry." Several traditional Chinese critics have 

commented that Hsieh T'iao started a style of poetry that was to 

become more typical during the T'ang dynasty.59 Hsieh T'iao's five-

character quatrains, in particular, were recognized as having con­

siderable influence on T'ang poets.60 Of "Grievance of the Jade 

Stairs," Shen Te-ch'ien j§ (1673—1769) of the early Ch'ing says, 
"Surprisingly it turns out to be [like] a T'ang quatrain. It [would] 

rank among the very best when put in the works of T'ang 

authors." 61 The theme of this poem is the grievance of a court lady 
who has been taken away from her beloved and put in the imperial 
harem. The language is extremely simple and each sentence makes a 
complete syntactic whole. There is a graceful continuity from one 

line to the next that can be easily felt by the reader. The first couplet 
presents the setting the court lady is in. The poem begins with a 

description of the world inside: it is evening in the palace, so the 

lady lets down the pearled screens. Then the second line depicts an 
object in the world outside: the fireflies are flying with their lights 

going on and off. The fireflies are obviously seen by the lady as she 
is letting down the screens. But the screens do not shut off the world 

outside. Although she is physically inside the palace sewing silk 
garments in order to pass the long and miserable night, her mind is 

far away, thinking of the person she is in love with. Finally she is 
like the fireflies moving restlessly in the endless stretch of the dark 
night. The poem is a complaint against the fate of separation and 

loneliness of the palace ladies. However, this sense of grievance is 
not directly expressed anywhere in the quatrain. This approach of 
clothing a profound meaning in simple and almost transparent 

language became one of the dominant components of the T'ang 

59Yen Yii Ts'ang-lang shih-hua chiao-shih lit tR I•'/ Ji' 1¾ W · c'd. Kuo Shao-
Yii (Peking: Jen-mm wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 1962), pp. 146—147. Yen Yii com­

ments that Hsieh T'iao has written poems that completely resemble T'ang style. 

And Kuo Shao-yii cites other sources to show that other critics share the same 

opinion. 
60Ibid. Hu Ying-Iin 1¾¾¾! in particular holds this view. 
61 Shen Te-ch'ien, Kushih yuan, chuan 2, p. 84. 
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quatrain. Li Po ^ g (701—762) actually wrote a poem under the 

same title "Grievance of the Jade Stairs." It is a greater poem than 

the one by Hsieh T'iao, but it is admired by critics for the same 

reason: one really feels the woman's grievance even though there is 

no mention of it in the words of the poem.62 

We can also discern the same aesthetics of subtlety and indirec­

tion, though to a lesser degree, in Yii Hsin's quatrain. "Parting 

Again from Grand Secretary Chou" is one of many poems he 

wrote about his frustrated desire to return to his home in southern 

China. The Yang Pass is outside China's border. In the first couplet, 

therefore, Yii Hsin presents a scene of the border where no man is 

to be seen returning home in the south. This scene directly contrasts 

that of the southward migrating wild geese depicted in the second 

couplet. By use of the contrast, Yii Hsin expresses his grievance of 

being compelled to remain in the cold north without any hope of 

ever returning south. 

With the exception of Wu Chun's quatrain, all of the examples 

from the late Six Dynasties have followed the aesthetic conventions 

of the five-character folk songs. Of particular interest, the Six 

Dynasties literati poets have integrated new aesthetic principles 

such as parallelism without sacrificing the intrinsic dynamic quality 

of the quatrain; they have also maintained the subtlety and depth of 

feeling and meaning of the folk songs without resorting to the use 

of enigmatic puns. In this poem by Yii Hsin, we also see a tonal 

structure that is to become typical of one type of T'ang "modern-

style poetry." 

If we use a " + " to represent the tse JX or "deflected" tone and a 

" — " to represent the p'ing 2F or "level" tone, we can transcribe the 

tonal structure of Yii Hsin's quatrain as follows: 

+ + + 
+ + + 
- + + 

As we can see from the above diagram, the tonal properties of the 

62 Shen Te-ch'ien, T'ang-shih pieh-ts'ai chi Jff §|f |j| (Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-

pan-she, 1979), vol. 2, p. 616. 
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corresponding second, fourth, and last syllables within each couplet 

are opposed to each other, and those of the corresponding second 
and fourth syllables in lines two and three are identical. Together 

with the rhyme scheme of abcb, this tonal pattern fulfills all the 

requirements for a "regulated" T'ang quatrain. By the second half 

of the sixth century, therefore, the distinct T'ang style of the five-

character quatrain has already evolved. 
Before we turn finally to the T'ang, we must take a brief look at 

some examples of the early seven-character quatrain. As noted 
earlier, the seven-character quatrain which resembled the ancient-

style chueh-chii could be found as early as the Liu Sung period in the 

fifth century, but the form was little used until the Liang dynasty. 

Thus the seven-character form attained maturity much later than 
the five-character form. Nonetheless, the seven-character quatrain 

does not differ significantly from the five-character quatrain in its 
underlying aesthetics. Let us consider the following two examples: 

Looking at a Lonely Flying Wild Goose 

at Night —Hsiao Kang Hf |S| 

(503-551) 
The stars are few tonight north of the 

Heavenly Frost River; 
A wild goose cries hoarsely—where is 

he flying to? 

Had he known that he would lose his 

flock midway, 

He would have been better off to start 
out alone.63 

A Parting Poem 

—Anonymous (Sui dynasty, 

589-618) 

Green, green the willows droop 
sweeping the ground; 

Everywhere the catkins fly stirring the 

sky. 
When all the branches are plucked and 

63Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Liang-shih," vol. 2, p. 940. 
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all the blossoms have fallen, 

I ask these travelers if they will ever 

return home.64 

It is true that the two extra characters in each line allows the poet of 

the seven-character quatrain to add more descriptive detail to his 

rendering of experience. Phrases such as sheng-ssu 3¾¾ (voice is 

hoarse), ch'ing-ch'ing (green and green), and man-man St§ 

(boundless) often cannot be accommodated in the shorter five-

character form. Consequently, the seven-character quatrain has 

more rhetorical flourish than does the five-character form. But, 

apart from this essential difference, does the seven-character qua­

train have its unique aesthetics? 

Even a cursory reading will tell us that each of the above 

examples is written in simple language, is divided into two comple­

mentary couplets, and exhibits a dynamic quality in the individual 

lines as well as in the progression of the whole piece. In both cases, 

the first couplet presents a scene, while the second one presents the 
poet's introspection. All of these properties are the same as those 

that constitute the aesthetics of the five-character quatrain. Now 

what about the most important element, the principle of subtlety? 
While Hsiao Kang's poem is not particularly subtle, it is not 

completely devoid of overtones either. The introspective tone of 

the second couplet certainly suggests that the poet has learned a 
lesson from observing the lonely wild goose flying at night. A 

metaphorical relation between the wild goose who has lost its flock 
and the poet can probably be established. The second poem is more 

interesting and deserves our serious attention. Upon first reading, 

the reader will surely be struck by the repetition of words in this 
short poem. Each of the words yang Iiu $ip, ch'ing 3Pf, hua wan 

St ,fei M, chin jg, and kuei are repeated twice. These repetitions, 
however, do not destroy the aesthetic interest the poem generates. 
The first couplet describes the setting where the poet sees someone 

off. The willow trees are gracefully sweeping the ground with their 

green branches as the catkins fill the sky. The crucial third line 

brings together the two objects—the willow branches and the 
catkins—that dominate the first couplet. It alludes to the old 

64Shen Te-ch'ien, Ku-shih yuan, chuan 2, p. 197. 
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Chinese custom of breaking a willow branch to give to the person 
who is departing. The third line also implies that many people 

come to the location to part formally from each other and that the 
poet has stayed there for a long time; he sees that all the willow 

branches are plucked and all the blossoms (i.e., catkins) have blown 

away. The quatrain closes with the poet asking the travelers if they 

will ever come back. The poet's action is obviously prompted by 

his observation of the willow trees, whose branches are all plucked 
by people at parting and whose catkins have all fallen away. There 

is no doubt that it is the image of the catkins scattering in the air that 
makes him wonder if the travelers (his own friend included) will 

ever return. The logical conclusion one draws from the poetic 

context here is, of course, that the travelers will scatter away from 
home just like the willow catkins. Throughout the poem not a 

word is said about separation or the lack of stability in human life. 
But a sensitive reader will never fail to perceive the sense of all-

embracing sadness that is subtly and powerfully expressed in the 
simplest and most common imagery set against a pointed question 

that ends the poem. It should be pointed out also that the tonal 

pattern of this poem is exactly that of a "regulated chtieh-chu." Shen 
Te-ch'ien again perceptively observes, "Surprisingly this quatrain 
could almost have come from the hand of a High T'ang poet."65 

This quatrain illustrates that, as is the case of the five-character 

quatrain, the seven-character quatrain has developed along the 

same distinctive line of the combined aesthetics of simplicity, dy­

namism, and sententiousness. 
It should be clear from the preceding pages that the four-line 

verse form had already developed for several hundred years before 

the T'ang masters appeared on the scene. We have also seen that in 

the long history of the quatrain genre, new aesthetic possibilities 
continued to be discovered, but certain properties have remained 

intrinsic to it. These particular properties have remained intrinsic 

partly because the form demands them and partly because they 
have been so widely practiced by poets through the centuries that 

they have actually become revered conventions. Even when new 
elements such as parallelism, open closure, and regulated tonal 

65 Ibid. 
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structure are introduced, the intrinsic characteristics of the genre are 

left largely intact. It is possible for a poet to self-consciously attempt 

to destroy the conventions that have heretofore been regarded as 

intrinsic to the genre by introducing radical elements. We shall see 

later that Tu Fu was precisely the poet who did this to the chiieh-chii 

genre. 

The T'ang period was truly a high point in the history of the 

quatrain. It was the culmination of the developments in the genre's 

aesthetics of simplicity, dynamic articulate energy, and sententious-

ness. These aesthetic principles were widely shared by poets such as 

Wang Ch'ang-ling ΞΕ1¾ (?-756), Wang Wei ΞΕΙΙ (701-761), Li 

Po, Li I (c. 749-829), Liu Yii-hsi %\\β, 1¾ (772-842), Tu Mu 

¢1:¾¾ (803—852), and Li Shang-yin (8x3?—858) who were 

considered by traditional critics as great masters of the quatrain. 

Even Tu Fu, who was not at all famous for his quatrains, wrote 

some which followed the dominant aesthetics. Genuinely great 

T'ang quatrains are too numerous to cite, so I shall restrict myself to 

a few representative works. 

The Ming scholar Hu Ying-Iin ΐ§(ϋ8$ considers the following 

poem "In the Mountains" ("Shan-chung" LU φ), by Wang Po 

(ca. 650—676) of the early T'ang, as "having entered the realm 

of marvels" of the T'ang quatrain:66 

I grieve at having lingered by the Long 

River; 

I long to return soon, over ten thousand 

miles. 

What's more, in this evening when the wind 

is high, 

On mountain after mountain, the yellow 

leaves are flying.67 

The elegantly mannered diction of the first couplet, which is typical 

of the poetry of the early T'ang, reminds one of the equally man­

nered diction of Ho Hsiin or Wu Chiin, discussed in a previous 

66HuYing-Iin, Shih-sou 1¾¾ (N.p.: K'ai-ming shu-tien, n.d.), chuan 6, p. 3. 
67Kao Pu-ying Μ Φ Λ ,  T ' a n g  S u n g  s h i h  c h i t - γ α ο  (Taipei, I-wen-

yin-shu kuan, 1958), vol. 2, p. 744. This translation is an adaptation from Stephen 

Owen's version in The Poetry of the Early T'ang, p. 128. 
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section. But the regulated tonal structure adds the "modern" T'ang 

rhythm to the poem. The first two lines constitute a perfectly 

parallel couplet, with the corresponding words matching each 

other neatly on tonal, semantic, and syntactic levels. Within this 

tightly knit parallel structure, however, Wang Po creates a sequen­

tial order by inserting the words i E (already) and chiang \\'i (about 
to) into the respective lines. The "Long River," or the Yangtze, is 

where he has already lingered, and the "ten-thousand miles" are the 

distance he is about to travel in order to return home. This sequence 

in time generates a sense of progression and continuity within the 

couplet. It is interesting that the poet uses the word chiang or "about 

to" in the second line. The poet is obviously aware that he will not 

be able to return home soon because there is nothing in the poem to 
suggest that happy event. The word chiang is clearly used for the 

purpose of irony in order to intensify the poet's grief at being away 

from home, the theme of the quatrain, stated at the beginning.68 

The marvelousness of this poem comes primarily from the sugges­
tive second couplet. Again the poet uses a phrase as a dynamic 

sequential element to connect the two couplets. This phrase is 

k'uang-fu 2¾¾ or "what's more." A variant version has k'uang-chu 

ffiHS or "what's more [I am] facing" instead. In any case, the sense 
of having something worse added on top of something else is clear 
in both versions. This second couplet describes a scene of a late 

autumn evening in the mountains. It will be dark soon, and the 
wind is gusting. In this unpleasant situation, the yellow autumn 

leaves on mountain after mountain are being blown off the trees 

by the strong wind and are now flying in the air. Although the 
couplets are joined by "what's more," the precise connection is left 

to the reader to perceive for himself. In this way, the closure of the 
poem can be said to be open.69 But of course, open closure is really 
an artifice of subtlety because all the elements of closure are implied 

in the poem. In Chinese poetry, autumn is all too often a grief-

producing season in which lonely travelers long to go home, 

68 This has been noted by Hsiu Lung ^ j}| and Lu Tse 1¾? in T'ang Sung chueh-

chu hsuan chu-hsi comp. Tien Chung ΙΐΓφ and edited with 

commentary by Hsiu Lung ^ jj| and Lu Tse (Taiyiian: Shansi jen-min ch'u-

pan-she, 1980), p. 5. 
69 See Stephen Owen's fine analysis of this issue in The Poetry of the Early T'ang, 

pp. 127 and 133. 
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separated people desire reunion, and sensitive poets grieve over 
the cruelty of nature, which causes most plant life to wither. The 
gloomy and harsh late autumn evening scene in the quatrain thus 
intensifies Wang Po's homesickness. Moreover, a metaphorical 
relation between the poet and the flying yellow leaves can no doubt 
be established. Like the autumn leaves, the poet is being cut off 
from home, drifting in a foreign land to become haggard with grief 
and homesickness. Open closure is effective in extending the poetic 
spirit of a writer far beyond the physical confines of a poem. At the 
same time, it is also effective in inviting the sensitive reader into the 
poet's world of limitless imagination and feeling. It has been noted 
that open closure became one of the dominant forms of poetic 
closure in the eighth and ninth centuries.70 As sententiousness is one 
of the defining characteristics of the quatrain, open closure is far 
more important in the quatrain than in any other verse form. 

The next quatrain to be taken up is the "Song of Liang-chou" 
("Liang-chou tz'u" ®;H'| 1¾) by Wang Han 1¾ who died in the 
late 720s, the beginning years of the High T'ang Era: 

Fine wine of the grape, cup of 
phosphorescent jade, 

About to drink, the p'i-pa plays on 
horseback, urging us to set off. 

If I lie drunk in the desert, don't you 
laugh at me— 

Since ancient times how many men 
who marched into battle have come 
back again?71 

This poem is regarded by Hu Ying-Iin as approaching the style of 
High T'ang poetry.72 One distinctive quality of this quatrain is well 
brought out by Stephen Owen when he says, "what separates this 
poem from an Early T'ang border poem is the energy, the wildly 
unconventional behavior which incarnates the combination of 
desperation and carefreeness of the soldiers on campaign." 73 The 

70 [bid., p. 127. 
71This translation is an adaptation from Stephen Owen's version in ibid., p. 419. 
72HuYing-Iin, Shih-sou, p. 3. 
73 Owen, The Poetry of the Early T'ang, p. 419. 
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language of the poem is eminently simple and straightforward; the 

concluding line, in fact, even reads like a flat cliche. But it is hardly 

possible for any sensitive reader to fail to appreciate the strong 

feelings of desperation and heroic forbearance beneath this surface 

simplicity. The persona of the poem appears to abandon himself on 

purpose to drinking, but this only serves to hint subtly at his sense 

of desperation. There is no denying, however, that this quatrain is 

also charged with the expansive spirit of a man who is able to laugh 

in a hopeless situation. The sweeping continuous rhythm and the 

absence of statements of sorrow fully demonstrate the vast spirit of 

the poet. 

The kind of vital human spirit observable in Wang Han's qua­

train became an important new characteristic of High T'ang poetry. 
Part of the explanation for the immeasurable greatness of High 

T'ang resides in the fact that it is a poetry written by a group of 

extremely vigorous and exuberant men living at a high point in 
T'ang civilization. Relying on the solid foundations laid by cen­

turies of poets and folk song writers before them, the High T'ang 
poets further infused the quatrain form with a new energy and 

vigor. The result was indeed astonishing. A few examples will 
suffice to illustrate this. 

The poem titled "Bird Singing Valley" ("Niao-ming-chien" 

Ms a,5 ϊίιΐ]) is one of Wang Wei's most often quoted great quatrains: 

The man at leisure, cassia blossoms fall; AIM S TE S 

The night still, the spring mountain empty. ϊίί Iff# I-LlS 

The moon rises, startling mountain birds— fi] If [L| ,1¾ 

Time and again they sing in the spring KfnJl Φ 

valley.74 

Typical of Wang Wei's five-character quatrains, and especially of 

those in the Wang-ch'uan-chi #3 JI [ % (The Wang River Collection), 

this poem is deceptively simple.75 Two characters—"spring" and 

74Shen Te-ch'ien, T'ang-shih pieh-ts'ai-chi, vol. 2, p. 610. 
75Stephen Owen has offered a useful discussion of Wang Wei's "artifice of 

simplicity" in his The Great Age of Chinese Poetry (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1981), pp. 27—51. Also see Pauline Yu's excellent discussion of Wang Wei's 

quatrains in The PoetryofWang Wei (Bloomington: The University of Indiana Press, 

1980), pp. 165—169, 200—205. 
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"mountain"—are even repeated in this short poem. This quatrain 

is one among many of Wang Wei's poems in which a Ch'an-like 

vision or awareness (Ch'ati-ching ipf. ig) is expressed. Is it not more 

appropriate for us to say that the poem illustrates Buddhist qui­

etude rather than High T'ang vitality? Wang Wei has also written a 
considerable amount of very dynamic and vigorous poetry. And 

there is a close relation between the two personae of the poet as 

expressed in two kinds of poetry. "Bird Singing Valley" is written 

by someone whose spirit is vast enough to thrust away all in­

tellectual presuppositions in order to view nature in its pristine 

states of being. It captures two states of nature—one of quiescence 

and the other of dynamic motion—at the precise juncture of their 

interaction. The first couplet is a parallel one, consisting of four 

corresponding image clusters, juxtaposed side by side without any 

syntactic device to relate them. Therefore, it expresses an ideal state 
of being which is tranquil, self-contained, harmonious, and seem­
ingly timeless. In this perfect state, the poet and nature are one. In 
contrast, the second couplet is one extended syntactic unit, in which 
a clear sense of passing time is observed. For the poet is keenly 

aware that the birds are calling time and again. The continuity from 

the first couplet to the second is maintained in this poem by the fact 

that the second state of nature is derived from the first. In this 

quatrain, not only is its language simple, but the situation is most 
ordinary as well. There is neither unusual imagery nor startling 

event. Yet no sensitive reader can fail to see the poignancy of Wang 

Wei's perceptual experience and its profundity. Embedding a 
wealth of meaning in the most ordinary poetic situation and using 

the simplest language to describe it has been one of the ideals in the 
history of the quatrain. In this quatrain by Wang Wei, we see a full 
realization of this aesthetic ideal. To achieve this realization requires 
the greatest skill and articulate energy. 

The parallel couplet has been effectively used in Wang Wei's 

poem to bring out an ideal state of nature. We shall now look at a 

great "regulated quatrain" in which two perfectly parallel couplets 
are used. The following quatrain titled "Ascending the Heron 

Tower" ("Teng Kuan-ch'iieh-lou" 11:11¾¾!) was written by 
Wang Chih-huan (688—742), also a poet from the High 

T'ang period: 
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The white sun leans on the mountain, spent; 

The Yellow River enters the sea, flowing. 

If you want to exhaust your thousand-?! 
view, 

You must climb one more story of the 

tower.76 

Each of the couplets contains two lines which parallel each other 
word for word in both tonal and semantic aspects. But no reader 

through the centuries has ever complained that the poem is overly 

balanced and static. It resembles the middle two couplets of a 
regulated verse, but here strict parallelism is observed on the sur­

face, and not in its deep structure. Of the couplets, only the first 
one, which consists solely of natural images, is organized in such a 
way as to create a self-contained world. But, unlike the opening 

couplet of "Bird Singing Valley," the lines here have syntactic 
unity. Hence continuity is preserved within each line, this couplet 
tersely presents a scene of overpowering vastness which can be 

viewed from the Heron Tower. Although in the second couplet 
strict parallelism is observed on the surface, conditional syntax 

underpins the lines as their deep structure. Thus the couplet is to 
be read as one continuous unit, serving as the unifying, closural 

device for the whole quatrain. The lofty aspiration expressed at the 

end of the poem is prompted by his experience of viewing the over­

powering scenery. The desire to exhaust his thousand-// view 
tightly follows the sense of great distance described in the second 
line. The Heron Tower was situated in Shansi Province, far away 
from the ocean. The image of the Yellow River flowing into the 
ocean exists, then, only in the mind's eye of the poet. This fact helps 

us understand that the second line also serves as a vital link between 
the first couplet depicting the poet's perceptual experience and the 
second couplet describing his thought. The dynamic continuity so 

essential to the quatrain is thus kept intact by Wang Chih-huan's 
superbly crafted use of parallelism. 

Concerning the seven-character chueh-chu, Shen Te-ch'ien says, 

"It is most valuable for the seven-character chueh-chu to use familiar 

language to express far-reaching feelings, and to conceal meaning 

76Shen Te-ch'ien, T'ang-shih pieh-ts'ai-chi, p. 615. 
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without exposing it. It should use only immediate scenes and 

common everyday expressions, but at the same time it should 

contain overtones capable of causing the reader's spirit to reach far. 

Li Po is one who has achieved this."77 These are useful and 

perceptive observations, applicable in fact to many other poets as 

well. Although examples illustrating Shen Te-ch'ien's observations 

can readily be drawn from the works of Wang Wei, Wang Ch'ang-

ling, and other T'ang masters, I shall limit myself to the following 

quatrain by Li Po: 

Thinking of the Past in Yueh 

When King Kou-chien of Yueh came 
back after destroying the Wu, 

His warriors who returned home all 

wore embroidered clothes. 

Court ladies filled the spring palace like 

flowers, 

But now only partridges are flying 

there.78 

This quatrain was written when Li Po traveled to Yiieh-chou M ;Jli 

(modern Shao-hsing County in Chekiang Province). The 

historical site reminded him of an ancient event that took place there. 

In 494 B.C., King Kou-chien of the State of Yueh was defeated by 

King Fu-ch'ai of the neighboring State of Wu.79 After he 

returned home, Kou-chien reportedly lay on faggots and tasted gall 
(presumably some animal gall) every night to remind himself of 

the humiliating defeat while nursing vengeance against Fu-ch'ai. 

Nineteen years later he successfully conquered the Wu State. Li Po 
used the first three lines to recapture the past history and focuses his 
attention on Kou-chien's return in triumph. These images of past 

human glory contrast sharply with the bleak scenery described in 

the last line. This is certainly one level of meaning of the quatrain: 
the ultimate insubstantiality of human glory and achievement, 

compared to the eternal physical presence of nature. In this respect, 

77Ibid., p. 653. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Shen Tsu-fen, T'ang-jen ch'i-chueh-shih ch'ien-shih, pp. 70—71. 
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Li Po has departed from the usual manner of implying a thematic 

contrast between the two couplets of the quatrain. The imbalance 

between the images of past glory and the description of the present 

scene—three lines against one line—ironically strengthens the 

point that Li Po is trying to get across. Upon closer scrutiny, deeper 

implications also reveal themselves. Despite the superb continuity 

in the first three lines and the obvious contrast between them and 
the last line, the quatrain also follows the conventional two-couplet 

structure. The first couplet is about King Kou-chien, returning 

home after having defeated the Wu. His warriors were all gra­
ciously rewarded because they were given embroidered clothes to 

replace their armour. The second couplet concerns Kou-chien's 

palace, the symbolic center of Yiieh culture to which he returned 
in triumph. In his palace, the beautiful court ladies were waiting 
for his return. Kou-chien's extravagant and decadent life after his 

conquest of Wu is subtly implied. And it is on this site of extrava­

gance and decadence that partridges are now flying. In this way, the 

third line serves as the turning point in the poem. This quatrain, 
written in simple language, thus expresses the intricate web of Li 

Po's feelings and thoughts as he visited an ancient historical site. 
I would like to close this essay with a look at a quatrain by Tu Fu, 

who, as noted earlier, brought some fundamental changes to the 

chueh-chu genre. Tu Fu did not write many quatrains until late in his 
life, after he moved to Shu (modern Szechwan Province).80 There­

fore, most of his quatrains were written in a period of his life when 

he was self-consciously developing all kinds of startlingly new 
poetic techniques. He introduced strange rhythm and tonal pattern 
into the quatrain. He used this lyrical form for discursive and purely 

descriptive purposes. He enjoyed writing quatrains made up of two 

rigidly parallel couplets. I shall concern myself only with this last 

aspect because it bears particular relevance to the focus of this essay, 
the dominant aesthetics of the quatrain. 

The following poem, one of four titled simply "Chiieh-chii," is 
a good example of his radical transformation of the new quatrain: 

80Tseng Chien "Tu Tu-shih ch'i-yen chueh-chu san-chi" jjj| 

ft 12, m T'ang shih yen-chiu lun-wen chi ^ ̂  fiff m '>C ^ (Chung-kuo yii-wen 

yen-chiu-she, 1969), pp. 55-56. 
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Two orioles sing among green willow 

trees; 

A line of white egrets flies up into the 

blue sky. 

A thousand autumns of snow on the 

western range are framed in my 

window, 

And the boats that will go ten-thousand 

Ii to Eastern Wu are moored at my 

door.81 

This quatrain was written in 764, when the poet had finally settled 

down in Szechwan. He was enjoying a period of relative peace in 

his life, after the chaotic years following the An Lu-shan rebel­

lion. Previous scholars have criticized this quatrain for being like 

"broken embroidery and torn silk," lacking continuity and coher­

ence.82 These criticisms are justified only if we assume that Tu Fu 

has deliberately attempted to do away with the kind of dynamic 

continuity that so obviously exists between the two lines within the 

couplets and between the two couplets in all the examples we have 

examined above. Ching-hsien Wang has observed in his paper that 

the chtieh-chu is really closer to the "ancient-style poetry" than to 

the "modern style." This is certainly true in terms of the close 

relationship between the two lines of the couplets and of the 

transition from one couplet to the next. In the "ancient-style 

poetry," the second line in a couplet is usually sequential with the 

first in the unfolding of events, images, or ideas. Sequential order 

can usually be found in the overall progression of a poem as well. 

This sort of dynamic continuity, which, as I have argued, is intrinsic 

to the quatrain genre up until the High T'ang, is clearly lost in this 

poem by the great T'ang master. Tu Fu's quatrain presents a 

vignette of beautiful scenery as seen from his house. While in 

"Miscellaneous Poem Written in the Mountain," Wu Chiin still 

"appears" to integrate the isolated lines, Tu Fu here appears to be a 

passive observer detached from the scene, even though the four sets 

81Hung Mai -¾¾, T'ang-jen wan-shou chueh-chu ^ Λ ,¾ ^\l\ \ 'J (Hong Kong: 
Shih-chieh ch'u-pan-she, 1957), vol. 1, p. 5. 

82Hu Ying-lin, Shih-sou, p. 20. 
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of nature images do revolve around him. This is not to say that 
there is no sense of continuity in this famous quatrain. 

A careful reading reveals an important meaning from the visual 
surface which seems to constitute the whole poem. The poet is 

clearly in a happy and active sort of mood; he is drawn to nature to 

the extent that he wishes to take a boat and travel all the way down 

the Yangtze to the Wu region in eastern China. Although the four 

lines present four seemingly discrete, isolated sets of images, to­

gether they reveal a continuity in both spatial and temporal dimen­
sions. The quatrain progresses from things close to his house to 

things higher up in the sky and finally to things in the far distances. 

With the exception of Eastern Wu, all the nature images refer to 

things that could be seen from inside a window of the poet's house. 
Therefore, the poem extends from the near to the far, and from the 

visually present to what exists in his mind only. Similarly, in terms 
of time, the poem also begins with what is close at hand: the lyrical 

moment of the present. The two events in nature, described in the 
first couplet, seem to be suspended in a kind of eternal present. The 

third line then expands this lyrical moment to a very long stretch of 

time in the concrete image of "snows of a thousand autumns," 
which obviously suggests a continuity from the past to the present 

and then to the future as well. The last line extends from the present 
to the future: the boats that will go ten thousand Ii to Eastern Wu 

are now moored at his door. It is interesting that Tu Fu should use 

this concluding line, which is actually concerned with his fantasy, 
to bring out a sense of real time. For, when the boats do set off, their 
long journey to Eastern Wu will take place in a real temporal 

framework. Thus the poem can be said to move from a time frame 

that is purely poetic to a more abstract sense of time and finally to 

that of real time, albeit this last stage is only suggested. 
In one of his "Cedules," Peter A. Boodberg draws attention to 

possible associations with the seasons that may exist in the colors, 
images, and directions contained in Tu Fu's quatrain.83 If indeed 
Tu Fu was self-conscious m implying the system of correspon-

83Peter A. Boodberg, Cedules From a Berkeley Workshop in Asiatic Philology, no. 

022-550201. The analysis of the actual temporal progression in the quatrain is my 

own rather than Boodberg's. 
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dences among the "five elements," the "five colors," and the "five 

directions," then another level of temporal continuity can be dis­

cerned in his poem. In the first line the word "yellow" is associated 

with midsummer, while "green" (ts'ui) with spring. In the second 

line, the color "white" in "white egrets" is the color of autumn, 

while "blue" in "blue sky" is that of spring again. Since the yellow 

orioles are calling in the green willows and the white egrets are 

soaring up into the blue sky, perhaps the first couplet suggests a 

seasonal progression from spring to summer and then to autumn. In 
the crucial third line, the direction "west" corresponds to autumn, 

while the image of "snow" brings to mind the season of winter. 

Finally, in the last line, the word "east" in "Eastern Wu" is as­
sociated with spring. Therefore, the revolution of the seasons 

completes a full circle, and a well-integrated temporal continuity 

exists beneath the surface of a series of seemingly isolated sets of 

images. 
The above discussion runs counter to the previously quoted view 

that this quatrain by Tu Fu is like "broken embroidery and torn 
silk." But the kind of spatial and temporal continuity which I have 

been describing is a far cry from the dynamic continuity found in 

all the other quatrains that we have looked at earlier. The quality of 

continuity in this quatrain is the product of a great master late in his 

life when he was intensely self-conscious about poetic craft. The 
language of this quatrain is still simple, the vast spirit of the poet can 
still be felt, and a subtle meaning is implied in his description of 

nature, but that readily perceptible sense of dynamic continuity so 

characteristic of earlier quatrains is now undeniably gone. Tu Fu's 
ingenuity has certainly opened up new possibilities for the chiieh-chu 

form, but at the same time it has also done violence to one aesthetic 
property which has heretofore been intrinsic to the genre. 



Yu-kung Kao 

The Aesthetics of Regulated Verse* 

"Regulated verse" (lit-shih ίψ 1¾ is a highly schematized verse form 
which, after a period of incubation, emerged as a popular poetic 

genre in the seventh century. Even before that time, "regulated 

verse" had come to play a significant role in traditional Chinese 
society, not only as a literary form, but also as a political and social 

medium. In the normal usage of the term, "regulated verse" refers 
to a form containing eight lines of uniform length, with either five 

or seven characters per line, and conforming to a generally accepted 
code of phonetic and rhetorical rules. In this study, an exposition of 

these generally accepted rules serves only as the basis for my 
discussion of the less explicit and more controversial part of that 

code, which we, for lack of a better term, may call the "underlying 

aesthetics." 1 In reality, this aesthetics includes many diverse com­
ponents, each of which underwent various stages of transforma­

tion; the components range from such technical factors as structural 

design to modes of philosophical speculation. I propose to examine 
only three versions of this aesthetics, covering the seventh and the 
first half of the eighth centuries, the period traditionally called 
Early and High T'ang. But in order to give a more complete picture 
of historical development of these aesthetic values, I shall include a 

brief survey of the early evolution of "five-character line verse" 

(wu-yen-shih H n§^), which was the predecessor of "regulated 
verse." 

Although any study of a schematized verse form naturally 

* I wish to express my profound gratitude to Stephen Owen for making substan­

tial stylistic improvements in my essay. 
1 "Aesthetics" has been used in several different ways in contemporary writings; 

here I follow Stephen Owen's usage in his The Great Age of Chinese Poetry: The High 

T'ang (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 14. 
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should begin with its basic technical requirements, the study should 
not end there. A schematized form can be considered artistically 

significant only if its formal components contribute substantially to 

the total artistic effect of the poem. In its most powerful state, poetic 
form plays a necessary role in shaping the creative process. Conse­

quently, in a successfully executed poem, the form is an integral part 

of the poet's intention and is inextricable from the realization of the 
poet's vision. Only then can the form be said to have its own 

"formal significance." It is the complex interaction between form 

and the poet which makes possible the emergence of formal sig­

nificance. Behind this formal significance, there are such diverse 

issues as how a poet structures his poem within the limits of the 

form, what themes he chooses to express, and why one form is 
preferred over another. It is this nebulous area covering so many 

enigmatic but interesting questions which I refer to as "underlying 

aesthetics." It is "underlying" because, more often than not, it 
remains implicit and elusive; the practicing poet himself may not 

even be aware of its existence, let alone consciously recognize the 

complexity of the choices made. It is "aesthetics" because it is 
precisely this integral of choices which constitutes poetic beauty 

and value. Considering, for the sake of convenience, these choices 

as if they were fully conscious: they point to the poet's intention in 

relation to the form, to his understanding of the structural designs, 

his manipulation of rules to adapt to his creative imagination, and 

his effort of attaining his vision through this specific form. Form in 

the sense we are speaking of here is "received form," something the 

poet accepts from the literary community, something he continu­

ally recreates, something with which he must contend. Individual 
poets and critics may change some of the formal requirements, but 
no single person can create the aesthetics of a form. 

This aesthetics is basically an interpretative code, through which 
a poet can go beyond the textual meaning and the reader can 
understand its contextual significance. Through this code, the poet 

and reader can communicate and exclude the uninitiated. This 

aesthetic code cannot be acquired as a mere set of rules, prescrip­
tions, and proscriptions; it is learned only by internalizing models, 

with or without the assistance of explicit interpretation and pre­

scription. Precisely because it always presents itself indirectly, it is 
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difficult to articulate this aesthetics as a code, but the very fact that it 

never becomes fully explicit protects its power to suggest, to 

change, and to develop. The fact that I attempt to outline this 

implicit code in the following pages indicates that I do believe the 

code can be made explicit to a certain degree. Nevertheless, we 

should never forget the level on which this code always presents 

itself—submerged in and integrated with particular texts. 

Five-Character Line Verse 

The date for the beginning of "regulated verse" could be pushed 

back to the early sixth or late fifth century, when what I call 
"proto-regulated verse" began to make its appearance.2 However, 

if one tries to understand the aesthetics behind the growth of 
"regulated verse," one must look at the continuity between the rise 
of "five-character line verse" and the subsequent establishment of 
"regulated verse." For this reason, I will offer a general outline of 

the origins of the aesthetics in the period predating "regulated 

verse," giving special attention to the problems which are most 

relevant to the later discussion. The group of "Nineteen Ancient 
Poems" (ca. second century A.D.) will be used as the model of the 

earliest stage of development of this verse form. 

2 In the introduction to the " Wu-yen lii-shih" 51 e" ̂  section of his anthology 

of T'ang poetry, T'ang-shih p'in-hui Jg !$,¾¾, Kao Ping (1350-1423) sug­

gests: "Although the flourishing of 'regulated verse' occurred during the T'ang, it 

evolved from the 'parallel line verse' [li-chu H'oj] begun in Liang and Ch'en times. 

Liang Yiian-ti's poems of eight five-character lines were close to this form." 

See Kao Ping, T'ang-shih p'in-hui (rpt. Taipei: Shang-wu yin-shu-kuan, 1976), 

p. 47a. In recent years, the consensus was to place the beginning of conscious uses of 

tonal and parallel patterns as the start of "proto-regulated verse." This date can be 

as early as the last few decades of the fifth century. See Takagi Masakazu 

"Liu-ch'ao lii-shih chih hsing-ch'eng" TtNi§§|ft)¾, translated into Chinese 

by Cheng Ch'ing-mao fffand published in Ta-Iu tsa-chih 13, no. 9 

(1956), 287. Relevant to this problem, see also Wang Yun-hsi "Han-shan-

tzu shih-ko te ch'uang-tso nien-tai" ̂  (Jj ^ $3gy γψ ? m his Han Wei Liu-

ch'ao T'ang-tai wen-hsueh lun-ts'ung (Shanghai: Ku-chi 

ch'u-pan-she, 1981), pp. 204—217; and Chien Chin-sung "Mi-t'ien fa-lii 

hsi-t'an shih" M ^ & W- ifc if» in Chung-wai wen-hsueh φ ft £ P 11, no. 9 (1983), 

22-50. 
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Metrical Rules of"Five-Character Line Verse" 

The primary formal characteristic of the new verse form was the 

use of a new metrical pattern, which for the first time in the history 

of Chinese poetry was "character-based" or simply "syllabic." 

Prior to the appearance of "five-character line verse," Chinese 

poetry, from Shih ching through Ch'u tz'u JKt? to the Han 

"ballad" (yueh-fu 5¾ Jf^), permitted a variable number of characters 

(or syllables) in each line and a variable number of lines in each 

verse. It is possible that metrical variation was determined by 

music, but that hypothetical relationship remains obscure. Simple 

as it may sound, this new form dramatically changed the funda­

mental rules of Chinese poetry. This new change may be sum­

marized in the following four metrical rules: (i) each line has five 

characters, namely a pentasyllable line; (2) each line has a caesura 

after the second character, with a secondary caesura occurring 

either after the third or fourth character, according to the semantic 

division; (3) a couplet forms an independent two-part metrical unit; 

and (4) the rhyme falls at the end of the second line of the couplet. 

These regular syllabic rules probably represented a response to the 

nearly complete disappearance of the musical element, providing a 

definite meter to compensate for lost musical rhythms.3 

By definition, meter requires the repetition of pattern. In the 

earliest poetry, prior to the development of the regular pentasyl­

lable line, metrical pattern can be seen in the repetition of lines of 

variable syllabic length as defined by end rhymes, in the repetition 

of lines or stanzas with identical words, and in refrains, with some 

3 In his "Introductory Remarks on Orthodox Music" from the T'ung-chih 

Cheng Ch'iao (1104—1160) comments on the change from "poetry with 

music" to "poetry without music." He states "Ancient poetry is called 'song-ballad,' 

while poetry of later times is characterized by both 'ancient' and 'recent' styles. 
'Song-ballad' is composed for music, not for literature. Ancient people were 

profoundly interested in declamatory singing and resonant chanting. Now people 

no longer go for chanting, and have lost the secrets of song poetry. The words when 

regulated become poetry; poetry when given music becomes song. [In the past] one 

never wrote poems not to sing." See the Chinese text quoted in Chung-kuo ku-tai 

yueh-lun hsuan-chi ftM%. (Peking, 1981), p. 227. See also Andrew 
Welsh's comments on the change from "song melos" to "speaking melos" in his 

Roots of Lyric (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1978). 
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variations. Gradually, a tetrasyllable line did become the dominant 

metrical pattern in the Shih ching, and here too we begin to find the 

joining of two lines in couplets and the joining of two couplets in 
quatrains.4 These were merely tendencies and not strict rules. This 
possibly explains the failure successfully to continue and imitate this 

form in later periods; the imitators, assuming a regular syllabic line, 
dared not deviate from the "four-character line" norm. 

In the "ballads" of the Han, the "five-character line" had already 

begun to achieve dominance. The "five-character line" had an 
inherent superiority over the "four-character line," and its internal 

complexity permitted variations hitherto achieved only by variable 

line length. A meter of single beat is theoretically possible, but its 
literal "monotony" precludes its popularity. Although from the 

earliest days Chinese words were predominantly monosyllabic, 
disyllabic compounds and phrases were already common. Since the 

time of the Shih ching, the basic metrical unit was definitely di­

syllabic, interspersed only occasionally with a single beat unit. The 
five-character line consists of an initial disyllabic unit and a final 

trisyllabic unit, which may be further divided into a monosyllabic 
unit and a disyllabic one. The points of caesura are not formally 

marked, but in reading they can be easily located by the natural 
semantic divisions of the line. The trisyllabic segment can therefore 

be either "two-and-one" or "one-and-two," according to the 
combination of characters. This shifting caesural point adds a com­

plexity to the otherwise monotonous repetition of uniform pen­

tasyllable lines. If we remember that the earlier dominant rhythm 

was the even beat of the four-character line, we realize that the 
simple addition of one character was indeed a bold step, which 

meant that in the future Chinese poetic lines would have an odd 
number of syllables. Together with the shifting of the secondary 

caesura, the new rhythm seemed to offer possibilities for variety 

and fluidity. 
The couplet repeats the "two-and-three" rhythm and is marked 

strongly as a unit by the end rhyme, regularly appearing as the last 

4 For a comprehensive review of the essential forms of Chinese prosody, see Hans 

H. Frankel, "Classical Chinese," in Versification: Major Language Types, ed. W. K. 

Wimsatt (New York: Modern Language Association, 1972), pp. 22—37. 
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syllable of each couplet. The two lines therefore can be read as two 

parts of an anthem with its verse and antiphon. As a complete 

musical line, both exposition and response form a self-contained 

cycle. This refinement, together with the sense of independence 

encouraged by the rhetorical rules, prepared the way to identify 

each couplet almost as an individual stanza. Later, the stanzaic 

couplet was to become the structural base of "regulated verse." 

Rhetorical Rules of"Five-Character Line Verse" 

Since the prosodic boundaries in Chinese poetry always coincide 

with the lexical and syntactic boundaries of ordinary language, the 

prosodic units within lines and their higher combinations naturally 

are also the lexical and syntactic units, whereas in a polysyllabic 

language the metrical boundaries may occur at any arbitary break 

between syllables within a single word. Hence, it is reasonable to 

suggest that the extension of rhetorical rules is as simple as that 

for metrical ones. But in contrast with the clear formulation of 

metrical rules, rhetorical ones evolved only gradually and were 

never as well defined. The following should probably be con­

sidered proprieties rather than rules: (i) function words (hsii-tzu 

J,irf should sometimes be avoided; (2) noun-centered phrases 

may form the lines; (3) the couplet, with its two separate lines of 

equal length, becomes the most important independent super­

structure while the individual line, the next intermediate structure, 

can only be considered complete in conjunction with the other line 

in the same couplet; (4) a single predicate may extend over two lines 

to form a continuous couplet, or two predicates may fill the two 

respective lines to form a discrete couplet; and (5) in special cases, 

the discrete couplet may consist of two parallel lines. 

Chinese traditionally use the word chii (ty) to refer to both a 

syntactic sentence in ordinary language and a line in poetic lan­

guage.5 This superficial overlapping often belies the profound dif-

51 have discussed in detail the essential features of Chinese poetic language in 

another article. See Yu-kung Kao, "Approaches to Chinese Poetic Language," in 

C h u n g - y a n g  y e n - c h i u - y u a n  k u o - c h i  h a t i - h s u e h  h u i - i  l u n - w e n  c h i :  w e n - h s u e h - t s u  φ  ̂f j F F  
^KIlI*SiP#11ScifciiIPS.(Taipei: Chung-yang yen-chiu-yiian, 1981), 

pp. 423-454· 
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ferences between the two. Obviously there is no clear-cut way to 

define a syntactic prose sentence in Chinese, but the use of sentence 
particles is one evident marker of a C/JH. The gradual elimination of 

function words, including particles, prepositions, conjunctions, 

demonstratives (but not adverbs and modal terms), may reflect a 

secret impulse to downgrade syntactic units. Correspondingly, 
among the favored constructions in poetry we often find the 

nominal expression, which is simply an expression with a noun as 

the center and a quality attributed to it. This effectively divides 

poetic language into two types of structures: one, the sentence with 

its subject and predicate; the other, the phrase with its noun and 
qualifier. This division came to have great influence on the devel­
opment of style in Chinese poetry. 

One consequence of these developments in poetic language is 

that the line can no longer be easily justified as a sentence. This 
structural dependence between the lines in a couplet should dispel 
any illusion of "line" as the equivalence of "sentence." In a discrete 

couplet, the relation between the two lines is often one of coordi­
nation, which is the foundation of parallelism.6 Parallelism was 

always a prominent feature of Chinese poetry, but as coordinate 

relations in couplets became increasingly prevalent, the way was 
paved for the more sophisticated uses of parallelism in "regulated 

verse." 

Early Lyrical Aesthetics and the "Nineteen Ancient Poems" 

Already in the second century B.C., we find an explicit theory of 

lyric poetry that provides the basis of an interpretation of early 
poetry, particularly of the Shih ching. By the time the "Nineteen 

Ancient Poems" were being written (probably in the middle of the 

second century A.D. or later) this theory of the lyric was widely 
known and accepted by literati poets.7 It is no surprise that once the 

formal components of "five-character line verse" were established, 

6 For an excellent discussion of coordination and parallelism in general, see Hans 

H. Frankel, The Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady (New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1976), pp. 144—185. 
7SeeJamesJ. Y. Liu, Chinese Theories of Literature (Chicago: University of 

Chicago Press, 1975), esp. pp. 67—70. 
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the new poetry felt the influence of this theory of the lyric, which 

helped shape the emergence of a new and powerful lyrical 

aesthetics. 

This lyrical aesthetics was based firmly in the oldest definition of 

poetry in the Chinese tradition: "poetry expresses intent" (shih yen 

chih a phrase which appeared repeatedly in the early 

classics and was most systematically elaborated in the "Great Pre­

face," written no later than the first century, and appended to the 

Mao commentary to the Shih ching. This definition formed the 

basis of an "expressive theory of poetry," which has dominated the 

Chinese lyrical tradition until the present. 

In its broader interpretation, this simple maxim implies that the 

poetic impulse arises from the desire to express the mental states and 

acts of the poet through artistic language.8 To fully appreciate the 

implications of this seemingly innocuous statement of purpose, one 

has to consider several claims found in the Chinese humanistic 

tradition: (i) the understanding of one's own internal states by 

oneself and by others is of the highest priority among human 

endeavors; (2) the ideal and possibly the only way to achieve this 

understanding is to transcend surface and physical meanings and 

thereby capture the essence of the inner spirit; (3) ordinary lan­

guage is an inadequate means of perpetuating and communicating 

this inner spirit, and only artistic language is capable of accomplish­

ing this act of expression. 

From such early sayings as "expression is to make intention 

complete; literariness is to make expression complete" (yen i tsu 

chih, wen i tsu yen to those of later days, such 

as "to see the nature through mind" (i hsin kuan wu U, or 

"to capture the spirit through form" (1 hsing ch'uan shen IA 

a wide variety of statements on poetry are in some way extensions 

and applications of this primordial definition.9 The interaction 

8 See Ka1Jig-I Sun Chang, "Chinese Lync Criticism in the Six Dynasties," in 

Theories of the Arts in China, ed. Susan Bush and Christian Murck (Princeton: 

Princeton University Press, 1983), pp. 215-224. 
9The first quote "yen 1 tsu chih, wen i tsu yen" HH"> from the 

Tso-chuan if taken together with the idea of "attaining immortality by means 

of'establishing oneself in words'" (also from the Tso-chuan) is the most fundamental 

premise on which later versions of Chmese poetics were built. See Chung-kuo met-
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between "interiority" (hsin *\j) and its "expression" (yen U) can be 

illustrated by such lines from the Shih ching as "my heart is grieved, 

no one knows my sorrow." 10 The objectification of an inner state 

through art allows both the expression of self and the recognition of 

the self. Central to this act of communication are two processes, 

internalization and formalization, which are essential to under­

standing the nature of this aesthetics. 
in early poetry, both the narrative and descriptive modes were 

hsueh-shih tzu-liao hsuan-pien f4 Sfii (Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 

1980), vol. i, p. 3. Thephrase "1 hsin kuan-wu" JiI1is from Shao Yung 

"Kuan-wu p'ien" Huang-chi ching-shih ch'uan-shu This 

remark can be found in the same convenient anthology noted above, vol. 2, p. 17. 

The remark "i hsing hsieh shen" was made by Ku K'ai-chih Hta 

quoted in Chang Yen-yuan's 3H Li-tai ming-hua chi ΐϋ· It can also be 

found in ibid., vol. 1, p. 17$. Taken out of context, these two phrases have been 

subject to numerous interpretations. I follow the most popularly accepted interpre­

tation of them as the summation of ideas in the development of Chinese aesthetic 

thinking, not necessarily that accepted by the speakers. "Mind" here does not refer 

to the concept of wo or "I" in Wang Kuo-wei's ΞΕ HI f|l famous distinction 

between "i wo kuan wu" ("to see nature through my self") and "i wu 

kuan wu" ("to see nature through nature"). Wang Kuo-wei's remarks 

can be found in his Jen-chien tz'u-hua A fa] pj fj§, ed. Hsii Tiao-fu (Hong 

Kong: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1961). Wang Kuo-wei's ideas were also appropriated 

from Shao Yung, with his own interpretation added. "Mind" refers to the process of 

"internalization," which can be seen most distinctively in the theory of paintings, 

such as multiple perspectives, reliance on memory, and the synthesis of experience, 

all with specific emphasis on the importance of mind as a mediating a priori factor to 

the actual process of painting. Poetry certainly places the same emphasis upon this 

mediation, at least in theory. The formalistic language can be seen again in the 

structural and compositional design, the categorization of natural phenomena, 

themes and techniques, the systemization of learning of techniques, and the imitation 

of traditional models. In the center, there is the elusive concept of shen /jf$, which can 

be as simple as the "esssence" and "quality" of the object and as mysterious as the 

"divine spirit" of nature. Its complexity and changeability are understandable, as it 

basically denotes the intangible quality in lyrical experience, not possible to translate 

into ordinary language by definition, but profoundly moving and vivid for the ones 

who experience it. It is the quality of attaining the idealized state of beauty in arts. In 

every culture, the concept of beauty is resistent to analysis and has certain mysterious 

overtones. 
10See for instance, Song No. 167. A text of the song can be found in Kao Pen-

han Shih-ching chu-shih trans, and ed. Tung T'ung-ho 

(Taipei: Chung-hua ts'ung-shu pien-shen wei-yiian-hui, i960), p. 434. 
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used side by side with the lyric or expressive mode. Descriptive 

poetry reached its height in the "rhymeprose" (fu R) of the Han, 

whereas narrative poetry continued to enjoy popularity in folk 

literature. However, with the development of the new "five-

character line verse," the lyrical aesthetic became dominant. Fur­

ther, the evolution of the formal characteristics of "five-character 

line verse" played a significant role in establishing lyrical aesthetics 

over other poetic modes. For example, the strong presence of 
independent couplets made it difficult to sustain linear continuity in 

narrative. The diminishing role of function words and syntactic 
structures hampered the internal cross-referencing of narrative and 

made it difficult to coordinate lines within a coherent temporal-

spatial framework. The bipartite structure of couplets encouraged 
the use of parallelism not only within couplets but as a macrostruc-

ture of poetic amplification; this proved awkward and unnatural in 

the linear sequence of early narrative modes. The descriptive mode 

fared somewhat better: the new form seemed to encourage the 
presentation of a spatial dimension in a temporal artistic medium. 
In fact, the parallel relations in couplets lent themselves to a 

bipartite spatial relationship: the series of independent couplets 

easily suggested a corresponding juxtaposition in space. Looking 

through the "Nineteen Ancient Poems," we find none that are 
entirely narrative (although there are fragments of narrative 

sequence); two (Nos. 2 and 10) may be considered bona fide de­
scriptive poems; the remaining seventeen poems are lyrical verses 
representing several structural types. 

Poem No. 1 is probably the most typical example of a lyric poem 

dealing exclusively with the poet's internal state.11 Each couplet 
embodies a relation between an "I" (the poet) and a "you" (his 

addressee) and presents some aspect of the mental states and acts of 

poet or friend. Virtually the entire poem is enacted in the poet's 
imagination, as he or she imagines the painful consequence of 

parting and the even more frightening possibility of betrayal. The 
entire poetic act is like a person examining various possibilities 

from multiple perspectives and under different conditions. Formal 

11 See Ma Mao-yiian ,¾¾¾, Ku-shih shih-chiu-shou ch'u-t'an ΐίτΐΐ + Λΐί® ffi 

(Hsi-an, 1981), pp. 105—ill. Hereafter this book will be referred to as Ch'u-t'an. 
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repetition, a prominent feature of early poetry, is strikingly absent 

here. Yet repetition of an entirely different sort may still be present 

as the underlying structure; the lines of the poem are unified by a 

single state of mind and thereby possess a qualitative equivalence. 

As such, this poem captures that underlying equivalence as the 

lyrical quality of that moment.12 

What is in question here is a deep interiority, often vaguely 

referred to as personality, the point where a personal history and 

philosophy reside, inaccessible to any outsider. This person comes 

into contact with the world only through his perception and 

expression, and these contacts occasionally open up this private 

world to the others. This interaction between the surface and the 

depth, perception and personality, generates the poetic act and 

unleashes expressions of feeling and thought, judgment and 

imagination, remembrance and expectation. From the time of the 

Shih ching on, it was the interest in precisely this conjunction 

between interiority and the exterior world which lent such weight 

to poetic hsing (¾). Hsing, in this sense, was the "initial impression 
of natural objects" that served as a catalyst to precipitate poetic 
response. This tradition of the "affective image" continued to 

influence the opening lines of lyric poetry throughout the later 
tradition. Typical is the opening of the third of the "Nineteen 

Ancient Poems," in which the impressions of "green cypress" and 

"massive rocks" come and go abruptly, but still draw the poet's 

attention away from the mundane routine of life and ask the reader 
to share that movement.13 The tone in which these impressions are 
presented is almost impersonal, and that impersonality marks a 
universal condition that can be shared by the poet and his readers 

alike. If the beginning of Poem No. ι is overly personal by com­

parison, at least the action of "going on and on" is open for 

everyone to observe, not a private situation that only the poet has 

the privilege to know. In cases when the opening simply states a 

theme, it must be a generalized statement on life: no one can 
disagree that "one's living years do not exceed a hundred, but one 

12See Chu Tzu-ch'ing ^ g "Ku-shih shih-chiu-shou shih" 

m his Ku-shih-ko chien-shih san-chung lif IHfffcIIip Ξ Iii (Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-

pan-she, 1981), pp. 221—225. 
13Ma Mao-yiian, Ch'u-t'an, pp. 49—54. 
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often has the worries of a thousand years" (the opening lines of the 

fifteenth of the "Nineteen Ancient Poems").14 But most of the 

openings of the "Nineteen Ancient Poems" consist of impressions 

of natural objects ("bamboo") or parts of a scene ("bright moon" 

and "crickets"), either isolated from the rest of the poem or fully 
integrated as background. Poetry becomes the consequence of a 

confrontation between the poet and some external phenomenon, 

through which he voluntarily opens up his responses to you. 

Lyric poetry is presented to us as if written by the poet for his 

privileged audience of one, with him or far away, while we eaves­
drop.15 But often the presentation is too obviously directed to the 
general audience to maintain this air of private conversation, es­

pecially when the poet assumes the stance of a teller, as in the fifth of 

the "Nineteen Ancient Poems," whose "melancholy music" from 

atop a tower is described in an objective manner. In this case, 

communication seems to be directed to the general public, a point 
of view more typical of writers of narrative. But the purpose of 

lyric poetry is to "move," to "influence" one's friend, a point we 

are constantly reminded of in the critical theory of Shih ching in the 
concept offeng (¾). Thus in the end of the fifth of the "Nineteen 

Ancient Poems," the poet properly shifts to a direct address to his 
listener in a dialogic pattern. Likewise, the first poem of the series 

also concludes with a personal exchange. Here, despite the possible 

betrayal by his friend, the poet's final exhortation "to eat well" is a 
crucial reminder of the purpose of the poetic act. Of the seventeen 

poems in expressive mode (excluding the two descriptive poems in 

the series), only the endings of Poems Nos. 6 and 19 are simple 
descriptions of the poet's present or future state of mind, occasions 

when the poet's loneliness is so deeply entrenched that the presence 
of an audience is completely eliminated.16 

It seems that the "beginning" and "ending" of a lyric poem in 

the expressive mode are defined in terms of human interaction. If 

the beginning of a poem can be described as the interaction be­

tween the poet and the world, then the conclusion can be described 

liIbid., pp. 97—100. 
15See Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1957), pp. 249-250. 
16Ma Mao-yuan, Ch'u-t'an, pp. 69—72, 101-104. 
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as the interaction between the poet and his friend (unless the 

isolation is so intense that the poet loses all sense of his audience). 

These two formal structural devices not only shape the design of 

future lyric poetry, but also point out the inaccessibility and private 

nature of an individual's interior life, a life only glimpsed at 

through brief interactions. While the language of the "beginning" 

is marked by its fragmentary nominal phrases and juxtaposed 

impressions, the language of the "ending" is the fully syntactic 

language, complete with demonstratives, with reference to time, 

and most often with modal constructions. 

At the other end of the spectrum are two descriptive poems, one 

on the lonely lady left at home by her constantly traveling husband 

(No. 2) and the other on the forlorn couple, "Weaving Maid" and 

"Cowherd" (constellations), separated by the Milky Way (No. 

10).17 The frequent use of reduplicative descriptives strikes us as 

extraordinary; in other poems of the series these appear only 

infrequently. This form is strongly reminiscent of the traditional 

hsing style of the Shih ching, where such reduplicative descriptives 

commonly modify impressions of the external world. In these two 

descriptive poems the poet plays the role of an observer, but the 

series of impressions forms an extended version of the "beginning" 

in hsing-style poetry. Thus description is less an impersonal act than 

a series of highly impersonal impressions: the poet's reaction to 

nature and to the central character in the poem, be it the "lonely 

lady" or the "Weaving Maid." These poems are descriptive only 

on the surface, but in fact assume the voice of a persona to express a 

common lyrical quality that the poet and persona share. Even in the 

passages describing personal activities, feeling is hardly mentioned; 

we have only the objective comment "rain-like tears" or the 

thought "difficult to be alone in an empty bed." Through this 

formal poetic structure, emotions such as loneliness are given the 

objectification of art and presented to us, as if neutrally, for a 

response that cannot be neutral. 

More frequently, description is incorporated in the expressive 

mode, as in the twelfth poem of the series. The section beginning 

with "In Yen and Chao, beautiful women abound" (yen chao to 

17Ibid., pp. 112-117, 128-132. 
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chia-jen jffi {έ A) comes as such a complete surprise that many 

editors prefer to treat it as a separate poem.18 This editorial response 

to the mixing of modes suggests a clear recognition of their separate 

qualities. The first part of the twelfth poem is entirely in the 

expressive mode, concluding with a modal couplet that sounds like 

a clear marker of lyric closure. Thus a sense of fracture appears 

between the two parts of the poem, and the second, descriptive, 

section cannot be perfectly integrated into the whole. The descrip­

tive mode is more successfully integrated in the eighteenth poem of 

the series, where a bolt of patterned silk is described and trans­
formed into a metaphor that is embedded in the larger poetic act: an 

object from the outside world is integrated with feeling through an 

act of human imagination.19 When the object of a description is no 
longer a simple object but an artistic one, as when the poet listens to 

music from a tower in the second poem of the series, the experience 

itself can be sustained through different phases of emotional re­

sponse, and the poet can indeed be said to seamlessly fuse im­

pression with expression. Such rendering of description of an 

external event to signify an internal state proleptically maps out one 

future direction of Chinese poetics.20 The promise made by this 
mode is that if the interiority is secluded and inaccessible, if the 

language of interiority is inadequate for its truth, then the descrip­

tion of an external fact through formalistic language may provide 
an oblique route to the poet's inner world. The practical problem 
presented was the development of a formalistic language adequate 

to such a project. 

The Aesthetics of the Six Dynasties: 

From "Landscape Poetry" to "Court-Style Poetry" 

The period immediately following the production of the 
"Nineteen Ancient Poems" was one of the most creative times 

isIbid, pp. 84—88. Chang Feng-i in his Wen-hsuan ts'uan-chu 

was the first to divide the poem into two separate pieces. Yii Kuan-ying 

f o l l o w e d  t h i s  s u g g e s t i o n  i n  h i s  H a n  W e i  L i u - c h ' a o  s h i h - h s u a n  f i t x N f x f  * ϋ  ( P e ­

king: Jen-min wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 1958), pp. 65—66. 
19Ma Mao-yuan, Ch'u-t'an, pp. 141-144. 
20Ibid., pp. 62—68 
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in Chinese poetry, a period known as Chien-an (¾¾?, A.D. 

196—220). In fact, during the hundred years from Chien-an till T'ai-

k'ang (~i\St, A.D. 280—289), poetic experiments were carried out 

which foreshadowed most of the later modes of poetry. Neverthe­

less, the fundamental lyrical aesthetics of this period were a continu­

ation of the earlier one. The descriptive mode tended toward what 

was called "poetry on objects," while the expressive mode turned 

to "poetry on inner states." However, the expressive interpretation 

of poetry was so widespread and firmly entrenched that in her-

meneutics the distinction was blurred. The term yung-huai (¾¾) 

(expressing innermost feelings) may serve as a general category for 

expressive poetry, but we must also note that Juan Chi gjcfg 

(210—263), the pioneer of yung-huai poetry, included in his collec­

tion of eighty-two yung-huai poems, many pieces in the descriptive 

mode.21 Essentially, the term was used to indicate the use of a style 

following the model of "Nineteen Ancient Poems." If we look to 

some unifying characteristic of yung-huai, we would find it most 

readily in thematic treatment, in the predominant mood of fore­

boding, of frustration and loneliness, and in the voice of individual 

resignation in face of reality. Ifexpression came from the innermost 

depths of individual feeling, then all surface joy was sooner or later 

overwhelmed by a pain and disappointment that filled the poet's 

world and was deeply rooted in his experience. Even hedonistic 

philosophy, occasionally articulated in these poems, was presented 

as the sole refuge from an extremity of pain. The major themes 

from the "Nineteen Ancient Poems" that continually recur in the 

work of these later poets were "separation" and "death" or sheng-li 

ssu-pieh 4-;. 'ffl Vc S1I ("separation from the living and from the 

dead"). The futility of earlier attempts to overcome death became 

increasingly apparent; elixirs of immortality no longer held quite 

the same trust, and poets often returned to the old consolation of 

future ming ("recognition" or "fame") as a means of attaining 

immortality. Separation was even more painful, as the poets gener-

21 See Ting Fu-pao XfBfS> "Ch'uan San-kuo shih" -φ: 1 ffx| p-J, in Ch'uan Han 

San-kuo Chin Nan-pei-ch'ao shih £ /γ)λ -j. [y£j μ 'f (rPt- Taipei: Shih-chieh 

shu-chii, 1968), vol. 1, pp. 214—22s. This reprint is divided into three volumes and 

organized into sections by dynastic period. Hereafter only the particular section, 

volume, and page numbers will be given. 
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ally felt that it should be possible to overcome man-made obstacles, 

whether they arose from external circumstance or a lover's be­
trayal. A strong sentiment of despair marked the majority of yung-

huai poems. 
It is interesting to note that the celebration of joyful occasions, 

from exciting trysts in the woods to the happy reunion of a married 
couple, had suddenly disappeared from works in the new verse 

form at the end of the second century, which heralded a century of 

rebellions, civil wars, foreign invasions, and conquests. Ironically, 

this is also a century of great productivity in "five-character line 

verse." For people of this age, escape from the misery and tragedy 

of this world could be possible only for an immortal. The early 

flowering of "poetry on the wandering immortal" (yu-hsien-shih 

Sg fill f$) depended heavily on objective description.22 However, 

with the gradual rise of popular Taoism and alchemy, the observer 
assumed the active voice of an immortal, which allowed him, the 
alchemist-hermit, the would-be immortal, to speak in the desired 

voice of the fully realized immortal. The poetry of Hsi K'ang ffjjft 

(223—262) and Kuo P'u f|j 1¾ (276—324) moves freely between the 
personae of immortals and hermits and the poet speaking of him­
self.23 One significant change they brought to lyrical tradition was 
the introduction of an optimistic tone, a mood that in the past had 

always been shattered when reflection shifted from the present 

moment to the future. 
Out of this trend grew a new lineage in the poetic tradition, 

passing through the so-called "philosophical poetry" or "discursive 

poetry" (hsuan-yen-shih 1¾, and eventually culminating in the 

"landscape poetry" (shan-shui-shih 111TK ti-$) of Hsieh Ling-yiin 
MUM (385—433). This lineage represents a distinctive transfor­
mation, but not a complete break, in the traditional yung-huai 

mode.24 Eventually, there formed within this lineage the special 

22See Ts'ao Chih's "On Immortals" and "Ascending the Heavens" 

in ibid., "Ch'uan San-kuo shih," vol. 1, p. 142. Although the poet has 

clearly introduced elements of imagination into both poems, he is not yet an 

immortal 
23 Ibid., "Ch'uan San-kuo shih," vol. 1, p. 209, and "Ch'uan Chin shih" -¾ 

vol. i, pp. 423—425. See especially Hsi K'ang's ^lrst poem on "Stating My Life 

Ambition" Jjt,¾, p. 209. 
2iIbid., "Ch'uan Sung shih" vol. 2, pp. 632-654. 
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aesthetics of the Southern Dynasties (fourth through the sixth 

centuries) which developed into "court-style poetry" (kung-t'i-shih 

ΙΪΙδΙί), where we find the prototypes of "regulated verse." 

Therefore, it is necessary to consider briefly the aesthetics of this 

particular poetic lineage. 

We may trace this lineage back to the early years of the third 

century, when Ts'ao P'i WS (186—226) had written of his delight 

in social gatherings and visiting friends.25 On reading Chang Hua's 

(232—300) poem "On the Third Day of the Third Month," 

we realize that these sensuous and social pleasures were open affairs, 

if not to every one, at least to the upperclass literati.26 Chang Hua's 

poem is one of the earliest works presenting a picture of a joyful 

banquet set in a beautiful natural setting, complete with the per­

formance of music and dance. Celebration here had a definite philo­

sophical dimension, with repeated references to Confucius' vision 

of the good life. It is significant that on the most renowned occasion 

in the Analects, where we see Confucius' vision of happiness, the 

Master asks his disciples to "state [their] life ambition" (yen chih), 

the same exact wording as yen chih in "[poetry] expresses intent." 

Confucius was profoundly moved by Tseng Tien's answer that he 

only hoped to sing and dance with friends near I River in a fine 

spring day.27 Here, with Confucius' endorsement, "life vision" is 

simply an artistic experience, and it could well be taken as the best 

illustration of the underlying philosophical basis of the future 

"landscape poetry." 

In the hands of Hsieh Ling-yiin, "landscape poetry" acquired its 

own identity in both its formal and thematic components. The 

journey itself became its own purpose rather than some fixed 

destination, and thus the visual and auditory pleasures of the jour­

ney were enjoyed for their own sake. The writing of the poem was 

simply the presentation of these pleasures; the poem itself became a 

series of still pictures arranged along the axis of forward movement 

in the journey. And there was corresponding pleasure in the me­

ticulous description of each stage, a loving care given to capturing 

25Ibid., "Ch'uan San-kuo shih," vol. i, p. 132. 
26Ibid., "Ch'iian Chin shih," vol. 1, pp. 281—282. 
27See D. C. Lau, Confucius: The Analects (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1979), 

pp. ΙΙΟ-ΙΙΙ. 
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each significant moment. Out of this care taken to find artistically 
adequate correlatives for those special moments of lived expe­
rience, great impetus was given to the rhetorical aspect of 
composition. 

In the years between the "Nineteen Ancient Poems" and those of 
Hsieh Ling-yiin, the technique of parallelism had made great prog­
ress, but Hsieh made use of this new form to serve his special 
vision. As he moved through the landscape, his appreciation 
seemed to be punctuated by a series of stops. At each of these stops 
he appeared to take a breath and consider the surrounding view as a 
whole. Hence the parallelism presents to us two simultaneous 
pictures of a diptych and, even more importantly, the picture given 
in the couplet has a totality in itself that can be considered in 
isolation as one frame in a long handscroll. Even taken out of 
context, the couplet retains its aesthetic value. This impression of 
completeness was greatly strengthened by his extensive use of a 
parallelism which allowed no duplication of words in the two lines; 
this evolved into the new "regulated parallelism" which I shall 
discuss in the next section. In the absence of repeated words, 
elements from both lines were given as complementary parts, 
facing each other across a space, with the observer in the center, but 
remaining outside. 

However, Hsieh Ling-yiin was also strongly influenced by "dis­
cursive poetry." Hsieh could never give himself over entirely to the 
sensuousness of his descriptive world, and he invariably chose to 
end his poems with a passage of meditation on the meaning of life 
that was seldom perfectly integrated with the passages of descrip­
tion. Unable to resolve this problem of unity, he left it, along with 
his contributions to the poetry of "visiting landscapes," to the poets 
of the second half of the fifth century. His immediate successors, 

Hsieh T'iao ®tft (464-499) and Chiang Yen ft tfg (444-505), felt 
the shaping power of his vision of "landscape poetry," but they 
were probably influenced equally by another poet, Pao Chao $|} Bg 
(415—466), a younger contemporary of Hsieh Ling-yiin.28 Thus 

28Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Sung shih," vol. 2, pp. 664—708, for Pao Chao 

"Ch'iian Ch'i shih" vol. 2, pp. 798—830, for Hsieh T'iao Iff "Ch'iian 

Liang shih" :¾;¾!¾, vol. 2, pp. 1,032—1,054, for Chiang Yen See also John 

Marney, Chiang Yen (Boston: Twayne, 1981). 
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they inherited not only the heritage of "landscape poetry," but also 

through Pao Chao the older tradition of "expressing innermost 

feelings" directly traceable to the "Nineteen Ancient Poems." As 

such they were able to reconcile these two opposite, but comple­
mentary, traditions. Their achievements lay in a movement toward 

a more compact form which gave focus to the richness of sensory 

experience and at the same time sought to present that experience as 

response to the impressions of nature, as expression of their feelings. 

More than Hsieh Ling-yiin's work, many of these poems may be 

properly called "poetry to describe the scenery" (hsieh-ching-shih 

because their acts consist more of "looking from one 
point" than of "moving and looking" as if on a journey. They were 

also prolific in writing "poetry on objects" (yung-u>u-shih 1¾%!¾ 
in a leaner and purer style than previous poetry in this mode, most 

of them in "ballad form" (yiieh-fu). 

Their creative efforts, together with experiments in new eu­
phonic patterns, paved the road for the establishment of "court-

style poetry" as a popular genre.29 In a number of ways, the 

aesthetics of the new genre did not encourage continuing experi­
mentation; the advent of "regulated verse" was delayed another 

century. "Court-style poetry" had its thematic limitations as well 

as its formal constraints. Nevertheless, central to all these compo­

nents was the tacit acceptance of sensuality as the sufficient and 

possibly necessary condition of artistic experience. The "interior-
ity" of poetry began as "intent," or "vision" and, passing through 

various metamorphoses, it could only be defined as "thought" and 

"feeling." In "court-style poetry" it degenerated into "sensation," 
and "sensation" of only the most pleasant sort. Here at last, Ts'ao 

P'i's self-satisfaction in the happy feast of senses came to be a daily 
event set in a controlled environment, often a cultivated garden or a 

sumptuous banquet. No longer natural and drastically limited in 

29 For a discussion of "court-style poetry," see Anne Birrell, New Songsfrom a Jade 

Terrace (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1982), especially the "Introduction," 

pp. 1—28, and John Marney, Liang Chien-wen Ti (Boston: Twayne, 1976), pp. 76— 

117. For a discussion of the development of "court-style poetry" in the T'ang, see 

Stephen Owen, The Poetry of the Early T'ang (New Haven: Yale University Press, 

1977), pp- 3-13-
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scale, the minute details of experience were finely tuned to a 

sensitive, but delicate, year of the new aesthete. Imperceptibly, the 

place of expressive music from a disturbed mind, appearing so often 

in early poetry, was taken by a pictorialism where visual beauty and 

harmony reigned. Even when the voice of a persona appeared, it 

was a non-intrusive sentiment, designed not to draw attention but 

to provide the human interest in an otherwise objective picture. 

The voice of the pining lady or melancholy poet also replaced 

meditation on ethical and metaphysical issues. This new ending at 

least partially overcame the dichotomy between impression and 

expression in presenting a unified tableau. It is no wonder that this 

particular style continued to rule the literary scene long after the 

end of the Southern Dynasties in 589. But it was the persistent 

undercurrent of yung-huai which eventually brought a new life to 

poetry. 

Regulated Verse 

The movement toward determinate poetic form seemed to 

gather momentum in the second half of the fifth century with the 

new awareness of the tonal nature of Chinese language. In the 

following period of gestation, the two important formal techni­

ques, tonal pattern and parallelism, underwent further refinement 

and provided the basis for the initiation of true "regulated verse" in 

the beginning of the seventh century. 

This development really had two separate, though interrelated, 

aspects. The rhetorical rules developed steadily from the earliest 

days of "five-character line verse" and took control imperceptibly 

and unannounced. By contrast, the phonic rules attracted consider­

able attention during their initial stages and stirred up sporadic 

opposition during the sixth and seventh centuries. These rules 

firmly laid the foundation for the transformation of contemporary 

"descriptive poetry" into the more structured "regulated verse." 

Keeping in mind that these rules underwent a long formative 

period, we shall now describe the final established version of these 

rules. 
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New Metrical Patterns 

The earlier discussion of metrical rules involved only syllabic 
ones. Another set of rules began to develop in the second half of the 
fifth century, when philologists and poets noticed the tones in their 
language, probably stimulated by the introduction of Sanskrit and 
its linguistics, brought into China by Indian Buddhists.30 They 
immediately tried to apply this new discovery to poetry and 
created the new "tone-based rules" or tonal patterns. 

Chinese had probably been a tonal language from the very 
beginning, even though the nature of earlier tones (say during the 
fifth century B.C.) is still unknown. The tonal qualities of Chinese 
during the inception of tonal regulation during the fifth century 
A.D. was very close to that of the T'ang period (6I8-907), thus 
insuring an easy transition from "court-style poetry" to "regulated 
verse." Shen Yiieh tt*9 (44I-5I3), generally credited as the dis­
coverer of tones, was probably only one of many from the poetry 
circle which concerned itself with tonal rules. Hsieh T'iao and 
WangJung ::ElM! (467-493) also belonged to this group.31 But the 
most significant contribution was the simplification of the tonal 
system from a quadripartite division into a bipartite one, which 
made the marriage of tones and poetry a reality. This new division 
of "level" and "oblique" tones may appear trivial, but, as John Lotz 
points out in his study of versification in many cultures, in all the 
metrical systems he examined: "the phonological elements are 

30 The following discussion of tonal patterns is based pnmarily on the study m 
Wang Li's:E1J Han-yu shih-Iu-hsueh iijj,!f~c¥jf~ (Shanghai: Chiao-yu ch'u-pan­
she, 1965), pp. 41-131. Although I had consulted Ch'i Kung's ~.!;I; Shih-wen sheng­
lu lun-kao ~~)(~jf ~~11!ii (Peking, 1978), I finally rejected his interestmg but 
problematic analysis of these patterns. See also Stephen Owen, The Poetry of the Early 

Tang, pp. 429-431; and Hans H. Frankel's development ofG. B. Downer and A. C. 
Graham's theory in W. K. Wimsatt, Versijication, pp. 29-32. 

31 See HSiao Tzu-hslen JlIIi+IIIL Nan-Ch'i shu WH!!f1f quoted m Liang·Han Wei­

Chin Nan-pei-ch'ao wen-hsueh p'i-p'ing tzu-Iiao hui-pien iiPiiifJil ~ j¥dU\Il)( ~jJt~'F 
~iSt*~, ed. K'o Ch'ing-mmg fiiJ~~ and Tseng Yung-I tt7l<R (Taipei: 
Ch'eng-wen ch'u-pan-she, 1978); and LIU Shan-ching %ilj~~, "Ssu-sheng lun" 
I1!l ~~, quoted in Chung-kuo Ii-tai wen-Iun hsuan '*' Il\1lI ~ ~)( ~~, ed. Kuo Shao­
yii ~BW~ (Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1982), vol. I, pp. 225-228. For Shen 
Yiieh's ttlt:J poetry, see Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Liang shih," vol. 2, pp. 987-1,029; 

for Wang Jung's :ElM! poetry, see "Ch'iian Ch'i shih," vol. 2, pp. 778-795. 
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grouped into only two base classes, never into more ... although in 

principle much finer gradations would be possible."32 

Unfortunately, the exact nature of this new tonal division re­
mains a matter of speculation. But reducing a more complex but 
realistic division into the simple binary system inevitably involves 
some strong phonic distinction to distinguish clearly the two con-
trastive classes. Without going into technical details, most hy­
potheses of the physical nature of these tones support a distinct 
contrast, either in duration between long and short tones, pitch 
between low and high, or in contour between level and deflected.33 

It is also possible that two or even all three of these categories of 
distinction were combined, which would have provided an even 
stronger contrast for the contemporary ears. As a working hy­
pothesis, I propose only to see their contrast as between "lax" and 
"tense." The alternation of relaxation in the "level" tone and 
tension in the "oblique" tone will sufficiently illustrate the form and 
function of this new meter. The upbeat of urgency and momen­
tum alternates with the downbeat of resolution and finality. This 
adequately explains the sense of anticipation in the closing of the 
first line of a couplet, usually in an oblique tone, and the sense of 
response and finality in the level tone which concludes the second 
line. Thus oblique tone suggests an urgency (and anticipation) 
unsuitable for closure. 

This newly added element of tonal contrast allowed poets to 
experiment with the construction of an auditory design of some 
complexity, rather than building a simple repetition rhythm, as was 
the case in most other poetic traditions. The superimposition of a 
set of tonal patterns on the old syllabic meter resulted in what may 
be viewed as a system of contrasts based upon an underlying 
principle of symmetry. From this principle, factors of balance and 
dynamism, equivalence and opposition, stillness and movement, 
were meticulously distributed to achieve the maximum effect. 

32W. K. Wimsatt, Versification, p. 15. 
33 Concerning the tones in T'ang Chinese, Wang Li proposes a contrast between 

long (for the "level" tone) and short (for the "oblique" tone). See his Ηαη-γύ shih-lu-

hsueh, pp. 6—7. But many linguists disagree with him on this hypothesis. For 

example, see Tsu-Iin Mei, "Tones and Prosody in Middle Chinese and the Origin of 

the Rising Tone," Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 30 (1970), 86—no. 
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The resulting patterns discussed below were unsystematically 

incorporated into the final code in a series of stages. The first set of 
line patterns made its appearance in several variations during the 

middle of the fifth century; by the end of that century, many poets 

evidently began to treat them as the basic meter. The second set of 

couplet patterns began to be formulated at the same period, but its 

full adaptation into the system did not occur until the middle of 

the seventh century. Finally, possibly in the middle of the eighth 
century, the verse patterns were accepted widely as the prerequisite 

of a "regulated verse." Ironically, it was at this time that the most 

innovative poetic period, the High T'ang, had already come to its 
end. 

(1)  TONAL PATTERNS FOR LINES 

The basic metric unit in "regulated verse" remains the disyllabic 

segment, which is assigned a tonal class according to the tone of the 
second, accented syllable. Theoretically, a typical example will 

have both syllables belonging to the same tone, but in reality 
instances in which they use opposite tones are almost as frequent. 
The combination of these tonal segments reflects the principle of 

maximum contrast. Hence, the normal four-character line will 

have two simple patterns: "--/' and 1 with "-" standing 

for a "level" tone, standing for an "oblique" one, and "/" 
standing for the cesura. (I will not discuss the variations of these 
patterns, such as "- / -" based mainly upon the disyllabic tonal class 
with opposite tones.) 

(2)  TONAL PATTERNS FOR COUPLETS 

According to the principle of maximum contrast, on a higher 
level the natural opposition of 1)" is obviously 
and that of "'1 / (--) is "-- / (1') -"—its mirror image. Since the 
rhyme is supposed to be confined to the level tone, the only possible 
combinations for couplet patterns are the two pairs whose second 
line ends in a level tone. As in earlier poetry, the rhyme falls at the 
end of each couplet (x ax a χ ax a). If one could draw the distri­
bution of these patterns in color, the visual sense of balance would 
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become immediately apparent. The enclosed design, with each part 

balanced by its opposite, creates a symbol of totality and self-

containedness. The symmetry suggests a mini-system independent 

from the larger whole. The couplet's sense of independence is now 

doubly reinforced by phonic enclosure. 

( 3 )  T O N A L  P A T T E R N S  F O R  V E R S E  

To obtain contrast on the highest level, for a four-couplet verse 
one would naturally alternate the two sets of couplet patterns to 

form a quatrain, then repeat the quatrain to complete the pattern. 

If the concept of "opposition" (tui f j) is the operating principle 
between the two lines within the same couplet, then the line 

operating between the two couplets involves a new concept of 

"connection" (literally "gluing together," nien 1¾). Connection is 

achieved through the use of units of the same tonal class in the initial 

positions of two neighboring lines from two different couplets. 

This reinforces the coherence of the poem by balancing the greater 

independence of each closed couplet. The alternation of the two 
sets results in the "connection" between two sets, whereas the 

repetition of the same set would break this connection. Since the 

same pattern will be repeated after each quatrain, this procedure 
can be extended indefinitely, which is precisely what occurs in the 
"extended form" (p'ai-lii f-ft) of "regulated verse." But in 

normal "regulated verse" the quatrain is repeated only once. If the 
mirror image between lines suggests "opposition," the alternation 

between couplets creates "variations," and the second quatrain is 

the "transposition" or "development" that follows the completion 
of the "exposition" of the first quatrain. 

One exception to the rhyme rule is the possible use of rhyme at 

the end of the first line in the first couplet, yielding a rhyme scheme 
aaxaxaxa. This variation permits the early establishment of the 
sense of rhyme, but it also disturbs the mirror image in the first 
couplet, demanding the use of the only other line pattern ending 

with a level tone. However, the remaining patterns of the whole 
verse will continue unchanged. The first line will be repeated in the 
fourth and last lines, preserving the principle of maximum contrast 

by keeping the greateat possible distance between lines with iden-
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tical patterns. To conclude our observations on phonic patterns, I 

would like to compare the new code, no longer a linear pattern 

with a forward-moving momentum, with the blueprint of design 

of four independent, but related, quarters, each made with building 

blocks of two contrastive colors. They are fitted together snugly as 

one level of a symbolic system, to be completed by other 
components. 

New Rhetorical Patterns 

As in the case of metrical rules, the development of rules of 

rhetoric was continuous and gradual, with no perceptible break. 

However, one may still recognize the codification of a type of 
structure later known as the "regulated parallel couplet" (Iti-Iien 

iffi), which came to play a central role in shaping the design of 
"regulated verse."34 The concept of "regulated parallelism" is 

again based upon the principle of symmetry, in contrast to the 
earlier "duplicated parallelism" which was based upon the prin­

ciple of repetition. "Parallelism" is essentially the extension and 
variation of the principle of equivalence, basic to lyric poetry. In 

the extreme case, equivalence becomes repetition, as in the early 

folk songs from the Shih ching. The old "duplicated parallelism" 
uses partial repetition in order to accentuate the difference of 

variable elements. As a prohibition against lexical repetition gradu­

ally became part of the new aesthetics, "parallelism" moved to the 

other extreme. 
The new "regulated parallelism" operated primarily on the level 

of couplet; the two lines within a couplet are organized as corre­

sponding parts of a balanced and enclosed system, in which each 

component in one part is matched by a similar, yet different, 

component in the corresponding position of the other part. 

Similarity occurs through an identity of word class in parallel 
components; difference occurs by the prohibition of repetition and 
the opposition of tones. This new requirement could perhaps only 

be realized in a non-inflected language that was essentially mono­

syllabic, where position and word boundaries can be strictly 

limited. Only in a language not dependent on function words can 

duplication be completely eliminated. Even more important is that 

34Wang Li, Han-yu shih-lu-hsueh, pp. 142-183. 
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in Chinese each semantic segment contains either one or at most 
two syllables. Any longer segment is seen as the combination of 
these minimum monosyllabic and disyllabic ones, and, as men­
tioned earlier, the phonetic boundaries of a compound are also its 
semantic boundaries. This assures the relatively effortless attain­
ment of perfect correspondence between two parallel components. 

Word class began as simple grammatical classification, with 
noun to match noun, and so on. But as Chinese generally con­
sidered this classification a semantic system, matching tended to 
occur in categorical groupings, preserving matching by word class, 
but semantically more determinate. Categories such as "celestial," 
"terrestrial," "architectural," "botanical," etc., absorbed gram­
matical categories into a semantic encyclopedia of all phenomena. 
Words from the same specialized category obviously share certain 
qualities, while maintaining some semantic identity. Consequent­
ly, every pair of parallel objects has certain degrees of underlying 
equivalence, with sharply contrastive surfaces. This restored the 
lost concept of repetition, at least on the level of the couplet, and 
made the parallel couplet even more enclosed than before. 

Reacting to this strong presence of parallel couplet, the non-
parallel verse structure seems to share the common characteristic of 
linearity and continuity. This marked the further demarcation of 
two types of poetic diction, which I shall not go into here. If one 
considers the mastery of parallel couplets (albeit without strict tonal 
patterns) by Hsieh Ling-yiin as the beginning of the evolution of 
new rhetorical patterns, the culmination of that evolution can be 
found in its final establishment, probably in the middle of the 
eighth century. By this time, both tonal and rhetorical patterns 
were firmly in place, and any violation was considered a serious 
error. In other words, codification was also the beginning of 
fossilization. In the following pages we will give a brief survey of 
the impact of the "regulated couplet" and its influence on different 
levels of verse. 

( l )  P A R A L L E L  P A T T E R N S  I N  L I N E S  A N D  C O U P L E T S  

Parallelism favors nouns for several reasons. One of the most 
obvious is that matching two elements often depends on two head-
nouns from the same word class. The proliferation of noun 
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categories reflects the emphasis placed upon the nominal world. 

Another reason is that the parallel couplet's most effective function 

is to record the poet's impressions of the world, directly and 
objectively. In a parallel couplet, the poet's act of observation is 

typically implicit, and in this case even verbs of perception, such as 

"see" and "hear" may be considered superfluous. Therefore, a 

nominal expression linking a concrete noun and its most character­

istic quality is used to describe one's impression of the natural 

world, with little interference from the mediating observer. This 

impression is also of a particular moment, because parallelism 

generally avoids explicit reference to relative time. Nevertheless, 
space is implied here as simultaneous existence, interacting with the 

poet in the center. 
Once established, these characteristics of the parallel couplet 

readily had consequences on the level of the line. The increased use 
of nominal expressions, together with the implied structure of 

juxtaposition, gradually influenced poetic diction and intensified an 
earlier tendency in the treatment of nouns and function words. First 

of all, "content words" or "lexical words" (shih-tzu are 
practically the only ones allowed in the parallel couplets.35 Among 
these content words, the noun of course is the center, but, in fact, 

quality words, with their own special categories, including 
"colors," "numerals," and "directions," subtly dominate the scene. 

On the other hand, the number of function words diminishes 

greatly. By definition, a series of juxtaposed nominal expressions 
excludes the use of function words. In parallel couplets, certain 

categories, such as "particle" and "preposition," were used only 
occasionally, when a poet wanted to create special effects. Other 

35 One famous example of the use of "function words" in the middle couplets can 

be found in Wang Wei's "Drifting on the Front Pond" with two particles, i IJ, and 

chih See Pauline Yu, The Poetry of Wang Wei (Bioomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1980), pp. 193 — 194, 230. But the exceptions were rare before the end of the 

sixteenth century. The popularity of the Kung-an and Ching-hng Jgg? 

Schools at the beginning of the seventeenth century prompted numerous experi­

mentations with the use of "function words" in "regulated verse." This practice was 

denounced by both Wang Fu-chih | • -;i; (1619— 1692) in his Chiang-chai shih-hua 

(Peking. Chung-hua shu-chu, 1981), pp. 112—113 and Wang Shih-chen 

-): i; Jiii (1624—1711) in his Tai-chmg-t'ang shih-hua SrlSIjEjHf IS (Peking: Chung-

hua shu-chii, 1982), p. 759. 
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categories with much influence on lexical meaning, especially 
"modal words" and "adverbs," were used with discretion. All in 
all, this resulted in lines with rich meanings on the lexical level and 
dense in texture. In a parallel couplet, the juxtaposition could work 
in two different directions, as internal relations within the line and 
as lateral relation between the two lines. This naturally further 
intensified the overall texture; whatever syntactic structures were 
left in the line were relegated to the background. 

( 2 )  C O N T I N U O U S  P A T T E R N S  I N  L I N E S  A N D  C O U P L E T S  

In contrast to the fragmented lines and couplets, another type of 
poetic diction, marked by linearity and continuity, continued to 
assert itself in "regulated verse," leading eventually to a structural 
design which made a clear division between these two types of 
diction and assigned each its special position in verse. In a verb-
centered language, each verse line is normally continuous, with 
subject and predicate. Despite the dominance of "nominal ex­
pressions" (including "topic and comment"), Chinese lyrical poe­
try still uses the continuous line with frequency. Even the absence 
of a subject could not change the force of the verb, which, whether 
transitive or intransitive, often moved forward along the con­
tinuous line of a sentence. This sense of transitivity provided the 
momentum to carry the reader to the end of the poem. 

Neighboring lines are linked together by an explicit or implicit 
temporal progression, by causal or logical interpretation, and most 
powerfully by syntactic structure. This forms a continuous couplet, 
either in coordination or in one integral structure. The coordinated 
couplet includes "question and answer," "condition and state­
ment," and many other structures. The integral couplet can have 
the subject in one part, the predicate in another, or the subject and 
verb in one part and the object in another. In both cases, only one 
verb is involved. The most interesting case is the use of the pivotal 
object-subject construction, where the object of the verb in the first 
line serves at the same time as the subject of the verb in the second 
line. The transitivity is carried by the first verb through the pivotal 
noun onto the second verb and finally ends with the terminal 
object. 
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Not all parallel couplets are discrete; a particular type of parallel­

ism popularly known as "on-rush flowing water couplet" (liu-shui-

tui fI) describes the continuous but parallel couplets fre­

quently used by the Early T'ang poets. The surface parallelism is 

supposed to disguise the undercurrent of continuity, thereby 

merging two different perspectives. 

(3)  PATTERN FOR VERSE 

The two types of diction gravitated toward two modes of 

expression, the descriptive and the expressive. Even if this distinc­

tion is not absolute, the former favors continuous couplet and the 

latter a parallel one. After the middle of the eighth century, the 

distribution of parallel and continuous couplets in a verse eventu­

ally became a hard-and-fast pattern. No poet claiming to write in 

the norm of "regulated verse" would deviate from this pattern 

without some special reason. 

This pattern, simply stated, has the two outer couplets con­

tinuous and the two inner ones parallel. In the early period, continu­

ing the practice of "court-style poetry," the first couplet was often 

used to introduce the initial act through the presentation of im­

pressions; therefore, they often appear in parallel structure. Later, 

the poet always had a choice between the two forms of initial 

couplet. Before the middle of the eighth century, often only one of 

the two inner couplets was parallel, particularly when the first 

couplet was parallel. In rare cases, none of these couplets used 

parallelism. However, these poems are borderline cases, sometimes 

considered to be in the "ancient style" (ku-t'i "iljfS), but using the 

phonic patterns of "recent style" (chin-t'i iSiS), a category com­

prising both "regulated verse" and "quatrain verse" (chiteh-chii 

IS fej). This phenomenon sometimes reflected the fluidity of the 

pattern in its early stages, but in other cases it marked a preference 

by many poets for continuity over parallelism. The prevalence of 

this latter technique is attested to in the poems of Li Po φ ̂  

(701-762) and Meng Hao-jan £ fh M (689—740), who, in effect, 

used the "continuous parallel couplet" to achieve the same thing. 

This departure did not apply to the last couplet, where the demands 

of poetic ending required it to be in continuous form. The practice 
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of using a parallel couplet to end a poem in the Six Dynasties was 

seldom imitated. In later years, a master like Tu Fu (712-770) 

might conclude a poem in a continuous form, but close examina­

tion of the ending couplet reveals that the rules of parallelism were 

in fact rigorously followed. This device is exactly opposite that of 

"continuous parallelism," but it would seem that this remarkable 

disguise of the underlying parallelism is a tour de force. 

To conclude my discussion on these technical aspects of "regu­

lated verse," I would like to note that even with all these formal 

components at last in their places, the form remains an empty 

shell.36 It is in the various interpretations of the form in particular 

poems that we find the underlying aesthetics which give it life. One 

ironic note should not escape our notice: our three versions of 

aesthetics cover the first one hundred and fifty years of the develop­

ment of "regulated verse" until the eve of the Middle T'ang, when 

the process of codification of "regulated verse" was completed and 

the vitality of the form depleted. 

The Artistic Vision of Early T'ang Poets 

Poets of the seventh century were often credited with the inven­

tion of "regulated verse," a myth most of us no longer believe. My 

earlier sections present instead a sense of the gradual formulation of 

the verse form over the preceding century and a half and its 

continual evolution during the first fifty years of the seventh 

century. Why, then, is the seventh century singled out for this 

distinction? I believe that although any point during the first three 

hundred years of this evolution can be chosen as the beginning, the 

seventh century, particularly the seventies and eighties, is signifi­

cant because of the emergence of the "four rhyme" format from 

the earlier "open-ended" format to become an independent genre. 

In other words, before this period, poets wrote poems in the new 

conventions with no specified number of couplets. Beginning at 

this time, poets had to decide between the "long form" (ch'ang-p'ien 

36 For an imaginative discussion on the formal components of Chinese poetry, 

particularly those of "regulated verse," see Francois Cheng, Chinese Poetic Writing, 

translated from the French by Donald A. Riggs and Jerome P. Seaton (Blooming-

ton: Indiana University Press, 1982), pp. 23—68. 
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jSz'fim), later called "extended form," and the "four couplet" form. 

To be sure, even earlier the four-couplet format was generally 

favored over other lengths, but it contended for popularity with 

other forms with five and six couplets. Yu Hsin's JM.it (513-581) 

group of twenty-five poems on "paintings on screens" contains 

twenty-three in four couplets, and T'ang T'ai-tsung's 

(597—649) ten-poem cycle on the "imperial capital" has nine in four 

couplets. However, the ending poems (two in Yu Hsin's group and 

one in T'ai-tsung's) are in the open-ended format.37 The decision to 

place a different form as the closure of a long cycle signifies at least a 

partial awareness of their difference as genres. 

Earlier, poets often felt free to ignore the conventions of the new 

meter and parallelism. Again, the choice between "ancient" and 

"recent" style was not a conscious one. But from the time of the 

"Four Talents of the Early T'ang," a clear division appeared be­

tween poems in the "regulated verse" form and poems in the 

"ancient style." The fluctuation of the new form, of course, pro­

duced many "borderline" cases, which were later classified under 

"ancient style" because of their violation of the strict patterns. 

However, both the loose interpretation of these patterns at the time 

these poems were written and their infusion with the spirit of the 

new form mark a point of departure from the "ancient style." It is 

therefore interesting to observe that in a Ming edition of T'ang 

poetry, the editors place the poems by T'ang T'ai-tsung, Yii Shih-

nan )¾¾¾ (558-638), and Hsu Ching-tsung (fl. mid-

seventh century) under the category of "diverse styles" (tsa-shih 

Hli)> while those by the "Four Talents" of the mid-seventh 

century were more strictly divided under the categories of "ancient 

style," "regulated verse," and "extended form." These divisions 

suggest the editors' awareness that by the time of the "Four 

Talents" these genres had become fully distinct.38 

This claim of independence is important in my discussion of the 

37For Yii Hsin's fg" "Yung hua p'ing-feng shih" see Ting Fu-pao, 

"Ch'iian Pei-Chou shih" JUI& vol. 3» PP- 1,602—1,604; for T'ang T'ai-tsung's 

Ιϋϋ^τκ "Ti-ching p'ien" see T'ang wu-shih-chia shih chi Jlf :E~h ̂  M 

(rpt. Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1981), pp. 36-39. 

38 See T'ang wu-shih-chia shih-chi, pp. 27-46, for T'ang T'ai-tsung; pp. 57—70, for 

Yii Shih-nan )¾¾!¾; anc^ PP- 83—96, for Hsii Ching-tsung 
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underlying aesthetics. Only with the establishment of a definite 

formal design can a poet begin to explore its various possibilities. 

The quadruple structure, trivial to casual observation, shall loom 

large in the following discussion. The reuniting of the two modes, 

descriptive and expressive, seemed to be a conscious choice made 

by poets in the seventies of the seventh century. It is probably more 

appropriate to say that these poets, especially the "Four Talents," 

sought to reintroduce the aesthetics of the earlier yung-huai tra­

dition into the new descriptive tradition, known as "court-style 

poetry."39 This integration, probably part of the general move­

ment of "opposition poetics," can be seen as an attempt to return 

to the yung-huai techniques of the "beginning inspiration" and the 

"dialogic ending."40 The compactness of the new format made 

sudden confrontation with the natural setting a more appropriate 

technique than a slow unfolding of the poetic act. Even more 

unusual is the direct statement of inner feeling at the very beginning 

of a poem, as in the opening couplet in the following poem by 

Yang Chiung fllftu] (650—695), when the poet immediately and 

directly confronts feelings in the depths of his heart.41 

Sorrow entangled—confused as hemp fibers; SS Ip SL SS 

Endless sky—shine the setting rose clouds. 

This abrupt opening, which unequivocally declares the theme of 

the poem, is an idiosyncratic interpretation of the concept hsing by 

the "Four Talents," in this case Yang Chiung. 

In poetic closure, the poet's effort to communicate a strong 

sentiment unique to the occasion had been natural in the works of 

earlier poets of "five-character line verse." However, the two 

centuries of "court-style poetry" had developed an objective mode 

of presentation of sense-impressions, an impersonal perspective in 

which the poetic act became more self-retrospective, with a general 

and hidden audience far removed from the poet. As a result, with 

the exception of the most intimate exchanges between friends in 

"parting poems," a perspective of "monologue" took over; the 

39 Stephen Owen, The Poetry of the Early T'ang, pp 79—150. 
iaIbid., pp. 14-26. 
41 T'ang wu-shih-chia shih-chi, p. 231. 
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closing became more the poet's interaction with the reality, rather 

than with friends. Lo Pin-wang HSfEE (ca. 640—684) ended his 

poem for a social gathering with the revelation: 

Only take [feeling] limpid as water, 

To bow to the spirit of the ancients. ft ft TtJ A )¾ 

This general statement on his idea of a true friendship, pure and 

with no flavor added, an echo of the ancients' ideal, was essentially 
an impersonal address to anyone willing to listen.42 

In a compact poetic form with only four couplets, the beginning 
and the end (though assigned to the first and fourth couplets, 

respectively) were indeed too powerful to support a tripartite 

structure. The dichotomy between descriptive and expressive more 
often suggests a bipartite division, with the former occupying the 
first three couplets and the latter the last couplet. The concise form 

and precise structure helped enormously to consolidate the two 
pillars of support in this new aesthetics: internalization of the 
external and formalization of the internal, two traditional concepts 

imbued with fresh applications. 

When a form extends to an indefinite length, the poetic voice 

gradually loses its control over the content; the present moment is 
stretched beyond the limits of maintaining a credible illusion of an 

arrested moment of the present.43 This type of extended lyrical 

poetry, as Hsieh Ling-yiin's "landscape poetry," encourages the 
tendency to create descriptive poems for the sake of description. 

When the form is condensed to four couplets, with only three of 

them recording the poet's impressions, the presence of the "lyrical 

voice" returns and the framework of the poetic act is assigned its 
special function; in this case, the poet is to observe and internalize 
the world and to express his inner states, including his internalized 

impression of the world. Together with the resurgence of the 

"lyrical self," the "lyrical moment" also made a powerful come­

back. This short form was designed to capture a momentary 
glimpse into the mind of the poet; physical time and space, either in 
the medium or in the referential world, are entirely irrelevant in 

i2Ibid., p. 409. 
43See Wang Fu-chih, Chiang-chai shih-hua, p. 57. 
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this new context: the internal world of the "lyrical self." Every 
element in the first three couplets, as the content of the mind, has 
no dimension in space and in time, and belongs only to the parti­
cular "lyrical moment." Anything more complex than the simple 
relation between internalization and poet probably cannot be 
accommodated by this form. The elaborate description of a 
prolonged visit, the complicated development of a plot, or the 
painstaking introspection of one's own psychological problems— 
all need a fuller, more extended, and less structured form than 
"regulated verse." Only in a sudden inspiration, a penetrating 
insight, when an abrupt thought or image strike and catch one's 
attention for a moment, is the use of this form natural. But short 
as it is, it is still twice as long as "quatrain form." Therefore, the 
form still allows and demands "development" according to a 
formal design, which goes beyond the simple structural require­
ments listed in the last section and inspires at least one kind of inter­
pretation popular among these early T'ang poets. 

In this new formalistic language, the dichotomy between impres­
sive and expressive, or between the first three couplets and the last, 
becomes the division between two stages in the poetic act: "expo­
sition" and "reflection." If we want to describe them as two 
psychological phases, the terms "extroversion" and "introver­
sion," which define the turning of mind outward to things outside 
and inward upon oneself, would suffice. The process of extrover­
sion, though directed toward the outside, is nevertheless a psycho­
logical act in the process of internalization. Although the two may 
seem contradictory, both are marked by spontaneity and imper­
sonality. As the poet responds to phenomena, the spontaneous 
response belongs to unmediated objective perception, which is 
neutralized by the poet's personal interference. It is this quality of 
impersonality which gives objectivity even to the treatment of 
internal subjective experience.44 This seeming paradox provides an 
interesting addition to the original scenario of "landscape poetry"; 
the poet may now observe disinterestedly his own inner feeling and 

44This quality of objectivity probably was the reason why Wang Kuo-wei 

suggested that one way of observing nature is to see it through nature itself ("i wu 

kuan wu"). See n. 9 above. 
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thought. This anatomy of interiority is structured along the same 

design as the description of impression, with parallelism in each of 
the inner couplets, with the juxtaposition of nominal expressions 

within each line, and with suggestive interaction and inter­
dependence between the couplets. The following poem by Lo Pin-

wang provides an example in which all three beginning couplets 

state the inner experiences: 

Lonesome, dejected—preoccupations linger 

late; 
Shivering, falling—time of year, autumn. 
Together with this—lament aging hair; 

Look at each other—regret going and 
staying. 

Listen to songs—should stop the tears; 

Pity our fates—return to extreme sorrow.45 

All three couplets are parallel; the terms in parallel relation: "lone­
some, dejected" and "shivering, falling," "late" and "autumn" are 

equated in an underlying metaphorical relation sustained by that 

parallel relation. The linear relations also convey parallels: "lone­

some" is the "preoccupation" and "falling" the "time of the year." 
The texture of the inner couplets is thickened by a series of actions 

pregnant with emotive meanings, but the emotional being of the 
poet is presented in balanced form as an abstract painting on 

"feeling." The lament over their aging appearances, regret over 

parting, listening to songs and pitying each other's fates, do not 

appear in sequence; these acts probably happen again and again and 
possibly sometimes simultaneously. This simultaneity forces the 

converging of diverse movements into one. The qualities of the 
individual act blend with the qualities of time, place, and the poet's 

other emotional states. This many-sided view of the central event, 
"parting," should automatically remind us of the first poem from 
the "Nineteen Ancient Poems." Both share the same theme and 

have the same internalized content, but Lo's poem presented his 

inner world in a precisely demarcated design, with the strong 
presence of "lyrical self" and "lyrical moment" controlling the 

45 T'ang wu-shih-chia shih-chi, pp. 406—407. 
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whole poetic act. The binary structure within each line, within each 
couplet, within the inner couplets, and finally within the entire first 
section (between the setting of time and place and the inner coup­
lets), creates a complex, but symmetrical, layered sculpture. This 
new structure demands a new process of reading. As the ordinary 
reading is linear and forward, the reading of parallel structure 
constantly diverts the reader's attention to the side, demanding that 
he pay attention to the corresponding lateral line. The onrushing 
forward movement is stopped in order to look backward and 
sideways, generating a retrospective lateral movement, dwelling 
within an enclosed space, and forming a circle. This form, or rather 
this form of reading, may serve as the most perfect illustration for 
depicting "spatiality" and "circularity" in poetry. 

Earlier I claimed that the new form defines the time of an 
extended present as the lyrical moment. But the form in fact 
dictates the moment in two stages, or two separate moments in the 
lyrical act. If the first stage of extroversion, is the moment of 
spontaneous impressions, the second introverted stage comes with 
the last couplet, to create a moment of reflective introspection. The 
separation of these two moments is a vital part of the design. 
Through this separation, the self can step away from momentary 
forgetfulness and return to the normal flux of realistic time. Of 
course, the appearance of objectivity is also replaced by the reap­
pearance of the subjective self, no longer in the background; the 
poetic "I" will now be able to reflect upon his earlier internalized 
world and try to relate this reflection to the real "I." The subject of 
this introversion is the content of that lyrical moment, and the 
context that of the larger referential world, to which the poet must 
eventually return. To conclude his poem, Lo faces the future and 
his friend, stating: 

After parting can [you] remember? 5jiJ 1¾ fi 
At Tung-ling, there is the former marquis. 1¾!¾ 

The modal construction (interrogative, probability, future) and the 
reference to himself and his friend bring the poet back to reality. 
The continuous couplet and its indefinite reference to the future 
and to the probable also returns the reading to a linear progression. 
What these poets achieved remains an open question. But if one can 
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characterize the artistry of the poets of the Six Dynasties by its 

sophisticated depiction of sensory pleasure and sentimentality, one 

must probably also concede that the aspirations of the Early Tang 

"Four Talents" lie far beyond this limited vision. Within the 

convention of "regulated verse," these poets attempted and suc­
ceeded in attaining an artistic vision to fill perception with meaning 

and form and to unite this meaning and form with personal 

expression. Therefore, the adoption of this form by later genera­

tions of poets such as Ch'en Tzu-ang 1¾ f ifj (661—702), Chang 

Chiu-Iing 1JK JlMi (673-740), even Li Po, marked the ease with 
which it fulfilled their purposes. 

The Life Vision of "Landscape Poets" of the High T'ang 

The aesthetics discussed in the last section continued to serve as 

the central poetics of "regulated verse" throughout the history of 
the form, though it went through many revisions and variations. 

All later versions of the aesthetics, including some discussed in this 

essay, built upon the theory and practice of this version of the Early 
T'ang. Its interpretation of "intent" remained basically faithful to 

that of the Six Dynasties, that is, as personal "thought and feeling" 

at a certain moment, though a more exalted one, to be sure. The 

High T'ang, the first half of the eighth century, was a time of 
prosperity, not only in political and economic development, but 
also in literary refinement, with poetry as its most glorious achieve­

ment. With confidence and exuberance, the poets of the High 

T'ang seized "regulated verse" as an ideal form; they also began to 
see the potentiality for its further expansion. One of these directions 

was a new interpretation of "intent," which they took from its 

more original meaning of "purpose" and "vision" in life, a sense 
which Confucius and many others would surely have approved. 

Together with this recovery of its higher meaning, the dilemmas 
of "expression" and "language" reappeared. If the problem of 

"inadequacy of ordinary language" could be solved by the use of 
artistic language, this artistic language must have broader applica­
tions, including its possible use as a means to understand and even 
realize the elusive significance of life. In their search for a new vision 

in their poetry, the rediscovery of T'ao Ch'ien Rfg (365-427) 
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drew this new generation of poets back to the simple life and to 

nature. 

T'ao Ch'ien, born two decades before Hsieh Ling-yiin, was 

neglected both during his lifetime and afterward. His near-

contemporary, Hsieh Ling-yiin, entirey eclipsed T'ao and was 

hailed as the paragon of "landscape poetry." 46 However, T'ao was 

well-known as a distinguished hermit and was recognized as the 

predecessor of "hermit poets." Much of his work can be classed as 

"farmland poetry" {t'ten-yuan shih EH 01$), which was only occa­

sionally appreciated by his immediate successors. During the Early 

T'ang period, Wang Chi IS imitated his casual style and farm­

land theme.47 Butit was not until Wang Wei (701—761) of the 

High T'ang that T'ao Ch'ien enjoyed his due recognition, which 

has never since declined. 

From the time of the pre-Ch'in philosophers, two central con­

cerns of Chinese thought were the distrust of language and knowl­

edge and the exaltation of intuition, associated with a free mind 

and the simple life. Lao Tzu and Chuang Tzu were considered the 

early advocates of intuitive living, and even Confucius admired 

Tseng Tien's ambition to fully realize his values through the expe­

rience of living, as our earlier example on "stating life's purpose" 

has revealed. These concerns reveal a central dilemma in the history 

of Chinese thought, for which many philosophers offered so­

lutions. Simply stated, the dilemma lies in the conflict between the 

need "to know the meaning of life" and the need "to abandon 

knowing in order to live." Every man has the need to understand 

himself and also the need for others to understand him. Through 

this understanding, in its private and public aspects, one may reach 

the understanding of the meaning of one's life. However, the 

process of knowing occurs primarily through analytic understand­

ing, with techniques of reference, inference, reduction, and con­

ceptualization. These techniques only destroy intuitive experience 

and block the attainment of true understanding. In other words, 

understanding the meaning of life depends upon knowing oneself, 

46See Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'iian Chin shih," vol. I, pp. 603—640, and James R. 

Hightower, The Poetry of T'ao Ch'ien (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1970). 
47 Stephen Owen, The Poetry of the Early T'ang, pp. 60—82. 
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but that knowing may kill precisely the essence of living which 

is the purpose of knowing. "Inadequacy of language" in poetic 

theory is just one of a host of problems derived from this dilemma, 

which also encourages one to "forget language" (wang-yen Jjgfl") 

and to "uproot knowledge" (ch'ii-chih 5¾¾1), or in the positive 
direction to "follow one's nature" (shuai-hsing ^ ft) and "return to 

simplicity" (fan-p'u jEH). Ever since antiquity, many attempts 
were made to find an "intuitive understanding" which could be 
integrated with the "intuitive life." In the Six Dynasties, the Neo-

Taoists certainly made some contributions to this form of "intui­

tive knowledge." During the T'ang dynasty, the new wave of 

Buddhists, particularly those of the Ch'an School, again revived 

this issue, though theirs was one of practice, not discussion.48 As did 
Confucius, Taoists and Buddhists saw the possibility of "living 

meaning" in "realizing the meaning of life not in words, but in 

living in accordance with a meaningful form." This suggests that 
in life a certain form of living contains the meaning itself; if this 

form can be spontaneously recaptured again and again, one may 
indeed reach an intuitive understanding. This seems to promise that 

if the form of artistic experience itself promises the meaningful 
structure for self-realization, intuitive understanding may be found 

in its purest and simplest form.49 

For the poet T'ao Ch'ien, life embodies meaning; he experiences 

life. This embodiment may be manifest in artistic creation not 
limited to understanding on the level of self-reflection, but reaching 
the level of communication. But the poetic experience must reflect 
life in a state of contentment, in its simplicity and sincerity. If the 

simple acts of "plucking chrysanthemums," "seeing mountains at a 

distance," and spontaneous impressions of "fresh mountain air" 

48 Recognition of the opposition between intuitive knowledge and analytical 

knowledge is prevalent in many cultures and thus lacks the mysterious qualities 

some would ascribe to it. To anyone interested in this opposition in the philosophy 

of the West, I recommend Hao Wang's "The Formal and the Intuitive in the 

Biological Sciences: Use and Misuse," forthcoming. 
49One important view of this debate can be found in Yiian Hsing-p'ei MIjW' 

"Wei Chin hsiian-hsiieh chung te yen-i chih pien yii Chung-kuo ku-tai wen-i Ii-

Iun" collected in Ku-tai wen-

hsueh li-lun yen-chiu ts'ung-k'an JpIi IffiW3¾Mftt (Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-

pan-she, 1979), vol. 1, pp. 125—147. 
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and "returning birds in pairs" contain meaning from intuitive 
understanding, it is perfectly understandable that any articulation 
will completely destroy it. T'ao's sudden forgetfulness of expres­
sion is the only way to assure his possession of this knowledge.50 

In T'ao's poetry, the narrative structure completely withdraws 
into the background; description is aimed at the ordinary objects 
and events in his life, now reemerging in his imagination. The 
description is seen not through his physical eyes, but through his 
mind's eye. He does not observe a panoramic view from a partic­
ular vantage point, nor does he need to embark on a journey to 
search for truth or beauty. If there is truth or beauty, it should be in 
his life and familiar to him through memory or imagination. This 
perspective shifts with his mental attitude, not with his physical 
movement. This approach was to have great influence on the 
perspective of future landscape painters; apparently both are deter­
mined by the process of "internalization," whereby parallelism is 
used to realize the sense of completeness of a total picture of life at 
any moment, from any angle. The inner couplets of the first poem 
in his cycle, "Returning to Country Farming Life," follow the 
parallel pattern fairly closely, as the scenes from his farming life 
turn over in his mind slowly.51 On the other hand, the inner 
couplets in the fifth poem of the "Drinking Wine" group suggest 
a continuous sequence, but the accidental progression without pre­
meditated plan is important in conveying the casual quality of a 
tranquil life. The acts come and go as if mental images suddenly 
appear and disappear. To act without intent is only one aspect of 
this poetic act; more remarkable is that every act fits perfectly with 
T'ao's implicit and broad intent of life. Every casual movement 
reveals new beauty in nature. 

The thematic content of T'ao Ch'ien's poetry was only one of 
the minor aspects of Wang Wei's attraction to T'ao's work. His 
poems on the farmland theme are few, and those on actual farming 
fewer still. What attracted him most in T'ao's work were the 
qualities of naturalness and casualness and the aspiration to a con­
tented and self-contained world. In his couplet: 

50Ting Fu-pao, "Ch'uan Chin shih," vol. 1, p. 472. 
51 Ibid., p. 462. 
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Walking to the water's end; 

Sitting, watching the clouds rising. 

Wang captures an effortless transition from one act to another 

without intended direction, but each act falls beautifully into its 

proper place within the total experience, as the world is complete 

in itself and meaningful in every moment.52 Casualness in the tem­
poral flow of events and completeness in the spatial extension 

of one's field of perception can be easily blended with the exist­

ing aesthetics of "regulated verse." Thejuxtaposition of indepen­

dent couplets suggests an accidental continuity, and the self-

containedness of each parallel couplet may be used to depict this 
moment of a complete world. In his aesthetics, each set of images 
carries its simple, natural, and symbolic meaning. Though this 
inner world is only an idealized one generated from an instanta­

neous and spontaneous experience, it is also a world to which the 
poet hopes to return or within which he hopes to remain forever. 
Because this world exists in nature, without artificial effort and 

artful manipulation, return to it can occur only through the poet's 
will. The symbolic meanings and vision associated with the natural 

objects and the whole landscape make the presentation of inner 
feeling and thought unnecessary, as was also true of T'ao Ch'ien's 
poetry. On entering this world in the first three couplets, one must 

be immersed in a state of reverie, with time suspended and self 

forgotten, and imagination alone assuming the entire burden of the 

poetic act. This self-realization has nothing to do with analytical 
knowledge, though the poetic form of this understanding may also 

have its own symbolic connotations, which are given by the tra­
dition or by the poet, consciously or unconsciously. In this reflec­

tion of poetic content, although the ending couplet leads the poet 

away from his temporary moment of self-contentment, the world 
of reverie in this new aesthetics remains the focus of the poem. The 
poet will look backward fondly and try to fix his mind on the ideal; 

forgetful of all that is temporal, he remains hopeful for the eventual 

return. There lurk no surprises or disappointments. The poet is 

52PaulineYu, The Poetry of Wang Wei, pp. 157, 171,224,and Stephen Owen, The 

Great Age of Chinese Poetry, pp. 34—35. See also Pauline Yu's discussion on Wang 

Wei's philosophical background and poetic theory, pp. 1—42. 
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confident of his control of the situation; he knows nature will stand 

fast, the season will return. 
Long ago the late Professor Hsii Fu-kuan perceptively observed 

that Chuang Tzu's philosophy has profoundly influenced the poetic 

tradition in China, particularly its interpretation of enlightenment 

in terms of artistic experience.53 The aesthetic values ofT'ao Ch'ien 
and Wang Wei, along with those of Meng Hao-jan, are perhaps the 

most outstanding examples. Since poetic creation is mediated by 

sensation and perception, no poet can truly reach the state of 

"void" or "nothingness." But he can imagine the state, as an 
experience; this is exactly what Wang Wei, in a moment of inspi­
ration, achieves. In his couplet: 

River flows—beyond heaven, earth; tT. :i% JZ% Ά 

Mountains' color—between being, non- I-Ufe Iffi Φ 
being. 

Wang Wei skillfully used "abstract nouns" to create "a sense of 
elusive otherworldiness," and indeed he "opposed the danger of 

falseness of feeling by its true negation." 54 As a technique of ob­
jective presentation, Wang Wei thoroughly mastered the "nega­
tion of feeling"; in its most extreme form, the feeling of complete 
self-negation approximates the feeling of nothingness. In this 
tableau, the poet is not the only one to recede into background; 
even the river and mountains are on the very margins of the 
perceptual field. This world is empty for sure, but the world 
beyond or the "otherworld," though elusive, can still be imagined. 
With proper understanding of its many Buddhist associations, one 
can grasp the layers of symbolic structure in this simple couplet, 
where the picture is about to dissolve, the river flows with its 
temporal movement rapidly disappearing into the other world, 
and the surface color of the seemingly stationary mountains extends 
in spatial dimensions finally into infinity and void. In Chinese, 
"being" and "non-being," the proper translation of the more 

53Hsii Fu-kuan f|( , Chung-kuo i-shu ching-shen Φ IS Sffqifnff (Taichung: 

Tunghai University, 1966), particularly the article "Chung-kuo i-shu ching-shen 

chu-t'i chih ch'eng hsien" PP- 45~ΐ43· 
54Pauline Yu, The Poetry of Wang Wei, pp. 156—157, 170—171, 224, and Stephen 

Owen, The Great Age of Chinese Poetry, p. 41. 
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idiomatic verbs, "have" and "have not," are both abstract and 

extremely concrete, not as nouns, but simply as verbs of possession 

and existence. It is through the perceptible and imaginable that the 

imperceptible and unimaginable can be intuitively understood. 

Therefore, this couplet probably says far more than the direct use 

of the abstract term, "to have no life" (wu-sheng tot /f:) in some of 

Wang Wei's concluding couplets.55 

In conclusion, I should first point out that Wang Wei wrote the 

greater part of his poetry in the more traditional aesthetics, and 

many of his "regulated verses" simply do not fall into this type. 

Second, as in all artistic creation, the perfection of the vision 

depends upon successful execution and, consequently, the failure of 

vision in some of his works are simply the failure of the artist. 

Third, many of his works on this particular life vision involve the 

mixture of different modes and styles and should be considered 

hybrid cases. Finally, this life vision descends directly from T'ao's 

poetry, which was written in what a T'ang poet would have called 

the "ancient style." In many ways, a life vision transcends the 

limitations of any specific genre. IfWang Wei's aesthetics lie in the 

incorporation of "farmland poetry" into the orthodox aesthetics of 

the "regulated verse" of the Early T'ang, then it is equally valid to 

identify variations and mutations by different poets and genres. 

Wang Wei's use of a "farmland" poetry technique in "ancient-style 

poetry" and Wei Ying-wu's (ca. 736—791) adaptation of 
the same are two outstanding examples. 

In this connection, a few words of explanation on the develop­

ment of later poetics are necessary. Not bound by Wang Wei's 

aesthetics of an idealized world, many critics consider the essence of 
this style, "naturalness" (tzu-jan g ffi), to be the highest artistic 

ideal in Chinese poetry.56 From this central value, a group of terms 
developed, ranging from "limpid-unaccented" (ch'ung-tan /φ f-k), 

to "refined-elegant" (tien-ya (1¾ Jff:), "lofty-unconventional" 

(1ch'ing-ch'i fpf 1¾, and "rustic-primitive" (chih-p'u Ή®. Given the 

55For example, see T'ang wu-shih-chia shih-chi, pp. 1,643 an^ 1,647. 
56The most famous statement on tzu-jan ^ is probably Ssu-k'ung T'u's 

poem in his Shih-p'in jpjf (¾ which can be found in Chung-kuo li-tai wen-lun 

hsuan, vol. 2, p. 205; see also his "Letter to Mr. Li" on pp. 196-197 of this anthology. 

See also Wang Shih-chen's comment in ibid., vol. 1, pp. 72 and 91. 
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poet's distrust of language, the concept of "meanings beyond the 

words" (i tsai yen wai +j {+. ri" Ά) also gradually evolved into a 

central ideal in Chinese poetry. This seminal idea certainly admir­

ably suits the compactness of "regulated verse" and the aesthetics of 
"farmland poetry," but it belongs more to the aesthetics of the 

whole poetic tradition than to this particular version of aesthetics. 

Tu Fu's Cosmic Vision at the End of the High T'ang 

Tu Fu is the acknowledged master of "regulated verse," but, like 
T'ao Ch'ien, he was not fully appreciated during his lifetime; 

recognition came to him gradually in later ages. His contribution to 

"regulated verse" lies in his works in the "seven-character line" 

form written during his last few years, particularly the three poem 

cycles of 766, four years before his death. But this part of his 
heritage was to be neglected for at least another century, until 

its rediscovery by such late T'ang poets as Li Shang-yin φ S IS 

(813-858) and Han Wo Hjg (844-923). 

Tu Fu, an admirer of many of the sixth-century masters, began 

his career with "regulated verse" in the style of the late Six Dy­

nasties with a thorough mastery of the aesthetics of the Early 
T'ang.57 However, after years of wandering as a young poet, as a 

struggling petty official he could never abide comfortably with the 

life-vision espoused by some of the High T'ang poets. Among his 

early works in "regulated verse," mostly in "five-character line," 
the few poems on animals, such as "Horse from Hu" and "Falcon 

in a Painting," are works foreshadowing his later experiments with 
the use of allusion, textual and topical, to introduce deeper symbolic 
meanings and complex cultural associations to individual lines in a 

poem.58 Therefore, the eagle depicted in his poem is no longer a 

specific eagle, but a generalized specimen, the essence of all eagles, 

with historical and textual images enriching the simple formal 

presentation. Huang T'ing-chien )!/£ 1¾? (1045—1105) of the 

57Tu Fu's admiration for these masters can be found in the famous lines, "Pure 

and refreshing like Yii Hsin/Elegant and free like Pao Chao"^J)f^|fl(if/^j4gj3 

as highest praise to offer to Li Po. See Ch'iu Chao-an W Tu shih hsiang-

chu ttfifiQ:, 5 vols. (rpt. Peking: Chung-hua shu-chii, 1979), vol. 1, pp. 52—54. 
58 Ibid., vol. 2, pp. II—12. 
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Northern Sung claimed that "every word from Tu Fu's poetry has 

its precedent in earlier texts." Clearly this exaggeration was meant 
to serve his personal purpose, but the gist of this statement confirms 

our general impression of Tu Fu's poetry: his erudition and passion­

ate love of the classics, which eventually played an important part 

in his later experimentations.59 He had creatively and imagina­

tively exploited this erudition in his search for some deeper essence 
or divine quality in understanding the world. 

However, Tu Fu's foremost concern was not the art of poetry, 

but the political and cultural destiny of his country, the T'ang 

empire. In his early poetry, this concern surfaced in the form of 

social-political poems. The collapse of the T'ang court in 755 and 
•die subsequent decline of the central government changed Tu Fu's 
life dramatically. After a period of flight as a refugee, he finally 

settled in Ch'eng-tu in 760. This relatively peaceful period from 

760 to 766 was crucial to his later development. While the tran­
quility of his own garden-house outside the city afforded him 

the opportunity to live the life of T'ao Ch'ien or Wang Wei, 
he remained constantly concerned with the political and military 
developments of the court. Thus his poetry during this period was 

marked, not with the satisfaction of an ideal life, but only with a 

few moments of happy oblivion to the world's larger problems. It 

further prepared him to explore various possibilities in the form of 

"regulated verse," leading to the crowning achievement of his last 
period. 

The year 766 is significant in the history of Chinese poetry for 
several reasons: leaving Ch'eng-tu, Tu Fu wrote several experi­

mental poems, including his three monumental poem cycles. It was 

also the first year of the Ta-Ii (766—779) period, which marks 
the transition from the High to the Middle T'ang. Ironically, Tu 

Fu's work from this period did not really affect the poetic circles 
of the Middle T'ang. During these few years, his traditional "five-
character line" form oflu-shih underwent some change, his interests 

focusing on autobiographical reflection and frequent looks back-

59 In his letter to Hung Chii-fu »16) Huang says, "It is most-difficult to create 

one's own diction; when Tu Fu composed poems and Han Yu wrote prose, not one 

of their words lacked a history of its own." See Chung-kuo li-tai wen-lun hsuan, vol. 2, 

p. 316. 
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ward and homeward from his self-imposed exile and wandering.60 

Even in his poems on objects, the subjects were no longer the 

stallion and falcon, but the sickly old horse, the lone wild goose, 

or the fluttering sand gull. This type of metaphor served as a mirror 

to reflect his faded ambition and unflagging, but unappreciated, 

loyalty. He surely sensed that the time of reckoning was approach­

ing; his heroic vision of himself had faded completely, abandoning 

even the simple hope that he might leave behind him a reputation 

in poetry. It was at this time he wrote: 

In literature my name will not be known; iS JS 3Ϊ ¥ If 

Sickness, old age demand resignation of post, 

the perfect balanced picture which summarized his life.61 But his 

greatest achievements in poetry were yet to be written. 

His most impressive achievement in poetry, in my opinion, lies 

in deepening and broadening the limited vision of "regulated 

verse" in the "seven-character line" form (ch'i-lu t fft). Yeh Chia-

ying has proved conclusively that the maturity of the seven-

character line regulated verse was achieved only after Tu Fu's 

extensive experiments during the sixties of the eighth century.62 

His experimentation took many directions. One was his attempt to 

formulate new phonic patterns, diction, and structure to accom­

modate a vision freer than what had been offered previously. But 

what I shall focus on here is the cosmic vision in his new works in 

the "seven-character line." The tragedy of Tu Fu is that after he left 

government service in 759, his mind never left the court far behind. 

As a passive observer of the dynasty's decline, he was genuinely 

involved in the whole political drama played out on the stage of 

Ch'ang-an; his vision was too much a cultural and historical one 

60See Lxu K'ai-yang §!|§§ί§, "Tu Fu wu-lii Ii-chieh" MM from his 

collected essays on T'ang poetry, T'ang-shih lun-wen-chi hli ii^f ιϊίΐΐ jX (Shanghai: 

Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1979), pp. 159—176. 
61 Stephen Owen, The Great Age of Chinese Poetry, p. 224. 
62 Yeh Chia-ying TuFu ch'iu-hsingpa-shou chi-shuo SfA PJ Λ T=T Ki 1¾ 

(Taipei: Chung-hua ts'ung-shu pien-shen wei-yiian-hui, 1966), pp. 7—23. See also 

her discussion on the different stages of development of Tu Fu's ch'i-lu on 

pp. 23—52. The same point is also made by Ma Mao-yuan in his Wan-chao-lou wen-

chi Sfc(Shanghai: Ku-chi ch'u-pan-she, 1981), pp. 138-153. Ma also dis­

cusses the general contribution of Tu Fu to the ch'i-lu tradition. 
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to be accommodated by the limited form of "regulated verse." If 

momentary enlightenment and the self-contained world are some 

of the central features in this form, these were exactly what Tu Fu 

wanted to escape. The last four years of his life, from 766 until 770, 
were spent in a life again on the road, which led him farther and 

farther away from his dream, the return to Ch'ang-an.63 To em­

brace this personal tragedy which was inextricably interwoven 
with the dynastic destiny, he had to expand the potential of the 

traditional form, "seven-character line regulated verse." 
For illustration, I choose here a poem written at the beginning of 

his experimental period, in the last two years of his residence in 

Ch'eng-tu. Compared with his later poems, particularly his three 

cycles of 766, it demonstrates most of the features of his new 
aesthetics, while at the same time being more straightforward. The 
poem, entitled "Ascending the Tower," was composed upon his 

return to his Ch'eng-tu home after fleeing the outburst of local war 

in the area.64 In the autumn of 763, Tibetan armies captured the 
capital, Ch'ang-an, for fifteen days. During their occupation, they 
established a temporary government with its own puppet emperor. 
Shortly afterward, the emperor in exile returned; the Tibetans 
withdrew from the capital area and invaded the western border 

districts, including Hsi-shan g§ |JL| (West Mountains) county. In the 
spring of 764, Tu Fu came home and ascended a tower to enjoy the 

spring view: 

Blossoms approaching high tower— 
grieves traveler's heart; 

Ten-thousand places, troubles abound 

this [occasion of] ascending. 

Brocade River spring colors— 

appearing Heaven, Earth; 
Jade Fort [Mountain] floating clouds-

transforming the Past, the Present. 

63 For Tu Fu's works in this last period, see Liu K'ai-yang, "Tu Fu tsai Ssu-ch'uan 

te shih-ko ch'uang-tso huo-tung" |EE3 Jll and "Tu Fu 

Iiang-Hu wan-ch'i shih-tso shu-p'ing" ttWffi'ftli&SSfifFjiitffF. T'ang-shih Iun-

u>en-chi, p. 316. 
64Ch'iu Chao-ao, Tu-shih hsiang-chu, vol. 3, pp. 1,130—1,132. 

ΞΕ HfflS Ii 
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North Star, imperial court— 
after all did not change; 

Western Mountains, bandits-enemies— 
do not invade us. 

Pity, Last Ruler [of Shu] still keeps his 
temple; 

Sunset time I as pastime undertake to 
sing Song of Liang-fu. 

The allusion to contemporary events is obvious. Allusion to history 
is closely linked to the local history of the Shu ® Kingdom from 
221—263, located in the territory of today's Szechwan, with its 
capital at Ch'eng-tu. It was there that Tu Fu wrote this poem, 
exactly five hundred years after the fall of this local kingdom. The 
Last Ruler (hou-chu 1¾¾), the second ruler of this short-lived 
kingdom, actually ruled more than forty years until his surrender to 
the invading Wei army. The "Song of Liang-fu" belongs to a genre 
of dirge, which Chu-ko Liang 1¾¾¾ (181—234) was reputed to 
have been fond of singing. Brocade River is the mam river running 
through this provincial capital; Jade Fort Mountain stands in the 
vicinity of Ch'eng-tu. Both are local geographical names (contrast­
ing with names of broader scale like "North Star" in the sky), 
symbolizing the court and "Western Mountains" in the western 
border area of the province then occupied by the Tibetan armies. 
The proper names in this poem are relatively few compared to Tu 
Fu's later poetry, but by the standard of earlier poetry this type of 
special reference represents an increase not only in quantity, but 
also in density and intensity. Juxtaposition of simple images was no 
longer adequate to convey his complex ideas. He purposely chose 
to structure an imagistic world through private and communal 
allusions,which introduced dimensions of meanings that a simple 
image could not. "History," in a broad sense, was the object of his 
meditation. For Tu Fu there were three aspects of the past that he 
could not separate. The first aspect of his sense of "history" was a 
personal one, which was autobiographical and involved reflection 
on his past and often contemplation of his future. For Tu Fu this 
aspect of history was entwined with the second: contemporary 
history or the history of his country, particularly of the turbulent 
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decade beginning with the An Lu-shan Rebellion in 755. The third 

aspect was an ancient one: the history of the cultural tradition, 

possibly of the remote past. But it was immediate and relevant for 
the poet because of his intimate relationship with the past through 

his education and through his immersion in the texts of the tra­

dition. Chinese poets had always considered both memory and 

imagination to be the basis of poetic experience. In Tu Fu's mind, 
all three aspects of history were internalized in a personal memory 

that was rooted in the humanistic tradition and preserved in vo­

luminous ancient texts. The meanings of contemporary actions, 
both personal and political, could be understood only through the 
prism of the remote past. Though the three levels of history were 

inseparable for him, during the writing of his three cycles his mind 
still shifted between levels according to the nature of the topic. The 

eight poems of "Autumn Meditations" were autobiographical 
accounts of contemporary history; the five poems "On Generals" 
concerned themselves with contemporary history through focus­

ing on a few powerful generals; and the five poems "On Ancient 

Ruins" take us directly back to the historical context of the remote 
past, in which Tu Fu found a mirror to reflect his present fate.65 

With this understanding of Tu Fu's uses of the past, one can im­
mediately see the three different aspects operating simultaneously 
in the poem "Ascending the Tower." The first half of the poem 

is personal experience, but its references to the past are also explicit 

and direct. Place names like "Brocade River" and "Jade Fort" site 

the poet geographically, but their respective natural phenomena, 
"spring colors" and "floating clouds," link them as symbols to 
define the cosmos and to reveal changes in history. The second half 

shifts the focus to the immediate history of the court and the 

borderland; both were related to the Tibetan invasions and to the 

remote history of the Shu court, which foreshadowed contempo­

rary events. However, if we take the inner couplets together, the 

65Ibid., "Autumn Meditations," vol. 4, pp. 1,484-1,499; "On Ancient Sites," 

vol. 4, pp. 1,499-1,503; and "On Generals," vol. 3, pp. 1,363—1,372. The cycle of 

"Autumn Meditations" was translated by A. C. Graham in his Poems of the Late 

T'ang (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 196$), pp. 51—56, and that of "On Ancient Sites" 

was translated by Hans H. Frankel in his The Flowering Plum and the Palace Lady, 

pp. 115-124. 
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two levels of reference suddenly take on a new significance. The 

coming of spring from every direction suggests the momentum 

of a continuity which may collide with the poet to stir his grief. 

This continuity underlines again the possible invasion by Tibetans 

from the Western Mountains, against which the poet tries to issue 

a warning. On the other hand, the transformation of the clouds and 

of history is marked by disruption. Similarly, the ephemeral puppet 
court disrupted historical continuity, but happily the restoration of 

the legitimate emperor ended the drama on an optimistic note. 

Both lines in the third couplet are in modal structures; the confident 

statement on the past leads into the hopeful statement on the future 
through the use of a continuous parallel couplet. As a result, the two 

inner couplets are related in three possible combinations: first, each 

pair of parallel lines; second, each pair of initial lines and that of the 
closing lines; and third, the third and sixth lines, and the fourth and 

fifth lines. If High T'ang aesthetics used symbols from nature to 

convey personal feeling, in Tu Fu's aesthetics the symbols of proper 

names or other coded words were used to convey a historical 
context and meanings. Here, the symbols were treated as constitu­

ents of a complex symbolic system; each person reading this poem 
should construct his own system of symbols to approximate that of 

Tu Fu: the natural, the personal, the historical, the cultural, and so 

on. Many critics attacked the reliance on allusion and symbol in Tu 

Fu's later period; yet it would be hard to imagine any other means 
to capture the depth and intensity of the symbolic world he con­
structed. This is a coded language to refer to information in memory 

and imagination; and hence a condensed language, which uses 

minimum words to convey the maximum amount of information. 
Since it is coded to specific historical or personal acts, sometimes 

involving specific texts, it requires the reader's willingness to learn 
this language, and sometimes to search for the hidden meanings. 

The structure of the line in Tu's poem has been described as 

"indefinite," which can be seen in the uncertain relation in the first 

two couplets.66 To organize fragments with indefinite relation 
requires one to grasp Tu Fu's interpretation of historical forces: 

continuity and disruption, momentum and resistance, or simply 

66Stephen Owen, The Great Age of Chinese Poetry, p. 213. 
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"connection" 5H (lien) and "cutting" Hf (tuan). We can analyze 

many of his poems in this context, including the one just discussed. 

Earlier poets' concept of continuity generally lacks the force and 
dynamism capable of making the act of connection a forceful and 
purposeful movement; consequently, the disruption is never vio­
lent and irretrievable. When history was introduced into poetic 

content, the contiguity and separation in space were complemented 

by the continuity and interruption in time. The past is interrupted, 
but hopefully the continuity may resume; the capital is separated 

from the poet, but he tries in his imagination to reunite with it. A 

new map of different symbolic forces can almost be charted in 

spatial and temporal terms, but this is not a map of the historical and 
realistic world, but of the symbolic and formalistic one. 

Tu Fu's new aesthetics also demanded revisions in the treatment 
of the frame or the outer couplets of this new form. For Tu Fu, the 

writing of poetry was a serious act of devotion. He felt no qualms in 

revealing the painstaking efforts devoted to his works and prepara­
tion for each poetic act. The premeditated opening of the initial 

couplets is deliberately announced, without pretense of spontane­

ity, with the scope and subject laid out in public view. As in the 
beginning couplet mentioned above, the contrast between the 

immediate intent of "ascending" to view and enjoy the spring view 
and the ultimate intent of expressing the "grieved heart" of a 

traveler seeks to define the entire poetic act and content. The 

immediate perception of luxuriant and bursting blossoms reaching 

toward the poet on the tower is only a surface temporarily disguis­
ing the troubles everywhere in his world. The symbolic relation 
between these two unrelated phenomena is determined by his sense 

of history and serves as the basic structure of the whole poem. The 

external act of ascending finally ends in the internal act of grief; in 

the middle is placed the symbolic structure of his internalized states 

of mind. The indefinite and convoluted relations among phrases, 
usually limited to the middle couplets, now prevails in the opening 
and closing couplets to offer a new frame to the imagistic center. 
The most interesting opening is probably the kind of "reverse 

sequence" (tao-ch'a 1¾)¾), which critics claimed to be Tu Fu's 

trademark, which switches the normal sequence of sentences, as in 

the beginning of "Ascending the Tower." Possibly Tu Fu was not 
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even conscious of his use of a reversal; when he was ready to write 

the poem, he was simply seeing the world through his strong 

emotive eyes. Likewise, the so-called "surprise leap" generally 

attributed to his ending couplet was merely stating the facts of his 

"imaginative landscape." 67 

To end a poem was no longer a reflection and reiteration of an 

idealized state of being; the first three couplets represent no perfect 

state, nor do they suggest the condition of revery. If the poet was 

ever mesmerized, it was because of the intensity and complexity of 

his overpowering vision of the past and present. To redirect the 

poet's attention to his present personal situation was a painful 

reminder of his predicament. Tu Fu would frequently offer an 

objective assessment of the relation between this lyrical self and the 

cosmos or the larger historical and cultural context. In this partic­
ular poem, Tu Fu's admiration of Chu-ko Liang, who was one of 
the very few literati who truly attained their limited vision in 
political sphere, was expressed through his singing Chu-ko's favo­
rite dirge. After all, the Last Ruler of Shu, to whose support and 
protection Chu-ko had devoted his life, still had his own temple in 
Ch'eng-tu, a reminder of the survival of the regime. The couplet 
points to the precarious state of the new emperor, Tai-tsung (¾¾, 
who in his reign of less than two years had already once been forced 
to leave Ch'ang-an. Could this new emperor be like the Last Ruler, 
entrusting his government to some loyal and intelligent statesman 
like Chu-ko? By this time, Tu Fu had lost his heroic dream of 
becoming a responsible official, but his identification with Chu-ko 
had in no way diminished. On the contrary, this identification 
became all the stronger, centering on the contrastive circumstances 
between the two, particularly in the trust Chu-ko received from 
the two rulers he assisted and in the complete ignorance of Tu Fu's 
value on the part of his contemporaries. Through this contrast, Tu 

67Wang Shih-chen 31¾ J=( (1526—1590) is quoted by Hu Chen-heng γ as 

saying, "The inner structure of a couplet can be either 'direct continuation' [chih-hsia 

jjLT] or 'reverse sequence.' The latter is extremely difficult, only Tu Fu mastered 

it." See Hu Chen-heng, T'ang-yin kui-ch'ien [Ti: ^ ̂  JH (rpt. Shanghai: Ku-tien 

wen-hsiieh ch'u-pan-she, 1981), p. 21. Wang Shih-chen also declares, "in ch'i-lu, the 

inner couplets are not difficult; the hardest are the beginning and the ending 

couplets." 
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Fu painted a self-portrait in a historical context. Existence is bleak, 

the tone poignant; but nevertheless the ending imagery still directs 

the reader to look on him in a scale larger than life. The poem closes 

with a temporary resolution which obliterates the tragic voice. 
It is probably not coincidental that, though the eight poems 

of "Autumn Meditations" have been severely criticized for their 

obscurity and artificiality, each of the ending couplets is widely 

circulated and memorized, perhaps one of the most profound and 

noblest expressions of Tu Fu's predicament. Deprived of their inner 

couplets these endings may lose their complexity, but the projec­
tion of one's commitment to life and subsequent disappointment in 

concrete imagery are indeed Tu Fu's strength—one which no one 

in the whole lyrical tradition of China can rival. 
In the past, critics often referred to this historical dimension in 

Tu Fu's later poetry as the embodiment of cosmos, which I translate 

as his "cosmic vision." Stephen Owen explains that Tu Fu's use of 
cosmogeny and creation "suggest not only an analogue to the 

generative forces of nature, they also point to a unifying poetic 

identity that transcends its particular manifestations."68 In this 
sense, in his later words Tu Fu certainly deserves the title of the poet 
with "cosmic vision." 

From this point on, Li Shang-yin brought the art of allusion and 

symbolism to another plateau, which directly influenced the devel­
opment of many Sung schools of poetry. But that topic lies beyond 

the scope of this study. Rather, in conclusion I would like to discuss 

briefly a unique term in Chinese poetic criticism, ching-chieh 

which has been translated as "world," "realism," and so on. This 

concept was the offspring of the development of "landscape 

poetry" and "regulated verse," which centered on the issue of the 

union of ch'ing fpf (feeling) and ching (scenery), or ch'ing-ching 

chiao-jung 'tW M JC Si (blending of feeling and scenery) and, in my 
own terms, the integration of "impression" and "expression." In 

the three versions of aesthetics discussed here, this integration 
remained central to the problem of form and content, though each 

version placed the emphasis differently. As the early T'ang poets 
might be satisfied with the incidental and abrupt coalescence of 

68 Stephen Owen, The Great Age of Chinese Poetry, p. 184. 
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impression and inner state of mind, Wang Wei would like to see the 

contact symbolizing an idealized existence and an enlightenment. 
But it was Tu Fu alone who insisted that this integration was the 

converging point of all natural and historical forces. For these 

diverse possibilities of ching-chieh, I offer to translate the term 

"inscape," as defined by Jonathan Culler, who suggests it as a 

"moment of epiphany," "a moment of revelation in which form is 

grasped and surface becomes profundity."69 

69Jonathan Culler, The Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study 

of Literature (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1975), p. 175. 
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A New Account of Tales of the World, 

14,23,150-151 
actuality, 24 
aesthetics, 16; of concentration and 

subtlety, 3II, 317, 319; offarmland 

poetry, 375; High T'ang, 381; 

insight, 25; lyncal, 338-345, 346; 
of regulated verse, 332-385; of 
slmphclty, ]20-]21; SIX Dynasties, 

345-351; Southern Dynasties, 348 
aging, 268, 280 
"AI Ying" ("Lament for Ying"), 270 

alchemy, 347 
allegoncal narrative, 236 
allegory, 219 

allusion, 279-280,381,384; to 
contemporary events, 379; to 
history, 379; and symbol in late 

Tu Fu, 381 
An Lu-shan Rebellion, 47, 240, 290, 

329, 380 
analogical thmking, I9 
An-ch'i,2II 

animals, 270, 280 
art connoisseurship, 17, 18 

asceticism, 27 

autobIOgrapher, 74; poet, 79f., 91, 93, 
IOI; poetic, 75, 78; sage, 90 

autobiographical account, 380 
autobIOgraphy: Augustinean traditIOn 

of confessional, 72, 73; non-

narrative, 73; poetry as, 7I-I02; 
western narratIve, 73 

balance and dynamism, 353 

ballads, 24; of the Han (yuehfu), 335, 

336 

barbanans, 258, 26I, 265, 284 

Battle ofCh'i-pl, 140-14I 
beautiful women, 284 

Becoming, process of, 34, 35 
bemg, 3, 4, II, 16, 373; theories of, 6; 

unity of, 88 
Belpalre, Bruno, 67, 68 

Bildung, 73, 74; Confucian, 73 

binary structure, 367 

biographer, 74 
biography, 72 

bird, 275, 277, 284 
Boodberg, Peter A., "Cedules," 330-

331 
Book of Changes, 12, 14, 26, 56. See 

also I ching 

Book of Lord Shang, 269 

Book of Songs, I28, I33 (also Book of 

Poetry, 133); "Great Preface" to, 
106. See also Shih ching 

border poem, Early T'ang, 323 

boundanes: metrical, 337; phonetiC, 

357; prosodic, 337; semantic, 357; 

word,356 
brevity of life, 268; and the desire to 

prolong it, 284 
Brooks, Cleanth, 64 
Buddhism, 2In46; Buddhist and 

Taoist philosophy, 235; Buddhists 

ofCh'an School, 370; Indian, 352; 

quietude, 32 5 

caesura, 335, 33 6, 354 
centeredness, 19, 21, 22 

Chan, Wing-tsit, 3,4,6,8,9,10, II, 

17,3Jn69 
Ch'an-ching ("Ch'an-like vision or 

awareness"), 32 5 

Chang Chiu-ling, 45, 368 
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Chang Chii-chim, 197 

Chang Chung, 197 

Chang Heng, 1811144 
Chang Hsieh, 107, 108, II I-I 14, 1I8, 

120, 121, 148 

Chang Hua, 114, 146, 171; "On the 
Third Day of the Third Month," 

348 
ChangJo-hsu: "Ch'un-chiang hua­

yiieh yeh" ("Night, Flower, and 

Moon on the River m Spring"), 41; 
("Spring River in the Flower Moon 

Night"), 226-229, 241; ("Sprmg 
River Blossom Moon Night"), 

289-290 
Chang Lu, 270, 273 
Chang Shou-chieh, 198 
Chang Tsai, 146 

Chang Tzu-jung, 227 
Chang Yiieh, 183, 184 

Ch'ang-an, 246ff., 377f., 383 
ch' ang-chia, 285. See also professional 

sIngers and musicIans 

"Ch'ang-ko hsmg" ("Song m Long 
Meter"), 280 

Chao-ming wen-hsuan, 146. See also 
Wen hsuan 

chao-yin-shih ("poetry summonmg the 
recluse from or into reclusIOn"), 

145ff. 
Chavannes, Eduard, 167 
chen jen ("Reahzed Persons"), 190, 

192, 195, 214 
Chen kao, 197,214 
Ch'en Lm, 139, 142; "Two Poems on 

Sightseemg," 142 

Ch'en Tzu-ang, 130, 131, 162, 163, 
165, 368; "Hsiu-chu p'ien-hsii," 

131113, 162; "A Song on Chmbmg 
the Gate Tower at Yu-chou," 163-
164; "Thirty-eight Responses to 
Expenence," 163 

Ch'en Ym-k'o, 30, 241 

Cheng Ch'iao, 335n3 
Cheng-shih: penod, 148, 149, 150; 

style of, 131, 151, 152 

Index 

Ch'eng, Fran~ois, 45nI3, Chinese Poetic 

Writing, 36,43,48 
Ch'eng I, 39 

Ch'eng-tu, 37M., 383 

Chi Yiin, 145 

ch'i,56 

Ch'l chien, 270 

ch'i-yen shih ("heptasyllabic verse"), 

224, 230 
ch'l-yun ("rhythmic breath"), 38 

Chla I, 98, 224 

Chiang Yen, 349 
Chiao-jan, Models of Poetry (Shih-shih), 

66 
Chien-an era, 130f., 135, 147, 148, 152, 

156, 158f., 251, 288; poetic circle of, 

136-145 
Ch'len Ch'i, 87 

Ch'len Chung-shu, 51, 58,60-61 

chih ("intent"), 74, 339-340 
Ch'lh Sung Tzu ("Red Pme"), 191 
chin i ("liquor of gold"), 212 

chin-t'i shih ("modern-style poetry"), 

221,223,229,231,236,296,298, 

315,316,317,329,360 
"Ch'm Nii-hslU hsmg," 285 

Ch'm Shih Huang, 169, 212 
Chinese grammar, 37 

Chmg Shan, 189 
ching-chieh ("world," "realism," or 

"vision"), 384-385 
ch'ing ('"emotion" or "subjectIve 

disposition"), 74 
Ch'ing t'ung ("Azure Lad"), 205ff., 

214. See also Tung Wang Fu 
ch'ing-ching ("landscape of feelmgs"), 

45 
Chu HSI, 39, 217, 218 
Chu Seng-lang, 198 

Chu-ko Liang, 379, 383 
Chu-ko Ymg, 227 
chu-yen ("the eye of the hne"), 124-

125 
Ch'u Kuang-hsl, 153 
Ch'u tz'u, 146,219,221,222,235,251, 

284,288,335; Ch,u chang, 270; Ch,u 
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ko, 219, 220; "Lament for Ymg," 

247 
Ch'u Yuan, 29, 78nI2, 98, 219, 220, 

291 
Chuang ChIang, 291 

Chuang Tzu, 4,12, 13, 52-55,61,62, 

65,369,373; Chuang, 152£., 157; 
Chuang Chou, 50; Chuang Tzu, 3, 

12, 14,26,49,51-52,62,69,98 
chueh-chu ("broken-off lines"), 221, 

231, 360, 365; ancIent, 303; nature 
of, 296-331; origin of, 299-302; 
regulated, 320; "ultImate verse," 

23lf. See also quatrain 

Chung Hsing, 138 
Chung Hm, 18 

Chung Hung, n, IS, 107, III, II3, 

123,13 1,135,145,148,151,152; 
Shih-p'in, 107, I3l, 136, 150, 153 

ch'ung-ch'i ("mediating Breath" or 

"mediatmg Emptiness"), 34 

cIrcularity, 367 
Classic of the Supreme Profundity (T' ai-

hsuan ching), 6 

clImbing high, 259, 284 

closural devIce, 305 
closure, 353, 363; open, 314, po, 322-

32 3 
cloud of unknowing, 9 
cognillon, discrimmative, 13 

commander of a mIlitary campaign, 

269,273,284 
Confucius, 12, 13, 53, 55, 56,63,76, 

88,92, 144, 16~ 183,203, 348, 368, 
369; Analects (Lun yu), 183,348; 

humanism, 239 

coordmatlon, 338, 359 

cosmIc VIsion, 384; ofTu Fu, 375 
cosmological consrructmg, 3 I; Han 

thinkmg, 10,25; images, 14 

cosmology, 6, 24, 33, 44; Chinese, 

33ff. 
cosmos, creative process of, 35; 

embodIment of, 384 

couplet, 304, 337, 338, 355; closing, 
382; continuous parallel, 360; mitial, 

393 

382; inner, 384; as metrical Unit, 

335; middle, 382; parallel, 312, 315, 

322,325,328,357; regulated parallel, 

356; stanzaic, 337 
court-style poetry, 345, 350, 360, 363. 

See also kung-t'i-shih 

Cowherd, 344 
Cowley, Abraham, 74 

creativity, IO 

Culler, Jonathan, 385 

Dante, Divina Commedia, 236 

de Saussure, Ferdinand, 50 
dead words (ssu-tzu), 37, 38 

death, 259, 270, 280, 284, 346 
deer, white, 190,203,204 

Demieville, Paul, 168 
description: descnpllve language, 12; 

oflandscape, 105-129; mode, 107, 

IIO, I II, 340, 341, 345, 346, 363; 
poetry, 343, 344, 351; realism, 109, 
II I, II9, 124, 125, 129, 158; 
slmihtude, I05, 108, 127 (see also 

verisimlhtude); word painting, 26 

Dictung, 239 

d,strust oflanguage, 369, 375 
doubleness of self, 75ff., 86 
dream experience, 234, 236 

Duke of Chou (Chou Kung), 141, 166 

dynamIC continuity, 305, 307, 310, 

312ff., 321, 326, 329, 331; words 
(tung-tzu), J7, 38 

dynamism, 19, 22, 320 

elegies for the dead, 310 
embody nothingness (t'i-wu), 1 Iff; the 

thing (t'i-wu), 3 I 

empathetic appreCIatIOn, 19 
Empress Wu of the T'ang, 198 

Emptiness, and Fullness, 33-37, 39, 43; 
degree of, 39; mediating, 41, 43; 

true, 39 
empty words (hsu-tzu), 37-42. See also 

function words 

enfeoffment of mountains, 184-

I 85n53 
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enjambement, 257, 259, 279 

enhghtenment, 373, 378, 385 
epistemIc era, 5, 16, 23 

epistemological: enterprISe, 8; level, 

24; system, 24 

epIStemology, 235 
equahty of potential, 14; pnnciple of, 9 

eqUivalence, 357; and opposition, 353; 
prinCiple of, 356 

eremitism, 147 
Essay on the Four Fundamentals (Ssu-pen 

lun), 18 

ethICs, 16 
EuripIdes, 241 

exotic places and people, 258, 268, 

270, 2 84 
expansive spirit of man, 324, 325 

experience: artistic, 348, 373; mtUltlve, 

369; poetic, 370, 380; sensory, 350 
experientlal encounter, 20, 21, 27. 29; 

understanding, 2 I 

exposition, 365 
expreSSIOn, 365; expreSSIve mode, 

343 If. , 363; theory of poetry, 339 
external phenomenon, 343 

extrametrical head phrases, 257 
extroversion, 365, 367 
eye word (tzu-yen), 38 

faithful woman rejected by husband or 
lover, 282, 284 

Fan K'uang, 23 I 

Fan Wen, 165 

Fan Ying-yiian, 34-35n3 
Fan Yiin, 264 
Fang, Achilles, IIOnI2, II5n23 
Fang, Thome H., 29 
fang-shih, 168 

farmer, 76-79; recluse, 86, 87 
feast, 280, 284 

feeling of nothmgness, 373 
jeng, concept of, 343 
jeng and shan rites, 170, 171, 173, 174, 

183, 184 
Feng Hao, 245, 294 
Feng-kao, 186f. 

Index 

feng-ku ("wind and bone"), 130-166 
feng-li ("wind and strength"), 131, 

132, 145 
fictional characters and SituatiOnS, 282 

five-character verse, 26, U9. See also 
wu-yen shih 

five elements (wu-hsing), 45. See also 

five phases 

five phases, 7 

folk songs, 24, 299ff., 310, 317 
foreigners, 261, 285 
form and spirit, II 

form of reading, 367 
formaitzatIon, 340; of the internal, 

364 
formula, 268 
"Four Talents of the Early T'ang," 

289, 362, 363, 368 
Frankel, Hans H., 123n34 
Frodsham,]. D., 23, IIlnI5 
fu ("rhymeprose"), 24, 109f., 120, 

221-222,341; as genre, 220; in the 
sense of "dISplay," 218; m the sense 
of "narratIon," 218; secondary, 

222ff., 229, 235, 251 
Fu Hsiian, "Song ofCh'm Nii-hsiu," 

250 
full words (shih-tzu), 37, 38, 42 

functIOn words, 39, 341, 356, 358 

generalleadmg army, 258, 268 
generativlty of the Tao, II 

"Ground" star, 213, 215 

Graham, A. C., 52 
"Great Preface" to Mao editIon of 

Shih ching, 106, 217 
Greek drama, 86 

grief, 280, 284 

Hamon, Philippe, 107 

Han River, 307 
Han shu, 264 

Han Wo, 375 
Han Wu TI (Emperor Wu of Han), 

169, 170, 174, 188, 203, 256, 257, 

295 
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Han Vii, 165; "Mountain Rock," 230, 

236 

Hanjei Tzu, 273 

Hao-li, 171, 172 

hardships: caused by war, 284; of 

travel, 273, 284 

Heaven (t'ien), 3, 57; Confucian 
concept of, 56; Earth, and Man, 33, 

36, 45f.; the way of, 7 
hermeneutics, 346; hermeneutic 

procedure, 26 

hermit poets, 369 
High T'ang vitahty, 324-325 

Hightower, James R., 30, 62, 154nn66, 

67,68,155nn69,70,369n46 
HIrSch, E. D., 297 

historian, 71-72 
Ho Hsiin, 321; "A Farewell," 313-314 

HoYen, 16, 131, 150; depiction of the 

Tao, 17 

holism, 19,21,22 
homesickness, 270, 284 
Hsi Hsi, "In Reply to HSI K'ang," 150 

Hsi K'ang, 16,26, 148, 150,274,347; 
"Song ofCh'iu Hu," 149 

Hsi Wang Mu ("The Royal Mother 

m the West"), 189, 191, 203, 206; 
("Queen Mother of the West"), 

292, 294 
Hsiao Kang, 158, 161; Liang Chien­

wen-ti, 160-161; "Looking at a 

Lonely Flying Wild Goose," 318-

JI9 
hsiao-lu-shih ("httle regulated verse"), 

298 
Hsiao Shui-shun, 68n64 

HSiao T'ung, 156 
Hsi-ch'u ko ("Songs from the Western 

Region"), 307, 3II 
Hsieh An, 151 

Hsieh Hsiian, 119 

Hsieh HUl-hen, 155 

HSieh Ling-yim, 66,81, 107f., III, 

118-129,I53,I55,I57,161,173f., 

177, 179f., 235, 301, 312, 347ff , 357, 
364, 369; "I Follow Chm-chu 

395 

River, Cross the Mountam, and Go 
Along by the Stream," 121-123; 

preface to "Eight Poems in Imita­
tion of the Poems of the Wei 

Crown Prince's Gathering in Yeh," 

144 
HSieh Tao-yim, 176-180, 182 

Hsieh T'lao, 120, 129, 155,349,352; 
"Gnevance of the Jade Stairs," 3 I 5 

hsieh-ching-shih ("poetry to descrIbe 
the scenery"), 350 

hsien ("transcendent"), 189, 190, 195, 

196, 198, 204,213 
hsin ("mtenority"), 340 

Hsm Yen-men, 261, 285; "Yii-lin 
lang" ("Impenal Guard Officer," 

"Officer of the Guard," or "Palace 

Guard Officer"), 280, 285-286, 291 

hsin yueh-fu ("new yuehju"), 93, 292-

293 
hsing ("affective Image," "mcltatlon," 

"mdirect metaphor," or "initial 

Impression of natural object"), 45f., 

162-163,217,221,284,342,344, 

363 
Hsu Chin yang-ch'iu, 150 
Hsii Ching-tsung, 362 

Hsii Chiin, 197 
Hsii Fu-kuan, 7n12, 18n41, 29n61, 

245, 373 
Hsii Hsiin, 150, 151 

Hsu Lmg, 161, 300, 302 
Hsu Shao, 18f. 

Hsii Shen, 175, 178 
hsuan-yen-shih ("discursive poetry," 

"philosophical poetry," or "poetry 

of Taoist discourse"), 123, 145, 

149ff., 154, 158, 161, 347, 349 
Hsiin Tzu, 280 

hsu-tzu ("empty words" or "functIOn 

words"), 337, 338 
Hsu-tzu-shuo (Interpretations of Empty 

Words),39 

Hu Shih, 237 

Hu Ymg-lm, 287, 321, 323; Shih sou, 

132 



Hual-nan Hsiao-shan, "InvitatIon to a 
Gentleman m Hidmg," 146 

Hual-nan Tzu, 34n3; HUal-nan Tzu, 

27° 
Huan T'an, 192 

Huang Ch'ao, 246 

Huang Chieh, 284 

Huang K'an, 134 

HuangTi, 170nIl, 174, 188, 189 
Huang T'mg-chien, 375 
Hung-Iou-meng (Dream of the Red 

Chamber), 73 

I ching, 33, 267,3°1; "Discussion of 
the Trigrams," 35; "Hsl-tz'u" 
("Appended Words"), 56. See also 
Book of Changes 

ideal sItuations and persons, 264, 284 
ideahzed eXIstence, 385 

ideographic SCrIpt, 44 
Image: clusters, 314; beyond Images, 

47 
Immanence, 4 
Immortahty, 346 
immortals, 284 

Impersonality, 365 
impressIOn, 365f.; integration of and 

expression, 384; of nature, 350; of 

the world, 344, 358 
Inadequacy: of language, 370; of 

ordmary language, 368 
indetermmacy of human nature, 87 

inscape, 385 
msomma, 273, 284 
mtellectual mtuItIon, 13,21 

mtent, 350, 368 

intentionahty, 35 
mterior hfe, 344 

mteriority, 342, 345, 350, 366 
internahzation, 340, 365, 371; of the 

external, 364 

mterpretatIve code, 333 
mterrogatIve form, 304, 305 

intrmsic, aesthetIC princIples, 305; 

genre, 298-299 
mtroversion, 365, 367 

Index 

jih ching ("Germ of the sun"), 188 

Journey, 348 
Juan ChI, 29,117,148-149,150,159, 

346; "Poems Expressing My 
Feelings," 117, 149 

Judgments on Poetry. See Shih-p'in 

Kao, Yu-kung, 36 

Kasyapa,49 
knowledge of the Tao, 13 
Ko Hung, 168-169, 212 
Ku K'al-chlh, 25 

Ku Yen-wu, 161 

ku-chueh-chu ("ancient chueh-chu"), 300 

ku-i,225 
ku-t'i-sh.h ("ancient-style poetry"), 

223,229,232,252,296,329,360, 
374; ku-shih, 221f., 226, 229, 2]2, 

251 
Kuan chUl pien (Collection of Limited 

Views),5 1 

K'uel-chou, 92, 97 
K'un (fish in the Chuang Tzu), 98 

Kung-an poets, 93 
kung-t'i-shih ("court-style poetry"), 

146, 156-159, 165,348,352 
K'ungJung, 138, 142 
Kuo HSIang, 31f., 81f., 27 

Kuo Mao-ch'len, 300 

Kuo P'u, II2, 148, 159,201,236,347 
Kuo Shao-yu, 69 
Kuo T'al, 15 

landscape, 81; imagmatlve, 383; 

pamters, 371; poetry, IIO, 123, 146, 

364f., 369, 384 (see also shan-shui­

shih); poets of the High T'ang, 368-

378 
language: artIstic, 339, 368; inadequacy 

of, 491f., 58; ordinary, ]2,44; 
poetIc, 33, 36, 44, 61, 64; poetry as, 
]2; and politics, 16; temporal 

progression of, 44; verb-centered, 

359 
langue, 51 

Lao Tzu, 4, 12,49-58, 152f., 157,264, 
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369; Lao Tzu, 5, 14, 26, 5 I. See also 

Tao te ching 

Legalism, 140 

leVIathan, 210 

lexical level, 36, 42, 44 

leXicography, 37 

Li chi, 264, 270 

LI Ho, "Loud Song," 293-294 

LI 1,321 

LI P'an-lung, 223 

Li Po, 29, 46, 86,96, 130f, 162f., 

191f., 199ff, 203-215, 251, 264, 

291,317, }21, 360, 368; "Farewell to 

a Friend," 40; "Flfty-mne Old Style 

Poems," 164; "Hardships of the 

Road to Shu," 287-288; Infimte 

SeparatIOn," 287, 290; "Question 

and Answer In the Mountains," 65; 

"Setting Out from PO-ti City at 

Dawn," 2}2; "StaIrS of Jade," 48; 
"Thinking of the Past In Yueh," 

}27-328; "ValedICtion. A journey 
through Mount T'len-mu In 

Dream," 234-236 

Lisao, 219, 220, 236,270, 291, 294 
LI Shan, 60 

LI Shang-Yin, }21, 375, 384; "Eastern 

Fields," 249; "Goddess of Ch'ang-

0," 42; "Lady LI," 294-295; "Poem 

In One Hundred Rhymes Written 

on a journey through the Western 

Fields," 243-247; "Western Fields," 

249 
LI Yen-men, "Song," 256-257, 275 

Llang-fu, 171, 172 
Liang Hung, "Alas Five Times," 259 

Liang ku chueh heng-ch'ui ch'u (Liang 

Dynasty Songs Accompanied by 

Drums, Horns, and Horizontal Flutes), 

307 
Llao Wei-ch'ing, 134, 135 

lien-chu ("linked verse"), 299-300 

Lin Wen-ytieh, 239-240 

hneanty, 367; and continUity, 357, 

359; ofumtary meaning, 40 
Lmg-hu Ch'u, 244 
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Llng-pao, 193 
Lmg-shu tzu-wen (Purple Text of the 

Numinous Wnt), 202 

literary Criticism, 17-18 

LIU An, 147 
Liu Ch'ang, 31 If. 

LIU HSI, 175 

LIU Hsieh, 17, 52, 1I8, 120, 135, 137, 

149ff., 162f.; Wen-hsin ttao-lung 

(The Literary Mind and the Carv­

mg of Dragons), I09f., 114, 128, 

13 Iff., 143f.; chapters m Wen-hsin 

tiao-lung: "Emotion and Literary 

ExpreSSIOn," 134; "Exegesis of 

Poetry," 143; "IntUitive Thinking," 

62; "PhysICal World," I05-I06; 

"Relating My IntentIOn," 63 

LIU I-ch'ing, 23 

LIU, james, J Y., 52, 69 

LIU Shao, 18 

LIU Yu-hsl, }21 

liu-hsta ("flUid aurora"), 200, 202 

hVlng words (huo-tzu), 37, 38 

Lo Ken-tse, 299 

Lo Pm-wang, 364, 366; "Composition 

on the Imperial City," 222-226 

Lo-fou Shan, 167 

looking down from height, 259, 284 

Lotz, john, 352 

loyalty to emperor, 277 

Lo-yang, 224, 247f., 259 
Lu Chao-1m, 183, 184; "Hardship of 

Travehng," 247; "Remmiscence of 

Old Ch'ang-an," 223-226 

Lu Chi, 117, 146, 148, 173, 177; 
preface to "Wen-fu" or "Rhyme­

prose on LIterature," 59-61; "T'al 

shan ym" (A Chant of Mount 

T'ai"), 170-171; "Wen-fu," 115 

Lu Ch'IU-ch'ung, I46 

Lu Lun, "Songs Below the Frontier," 

2}2-233 

Lu Shlh-yung, 123n36 

Lu Ssu-tao, "Song on Plckmg Lotus 

Blossoms," 289 

lu-sh,h ("regulated verse"), 42, 161, 



398 

lu-shih (cont.) 

22 I, 23 I, 296, 326; aesthetics of, 

332-385; five-character line, 376; 
four rhyme format in, 361-362; 

open-ended format, 361-362; 

p'ai-lu (extended form of regulated 

verse), 355; seven-character line, 

377f. See also regulated verse 

Lun yu, 188, 273, 280 

lute (ch'in), 26 

Lynn, Richard John, 68n65 

lyric: closure, 345; mode of self-

disclosure, 26, 341; moment, 366; 

poetry, 343; self, 364ff., 383; voice, 

364 
lynclsm, 26, 28, 217, 222, 236, 239, 

288; Pindanc, 219 

Ma Ch'i-ch'ang, 54, 55 
Ma Yuan, "The Wu Stream Is Deep," 

258-259, 261 

Mao Shan, 167, 197 

"Mao-shih hsii" ("Preface to the Mao 

editIOn of the Shih ching"), 133 

mask,86 

Mather, Richard B., 5n7, I5n35, 30 

maximum contrast, principle of, 354, 

355 
meaning, 12; beyond images, 47; 

beyond words, 375 

Mel, Tsu-lin, 353n33 
MenclUs, 56; Mencius, 2In46, 203, 264 

Meng Ch'l, 164 

Meng Chiao, 72n3 

Meng Chien, "A Song in Narration of 

the Story of Ou-yang Hsing-chou, 

with Preface," 242-243 

Meng Hao-Jan, 167, 178n36, 360, 373 
metamorphosis, 93-101 

metaphor, 31, 46-47; and pun, 309 

metaphysical: discussion, 15; projects, 

4; verse, 23 (see also hsuan-yen-shih) 

metaphysics, 17; Han, 7, Wei-Chm, 7; 

western, 6 

metonymy, 31,46-47 

metrical pattern, 336; rules, 335-337, 

356; umt, 354 

microcosm, 35 

Index 

military campaign, 258, 265, 270 

Milky Way, 21 1,215,344 
mimetic approach, 27 

Mmg-t'ang ("Hall of Light"), 174 

modal construction, 367 

models from history, 284 
Monthly Comments (Yueh-tan p'ing), 18 

moralism and scholasticism, Eastern 
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