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CHAPTER 1

......................................................................................................

KEY CONCEPTS OF
“LITERATURE”

......................................................................................................

STEPHEN OWEN

To give an account of the Chinese conception of literature is, at its root, a compara-
tive question, positing a universal category, “literature;,” which has a peculiarly Chinese
inflection. The enterprise founders on the historicity of the relatively recent concept of
“literature” and its earlier counterpart, “poetry” (in its primary sense), in the European
tradition, with an unmanageable diversity of inclusions and exclusions. However strong
particular opinions may be, we still do not agree on what is and what is not literature, and
a rough collective agreement on a word is necessary to stabilize comparison. It would,
moreover, be perverse to take the contemporary academic construction of the field (as
fluid as it still is) and attempt to refer that back to pre-g9oo ck Chinese conceptions of
some rough analogue of our own blurred category. It is fine to construct contemporary
anthologies of premodern Chinese works, to do studies, and to make reference works
like the present one, all working with our contemporary scope of literature, but it is not
valid to use that as a reference point for the Chinese understanding of “literature” in, say,
500 CE.

Such an act of comparison is, moreover, essentially unequal, taking a category of one
tradition and looking for it in another. This act presumes that not only will we find a
commensurate analogue, but that the counterpart of “literature” will involve questions
of commensurate gravity. This is not the case. What we find instead are two histories
that diverged. One began with Aristotle and a very broad notion of “poetry;” clearly
distinguished from verse, sustaining over two millennia of critical reflection, eventu-
ally becoming “literature” (with the term “poetry” eventually redefined as a lyric genre
within that larger field of “literature”). The other began with shi &+, the rough analogue
of “poetry;” but tied to a certain kind of verse (that is, not all verse is shi, but all shi is
in verse). As we will see, a discursive field developed, including but not limited to shi;
this field is the rough analogue to “literature.” For a brief period, that field was sub-
ject to critical reflection, but such critical reflection had entirely disappeared before
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the end of the period covered by this volume. The genre shi, however, did sustain over
two millennia of critical reflection, as did, to a far lesser degree, other genres within the
“literary” field.

The “literary” and the “idea of the literary” are different things. The task here is not to
identify the former. Most contemporary readers recognize that Zhuangzi’s i+ won-
drous fusion of thought and imaginative writing is, in some profound sense, literary. It
could not have been done in the plain discursive prose of his age. Our range of reference
is before 9oo CE, and Zhuangzi, however much admired and used in literary writing,
was not itself generally considered wen 3Z, the term we turn to when we look for some-
thing analogous to literature. We might endure that exclusion, but then we have to face
the fact that every petition to the throne, however banal and poorly written, was con-
sidered wen (as the worst nineteenth-century verse in English is technically “literature,”
even if it is execrable poetry).

Wen, our rough analogue for “literature” in China, is best considered as a discursive
field, a system of genres, recognized as distinct from other kinds of writing. We will con-
sider what makes works within this system collectively distinct from other discursive
fields; then we will consider attempts to theorize that distinction and the abandonment
of that enterprise in favor of genre-based theory.

To speak about a conception of “literature” as a general field, a system of genres dis-
tinct from other kinds of writing, is not tenable before the early third century ck. Poetry
(shi), one of the primary constituent genres of the literary field, had been highly theo-
rized since late antiquity (see Chapter 23) with reference to the Shijing &% (Classic of
Poetry). And there was a more fluid sense of other particular genres through lineages of
famous texts.

Shi was a more restrictive category. On the surface, it was immediately clear whether
a text was or was not shi. The definition of shi in the “Great Preface” (“Daxu” KJF) to
the Shijing is: “The Poem articulates what the mind is intent upon” (shi yan zhi i+f 5 ).
Although there were many poems in which it is hard to see that definition, and although
that definition was varied in significant ways, it was not possible to negate the old defi-
nition and seriously claim “The poem (shi) does not articulate what the mind is intent
upon.” Wen, the emergent analogue of “literature” in the third century, was a different
kind of category; it had a wide range of usage outside texts in language and gained depth
by resonance with those other frames of reference. Moreover, it was not always clear
whether a given text should or should not be considered wen. The easiest recourse for
identifying wen was a system of genres, but many genres lay on the ambiguous margins
of wen, with some instantiations of those genres clearly judged to be wen, while other
instantiations were probably not wen; e.g., some letters were wen, and some were not.

To understand wen, it is best to consider its historical transformation into a discursive
field. I will not here go back to the earliest usages of the term, but rather consider such
early usages as they were used in later periods, when they were anachronistically drawn
into attempts to explain wen.

Between earliest antiquity and the early third century, there was abundant material
that we now would consider literature from a variety of perspectives, but there was no
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sense of literature is a distinct field of discourse. In the first decades of the second half
of the first century CE, in Wang Chong’s -7 (27-100 cE) chapter on “An Explanation
of Writing” (“Shu jie” %) in Lun heng &% (Balanced Discourses), there was a devel-
oped sense of wen as something like “patterned grace” in writing, the counterpart of a
writer’s inner qualities and drawing on an earlier discourse of wen, but this clearly did
not yet constitute a distinct field (Wang Chong 1990, 1149-1150). Wang Chong, how-
ever, gives us one essential characteristic of wen as it would develop in the next century:
there is some essential correspondence between the inner character of the person and
that person’s writing. Such a correspondence between the interior of the speaker and its
linguistic manifestation in text has a basic similarity to the theory of shi in the “Great
Preface” to the Shijing. But there is also an essential difference. The state of mind of
the speaker of one of the poems in the Shijing was circumstantial and externally deter-
mined, a response to the situation of the times. Wang Chong’s wen revealed a quality of
the inner person that was not circumstantially determined. This quality, however, was
not yet differentiated into types, and it was not presumed to be present in the writing of
everyone.

Before considering the discourse of wen as it came to constitute a field, we should
outline the field negatively, defining it by the other discursive fields that were “not litera-
ture” The nature of “poetry; shi, was a theoretical question; the nature of wen as a larger
field of discourse that included poetry was initially a bibliographical question. In the
bibliographical system as it was evolving during the Six Dynasties (see Chapter 11), lit-
erature was not “Classics” (jing £€), not “Masters Literature” or the “literature of knowl-
edge” (zi ) and not “History” (shi 52). This fourth discursive field is not named for any
of the standard words and phrases usually used in Chinese literary thought; it is called
“collections” (ji ), the shorter writings of individuals in a variable, but restricted, range
of genres—a genre system (see Chapter 15).

The collection of wen is ji £&, the shorter works of one individual or many individu-
als. This bibliographical container gives us a basic insight into the idea of literature that
is often missing in the grander discourse of wen. Some of the works in a collection could
have been included as a chapter in a treatise of Masters Literature (see Chapter 14), or
they could have been a biography or historical discussion appropriate for a history, or
they could have been a discussion of a Classic, but their shortness involves closure and
focus, and they are read not as knowledge per se but in terms of their historically con-
tingent author. Works in a ji are understood as historically local acts of composition, in
contrast to writings in other fields, which are projects over extended time. Those proj-
ects obviously involved particular acts of composition, but they were parts of a whole.
To take the example of Masters Literature, a master was allowed to compose only one
book (and even if such a book is divided into “inner” and “outer” chapters, such a divi-
sion is understood as some difference in content rather simply an ongoing production
of chapters). Chinese scholars like to assign dates to literary works, dates that are the
putative date of composition; as a project of indeterminate duration, the Masters treatise
has only a date of completion, if that is known. The “master” himself might live on after
his treatise was done; although the author of works in a ji might compile provisional



6 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE—-900 CE)

versions of his collection, the collection was “complete” only with the author’s death, so
that it was essentially a posthumous construction. The Chinese literary text might con-
vey the wisdom of the sages, might contain knowledge, and might be historically true
and a contribution to historical knowledge, but there was a surplus; defining the puta-
tive parameters of that surplus may be the best way to talk about something like “litera-
ture” The centrality of the historically contingent author, the organizational principle of
a collection, ji, is an essential part of that surplus.

A chapter or discussion of writing and rhetoric had been a common part of the trea-
tises in Masters Literature. In his Dian lun 135 (Normative Discourses), Cao Pi &1
(187-226) included a chapter entitled “Discourse on Literature” (“Lun wen” i ). In its
current form, the “Discourse on Literature” is about the literary field, specifically about
the “Seven Masters of the Jian'an Reign” (Jianan qizi 211, each having a distinct
temperament and each having strength in a specific genre. The field of letters, as Cao Pi
describes it, is constituted by an orderly set of complementary differences, each singular
strength simultaneously implying a limitation. Occasionally, Cao Pi makes reference to
wen simply as “good writing,” in the sense in which Wang Chong had used it, and he
closes with a praise of the “discourses” (Iun i), of Xu Gan fR&# (171-218). While the
single lun was to become part of the literary genre system, Cao Pi here refers to a long
treatise by Xu Gan, a work of Masters Literature, which, in contrast to the partial excel-
lences of the literary field, promises a complete summation of knowledge—as does Cao
Pi’s own treatise, Dian lun. A literary field has not been fully established here, but it
is emergent.

Works of Masters Literature preferred terms of general authority and balanced impar-
tiality: Wang Chong’s Lun heng, Xu Gan's Zhong lun "5 (Discourses on the Mean), Cao
Pi’s Dian lun. By contrast, Cao Pi describes the writers of wen as being very good at
some things and not at others, individual strengths mapped onto the particular strength
of genres. Instead of the serene whole of the treatise in Masters Literature, the “Seven
Masters” are literally in a horse race, each trying to outdo the other.

The survival of the “Discourse on Literature” presents an interesting complication.
While Dian lun survives only in fragments, the “Discourse on Literature” was preserved
in Xiao Tong’s HEHR (501-531) Wen xuan 3% (Selections of Refined Literature), from the
early sixth century, under the genre “discourse” (lun). Because other extant fragments
seem to belong to the “Discourse on Literature” chapter and because the discourse is
much shorter than most chapters in treatises in Masters Literature, it is probable that
Xiao Tong selected and perhaps restructured the chapter in its current form. The early
sixth century did have a very strong sense of wen as a discursive field, and we cannot
tell how much the current form of “Discourse on Literature” as preserved in Wen xuan
represents Cao Pi’s original chapter and how much it represents the motivated excerpt-
ing of Xiao Tong. We should note, however, that the metamorphosis of the chapter into
a literary “discourse” (lun) is particularly effective because of Cao Pi’s personal and ele-
giac engagement with the “Seven Masters”; rather than conveying impersonal author-
ity, Cao Pi’s voice of personal engagement mediates his claims and becomes itself part of
those claims.
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If the sense of wen as a distinct discursive field was still not fully developed in the
third century, there was considerable interest in and discussion of the genres of writing
that came to constitute it. Lu Ji 5% (261-303) described wen through one of its genres,
the “rhapsody” (fu fi{). “The Rhapsody on wen” (“Wen fu” SZHiK, also “Rhapsody on
Literature”), is an exceptionally rich text, essentially on compositional practice, beginning
with a meditation on the universe, then the process of organizing speculative experience,
followed by a spontaneous process of writing. As in Cao Pi’s “Discourse on Literature,” a
set of genres, each with distinct characteristics, is enumerated. One might well argue that
Lu Ji’s compositional procedures are better suited to poetry or even poetic exposition than
to a petition to the throne or to a stele inscription. But in the present context, the issue is
how Lu Ji’s account defines a field of literature. The obvious answer is that Lu Ji's composi-
tional procedures involve short texts: they are inapplicable to long-term projects, such as
Masters treatises or Histories; they involve thought but not “research” in sources; unlike
the Classics, they are not a summation of knowledge but an occasion of composition.

Lu Ji speaks of the compositional process in terms undifferentiated by individual dis-
position or genre and allows for all the variations he can imagine, but the particular
demands of a given genre mediate between general meditation and production. Internal
division and difference remain central to the literary field.

The third century also saw the beginning of compiling literary collections, usually
posthumous, and the earliest anthologies. The most influential early anthology was that
of Zhi Yu #i& (d. ca. 312), working around the turn of the fourth century. The anthol-
ogy itself is lost, but there are numerous quotations from the headings of its generic
divisions. The title is Wenzhang liubie ji S E A (Collection of Literature Arranged
by Genre), echoing Cao Pi’s notions of complementary generic divisions that together
create a whole. Zhi Yu’s use of the popular water metaphor, however, adds a temporal
dimension, of a watery totality that divides into different branches like the delta of a
river. In the surviving fragments of the genre introductions, we see Zhi Yu trying to
trace each genre back to antiquity, and, where possible, to the Classics. This is the first
clear iteration of a shared early Middle Period idea of literature as a linear derivation
from the Classics, leaving open the question of whether the writer should return to the
Classics or should embrace change as necessary and good.

The field of early medieval literary genres bore little resemblance to Aristotle’s
“poetry” or to Sanskrit kavya. Pride of place went to rhapsody (fu, a long rhymed
description or account) and to classical poetry (shi), but they included letters, petitions
to the throne, inscriptions of various kinds, laments, and funerary genres—in short, the
different kinds of largely public writing that a member of the educated elite might be
called upon to produce. Narrative frames for poetic expositions might contain patently
fictional interlocutors (“Master No-Such”) or famous speakers from the past; fictive nar-
rative, however, was generally not included within the scope of literary genres, with the
notable exception of parable. Narratives that we would call “historical romance” were
classified in one of the special subsets of history such as biezhuan Jil/{% (separate biogra-
phy, like those of Qin Jia %852 or Cai Yan %25 [ca. 170—ca. 215]), suggesting their dubi-
ous historical reliability; if those narratives contained poems or letters, the poems or
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letters might be included in the category of wen, under the name of the character to
whom they were ascribed in the narrative. Anecdotes and supernatural tales eventually
came to be included among the bibliographical subsets of Masters Texts, under rubrics
that suggest their lack of credibility and seriousness, or appeal to a certain set of beliefs.

There was extensive interest in and discussion of literary texts through the fourth and
fifth centuries, usually with a focus on particular genres and largely on poetry. The great
attempt to discuss wen as a general field came again only around the turn of the sixth
century. A lay scholar studying in a Buddhist monastery, Liu Xie £/} (ca. 460s-520s),
undertook the unprecedented step of writing a treatise on wen. From one point of view,
this was itself an evolution of Masters Literature, in that it involved the composition of
one big book with many chapters. Earlier Masters treatises had sought to cover all fields
of knowledge, inflected by the particular interests of the “master”; Liu Xie’s work, how-
ever, took what would have been one chapter of a Masters treatise and turned it into a
book. From another point of view, this book was essentially a §astra, a systematic treatise
on a single field of knowledge, a basic genre in South Asian literature appearing at a time
when Sanskrit texts were coming into China in large numbers.

Liu Xie’s book was entitled Wenxin diaolong SLUHERE, roughly translated as Literary
Mind and the Carving of the Dragon. It was in fifty chapters, divided between chapters
on genres and chapters on theoretical issues, with a final postface in which Liu Xie gave
an account of how he came to write the book. Liu Xie claimed to have had a dream of
Confucius as a child, and despairing of making an original contribution to commen-
tary on the Classics, he turned instead to writing on literature as an outgrowth of the
Classics.

The first chapter, “Its Origin in the Way” (“Yuan Dao” Ji&), is a fully developed
exposition of wen, drawing on conventional associations and adding new ones to link
the field of “literature” with the larger sense of wen as “external patterning” and thereby
ground literature in nature. Wen was a very old term, which had acquired a wide range
of usage, and writings about literature such as Liu Xies treatise often anachronistically
drew on those associations. In its larger sphere of usage, wen was “pattern,” the exter-
nal manifestation of inner quality on the surface; for example, in a sumptuary regime
the patterns on clothing corresponded to status and role that would otherwise be
invisible. Wen referred to civil virtues and graces, in distinction from wu, the military
aspect of society. Wen was also the ultimate signifying dimension of pattern—in other
words, “writing” And within writing itself, wen gradually became “embellishment,” in
opposition to “substance” (zhi 'H). In the wen/zhi opposition, the ideal was the “per-
fect balance” (binbin M) between the two. Wang Chong’s treatment of wen in the
“Explanation of Writing” chapter is a good example of the evolution of the term: wen is a
quality in writing that shows the human quality of the writer, but it is clearly not rhetori-
cal embellishment, which Wang Chong strongly opposed.

By Liu Xie’s time, normal style in the genres that made up the literary field was highly
“embellished,” a quality of which Liu Xie sometimes disapproved and sometimes
approved. On the negative side, this was seen as wen and zhi failing to achieve “perfect
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balance,” with an excess of wen. In “Its Origin in the Way,” Liu Xie's task was to naturalize
the gorgeous. He began by drawing on two established compounds using wen: tianwen K3,
the “pattern of the heavens” (i.e., the patterns and motions of heavenly bodies), and
diwen H13Z, “the pattern of earth” (topography). As these showed splendid outward
appearances according to the essential nature of Heaven and Earth respectively, so
human beings, whose essential nature is mind—and following from that, language—
had their external manifestation in patterned language, wen. His repeated declarations
that this was “natural” remind us of the doubt that he was trying to dispel: that literary
language might be thought to be rhetorical and artificial.

Such grand claims for wen were capacious, but their very capaciousness encouraged
Liu Xie to cross the boundaries by which the discursive field was commonly under-
stood by his contemporaries. His chapter on the Classics (3), “Zong jing” 534S, was to
be expected, laying the groundwork for the derivation of later genres, but the follow-
ing chapter on the Apocrypha to the Confucian Classics (4), “Zheng wei” IEAE, was
obviously included for symmetry and was far from any imaginable sense of wen among
Liu Xie’s contemporaries. The standard genres of the usual field of wen were included,
but so were those other discursive fields that had negatively delimited wen: Historical
Writing (16), “Shi zhuan” H2{#; and Masters Writing (17), “Zhuzi” &~ The chapter
on “Discourse and Persuasion” (18), “Lunshui” g, even included commentary on
the Confucian Classics. This left Liu Xie with the problem of what writing was “not
wen” Contemporary understanding did have a term for this: bi Z&, roughly translated
as “plain writing” In “General Technique” (44), “Zong shu” #2f7, Liu Xie eventually
addressed this issue, first rejecting the most naive distinction, which made wen rhymed
and bi unrhymed, then rejecting a barely comprehensible thesis by Yan Yanzhi BRAE Z
(384-456), surviving only in Liu Xie’s refutation. In the end, Liu Xie himself could not
propose a credible distinction to demarcate the sphere of wen by identifying what was
“not wen.”

Literary Mind and the Carving of the Dragon was a great experiment, grasping for
something that had identity beyond merely a system of genres. The concept of wen was
drawn so broadly that, while there was bad wen, there was no kind of writing that was
explicitly excluded. In Literary Mind and the Carving of the Dragon we can, however, see
the outlines of the boundaries of wen by the tacit exclusions, most notably the rich world
of anecdote, such as Shishuo xinyu THEHTEE (A New Account of Tales of the World), and
of fantastic tales, texts that occupy a large place in the modern, Western-influenced con-
cept of “literature”

A few decades after Wenxin diaolong, we have Xiao Tong’s Wen xuan, the inheritor of
ZhiYu’s Wenzhang liubie ji. For several centuries, this was the most influential anthology
representing wen in a broad sense. It was a work grounded in the court, either prepared
or overseen by Xiao Tong, the Crown Prince, who was intensely aware of his institu-
tional role as a supporter of culture. This kind of anthology, covering the full range of
the “literary” field as it was understood in the early sixth century, was often a unify-
ing imperial act, continued in the seventh century with the court-sponsored Wenguan
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cilin SCEERAMK (Forest of Compositions of the Literary Academy) and, after the founding
of the Song Dynasty in the late tenth century, the imperially sponsored Wenyuan ying-
hua XY JHE (The Flower of the Garden of Letters), whose contents began in the sixth
century, where the Wen xuan left off. This was followed by Lii Zuqian’s = fHz# (1137~
1181) Song wen jian KR # (Mirror of Song Literature), an imperially commissioned
anthology of Northern Song writings. Such anthologies were designed to represent an
era and retained the broad sense of wen. We even have a private anthology on the model
of the Wen xuan, the Tang Guwen yuan 13 { (Garden of Ancient Literature), includ-
ing early material not included in Xiao Tong’s anthology.

The real inertia in the maintenance of a general sphere of “literature” was in the “col-
lected works” of an individual, the ji, including poetic expositions, poetry, and shorter
prose writings. Dynastic histories often made a place for “biographies of men of letters”
(toward the end of the biographical section), but there was no critical attempt to define
what they meant. The important political figure who was also a famous writer would
be given a more prominent place in the biographies and not included in “biographies
of men of letters” The famous writer who was the son of a prominent political figure
would usually be given a short biographical notice after his father. To be included in
“biographies of men of letters” effectively meant that they were famous only for their
writing. The earliest extant example of this category appears in the Hou Han shu %752
(History of the Later Han) by Fan Ye UM (398-445), with a brief “summary verse” (zan H)
attached at the end. Some of the “biographies of men of letters” (often referred to as “gar-
den of wen,” wenyuan 41i) in later histories have introductory sections praising the
importance of literature, but none reflect on the category of wen, and they are implicitly
content to understand it as the kind of writings included in a “collection”

If there was a field of wen in the sixth century that could possibly sustain reflection,
that field virtually dissolved over the course of the Tang, surviving only in the inertia
of the bibliographical system, certain forms of anthology, and the historical category
of “biographies of men of letters,” made up of short biographies of those writers whose
prominence did not merit a full biography earlier in the “biographies” section of the
standard histories.

In popular criticism, we see the forces at work in the eighth-century materials the
Japanese monk Kikai 72 (774-835) collected in Bunkyo  hifuron SR A
(Ch. Wenjing mifu lun, The Secret Treasury of the Mirror of Letters). It very title gestures
to the category wen, but in actuality the texts it includes are overwhelmingly about shi.
Even the section entitled “On Meaning in Wen” (“Lun wen yi” & 3 ), though it begins
grandly, quickly turns to poetry, shi, which dominates the essay (though there are scat-
tered references to rhapsodies and to prose pieces). The essay speaks of “making wen” (zuo
wen {F30) (Wenjing mifu lun 1365), but immediately reveals that it means shi. In the fol-
lowing sections, “On Genre” (“Lun ti” &) and “On Position” (“Lun wei” &fifiL), the
same “making wen” refers primarily to prose. Since Bunkyo hifuron is a compilation of
various sources, the only conclusion we can draw is that during the Tang the discourse
on poetry was becoming distinct, and a discourse on prose was conducted in generali-
ties that might include poetry, but were more appropriate for prose forms.
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In short, the possibility of general critical reflection on wen as including all kinds of
writing in a “collection” was gradually supplanted by critical reflection on particular
genres, or on the grouping of “prose” genres. The theoretical leisure of Liu Xie com-
posing his treatise in a Buddhist temple gave way to the pragmatic, pedagogic needs
of young men who needed to master different discursive forms for their careers. This
was not always the case in the Tang, but it was pervasive. Bunkyo hifuron begins some
essays with grand statements, but it also tells its reader to keep a writing brush and a
lamp handy at night in case he wakes up with inspiration. From the early ninth cen-
tury we have a “Manual of Rhapsodies” (“Fu pu” fli{7), which is not at all interested in
what a rhapsody “is,” only in how to compose one according to the rules. Popular criti-
cism merged seamlessly into sets of model compositions for different genres, such as Bai
Juyi's F1/E %) (772-846) model sets of “judgments” (panwen *I[3Z) and model answers
to examination questions.

By the early ninth century, with the resurgent interest in “old-style prose” (guwen 7 ),
the term wen was losing its broader sense of “literature” and acquiring its more restric-
tive meaning of “prose,” the complementary opposite of shi. Already in the early decades
of the ninth century, we begin to have a new notion of the “poet,” shiren &+ X\, as some-
one who writes only poetry and is obsessed with poetry. Even if one can argue that wen
still retained something of its broad sense around the turn of the ninth century, we have
no doubt about wen’s more restrictive meaning as “prose” by the mid-ninth century.
Playing on the figure of the obsessed poet, Liu Tui Z/iff (821-after 874) writes of his
obsession with prose: “Eating and drinking I never forget prose (wen); in the darkness
I never forget prose. In sorrow and in rage, in illness and merriment, in a crowd and
traveling on a mission, I never once fail to have prose on my mind” (Quan Tang wen
789.8266).

By the end of the period covered by this volume, we have entered the stage of late
imperial literature. Although anthologies modeled on Wen xuan were still as inclusive as
the standard form of the “collection,” virtually all critical discourse was divided generi-
cally: there was a tradition of critical discourse on shi, another on old-style prose, and
another on parallel prose (siliu P47), which might include discourse on rhapsodies,
fu (though there was a distinct tradition of critical writing on fu). Some of the newer
genres, such as song lyric (ci 7i) and vernacular lyric (qu 1), each acquired its own dis-
tinct critical tradition. Change came from new genres appearing outside the margins of
the old genres. A good example can be seen in stories, which were increasing in sophis-
tication and popularity from the late eighth through the ninth century. While such sto-
ries were usually kept out of authorial “collections,” there are enough cases where the
promise of a serious moral lesson led to an ambiguity in classification that we can see
the boundary between the “literary” and the previously “nonliterary” collapsing. The
new song lyric form (ci) was at first excluded from literary collections, but by the twelfth
century began to be included—at or near the end of a collection.

Our discussion here is somewhat artificially constrained by the year 9oo. As Liu Xie
had discovered, the margins of the “literary” opened to other discursive fields against
which the literary field had taken shape. By the thirteenth century, critical discussions
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of “old-style” (guwen) prose could not help drawing from the Classics, the Histories,
and Masters Literature. Using selections from these other fields later became standard
in old-style prose anthologies. The boundaries of “literature” in the old sense remained
relatively clear until the early twentieth century, but texts that were interesting in what
we consider (and late imperial critics considered) to be a “literary” way were growing
outside the old genre system, and many texts within the old genre system were no longer
read—immortalized in print, but ignored. A new, broader sense of “literature” gradually
emerged; the importance of this broader field of texts, including drama and fiction, was
recognized, but there was no attempt to define a field as such.
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CHAPTER 2
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PERIODIZATION AND MAJOR
INFLECTION POINTS

......................................................................................................

STEPHEN OWEN

THE periodization of literature has more historical interest than theoretical interest.
Periodization is a function of a virtual literary historical narrative, organizing selec-
tive evidence to produce a coherent narrative of change of one particular sort. The most
significant variable is the way in which literature is granted greater or lesser autonomy
within an integral narrative of culture and politics. As this process works out in his-
tory, we can observe, first, the larger discourse of change that underwrites the earliest
accounts of periodization, and, second, the internalization and inertia of certain modes
of periodization in subsequent accounts.

We might first consider the act of periodization that abruptly terminates the present
volume at the year 9oo. This is a felicitous date of convenience because it roughly ges-
tures to both traditional Chinese periodization and to more recent macronarratives of
Chinese cultural history. Our date is very close to the nominal end of the Tang Dynasty
in 907, corresponding to the last gasp of a major dynasty. The rich body of recent schol-
arly literature on the “Tang-Song transition” makes goo an acceptable intermediate
date of convenience for a narrative of fundamental change, beginning with intellectual
changes inaugurated in the early ninth century, the gradual dissolution of an old aris-
tocratic culture, and emergence of a new world of Northern Song literary culture in the
first quarter of the eleventh century. Finally, our date satisfies the more recent mode
of narrative that seeks the ground of discursive culture in material culture: the earli-
est known print edition of a collection of poetry, that of Guan Xiu HIK (832-912), was
done at the end of the second or the beginning of the third decade of the tenth century.
Thus our date brings us to the edge of print culture. The periodization of very large spans
is, of course, a blunt tool. Despite a long span of war, devastation, and social upheaval
on either side of 900, it was a period of great stability, and it would be difficult to find
any major change in literature for the eighty years preceding 9oo and a hundred years



14 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE-90O0 CE)

following that date. In regard to print culture, the first known printing of a literary col-
lection is more symbolic than substantive. We know that poetry was being printed and
sold in broadside over eighty years earlier, and that that large-scale, commercial print-
ing of literary works did not begin until the second half of the eleventh century and was
not fully established until the first half of the twelfth century. All this is to remind us that
the date that demarcates a period is a function of the narrative, rather than the narrative
being a function of the date.

We are, however, left with an unmanageable span of almost two millennia of tex-
tual production in this volume, and it would be useful to further divide that by some
other date of convenience with something of the resonance of goo, though with the
same essential fuzziness. Allow me to choose 200 CE as such a date, anchoring the first
appearance of paper in roughly the first century ce and its subsequent spread to become
the dominant medium of writing. While we know that bamboo slips and wooden tab-
lets continued to be used long after this date, paper seems to have become increasingly
widespread in elite venues in the century before and after 200. This seems the best way
to account for the dramatic increase in literary production in the roughly two centu-
ries of the Eastern Han as compared to the two centuries of the Western Han. This is
not to suggest that Eastern Han works were necessarily composed on paper, but rather
that they were recent enough to survive into an age when circulation on paper became
increasingly common. The consequences of paper—as compared to bamboo strips
and wooden tablets—were immense. It made possible new script-forms that could be
written far more quickly; it made distribution of larger texts no longer dependent on
wagonloads; and it made possible a personal library on a physical scale smaller than a
warehouse. The famous anecdote that Zuo Si’s /= /& (ca. 250—ca. 305) “Rhapsody on the
Three Metropolises” (“Sandu fu” —#[fii) was so popular that it made the cost of paper
rise in Luoyang may come from a somewhat later source, but the anecdote remains
interesting in taking for granted not only that those interested would copy it on paper—
and could afford to—but also that the supply was limited.

The felicity of this date of convenience is in its correspondence with the rise of clas-
sical poetry and a variety of new genres, with the appearance of the literary “collection”
and the discursive field of wen 3 (see Chapter 1). The plague of 217, which took the
lives of so many famous writers of the time, was seen as the end of an era—a “period”—
laying the groundwork for the first attempts to periodize literature in the centuries
to follow.

We will first look at the problems of periodizing texts of antiquity before the
imperial period and the early imperial period. Then we will consider the received
terms of cultural change and their assumptions, which provided the basis of the first
attempts at literary periodization. We will then address the formation and transfor-
mation of periodization between 200 and 9oo, focusing on the literary historical
work of the fifth and sixth centuries as well as the periodization of the Tang. Finally,
we will raise some of the problems for periodization posed by distortions in the tex-
tual record.
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ANTIQUITY

In the roughly seven or eight centuries of received texts from before the imperial
period, we can see large changes between the putatively earliest texts and the latest
texts. While we can identify major changes that occurred, we cannot date them except
very roughly. If we look at shorter spans of a few centuries, we are on safer grounds if
we identify “differences” rather than “changes” These differences might possibly be
historical change, but we cannot discount regional differences, differences of scribal
convention, and other factors. Obvious linguistic differences between the earlier
chapters and the last chapters of the Analects are taken to be evidence of historical
difference, but those differences might simply represent two communities that dif-
fered in terms of the way in which Confucius’s words were reported. The sequence
of arrangement of sections in a work is too often taken as actual historical sequence
of composition. Many ancient texts in the received tradition are layered, sometimes
with sections that are probably Han (or, more problematically, a Han version of ear-
lier material), and many seem to have been put together into “books” by the needs of
Han bibliography. We commonly see similar material rewritten in new contexts, and
the differences may represent distinct local writing traditions or different contexts as
much as historical change.

The gross historical divisions in this era are the Western Zhou (ca. 1046 -771 BCE),
the Eastern Zhou (770-256 BCE), the Spring and Autumn Period (770-481 BCE), and
the Warring States Period (481-221 BCE). These are rough dates to produce a continuous
year-line. Perhaps one of the most significant changes, occurring in the Warring States,
was the change from the ubiquitous citation of speech (“Master X said . . .”) to the essay,
with a presumed author who does not appear as the speaker. Even in this case, however,
we are mapping difference as historical change; and while it is almost certainly the case
that cited speech preceded uncited discourse, this does not mean that, within a particu-
lar family of discourse, cited speech might not have been the mode of composition long
after essays using uncited discourse appeared. In short, despite the large body of texts,
unknown variables make it impossible to provide enough dates to do anything like peri-
odization. We have an increasingly large corpus of archeologically recovered texts, but
these come almost entirely from one region and one limited period in ancient history.
These do not allow us to make large generalizations about practices elsewhere and in
other periods.

We are on somewhat more secure grounds when we enter the first phase of the impe-
rial period, the Qin (221-207 BCE) and the Western Han, but the record is so thin and
many texts are so problematic that it is better to think of works and authors rather than
the thicker record that makes literary history possible. We can be certain of the promi-
nence of Sima Xiangru B HAEA (ca. 179-117 BCE), and recognize his influence on Yang
Xiong #51# (53 BCE-18 CE), but the attempt to do a “literary history” of the Western
Han poetic exposition in any greater detail finds “periods” characterized by one or two
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authors and one or two works. The relatively secure works are surrounded by other
works of dubious authenticity. Dating is often based on assumptions which, if examined
in detail, are themselves in question. We can begin to see lineages and knowledge of ear-
lier texts, but we do not have enough secure material to talk about periods—apart from
the very large presence of empire.

THE “TERMS” OF CULTURAL CHANGE

The prefaces of the Mao version of the Shijing i-iA% (Classic of Poetry) and their subcom-
mentaries did not in themselves constitute literary history, but they did provide some of
the most basic assumptions through which to think about literary change, along with
some terms by which to represent those assumptions. The Mao interpretation mapped
the poems in the Shijing at different points in the first four centuries of the Zhou dynasty,
which saw the gradual decline of Zhou power. This process was understood as increas-
ing moral decline, in which those lower in the social hierarchy bore the consequences
of the failings of those above them. The poems were interpreted as voices from those
historical moments. This mode of interpretation forever linked the story of literature
to a morally inflected political context, with particular attention to the motif of decline.
While later literary historical interpretation modified this model in interesting ways,
the most basic assumptions have lasted to the present.

The basic form of decline theory is the transition from zheng IF, the “norm” and the
“proper;’ to bian 5%, the term of change. This binary opposition had its origins in the
Yijing 7#§ (Classic of Changes), where bian as “change” was an inevitable and essentially
neutral term. In the context of the Mao interpretation of the Shijing, however, zheng (a
term interchangeable with another zheng I, “[good] governance”) was represented by
voices speaking from the condition of good government, a voice celebrating good gov-
ernment, or a voice from good government itself to exert influence on the people. From
zheng the poems in the Shijing pass into bian, in this sense best understood as “devia-
tion”; these poems either directly criticize some consequence of misrule or indirectly
criticize misrule by holding up the model of the past. When mapped on history, zheng,
embodied in the putatively earliest poems, passes into degrees of ever greater bian,
“deviation”” Speaking from different moments and locales, the poems bear witness to a
rudimentary narrative of a dynasty gaining the Mandate of Heaven (tianming K i¥) and
then losing it by degrees.

This rudimentary narrative lay at the heart of the theory of a “dynastic cycle” The
narrative would be modified to account for the contingencies of real history, both politi-
cal and literary. In the case of political history, the Zhou model of King Xuan J& 5 F
(r. 827-782 BCE) was appropriated to account for a phase of “restoration” that interrupted
decline and postponed the inevitable end. The task of the literary historian was to iden-
tify texts and qualities in texts that instantiated the given assumptions. To some degree,
this kind of literary historical narrative, tied to the dynastic cycle, lasted throughout the
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imperial period. Within a given dynasty, certain reigns were often chosen to represent
the subdivisions of the process.

The historically determined process of movement from zheng to bian became from
early on linked to another process, anchored by the binary opposition of zhi i, the
“plain” and “substantive,” and wen <, the “ornamented” and “literary;,” which at its
extreme becomes “merely literary” (see Chapter 1). This binary opposition had a range
of reference that extended well beyond the literary sphere, but the literary sphere was
where this putatively cultural change became most visible. Although the ideal was the
“perfect balance,” binbin WM, of zhi and wen, there was a strong inclination to under-
stand the relation between the two terms as a process, by which cultural forms passed
from simplicity to ornament. Although this was often attached to the dynastic process, it
could also be used for larger and smaller historical intervals.

The binary opposition of “plain”/"ornamented” has remained one of the deepest
assumptions in the Chinese reception of literature. Given two poems of roughly the
same kind, at least one of which is undatable, the poem with parallelism, references, and
high-register diction will seem somehow later than the poem in a plainer register. The
“plain”/"ornamented” binary was, however, also used as a class marker; if a simple poem
is given as anonymous in some sources and attributed to an elite poet in other sources,
plebeian anonymity will be preferred.

In the long duration of Chinese cultural and literary history, there was the implicit
need to “reset the clock,” to return to origins and cultural forms that seemed to embody
the “proper” or the “plain” Articulation of this value became increasingly common
through the course of the middle period. The declaration that literature had returned
to some version of the “proper” could be understood as a compliment to the current
ruler, and in some venues of writing literary history, it was obligatory. In his chapter
on “Temporal Sequence” (“Shi xu” FFJ7, Liu 45), Liu Xie (see Chapter 1) improbably
attributed the restoration of literary perfection to the [Southern] Qi (479-502), the brief
dynasty during which he was writing the chapter. It is hard to justify this judgment in
the extant record.

The more interesting problem was reconciling actual judgment with the ideological
disposition to a narrative of decline from ancient simplicity to hollow rhetorical flourish.
Writing in the early sixth century, Zhong Rong #Hl (ca. 468-518) deplored the exces-
sive ornamentation of his contemporaries, and in his top grade of poets he gave pride of
place to the anonymous “old poems” (gushi r'15+). He characterized the poetry of Cao
Cao H % (155-220) as possessing “ancient directness” (guzhi 17E), a quality that would
seem to deserve some respect. But Cao Cao is placed in the lowest of his three grades
of poets. Too much “ancient directness” was, perhaps, unpalatable. Somewhat earlier,
Liu Xie had offered an ingenious intervention in the decline narrative by the metaphor
of dyeing: literature is like plain cloth which can be beautiful if you dye it only once; if
you continue to dye it, it becomes muddy and ugly. Hence literature should stay close
to its origins in the Classics and continuously return to those origins—but always take
one step beyond origins. If the theory of decline in the Mao interpretation of the Shijing
began with the “proper” and best and then went downhill, around the turn of the sixth
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century we see forces that implicitly seek a new period of raw beginnings that lead to a
subsequent period of perfect balance and perfection, followed by decline.

The application of these cultural processes to literary history was essentially deduc-
tive rather than inductive: the process itself was the given assumption, and the liter-
ary historian discovered its presence in actual texts, passing the appropriate judgment.
A shared understanding of historical process could, however, easily produce completely
opposite judgments, depending on how it was applied; for example, in his chapter “The
Elucidation of Poetry” (“Ming shi” BH&¥) Liu Xie treated the poets of the Western Jin
as rhetorically excessive, thus marking a decline from the perfection of the early third
century; a decade or two later, Zhong Rong treated the same period as a height of poetry,
returning to and perfecting the poetry of the early third century. Periodization was by
dynasty or reign, with the shared assumption of process used to articulate the signifi-
cance of period change.

Here we should note that premodern China had no system of continuous dating; his-
tory could be articulated only through dynasty names and reign names. Continuous
literary history could be represented only through reference to a continuous line of
political rule, and thus a historical narrative was immanent in all literary historical
accounts. Nevertheless, there were moments and points of view that enabled a mode of
periodization that did not correspond to dynastic change and a zheng/bian agenda. We
see this first in a surviving passage from Tan Daoluan’s FEE " Xu Jin Yangqiu #8525 Bk
(Sequel to [Sun Sheng’s] Annals of the Jin) from the first half of the fifth century. Giving
an account of the poetry of the third and fourth centuries, Tan Daoluan describes a series
of changing interests that cannot be easily mapped onto political change, culminating
in a major change (apparently for the better) in the penultimate reign of the Eastern Jin
(Owen 2006, 41 f.). Formalist accounts of genres also could often not be easily mapped
onto accepted political narratives. From the eighth century on, critics of poetry recog-
nized that “regulated verse” (liishi {7-f) reached formal perfection in the hands of Song
Zhiwen &2 1 (ca. 656-712) and Shen Quangqi YL1E R (ca. 656-ca. 715), working dur-
ing some of the politically darkest and most corrupt days of the dynasty. Although lit-
erary history could never be entirely detached from political history, there were forces
at work that complicated the decline narrative and forced a degree of autonomy on the
account of literary history.

Eventually, the model of the dynastic cycle developed new ways to reconcile funda-
mental assumptions with the clear evidence of historical contingency. It was becom-
ing increasingly obvious that literary change did not always match up perfectly with
dynastic change, when the writings should have represented the voices of a world well
governed. Eventually the zheng/bian model was supplemented by the theory of “linger-
ing influence” (yufeng ER/E). The literary court of Emperor Taizong of Tang H AT
(r. 626-649) did not seem much different from the literary establishments of the short
dynasties that preceded his reign, even though Taizong was much admired as an exem-
plary founding ruler who set the dynasty on a firm footing. How could the literary
record fail to bear witness to the “good government of the Zhenguan Reign,” acknowl-
edged throughout the Tang and afterward? The Xin Tang shu #1/&= (New History of the
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Tang) explains this as follows: “When the Tang arose, belles lettres continued the linger-
ing influence of Xu [Ling] and Yu [Xin, both sixth-century court poets]; the whole world
admired and emulated them. [Chen] Ziang £ (ca. 661-702) first changed to the
dignified and proper style” (Ouyang Xiu 1975, 4078). Chen Ziang’s work takes us seven
decades into the Tang, almost a quarter of the dynasty. In the same way, the late Tang style
“lingered” more than a century after the fall of the dynasty, through the Five Dynasties
and about six decades into the Song. In short, the dynastic model for literary history was
a deep assumption, but it permitted a degree of modification when theory did not match
historical reality. The theory of “lingering influence” contributed to a new term in peri-
odization, by which the cultural height of a dynasty was deferred by the introduction of a
new phase, “early”

THE F1rTH AND S1XTH CENTURIES

We earlier discussed the ideological disposition to describe literary change in terms of a
process moving from the plain to the ornamented. This was initially conceived as a gen-
eral process not yet mapped onto the specifics of literary history. Around the turn of the
fourth century, we see this assumption in its simplest terms in Zhi Yu's 2 (d. ca. 312)
comment on “inscription” (ming #): “Ancient inscriptions were the ultimate in terse-
ness; modern inscriptions are the ultimate in prolixity” (Deng Guoguang 1990, 187). Zhi
Yu’s subsequent examples leap quickly from high antiquity to Cai Yong £%& (133-192),
who is “canonical and proper” (dianzheng HiL1I). However, the final example he offers,
which seems structurally to embody the undesirable prolixity of the present, is Li You
2510 (44-126), an Eastern Han writer working two generations earlier than Cai Yong. In
short, a literary historical narrative is proposed and apparently demonstrated by a series
of cases, but the final, anchoring case is out of sequence.

The fifth and sixth centuries saw numerous attempts to instantiate such earlier
assumptions regarding literary change in the specifics of literary history, leading to quite
detailed periodization, attached to dynasties, phases of dynasties, or specific reigns.
When we look at these accounts together, however, we find remarkably little agreement
on the specifics in characterizing a given period. We find little agreement on the values
assigned to different phases in the process: in some instances plainness is best; in some
instances balance between plainness and ornament is best; and in a few rare cases we
find that novelty is best. There is, however, almost universal agreement on the process.
The process is sometimes a macrohistorical event beginning in remote antiquity and
concluding in the vapidly ornamented present. In other accounts, the process restarts
itself many times. No one gave relatively detailed accounts of literary historical change
more often than Liu Xie, and the inconsistency of particulars in those accounts is strik-
ing, even though the processes are the same.

Five-syllable line poetry was a “new” form, presumed to first appear in the Western
Han. There was general agreement that it reached a height of “plain vigor” in the Jian'an
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Reign (196-220 cE) and that it had undergone many changes. While fifth- and sixth-
century authors disagreed on which changes were for the better and which were for the
worse, the case was closed with the fall of the South. In the histories of the Southern
Dynasties, composed in the first half century of the Tang, there was universal agree-
ment that the Southern literature of the sixth century represented the extreme of a fri-
volity and decadence that was the embodiment of moral bankruptcy and the cause of
the South’s destruction.

This seemed to define a clear “period.” There was, however, one small problem. The
late Southern Dynasties style remained the predominant influence during the Sui and,
as mentioned above, during the first part of the Tang. Emperor Wen of Sui B
(541-604) commanded a return to simplicity in literary style, but his successor Emperor
Yang of Sui F5 457 (569-618) was fascinated by Southern literature and culture. Just as
the late Southern Dynasties style was seen as both symptom and cause of the fall of the
South, Emperor Yang of Sui’s beguilement by Southern literary culture was blamed for
his own fall and the fall of his dynasty. While one might suggest that Emperor Yang’s
disastrous obsession with conquering Korea was the more significant cause of dynastic
destabilization, the interest in some of his languid poems as the symptoms of illness in
the body politic suggests the imagined stake in literary production.

THE TANG

If the historians had reached a consensus that the late Southern Dynasties (and Emperor
Yang of Sui’s reign) were poetically “decadent,” the Tang’s increasing political success
suggested that that they were not too far off the mark in moral governance, even under
the “lingering influence.” Taizong and his court produced thematically acceptable verse,
even if it remained in the Southern (or late Northern) court style. For example, Taizong
could write a beautifully parallel couplet on the patterns made by his horse snorting
in the water: the Northern warrior has somehow appropriated the delicate finesse of
the Southern poet. Throughout the seventh century, we have declarations of literary
change that return literary style to the “proper”—even if it is often hard to detect such
radical transformation in literary production. The eighth and ninth centuries retrospec-
tively singled out the work of Chen Zi'ang (661-702) as embodying a significant breach
with the recent literary past and a successful “restoration of antiquity” (fu gu 1€ 1), in
effect the “beginning” of Tang poetry. While in some of his work Chen Ziang did indeed
adopt a stylized moral tone and vaguely imitated the style of Ruan Ji ft%E (210-263), the
vast preponderance of literary production represented a gradual evolution of the old
Southern court style rather than a radical reaction against it. In short, within the Tang
itself the single most common moment defining a “period” was what “should have hap-
pened” rather than what was happening.

In the Tang imagination, Chen Zi'ang marked a “period,” but on the whole Tang intel-
lectuals seem to have been less interested in telling literary historical stories than their
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Southern Dynasties predecessors. The Tang was intensely aware of prominent earlier
writers, both Tang and pre-Tang. The An Lushan Rebellion (755-763) loomed large as
marking the end of an era, but Tang writers did not refer to it as the end of a specific
literary historical period; Tang intellectuals associated certain reigns with a particular
style. The Yuanhe reign 7CA{] (806-820) was considered a “period” in the ninth century.
However, the full periodization of Tang poetry awaited retrospective consideration by
their successors.

The Zhou model of dynastic process in the Mao interpretation of the Shijing was per-
fection at the beginning, followed by a gradual falling away, bian. The implicit model
of “early;” “high,” and “late” eventually, in the thirteenth century, became explicit in the
periodization of the Tang, with the “early Tang” linked to “lingering influence,” and the
reign of Emperor Xuanzong %75 (r. 712-756) defining the “High Tang” The century and
a half after the An Lushan Rebellion and Xuanzong’s abdication became “late” This ver-
sion of the “late Tang” involved immense changes in literature and was useless as a period
term. Enumerating “normative [period] styles” (ti #%), in Canglang shihua 18R &Fa
(Canglang’s Remarks on Poetry, before 1244), Yan Yu fi-J¥] broke up that too-long period
by returning to the older practice of defining a period style roughly by a reign title; the
long “late Tang” was divided into the “Dali style” (for the Dali reign KJ&, 766-779), the
“Yuanhe style” for the Yuanhe reign, and the “late Tang style” for everything thereafter.
This intrusion of periods particular to the Tang (the Dali and Yuanhe reigns) under-
mined a set of terms that were tied to the general “dynastic cycle” and could be applied to
any dynasty. This was remedied by the creation of a “mid-Tang,” growing as a period con-
cept through the fourteenth century and given final form in Gao Bing’s =i/ (1350-1423)

Tangshi pinhui [&&i s (Graded Compendium of Tang Poetry, 1393). Although this
four-phase division of dynastic literary history is most strongly associated with the
Tang, the terms were irregularly applied to later dynasties as well, taking the dynastic
cycle for granted as the premise of literary history.

PERIODIZATION AND ITS COMPLICATIONS

Often we might like to free ourselves of the legacy of premodern periodization, espe-
cially in those cases when periodization is driven by ideological assumptions about
what “should have happened” We need, however, to consider the ways in which earlier
literary history becomes an inevitable part of our current attempts to reassess literary
history. Perhaps the most obvious issue is the way in which literary production was itself
driven by assumptions about “what should happen” We may properly contextualize
Chen Ziang’s version of “returning to antiquity” as only a small part of the very different
literary work of his age—and indeed only a small part of his own work. Nevertheless,
that part of his work exerted a disproportionate influence on his successors.

A more serious issue is the way in which subsequent premodern literary history has
distorted the record, favoring the reproduction of manuscripts that instantiate one
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particular later view of what was important. Changes in taste could lead to radical losses
that distort the record, and in some cases later eras might well have preferred what was
lost to what was preserved. Early bibliographies remind us how much more was lost
than was preserved, and we cannot always trust the old consolation that only the “best”
was preserved.

In some cases, we have an explicit record of changes in taste that allow us to correct
the distortions of transmission. Comments from the fifth and sixth centuries are explicit
about the popularity of “arcane discourse” (xuanyan ¥ 5 ), in the poetry of the first half
of the fourth century. The reaction against that fashion later in the fourth century was
so sharp that only a few examples have been preserved. Those few examples, not repre-
sented in the standard anthologies, would probably have been overlooked were it not
for repeated reference to the literature of “arcane discourse” in fifth- and early-sixth-
century remarks on the history of poetry.

Without such roughly contemporary comments, however, misjudgment is easy.
Looking over the extant record, it would be easy and obvious to talk about the “rise
of poetry in the five-syllable line” from the beginning of the third century ct on; and
there is little doubt that the Caos—{irst ruling, then reigning—were great supporters
of five-syllable-line poetry. We must, however, take into account the fact that only two
collections of literary works have been preserved roughly intact from before the end of
the fourth century (setting aside the poetry collection of Ruan Ji, which may have been
taken out of a fuller collection that survived through the Song dynasty). Both of these
collections, those of Xi Kang FERE (ca. 223—ca. 262) and Lu Yun [%5E (262-303), have
as many or more poems in the four-syllable line as we have in the five-syllable line. The
recovery of fascicles from the mid-seventh-century Wenguan cilin S BHEAIFK (Forest of
Compositions of the Literary Academy) reminds of how many poems in the four-syllable
line have been lost. Here we see how the literary values of the fifth and sixth centuries,
when the five-syllable line came to be preferred, influenced the preservation of earlier
poetry. We can still talk about the “rise of poetry in the five-syllable line;” but the process
was contested, and the history of poetry requires more nuance.

As we suggested at the beginning of this essay, periodization is a function of a virtual
literary historical narrative, anchored by decisions about which authors and works are
important. Were we to depend only on the poetry anthologies done in the Tang itself,
our history of Tang poetry would look very different from current versions. Were we to
be restricted to the extensive manuscript record preserved at Dunhuang, Tang poetry
would look different still.

Here we need to consider the degree to which what we think of as the periodization of
“literature” is actually periodization of certain genres. If we are talking about the “mid-
Tang,” defined roughly as the last decade of the eighth century to about 827, we might
find resonance between a resurgent “old-style” prose (guwen 1 3) and some aspects
of poetry, thus giving the illusion of a coherent shift in literary interests. In “rhap-
sodies” (fu Hi), however, this same period was the heyday of “regulated rhapsodies”
(liifu FHK), which represent values almost diametrically opposed to those of “old style”
prose and poetry.



PERIODIZATION AND MAJOR INFLECTION POINTS 23

There is a strong desire in Chinese literary history to tell “one story;” to decide (often
anachronistically) which authors or genres are most important and to make that the
main plot. As the extant record grew through the Tang, the reader of the primary texts
becomes aware of many different stories unfolding simultaneously. The desired clarity
of periodization dissolves. Received periodization is deeply engrained in the current
understanding of Chinese literature, and it structures our attention to certain authors,
works, and genres rather than others. It is an essentially conservative force that fore-
grounds one story while blurring others. It would perhaps be in our collective interest to
give it up in favor of mere chronology, allowing us to tell different ongoing stories rather
than a single story.
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IN classical Chinese literary studies, it has finally, and fortunately, become an increas-
ingly quaint notion that literature can exist, or ever existed, as a transcendent entity
or disembodied content separated from its physical media. Such a materialist turn in
recent years is also a historicist turn, as the issues of technology and media in literary
production are closely tied to the changing conditions of a society in its specific histori-
cal context. The opening section of the Handbook aims to introduce the reader to the
mechanisms of Chinese literature that have played a crucial role in the development of
that literature.

The consideration of Chinese literature necessarily begins with that of the Chinese
writing system, which is distinguished by two things: it is one of a small handful of
writing systems with an independent origin in the ancient world; yet, unlike the other
independently invented writing systems like the Sumerian or the Mayan, the Chinese
script enjoys an unbroken duration for over three millennia and is known as the old-
est continuously used writing system. Some of its specific features have produced a
deep impact not only on Chinese but also on other East Asian traditions that have
adopted Chinese characters. Its monosyllabic nature—that is, each character rep-
resents a single syllable and usually a word—contributes to a number of distinctive
formal features of Chinese poetry and prose, such as parallelism. Despite popular
misperception, Chinese characters are not pictographs or ideographs, but logographs
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that represent the sounds and words of a living language. This nevertheless should
not obscure the fact that the written language of the premodern period—wenyan
wen (Literary Chinese or Classical Chinese)—constitutes a language largely separate
from the spoken language of any given period and of any particular region. Perhaps
the most salient point about the Chinese writing system is that its stability over the
centuries has ensured the remarkable continuity of Chinese literary and cultural tra-
dition, but also masks its enormous changes over the course of history, including its
elastic absorption of a large amount of foreign vocabulary during the early medieval
period (that is, between the first and seventh century ce), when Buddhist texts were
being imported from India to China and translated from Sanskrit into Chinese on a
large scale.

The next chapter in this section explores the various media through which
literature—both in the broad sense of the word and in the narrower sense of belle-
tristic writings—was created and transmitted prior to the spread of printing. Bones
and shells, bamboo and wood, as well as bronze and stone, all constituted early writ-
ing media. These writing materials are durable, but also cumbersome. Silk was much
lighter, yet costly. The technology of paper therefore marked a major turning point in
the wide dissemination of texts, especially when paper became increasingly easy and
cheap to produce. In the early third century, Emperor Wen of the Wei &l 37, Cao Pi
H R (187-226), had sent one silk copy of his book Normative Discourses and his bel-
letristic writings to the Wu ruler Sun Quan f#HE (182-252) and one paper copy to Sun
Quan’s chief minister, Zhang Zhao 7&M (156-236). After his death, Cao Pi’s son and
successor, Emperor Ming AR+ (r. 226-239), ordered Normative Discourses inscribed
on stone and displayed outside the Imperial University. These different types of writ-
ing media—stone, silk, and paper—each indicated a different level of functionality
and import for Cao Pi’s works.

Cao Pi was also the man who made the famous statement: “In literature, gi is the
principal factor.” A historical understanding of the concept of gi 5 —breath—situates
it in an age when literature maintained close ties to oral composition and perfor-
mance. Besides oral recital, musical performance of shi poetry was also a common
phenomenon, as in the well-known story of several Tang dynasty (618-907) poets
secretly betting on whose quatrain would be sung by the most beautiful of the singing
girls at a banquet. The golden age of Chinese poetry was thus never a static world of
written texts, but a dynamically mobile world of multimedia performances.

Mobility characterizes manuscript culture, the topic of the third chapter in this section.
Manuscript culture is an expedient umbrella term referring to the age of manuscript
books in contradistinction from the age of print culture. Simply put, before printing
became widespread, hand-copying was the single most important means of textual
transmission. Unlike a printed book, which has many identical copies of the same
print run, each and every hand-copied manuscript is a unique entity. While a hand-
copied text may have an author, in most cases we no longer have the master copy
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approved by the author but are left only with multiple copies of a hypothetical source
text. This is particularly true when the primary medium of textual transmission was
the easily destructible paper rather than parchment. Just as Western historians of the
book have become cognizant of the importance of manuscripts despite the continu-
ous focus on print, literary scholars and historians in Chinese studies have also begun
to pay attention to the complex dynamics of manuscript culture.

Here, however, two salient points must be raised. First, manuscript and print are not
mutually exclusive, and the boundary between manuscript and print culture is porous
and fluid. Some scholars believe that printing was used in China for religious pur-
poses from as early as the sixth or seventh century, although printing did not become
widespread until after the tenth century, the cutoff point for our volume. But even long
after that, print never superseded manuscript, which persisted well into the twentieth
century. The use of paper also overlapped with that of other writing materials, not
to mention with oral transmission and memorization. It is easy to exaggerate either
the “revolutionary” nature of printing or the power of paper manuscripts; instead,
concomitance and interaction of these different forms are more enabling concepts in
understanding the matrix of manuscript culture. Second, the age of manuscript cul-
ture itself has different stages: the bronze and bamboo of the early period imposed
certain limits on textual production and dissemination that could be circumvented by
paper, and necessarily entail different conceptualization. Texts reproduced on paper
greatly facilitated the increase of a robust book trade, which in turn made it possible
for private individuals to form their own libraries.

One of the first mentions of a large private library—the one that belonged to the
scholar Cai Yong #XE (133-192)—appeared toward the end of the Eastern Han
(25-220), which was about the same time as the spread of paper. Earlier, the Ban family,
the most illustrious scholarly and literary family of the first century ck, also enjoyed
a large private book collection, but that was only because Emperor Cheng of the
Han {#K7 (r. 33-7 BCE) bestowed on Ban You I/ (. 30 BCE) a generous gift of
duplicate copies of books in the imperial library. Ban You’s home thereupon became
a gathering place for many scholars who were eager to see his books. The historian
Ban Gu ¥E[# (32-92), the son of Ban You's nephew, relates an illustrative anecdote
retold later by the third-century writer Xi Kang #E5 (or Ji Kang, ca. 223-ca. 262): the
writer and scholar Huan Tan fHF% (23 BCE—56 CE) once asked to borrow a copy of
Zhuangzi from Ban You's son Si fifil, but Si refused his request, claiming that Huan Tan
was too much under the adverse influence of Confucianism to benefit from Zhuangzi’s
teachings. Zhuangzi was a commonly available title in Xi Kang’s time, but clearly had
not been such two centuries before. The scholar Cui Yuan £ ¥ (78-143) once sent his
friend the present of ten thousand cash and a paper book in ten scrolls, Xuzi, with an
apology: “Being too poor to afford silk, I could only use paper [to copy this book out]”
Xuzi was a philosophical work like Zhuangzi. Books on paper, here sent around as a
material gift, certainly proved much easier to circulate than those on bamboo or wood.
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Paper technology also plays an important role in the rise of literature’s “sister arts”
calligraphy and painting. The last chapter in this section explores the relationship of
calligraphy and painting to literature, especially to poetry, which remained the most
privileged genre in premodern times. The “three arts of the brush”—poetry, callig-
raphy, and painting—share a discursive affinity, as the development of the theories
and aesthetic ideals of calligraphy and painting are closely related to literary thought
and poetics. Their association is also manifested on the physical level, as the subgenre
of “poetry on painting” was first developed in early medieval times, and such poems
were often inscribed, as a calligraphic display, on the painting surface. Although many
such poems from the period covered by this volume are detached and disembodied
from the paintings they depict, the words are nevertheless meant to conjure visual
images as well as represent the “spirit” animating the visual images. Sometimes, in
the hands of a great poet like Du Fu FH (712-770), writing a poem on a faded visual
image—for instance, cranes (known in the Chinese tradition as immortal birds)
painted on a crumbling wall behind an office building—became an occasion to reflect
on the relationship between immortal art and its all-too-fragile physical medium.
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THE Chinese script is among the main writing systems of the ancient world, and with
its over three millennia of documented history is the only one that has been in con-
tinuous use essentially in the same form until today. The earliest surviving examples
of Chinese writing go back to the late Shang P4 (ca. 1300-1046) period, around 1300 BCE,
which is considerably later than some of the inscriptions written in Egyptian and
Mesopotamian scripts. This had led to the hypothesis that the Chinese script may
have been imported from West Asia (e.g., Mair 1992), but to this day there is no cred-
ible proof supporting this theory. Instead, the available evidence suggests that the
Shang script was an indigenous invention dating not much earlier than our earliest
extant examples.

Starting with Jesuit contacts with China, from about the early seventeenth century
there was a growing interest among Western scholars with regard to how the Chinese
script compared with other writing systems of the world and what its nature was.
Initially, Chinese characters were understood in the West as being able to communicate
ideas directly without the need to be vocalized, that is, without the medium of language
and speech. These arguments usually emphasized how people in various parts of China,
and even in neighboring countries, who spoke different dialects or languages and thus
were unable to understand each other verbally, could resort to writing as an efficient
means of communication (e.g., Bacon 2008: 122-123; Nieuhof 1669: 157-161). Peter
Stephen Du Ponceau (1760-1844) was the first to criticize this understanding, argu-
ing that Chinese characters in fact represented words of spoken language and not ideas
independently of language (Du Ponceau 1838: xxxi—xxxii). With the development of the
academic discipline of linguistics came the belief that languages in general shared simi-
lar characteristics and that true writing was a graphic representation of language, which
by definition was inseparable from pronunciation. In the second half of the 1930s, a
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heated debate developed in Western Sinology precisely on the issue of whether Chinese
writing was ideographic or logographic, that is, whether the characters represented
ideas or words (Creel 1936; Boodberg 1937; Creel 1939; Boodberg 1940; Lurie 2006). The
debate subsequently subsided, but the issue is still of interest, even if most scholars today
would agree that Chinese characters record Chinese language, whatever variety or dia-
lect it may be, and that scripts in general cannot communicate ideas directly. Having
said that, there is sometimes perhaps too much emphasis on the phonetic aspect of the
script and its indebtedness to spoken language, disregarding the rich substratum of
extraphonetic possibilities that can be, and indeed often have been, utilized in literary or
political writings.

Before the archaeological discoveries of the modern age, the history of the script
was seen in light of traditional accounts written during the Eastern Han {4 dynasty
(25-220). We know no earlier descriptions of the origins of writing, even though by
this time the script had been in use for about a millennium and a half. The Eastern
Han description of the origin of writing was so influential that it remained in use
for the following 1,900 years and to some extent is still used today. Archaeological
discoveries, especially those in the first half of the twentieth century, were invari-
ably interpreted against this model, leading to a number of difficulties. In most
cases, it is easier to abandon much of the traditional terminology, because the old
terms do not seem to be identifiable with what is in front of us and, at the same time,
they carry a wealth of additional connotations attached to them during the last two
thousand years.

NATIVE ACCOUNTS OF THE EARLY HISTORY
OF CHINESE WRITING

The earliest native accounts of the history of the Chinese writing system date to the
Eastern Han period, around the late first century ck. These appear in the “Postface” of
the Shuowen jiezi B SLfRF (Explanation of Simple Graphs and Analysis of Composite
Characters, hereafter Shuowen), completed by Xu Shen #F/# (d. ca. 149) around AD 100
(Boltz 1993: 429), and the roughly contemporaneous “Yiwenzhi” #3& (“Monograph
on Arts and Writings”) of the Han shu {25 (History of the Former Han) (Hulsewé
1993: 129-130), even if the latter had probably been adopted from earlier sources.
Although these two accounts display a number of important differences, in many
respects they are quite similar, and it is likely that they ultimately go back to the same
source. The version in the Shuowen is more elaborate and contains details not available
in the Han shu, perhaps as the result of the Shuowen’s more pronounced interest in the
script, as opposed to the literary focus of the “Yiwenzhi”
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According to the Shuowen account (see also Chapter 6), the first signs were the work
of the mythical ruler Pao Xi /&% (also known as Fu Xi fAZ%) who composed the eight
trigrams (bagua /\EP) of the Yijing 7§ (Classic of Changes) by observing the signs
(xiang &) of heaven and the patterns (fa /%) on the ground. This latter was also iden-
tified as the “prints of birds and beasts” (niaoshou zhi wen [SEBK.Z ). In addition to
this description, the Shuowen provides another story, according to which in the time of
Shennong #fif2, the Divine Husbandman, people were using knots on threads, but with
time this proved to be insufficient to record their affairs. As a solution, Cang Jie /5 #,
historian of the Yellow Emperor 477, created writing, once again by observing the
prints of birds and beasts on the ground. Whether the story of Pao Xi and that of Cang
Jie are two alternate myths or in fact represent consecutive stages of the same narrative,
they signify that at the earliest stage writing was said to have arisen from imitating vari-
ous patterns in the natural world, especially the footprints of animals.

The Shuowen, however, also provides technical details about Cang Jie’s invention
of writing, claiming that he first created the simple-component characters called wen 3
(“patterns”) and then, by combining the forms and sounds (xing sheng J- ) of these, the
multicomponent characters called zi ¥ (“name, character”). The word zi is explained as
referring to the multiplication (ziru 232%L) of characters, implicitly connecting it with
zi £~ (“child, offspring”). Yet the dichotomy between wen and zi is clearly based on the
two syllables of the word wenzi SLF (“writing, script”), which by Han times, but not
much earlier, was a commonly used binom. Xu Shen separates the binom into its con-
stituents and rationalizes them as two distinct items, a point of view also reflected in the
title of the Shuowen: (i) “explicating simple characters” (shuowen i) and (ii) “dissecting
complex characters” (jiezi fif#"¥). This explication of the meaning of the words wen and
zi, however, is unattested in other early sources and may not reflect a historically accu-
rate etymology.

Even if the terms wen and zi did not signify a distinction between complex and
simple characters, Chinese writing in general indeed consists of single-component or
multicomponent graphs, which by definition represent two sequential stages. As to the
principles according to which characters were composed, the Shuowen identifies the fol-
lowing six principles, calling these liushu 7575, or the “six scripts” (English translation
of terms adopted from Boltz 1994, 144-145).

(1) zhishi ¥§9% (“indicating the matter”): expressing concepts inferentially or sym-
bolically, rather than through pictorial representation;

(2) xiangxing 5JF (“representing the form”): depicting objects graphically as
pictographs;

(3) xingsheng =1 (“formulating the sound”): combining a phonetic and semantic
component;

(4) huiyi & 72 (“conjoining the sense”): putting together two characters and use their
semantic values to approximate the meaning of a new word;
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(5) zhuanzhu #7E (“revolved and redirected [graphs]”): rotating existing charac-
ters to represent cognate words (this explanation is only a conjecture, because the
zhuanzhu category is hard to interpret, mainly because very few characters are
explicitly identified as belonging to this category);

(6) jiajie E1& (“loaned and borrowed [graphs]”): borrowing existing characters for
their phonetic value to represent new words.

The Shuowen account continues with more specific details about the subse-
quent history of the script, describing how a certain historian called Zhou & from
the court of King Xuan of the Zhou J#] ‘H T (r. 827/825-782 BCE) compiled a work
called Dazhuan KZ: (“Great Seal Script”), in which he modified the so-called
“ancient script” (guwen 1 30), allegedly used by Confucius (551-479 BCE?) and Zuo
Qiuming /& [t (fl. fifth century BcE). With the decline of Zhou rule, regional pow-
ers grew in strength, eventually forming the seven large states of the Warring States,
which were no longer controlled by a central authority and thus had their own lan-
guages and scripts. According to the Shuowen, this situation changed when the First
Emperor of the Qin U4 7 (r. 246-210 BCE) brought the regional states under his
control and created a unified empire. His chancellor Li Si ZXH (ca. 280-208 BCE)
proposed to unify the script and discard everything that did not agree with the Qin script.
As a means of promulgating the new standard, leading officials created three different
textbooks, each of which relied on dazhuan characters of historian Zhou, at times heavily
abbreviating and altering those. The new script was, says the Shuowen, the xiaozhuan /|N5%
(“small seal script”) script. The Qin empire also saw the appearance of lishu %25 (“clerical
script”), which primarily grew out of the need for a simple and easy way of writing in the
newly founded bureaucracy. Following this, a variety of different calligraphic styles came
into being, with additional styles emerging later on.

This traditional account of the origin and early history of the Chinese script over
time became extremely influential and lay at the basis of all subsequent discussions
concerning the history and nature of Chinese characters. Considering it in the light
of the intellectual milieu of the Eastern Han period, when it was written, it is apparent
that Xu Shen did not compile the Shuowen purely for linguistic or philological pur-
poses but saw the script as the prerequisite for successful government (Boltz 1994: 150-
151). In the “Postface,” he stressed that “writing is the foundation of the classics and the
arts, the beginning of royal government; it is the means by which people of the past
reach posterity, by which people of the future know the past” (Galambos 2006: 143).
It is this belief in historical continuity that is reflected in his overview of the history of
writing. Part of this perspective on history was seeing the Han as reimplementing the
central power of the Zhou that had allegedly preceded the chaos of the Warring States
period (481-221 BCE) (Galambos 2006: 143-144). Accordingly, Xu Shen’s account por-
trays the Qin unification of writing as a restoration of an original order that existed
before the world sank into disorder, which inevitably signified a general moral decline.
He sees orthography, and the script in general, as symptomatic of the moral and politi-
cal situation.
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ARCHAEOLOGICAL EVIDENCE AND
THE EARLY STAGES OF THE SCRIPT

The twentieth century yielded an unprecedented amount of manuscripts and inscrip-
tions, and these allow us to reinterpret the origin and early development of Chinese
writing. This is not to say, however, that similar discoveries were completely absent in
earlier times. We have records of old manuscripts coming to light from at least Han
times. One of the earliest recorded cases was the discovery of guwen documents in the
old residence of Confucius, which allegedly yielded copies of documents dating back
to the Xia and Shang dynasties, as well as copies of the Lunyu #iat (the Analects) and
Xiaojing Z##% (Classic of Filial Piety) written in the so-called tadpole script (kedou wenzi
BE=}32F) (Kong Anguo FLZZE] [d. ca. 100 BCE], “Preface to the Classic of Documents”
Shangshu xu [H &5 7). These documents were transcribed into the modern script and
promptly integrated into scholarly discourse. To name another famous incident, in 279
several texts, including the Zhushu jinian TIERSE (Bamboo Annals), were found in
the tomb of King Xiang %% of Wei # (r. 318-296 BCE) in Ji {&& County, modern He'nan
province (Shaughnessy 1993). Later on, during the Song dynasty (960-1279), a general
interest in collecting antiquities was yet another important trend that brought ancient
inscriptions into the focus of scholarly attention, resulting in a number of important
works on epigraphy and paleography.

In general, these premodern textual discoveries were evaluated according to the tra-
ditional understanding of the nature and history of writing, ultimately going back to the
Eastern Han accounts. Indeed, the trend of interpreting discoveries within the frame-
work of the traditional model of the Chinese script continued to the modern age, and
can be met with even today. One of the major sources of problems is that it is difficult
to match archaeological material with what is being described in early sources. We can-
not unambiguously identify what terms such as dazhuan, zhouwen (“the script of [the
historian] Zhou”), and guwen refer to with regard to the inscriptions and manuscripts
that come out of the ground today. English translations such as “great seal script” are of
course also flawed, as they rely on the idea that the zhuan 3% script was used on seals, a
notion that goes back to eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Western encounters with
China. Similarly, it is hard to classify the peculiar type of script used on the relatively
large number of bamboo-slip documents from the ancient state of Chu  and it is
evident that we cannot ascribe it to any of the categories mentioned in the Shuowen,
apart from calling it a regional script. Yet these bamboo slips are clearly not exceptional,
because a considerable number of them have been unearthed in recent decades, and
some contain important parallels with transmitted texts well known from traditional
scholarship.

Therefore, current research tends to avoid using the traditional Chinese terms, choos-
ing instead descriptive terms according to the media, time frame, provenance, use,
and other characteristics that can be associated with the material. The archaeological
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material has also forced us to re-evaluate the history of Chinese writing and make sig-
nificant modifications to the traditional model. Among the most important materials
in this respect are oracle-bone inscriptions produced by the Shang and Zhou peoples
around the thirteenth to eleventh centuries BCE. These were divination records carved
onto turtle shells and bovine scapulae by royal diviners, and today they represent the
earliest examples of Chinese writing (Keightley 1978). They are not mentioned in tradi-
tional sources and thus seem to have been completely forgotten by the time Han intel-
lectuals turned their attention to the history of their script. Likewise, there is no record
of the variety of pottery marks found at Banpo 3¢, Jiangzhai Z:%€, and other Neolithic
sites, which may possibly represent a form of proto-writing, although their connection
with each other, and especially with the late Shang script, is still unsubstantiated.

Even though the archaeological material provides important clues to the origin of
Chinese writing, it does not fully resolve the problem. Opinions vary on how far the
oracle-bone inscriptions are removed from the initial stage of the script, ranging from
decades to centuries. But the inscriptions nevertheless provide firsthand evidence about
a stage in the history of the script earlier than that known to the Han dynasty scholars
who formulated the traditional models. Accordingly, our understanding ofhow Chinese
characters were born somewhat differs from traditional accounts. Instead of the liushu
model, starting from the Republican period of the twentieth century Chinese palaeog-
raphers advanced the sanshu —32f (“three scripts”) theory, which itself went through
several stages of modifications (Tang 1935; Chen 1956; Qiu 2000). Generally speaking,
this theory considers that the overall majority of characters were formed according
to three principles, and these principles may also represent three evolutionary stages.
According to Chen Mengjia's B2 7% (1911-1966) model, advanced on the basis of Tang
Lan’s R (1901-1979) original idea, the three types of characters were (i) pictographs,
(ii) phonetic loans, and (iii) semanto-phonetic compounds (Chen 1956: 75-83). Qiu
Xigui 2B#) 7 suggested replacing the category of pictographs with that of “semanto-
graphs” (Qiu 2000: 106).

According to William G. Boltz, the three stages of the development of Chinese char-
acters were (i) the zodiographic (i.e., graphs originally drawn to depict objects were
chosen to represent words of the language), (ii) the multivalent (i.e., pre-existing char-
acters were used for writing new words, either adopting the phonetic or semantic values
of the original character), and (iii) the determinative (i.e., additional—either semantic
or phonetic—components were added to characters to differentiate them). Boltz also
asserts that the same principles were at work at the birth of other major writing systems
of the world (Boltz 2000). This naturally leads to the conclusion that the Chinese writing
might have also evolved into a syllabary or an alphabet, and indeed, Warring States man-
uscripts demonstrate a tendency towards desemanticization. This trend, however, was
arrested by the Qin-Han standardization of writing and the scholars’ attitude towards
the script and the tradition it embodied (Boltz 1994: 168-177). In a sense, this evolu-
tionary potential was accomplished by later phonetic systems that stem from Chinese
characters, such as the Japanese kana, the niishu 3 (“female script”) from Hu'nan
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province, and the zhuyin fuhao {5 (“phonetic symbols”) introduced during the
Republican period and still used in Taiwan.

ORTHOGRAPHY

Recent archaeological discoveries also provide material for reconstructing sub-
sequent developments in the history of the Chinese script. One of the most inter-
esting aspects is the transition from the Warring States period to the dynastic
era, especially the Qin and Han periods. A striking contrast with the traditional
accounts of this transition is that there is little immediate proof of the unification
of the script during the time of the First Emperor of the Qin. For example, the edict
plates officially issued by the Qin government display a surprising degree of ortho-
graphic inconsistency, and the same variability is also evidenced in Qin and Han
steles (Galambos 2006: 35-39). This indicates that the reforms may not have been
as sweeping as described in Han sources, which in any case tended to overstate the
strictness of Qin administrative and punitive measures. Moreover, the transition
from Warring States scripts to the clerical script seems to have taken much longer
than a few years, and there is evidence that the clerical script was used long before
the unification of China. Similarly, the regional characteristics of scripts did not
disappear with the reign of the First Emperor but are evidenced even in some Han
dynasty tombs.

Nevertheless, even if it took significantly longer than Han sources claimed, the transi-
tion to the clerical script was a major episode in the history of writing. The process, called
libian 58 or liding BE (“clericization”), essentially involved a component-level tran-
scription of pre-Qin characters to clerical ones (Zhao 2009). In the majority of cases, the
transcription was straightforward and the new characters consisted of the same compo-
nents as the old ones. Yet there are also many cases when the structure of new characters
did not reproduce the orthography of old ones. One of the reasons behind the discon-
tinuity of orthographic structure was the variability of the script, a phenomenon amply
demonstrated by the archaeological record (Galambos 2006). Scribes and other literate
people in early China—and all the way through modern times—often wrote characters,
especially complex ones, with variable structure, attesting to the relatively flexible atti-
tude towards orthographic uniformity at the time. Technically speaking, these variants
were not seen as “mistakes” but merely alternate, and perfectly acceptable, ways of writ-
ing the same character.

There is some anecdotal evidence that writing characters incorrectly may have
influenced records left for posterity. The Liishi Chungiu =GR (Mr. Liis Spring
and Autumn Annals) includes an amusing story that involved Zi Xia &, one of the
main disciples of Confucius, who was known for his literary skills and his supposed
role in transmitting and editing the classics, including the compilation of the Mao
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commentary to the Shijing i (Classic of Poetry). The story describes Zi Xia’s encoun-
ter with a textual problem while on the road:

When Zi Xia was going to Jin £, he passed through Wei ], where someone read
a historical record, saying, “The Jin army and three pigs crossed the Yellow River”
BRI =2, Zi Xia remarked, “That is wrong! It should say jihai C\.3% [not “three
pigs” =ZX]. The character . is close to = (‘three’); and the character ZX (‘pig’)
resembles % ” Arriving in Jin, he enquired about it, and the text indeed said: “The Jin
army crossed the Yellow River on the jihai day” & Fifi C.3Z ). (Lii 2002: 1527)

The story contrasts everyday attitudes towards writing with the high intellectual
standard of scholars exemplified by Zi Xia, who was able to make sense of a phrase in
an archival record when it was no longer comprehensible to others. His ability to deci-
pher corrupted pieces of text betrays an overall sensitivity to textual and palaeographic
issues. Despite his own literary sophistication, he was no doubt used to reading charac-
ters written with inconsistent orthography, which would have been quite common dur-
ing his time. The story does not condemn the writing habits that led to the corruption
of the text but rather praises the skills of Zi Xia, who not only reconstructed the original
phrase but also identified and explained the cause of the problem.

Han sources also contain occasional references to the significance of correct and
consistent writing, usually in the context of criticizing mistakes. For example, the Shiji 57t
records how the official Shi Jian 77 submitted a proposal but accidentally wrote the
character ma [ (“horse”) with one stroke missing, and was terrified of the conse-
quences of his negligence (Shiji 103.2766). The correct way of writing characters is also
an issue raised by the famous Han bibliographer and editor Liu Xiang #117] (79-8 BCE)
in his “Appendix” (“Fulu” [{f£5) to the newly compiled Zhanguo ce X (Intrigues
of the Warring States), where he complained that the books he had to work from had
a multitude of mistakes and often omitted half of the characters, writing, for instance,
the character xiao H in place of zhao #tf, or the character /i 17 in place of gi 75. Even
though Liu Xiang calls these mistakes, these were by no means unusual forms of those
characters, as is amply evidenced by newly discovered manuscripts and inscriptions. Liu
Xiang’s attitude towards these nonstandard characters demonstrates that despite their
common use at the time, at least toward the end of the first century BCE intellectuals and
officials were concerned with orthographic consistency and the standardization of the
script. Because the transmission of early Chinese texts to later periods involved multiple
stages of editing by such standardization-minded scholars, our corpus of transmitted
literature from the pre-Han period is based to a significant degree on their efforts. In
contrast, manuscript sources that have not gone through such normalization typically
reveal a more flexible, or even haphazard, attitude towards orthography.

Nonstandard forms were not limited to manuscripts but were also commonly carved
on medieval stone inscriptions. Judging from the available material, ordinary scholars
and scribes not only had little interest in trying to avoid using such characters but at
times purposefully chose such forms for the sake of diversity, perhaps as a way of making
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the calligraphy and the text more interesting. With the shift to paper manuscripts, char-
acter variants remained in common use, despite the complaints voiced by elite scholars.
For example, in the sixth century Yan Zhitui EHZ HE (531-ca. 591) complained about
the proliferation of nonstandard characters not only in the popular sphere but also in
the classics and the commentaries (Galambos 2011: 400). Indeed, the Dunhuang manu-
scripts, the bulk of which come from the ninth and tenth centuries, display an amazing
variety of nonstandard variants. While we may question how representative the manu-
scripts from the northwestern garrison town of Dunhuang are for the whole of China,
we see a very similar picture of orthographic flexibility in stele inscriptions that survive
from Central China. Since medieval times, variants on paper manuscripts have been
commonly referred to as suzi 37 (“popular or vulgar characters”), in contrast with the
zhengzi IEF (“correct characters”) that represented the official standard. Judging from
manuscript evidence, texts produced in an official capacity were written in a relatively
standard orthography. Most impressive in this respect are Tang Dynasty (618-907) offi-
cial documents and Buddhist sutras commissioned by the Tang court—these were nor-
mally written in a meticulous hand with no variants whatsoever. As we move toward
less official types of manuscripts, the number of suzi greatly increases. Especially man-
uscripts containing works of vernacular literature and students’ writing exercises are
irregular, in terms of both handwriting style and orthography. In general, the less skilled
the handwriting is in a manuscript, the more suzi we are likely to find in it. In addition,
such manuscripts may also replace characters with others that have the same or simi-
lar pronunciation (phonetic borrowing), betraying the lack of concern not only for the
structure of particular characters but also for which character stands for which word.

When dealing with variant forms, we should keep in mind that orthographic stan-
dards changed from one time period to the next, and one generation’s variant may have
been another’s standard form. For example, the character gao 15 (“tall”) was at times
written as /1, and today the latter is usually referred to as a variant. Yet this form, called
in Japan hashigodaka |3 LC & (ie., the character £ with a middle section written as
a ladder), was the official standard at certain periods during the Tang (Ishizuka et al.
2012: 86-87). Unfortunately, as we do not have records of what the standard was at any
given point in history, this information can only be accumulated piece by piece on the
basis of officially sanctioned manuscripts and inscriptions (Ishizuka 2012). Some medi-
eval dictionaries (e.g., Ganlu zishu 17 &, Longkan shoujian HEXET-ii) attempt to
distinguish standard characters from nonstandard ones, but they are generally unspe-
cific with regard to the chronological aspect of their usage. The situation is further com-
plicated by the fact that what these dictionaries claim to be the standard does not always
accord with actual practice and may instead represent a prescriptive ideal to which
they subscribed. For instance, the eighth-century dictionary Ganlu zishu follows the
Shuowen in recognizing M as the standard form of the character ming BH (“bright”),
even though this form is almost never used in Tang manuscripts and therefore cannot
have been the standard (Galambos 2011: 399).

Despite the seemingly haphazard nature of suzi characters, they were anything but
random. Regardless of their popularity, the variants we see in medieval manuscripts
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were surprisingly stable, and many of them remained in use for over a millennium. In
fact, a significant portion of the suzi seen in the Dunhuang manuscripts survived in the
handwritten tradition up to the twentieth century, and many of them served as the basis
for the simplified characters used in Mainland China today. The continuous use of the
same suzi for many centuries testifies to the continuity of manuscript culture in medi-
eval and early modern China, regardless of the recurring periods of political disunity
and chaos. The surviving manuscripts from Dunhuang contain relatively few variants
that do not commonly occur in other manuscripts, and most such cases are outright
mistakes made by inexperienced copyists or people with a relatively low level of literacy.

LITERACY

We possess little information about the extent of literacy in early and medieval China.
The wide range of excavated texts points to literate communities, but in most cases it
is hard to estimate which groups and how large a segment of the overall population
were producing and using these texts. As the Japanese example tells us, the presence of
early inscriptions did not necessarily entail literacy even on a small scale, because writ-
ing could be, and at times certainly was, employed nonverbally for reasons of prestige
and power (Lurie 2011: 15-66). In China, where writing is indigenous and has a more
direct connection with the language than in early Japan, similar considerations would
nevertheless have been at play. The oracle-bone inscriptions were produced by literate
diviner groups, but it is difficult to judge whether the Shang kings or anyone else besides
the diviners, and presumably the spirits, were expected to be able to read them. It is
hypothesized that during the Western Zhou period, the transcription and archival of the
sometimes quite lengthy court audiences would have been a sizable challenge to literate
personnel at the court, and thus the practice would have contributed to the increase of
literacy and its spread beyond the confines of the court (Falkenhausen 2011, Li 2011).

The literary and philosophical texts of the Warring States texts habitually talk about
learning and its application for taking an office. Although it is possible that this culture
oflearning and ritual education involved a significant oral component, there is no doubt
that written texts were also a vital part of it. The literate population probably consisted of
the elite layers of society, those who ruled and those who helped them to rule. Education
was a means of control and was largely in the hands of clan members, and lineage nar-
ratives constituted the basis of written knowledge (Cook 2011: 302). The development of
various schools of learning and the eventual transmission of their masters’ teachings in
writing corroborate the prevalence of literacy, even if for a relatively small portion of the
total population. This is further corroborated by excavated Warring States manuscripts,
many of which were clearly produced within the framework of a highly advanced manu-
script culture, which could not have existed without an active base of people involved in
various forms of literary production and use.
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It is possible, however, that we underestimate the extent of literacy and that it was
not limited to the elite, but some commoners also possessed basic literacy skills. The
Mozi 5, for example, discusses certain regulations which had to be posted in pub-
lic places for commoners, who were expected to understand them (Yates 2011: 341-342).
Military personnel would have been required to write reports to, and read orders received
from, their superiors, and there are surviving specimens of letters sent by ordinary Qin
soldiers back home (Yates 2011: 362-363). It is possible that the soldiers who sent these
letters did not write them themselves but had to rely on someone else’s help in their unit
to write them on their behalf. Even so, this case still suggests that writing was relatively
widespread among the nonelite sections of society and that even those who were not, or
not fully, literate could make use of writing. There is also indication that some women
in the early dynastic period would have been literate, especially those who ran busi-
nesses or were heads of households, as they would have been motivated, and in some
cases required, to interact with the administrative and legal systems of the state (Yates
2011: 364-367).

The vast quantity of surviving manuscripts from Dunhuang confirms the preva-
lence of literacy in medieval China. Most of this material is Buddhist in content, dem-
onstrating that this was a highly literate religious tradition that explicitly encouraged
the dissemination of written scriptures for the sake of accruing karmic merits. There
were undoubtedly different levels of education among members of the samgha, rang-
ing from eminent monks who composed elaborate commentaries and sermons in ele-
gant language to those who could only follow on paper the texts they already knew. But
the monastic community on the whole was no doubt highly literate, and written scrip-
tures played a major role in the lives of monks and lay believers. Communities of other
faiths—Daoists, Christians, and Manicheans—were just as reliant on written texts and
developed their own textual traditions. The Dunhuang manuscripts reveal that even lay
education was closely connected with Buddhism, as numerous colophons testify that lay
students were learning literacy skills in local monasteries and making copies of secular
and religious texts alike (Ziircher 1989). In fact, a considerable number of manuscripts,
including works of popular literature, may have been produced as part of such educa-
tional activity (Mair 1981).

Naturally, this does not mean that the majority of the population was literate. Many
documents (contracts, land deeds, association circulars, etc.) found in Turfan and
Dunhuang illustrate that people often could not even sign their own name and instead
used various marks and mutilated characters. Unfortunately, there is little information
on what segment of the population was illiterate, and the question is further complicated
by the peripheral location and multilingual character of these regions where not being
able to write Chinese characters did not automatically entail illiteracy. Finally, it is worth
remembering that, as in most cultures, literacy was never a binary concept; there would
have been many levels to it, depending on social background, vocation, and exposure to
writing. As it is the case even today, the literacy needs of a farmer would have been quite
different from those of the educated elite, and the two would have represented vastly



42 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE—-900 CE)

different levels of textual sophistication, which would have inevitably shown in the
quality of the manuscripts they produced.

CHINESE CHARACTERS BEYOND THE BORDER

The Chinese script, along with the massive corpus of religious and secular literature
written in it over the centuries, formed the backbone of Chinese civilization, creating a
textual tradition stretching from the Bronze Age until today. Yet the dynasties that ruled
over the territory of today’s China were ethnically and culturally diverse, and calling
them “Chinese” is only a convenient simplification. From the medieval period, the same
script was also used by peoples who lived beyond the boundaries of the Chinese states
and spoke different languages. The spread of the Chinese script was closely connected
with the spread of Chinese-type Buddhism, and in many cases Buddhist texts func-
tioned as the primary vehicle for the spread of the script. Among the most important
countries that adopted the Chinese script were Japan, Korea, and Vietnam (Kornicki
2008). Of these, only Japan continues to use the Chinese script, intermixing it with two
kinds of kana syllabaries, which ultimately also derive from Chinese characters.

Texts written in Chinese characters on the Japanese archipelago can be documented
starting from the fifth century, while widespread literacy appears from the seventh and
eighth centuries (Lurie 2011: 1). With the widespread use of the script, different ways of
reading developed. One of them was phonetic reading, which entailed reading a character
using its Chinese pronunciation, or more correctly, a Japanese approximation of its Chinese
pronunciation. At the same time, characters would also have a native Japanese reading
that depended on what word they represented. In Korea, analogous methods of reading
Chinese characters developed, and by at least the seventh century the Chinese script and
texts written in literary Chinese were in common use in the states of Koguryd 1511 EE,
Paekche F %, and Silla . In Vietnam, a Chinese-style civil service examinations sys-
tem was introduced in 1075, in which the Confucian classics comprised the bulk of the cur-
riculum. All formal writings were done in literary Chinese (Hdn vin 1¥37), whereas for
the vernacular literary tradition a native writing system called chit nom T£W (“southern
writing”) was in use from around the fifteenth century (for a more detailed discussion of the
Japanese, Korean, and Vietnamese use of the Chinese script, see Chapter 33).

Because Japan, Korea, and Vietnam still exist as distinct countries, they are most com-
monly mentioned in the context of the spread of the Chinese script. Nevertheless, there
were other regions where the script was also used, either in its original or modified form.
The Uighurs of Gaochang /& (around present-day Turfan ft &%, Xinjiang), for
example, in addition to the variety of phonetic scripts employed to write their language
(e.g., Runic, Sogdian, Brahmi, Uighur), also used Chinese characters in Buddhist com-
mentaries and sutras. Excavated texts demonstrate that they often intermixed Chinese
characters in texts written with the Uighur script, much as it was and is still done in
Japan, where the phonetic kana are mixed with Chinese characters. In doing so, the
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Uighurs vocalized the Chinese characters, depending on the context, either in Uighur or
according to a received Chinese pronunciation (Takata 1985, Shogaito 2004). Again, this
received Chinese pronunciation did not reflect how Chinese was spoken in Gaochang
at the time of writing the text but was based on the Dunhuang dialect of the ninth and
tenth centuries, adapted to the phonetic structure of spoken Uighur. The Uighurs seem
to have limited the use of Chinese characters to Chinese Buddhist texts.

The Chinese script also served as the basis for the so-called Siniform scripts in north-
ern China (Kychanov and Kara 1996). Among these, the large Khitan script (Qidan dazi
FLPYK ) was introduced in 920 by Emperor Taizu XfH (r. 907-926) of the Liao %
dynasty (Kane 2009). In contrast with the predominantly phonetic Khitan small script
(Qidan xiaozi 32}/ 1\, the large script was logographic and consisted of characters
modeled after the Chinese example, at times modifying existing Chinese characters
and even directly adopting some of those. The Jurchen 2L & large script of the Jin 4t
dynasty (1115-1234), invented around 1120, was in turn based on the large Khitan script,
further modifying that. Shortly after founding the Xixia FH& state, the first Tangut
emperor Li Yuanhao 2215 (1. 1032-1048) introduced a native Tangut script which
was also inspired by the Chinese script, although much more loosely than in the case of
the Khitan or Jurchen scripts. None of the approximately 6,000 Tangut characters was
borrowed from the Chinese script, yet the strokes were unmistakably those of Chinese
characters. Not only that, but the structural principles of character formation were also
those of the Chinese script.
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LITERARY MEDIA
Writing and Orality
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CHRISTOPHER M. B. NUGENT

A literary work can exist today in a dizzying array of formats, from ink marks on paper
to ones and zeros electronically encoded, from words spoken once to a small audience at
a poetry reading to lyrics heard by millions over the radio. While we might associate this
wide array of textual reproduction with the modern digital age, the textual environment
of Classical Chinese literature was itself strikingly diverse. People sang poems at parties
and intoned them at funerals; they wrote letters on scented paper and cast hymns on
bronze; they carefully copied works into personal collections stored securely in monastic
vaults and scrawled them drunkenly onto the walls of taverns. While much critical work
on Classical Chinese literature has historically oriented itself toward abstract, almost pla-
tonic ideas of a “work” that exists independent of any particular material manifestation,
archeological finds of the last century have given scholars opportunities to pay much
closer attention to the material media of literature from these earlier periods and to ear-
nestly take up the Shakespeare scholar David Scott Kastan’s claim that “literature exists,
in any useful sense, only and always in its materializations, and that these are the condi-
tions of its meaning rather than merely the containers of it” (Kastan 2001: 4).

The different media of literary production and reproduction influenced Classical
literature’s formats, structures, and transmission. Certain media enforced strict limits,
while others allowed considerable freedom. Some could preserve a text for millennia
but hamper its circulation; others lent themselves to rapid but temporally bound trans-
mission, resulting in a brief period of popularity that we know about through second-
hand accounts, while the work itself no longer exists in any form. I use “media” here
in a broad sense that encompasses not only visible objects such as bamboo slips and
brushes, but also voice, sound, and memory. Literature was produced, preserved, and
transmitted in these forms as well. As much as writing was arguably a more widespread
and advanced activity in pre-print China than it was anywhere else in the world, it was
always closely tied to the oral, both in its literary structures and practices.
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EARLY WRITING MEDIA

The earliest extant written documents from China are the inscribed scapulae of
cattle and plastrons of tortoises that record the divinatory acts of the Shang R
(ca. 1300-1046 BCE) royal court. These “oracle bones” do not appear to have been used
for writing that would fall into even our broad category of literature, and were rarely
used after the fall of the Shang. They do not appear in the historical record until their
rediscovery in the modern period. At the same time, excavated oracle bones hint at a
much larger world of literary production than that for which we have extant evidence.
Traces of cinnabar and some form of black ink on the bones, together with a vermillion
inscription on an excavated Shang jade, indicate the use of a brush as a writing instru-
ment going back much further than the time of the earliest extant excavated examples
(Bagley 1999: 182; Tsien 2004: 22). An early form of the character ce ffff, meaning here a
document consisting of bound bamboo or wood strips, appears in these documents as
well, indicating that such a writing medium was already in use, though the earliest sur-
viving examples are from many centuries later.

The great preponderance of extant objects containing writing from the succeeding
Western Zhou period (ca. 1045-771 BCE) are excavated bronze vessels and weapons.
It is in the inscriptions on these objects that we find what one scholar has called “the
fountainhead of Chinese literature” (Kern 2010: 12). Bronze vessels served a range of
purposes during this period (and up through the Warring States period [481-221 BCE]),
from the private and domestic to the public and ceremonial, making it problematic to
characterize them with any single description. Some inscriptions seem strictly bureau-
cratic, while in others we find the same sort of literary language used in sections of the
Shijing &4 (Classic of Poetry, hereafter the Poems) and other received literary works
dating from the early Zhou. The substantial number of surviving inscribed bronzes
(which, though numbering in the thousands, are clearly but a fraction of those that must
originally have been produced) and their evident importance in elite society at the time
give strong indications of a robust culture of writing.

The durability of the material from which they were made has led to inscribed
bronzes being our main set of textual sources from the pre-imperial period, but this
should not imply that bronze was the primary medium for general textual production
in that period. Though we do not have surviving examples until hundreds of years later,
it is clear that strips of bamboo (and, on occasion, similarly shaped slips of wood) were
used contemporaneously with inscribed bronze casting and likely much earlier as well.
Bamboo has been cultivated in China for thousands of years and had a northern range
that overlapped with the central Zhou cultural sphere. It grows quickly and requires
only limited preparation (cutting, drying, and the removal of the green surface layer) to
ready it to serve as medium for writing with a brush and ink (Tsien 2004: 113-114). The
traditional manner of writing Chinese in vertical lines likely originated with writing on
bamboo strips and was carried over to other media. After the strips were written on,
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they would be bound with strings of hemp, silk, or leather and rolled up into scrolls, also
a format that would be largely continued when paper became the dominant medium
centuries later.

Bronzes and bamboo are representative of a distinction between two broad types of
writing media that will remain valid even up through the spread of printing: those used
for ordinary writing (including both composing and copying) by individuals and those
used primarily for public display. Cast bronzes and the engraved stone of later periods
were clearly of the latter category. It is unlikely that any author ever composed a liter-
ary work by impressing onto a bronze casting mold or chiseling into stone. These were
instead media used to record works that had already been composed and written down
on more malleable (and, alas, perishable) media such as bamboo, wood, or silk (and
later paper). Inscriptions on bronze vessels, in most cases, were meant specifically to dis-
seminate, or at least to display, texts to an audience. They are manifestations of literature
in a completed state, in which the text has been purposely fixed in a particular form by a
collaborative effort extending well beyond the author. Writing on lighter materials, such
as bamboo, silk, and paper, was more individual. While these media could be used for
display and certainly disseminated literary works to a broader audience in many con-
texts, they were also used widely by individuals to record texts for their own personal
uses, whether their own writings or those of others.

Any single object might fit securely into one of these two categories, but in the
Western Zhou period in particular the categories were closely intertwined. Bronze
vessels were but the final product of a process that involved producing and reproduc-
ing text in a range of media. The character ce, noted above as representing the word
for bound bamboo strips, is an interesting example of the intersection of different
textual forms. For inscriptions on bronze vessels conferring official appointments,
the text of the appointment proclamation was first written down on bamboo, then
recited aloud at the appointment ceremony, and finally cast into bronze on a bell
or vessel. While the bound bamboo strips would not have had the full display value
(or the longevity) of the cast bronze, they played crucial ritual roles. Descriptions
of appointment ceremonies tell of how the bamboo document of “royal command”
would be bestowed upon the appointee, who would then attach it to his garment as
part of the ceremony (Li 2011: 274). This document would serve as the basis for the
bronze inscription, but would itself (along with other copies on bamboo) likely be
stored in the royal archive and in that of the family of the appointee (Shaughnessy

1999: 299).

WRITING AND THE ORAL CONTEXT

As we move from the Western Zhou into the Spring and Autumn (770-481 BCE),
Warring States, and Han (206 BCE-220 CE) periods, though inscribed bronze objects
continue to be cast, the more extensive spread of writing on bamboo and, to a lesser
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extent, silk came to play a much larger role in the spread of writing in a range of contexts.
But before further discussion of these and other light writing materials, it is important
to give a sense of the oral (and aural) contexts in which written texts were produced
and circulated. As we can see from the above brief description of an appointment cer-
emony, written documents functioned as different modes of display that, in some cases,
depended on the oral reproduction of the texts they contained to have their full impact.
In the case of commemorative verses cast onto bronze vessels, it is likely that the number
of people who would have heard these verses orally performed is far greater than that
of those who would have read the actual written text with their own eyes. The aesthetic
structures of these verses, with their close similarities to the Poems, indicate an intention
for oral performance as well (Kern 2000: 94-95).

Kern further argues that while the character ce does indicate a noun meaning “bam-
boo document,” it can also function verbally to indicate the recitation of the text on that
document and is indeed functioning in this way in descriptions of appointment cer-
emonies found on Zhou bronzes, where he thus translates the term as “announcing”
or “reciting” (Kern 2007: 152-154). Other scholars disagree with some aspects of Kern’s
interpretation, though none dispute that a key part of the ceremony was the recitation
of the text that would be cast in bronze and given to the recipient of the appointment
(Shaughnessy 1999: 298; Li 2011: 274-277).

Later, memorial stone stelae in the Han, even though intended to be read by a wide
audience and publicly displayed as written texts, circulated orally as well. As K. E. Brashier
has convincingly argued, these texts were meant not only to be read but to be commit-
ted to memory and transmitted by recitation. The stelae frequently exhort the reader
to orally perform the texts inscribed on their surfaces, using terms such as “intone”
(yong k) and “chant” (song 7). They also display a set of structural and aesthetic
devises such as cliché, exaggeration, loci, and verse used by a range of literary tradi-
tions throughout history as mnemonic aides (Brashier 2005: 254-260).

Returning to the Zhou and considering the Poems, we again find a context in which
the dominant medium is oral. There is evidence indicating that the Poems circulated
primarily through memorization and oral recitation, with texts written out on bamboo
playing only secondary roles prior to the Han. As discussed in more detail in Chapter 5,
the particular variant patterns in excavated bamboo manuscripts of the Poems, which
are predominantly of a graphic, rather than phonetic, nature, indicate a relatively sta-
ble oral text that was represented by a wider array of written forms. In one interpre-
tation, this substantial graphic instability suggests that the written text may have been
fully understandable only in the context of individual instruction and oral transmission
between teacher and student (Kern 2010: 27-28; for an opposing view, see Shaughnessy
2006: 260). In certain contexts, the written documents may have functioned as prompts
or mnemonic aides; they were subsidiary to the oral versions that students would mem-
orize and quote at rhetorically appropriate moments. Although the limited surviving
sources can make it difficult to determine exactly how a document would have been
used, some recent scholarship has looked at punctuation and other formal aspects of
texts found in excavated documents to make informed speculations that while some
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were created primarily to transmit the written texts they contained, other were meant to
refresh the memory for texts already learned or to aid oral recitation (Richter 2011).

This dependency on a larger oral context for the production of meaning was not lim-
ited to poetic texts; it was true of what are often categorized as the “philosophical” texts
of the Warring States period as well. Some scholars have argued that the rhetorical struc-
tures of excavated documents imply a missing oral context. Dirk Meyer sees certain texts
as being “context-dependent” in that they only functioned meaningfully within the con-
text of oral explanation, often in a group setting. He argues that these context-dependent
texts, perhaps surprisingly given their inherent ambiguity and corresponding need for
further explanation, actually proved more likely to survive into later times. Their ambi-
guity allowed them to function in a range of different explanatory contexts and take on
different meanings in different interpretive communities (Meyer 2012: 1, 227-228, 232).
The ephemerality and changeability of the oral contexts thus proved a key component
of longevity of written texts dependent on them. While this oral context is now lost to
us, we can envision it involving both oral circulation of the larger sets of ideas that gave
concrete meaning to the written texts and oral composition, as new explanations and
rhetorical contexts were created over time to accompany the written texts.

Meyer sees a clear connection between changes in philosophical debate and the
media used to record and convey texts. In his view, the increased use of bamboo as a
writing material in the late Warring States was key to the emergence of syncretic abstract
philosophical thought, as more and more thinkers had access to written versions of texts
and would record their own ideas in writing as well (Meyer 2012: 240-241). The change
he identifies is a gradual one, and it is really in the Han, by which time the use of bamboo
was extensive and even the more expensive medium of silk appears to have been in com-
mon use for writing (one writer mentions carrying a four-foot strip to take notes during
his travels), that we can observe some of the trends Meyer identifies having a substantial
impact on the literary tradition (Tsien 2004: 130). The compilation, reorganization, and,
in many cases, rewriting of the pre-imperial tradition by Liu Xiang £!/[] (79-8 BCE) and
his collaborators at the Han imperial library (see also Chapters 3 and 11) represent a radi-
cal moment of syncretization, a concentrated version of the lengthy and diffuse process
Meyer sees taking place in the philosophical realm that here reaches into all areas of
literary production. A mass of written materials, many of which depended on an oral
context to produce meaning, were now stripped of that context and put into new forms
and orders in which they could exists as full autonomous written texts. This transforma-
tion, in which the material context of more widely used lightweight writing materials
and the administrative and educational needs of the Han bureaucratic state intersected,
resulted in a fully new version of pre-imperial literature based on identifiable authors,
self-contained “books” divided into chapters, and distinct schools of thought associ-
ated with those books. The transition was not always smooth, and these newly compiled
works often suffered from the lack of the oral context in which their constituent parts
had first come into being. As Kern has pointed out, excavated texts from the late Warring
States are often more coherent and meaningfully structured in mnemonic terms than
versions we know from the received tradition (Kern 2010: 62). Prior to relatively recent
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work on excavated materials, the Han-created tradition was the only tradition known to
us, and the old oral context, so crucial to the creation of meaning in pre-imperial times,
was replaced by commentaries trying to make sense of the gaps and deficiencies that its
absence created.

It is important to be clear that there is substantial scholarly disagreement about the
relative roles of writing and orality in the pre-imperial period. Edward Shaughnessy
and others correctly note that the “concrete” evidence consists entirely of written texts.
While this is necessarily true, the evidence that other scholars use in support of a more
orally focused paradigm has proven persuasive in many contexts as well. There is, how-
ever, little disagreement that texts existed throughout this period in a range of both writ-
ten and oral forms. The relative importance of these forms and the precise roles they
played will continue to be points of dispute as more archeological discoveries emerge.

PAPER AND OTHER SURFACES

Perhaps no other invention has played as crucial a role in preservation and dissemina-
tion of knowledge in human history than paper (for detailed accounts, see Hunter 1978;
Carter and Goodrich 1955; Tsien 1985; Pan 1998). The impact on literary culture in China
was tremendous as well, though we must not forget that this impact developed over the
course of many centuries and is most accurately seen as the continuation of trends that
had begun with the increasingly widespread use of bamboo and silk as writing media.
Paper consists of macerated plant fibers that have been suspended in water and then
thinly spread on a fine screen, either by lifting the screen through the water or by pour-
ing the solution onto the screen. It was most likely first discovered in the form of felted
layers of fibers left on mats that had been used in the process of washing rags. Once
dried, the crossed fibers of the felted layer give it structural cohesion and allow it to be
peeled off from the base mat. Remarkably, this basic form and the essentials of its manu-
facture have changed little over the millennia, and, in spite of frequent claims that it will
be replaced by other technologies, the production and consumption of paper continues
to increase year by year.

As with most materials and practices of great cultural importance, the “invention” of
paper was traditionally attributed to a single individual, in this case the second-century
ce eunuch Cai Lun Z¥ffi (ca. 50-121 CE), who was credited with making the discovery
in 105 ck. Cai Lun is a known historical figure, and he was almost surely responsible
for certain improvements in the production of paper, in particular an expansion in the
types of raw materials that could be used, but archeological finds have shown that paper
had been in use for hundreds of years by Cai Lun’s time. Tomb excavations have pushed
the use of paper back well into the second century BCE, with early examples including
wrappings for medicines on which the names of the medicines are written and even a
piece of paper with a map drawn on it with black ink (Tsien 2004: 146-147). These speci-
mens likely show the limits of writing on paper at this earliest stage of its development.
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By the second century cE, however, it was being produced in a form refined enough for
writing using the long-extant fur-tipped writing brush and either lampblack or black
ink (primarily made from pine soot); by the third century, its use as a writing material in
China was widespread.

The advantages of paper over previous writing media are clear. It was easier to produce
and prepare than silk, and far cheaper. By the third century, a wide range of materials
were being used in paper production, including hemp (and related bast plants), the bark
of mulberry trees, and many different grasses and reeds. The most prized paper contin-
ued to be made from hemp. Early versions were likely made from macerated soaked rags
and fishing nets, with production becoming more specialized later on. Hempen and rat-
tan paper were the primary sort used for official governmental documents in the Tang
dynasty (618-907) and were also favored for calligraphy and related uses. The supply of
rattan gradually ran out, and both it and hemp (which had many other important uses
as well, especially in textiles) were largely replaced by bamboo by the end of the eighth
century (Tsien 2004: 163).

Though most paper could likely be written on in its raw form, it was improved by
the use of sizing (such as starch) to keep ink from running and by treatment with vari-
ous insecticidal powders and dyes to keep the bookworms at bay. These would often
give the paper a yellow hue, and many of the paper scrolls discovered in the caves at
Dunhuang are of this sort (and have, of course, survived for well over a thousand years).
Beyond preservative uses, different dyes added to paper’s aesthetic appeal as well, with
certain colors associated with specific regions and uses. The famed calligrapher Wang
Xizhi F28Z (303-361 or 321-379) was said to have used violet-colored paper. By the
Tang period, at least ten different colors were used for personal stationary, with the best
known likely being the hibiscus-dyed red note paper created by the courtesan Xue Tao F¥{
(760s-830s), who used it to correspond with some of the most famous poets of the age
(Tsien 1985: 92-93). Abundant and cheap though it was, paper remained a scarce enough
resource that even finer sorts used for writing could be repurposed for less exalted uses.
The scholar Yan Zhitui BAZ H#£ (531-ca. 591) thus specifically points out in his Yanshi
jiaxun BAECSKF (Family Instructions for the Yan Clan) that “if paper has the language
of the Five Classics or the names of great worthies, we do not dare use it for unsanitary
purposes” (Yan 1980: 66).

Itis important to keep in mind that, just as the creation of writing did not bring an end
to oral culture, paper did not quickly replace other writing materials, even after its pro-
duction methods had reached a high degree of sophistication and the paper was of high
quality. Bamboo continued to be used as a writing material, especially in outlying areas,
up to the fourth century. Silk, likewise, was in relatively widespread use though the sixth
century (Tsien 2004: 98). Though bamboo and other forms of wood were cumbersome
to transport and more difficult to write on, they had properties that recommended them
over paper in certain contexts. One was ease of production. In comparison to a material
like the parchment used in medieval and Renaissance Europe, which was both expen-
sive and difficult to produce (requiring the long and unpleasant process of tanning ani-
mal skins), paper production was simple and cheap. Bamboo, however, required even
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less processing and grew abundantly (and quickly) in many regions. Wood and bamboo
could also be reused in ways that paper could not. In a manner similar to the reuse of
wax tablets and parchment in Europe, writing on wood and bamboo could be shaved
off, resulting in a fresh surface. This method could be used to correct an error or to reuse
a set of strips for an entirely new text. The fact that wood shavings with characters writ-
ten on them were discovered at Dunhuang (likely the result of reusing wood for prac-
ticing writing) shows that these materials were used well after the spread of paper in
certain areas (Tsien 2004: 114-115).

Even in the Tang period, long after paper had become the dominant writing medium
for all forms of literature, poetry in particular continued to appear on a wide range of
surfaces, from the walls of monasteries to the thighs of courtesans. Yuan Zhen JCHE
(779-831) famously claimed of his friend Bai Juyi HIEY% (772-846) that his works
“are written on the walls of every palace, monastery, and post station” (Yuan 1982: 555).
Inscribing poems on public surfaces was such a common practice in the Tang that it must
have been difficult to walk through a city like Changan without encountering it at every
turn. Monasteries, temples, taverns, and post-stations were particularly popular locales
for such inscription, no doubt in part because frequent visits by travelers could poten-
tially result in widespread circulation of a poet’s works. Some such places would install
“poetry boards” (shiban &##}%) for poets to write on, perhaps so that walls would not need
to be repeatedly whitewashed. There are similarities here, especially in terms of circu-
lation, to the inscription of literary works on stone stelae. But while, as noted above, it
seems unlikely that people ever directly composed in the medium of stone, they do seem
to have composed poems by brushing them directly onto these various surfaces. There
are thousands of poems surviving from the Tang whose titles indicate that they were writ-
ten on public surfaces, and this number surely represents a fraction of the total that were
composed in such circumstances through the period (Nugent 2010: 199-210).

The multitude of surfaces that met poets’ brushes in this period notwithstanding, the
widespread use of cheap paper of decent quality was a crucial development that had a
massive influence on literary culture through the period. It is difficult to get an accurate
account of the extent of paper production, but the totals for administrative use can give
us a broad sense. The Department of Public Revenue alone is recorded to have used
some five hundred thousand sheets of paper annually in recording the budget in the
ninth century. The Academy of Scholarly Worthies (Jixian yuan 2 [t) is said to have
used sixteen million sheets to copy its contents of approximately five hundred thousand
scrolls (Yang 2000: 11). While similar figures do not exist for private use, it was clearly
ubiquitous among the literate classes. We see by this period a confluence of material
conditions and social developments in which the direction of influence is difficult to
determine. The wide availability and affordability of quality paper unquestionably
increased the ease of acquiring the materials necessary for literary training. While the
literate elite still made up a very small sliver of the overall population, it was larger in
both gross and fractional terms than at any time in Chinese history. The higher number
of literate men allowed for the further development of the bureaucratic system, entry
into which was increasingly influenced by success on the civil service exam, or at least
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training in the types of writing required for that exam (see Chapter 7 for more detailed
discussion of the exam system). These factors in turn resulted in a much greater demand
for paper and thus incentives to streamline and increase its production.

Over the course of this period during which paper became the dominant writing
medium, from the end of the Han through the Tang, we also see important changes in
the conceptualization of literary production that are likely tied to these changes in the
technology of writing. Perhaps the most striking is the increasingly close association
between literary composition and writing. This may seem obvious, but as we have seen
above, the written text was not necessarily seen as the primary conduit of literary works
until the late Warring States or Han. Even then we often see literary composition con-
ceived in oral terms. The “Daxu” KJ¥ (“Great Preface [to the Poems]”), now believed
to have been put together in its final form in the first century ce by Wei Hong 7=
(fl. ca. 25 cE), famously states that “The affections are stirred within and take on form
in words. If words alone are inadequate, we speak them out in sighs. If sighing is inade-
quate, we sing them” [FEIR NP S, 2 NEBIERZ, BEHCZ ARG
(tr. Owen 1992: 41). The focus here is very much on sound, whether of spoken words
(yan &) or sighs and songs. Though this statement has become canonical, it may well
have been more of an ideological reaction against the increasing use of written text
rather than a simple description of how poetry was composed. In either case, there is a
clear focus on the oral that would soon change in accounts of literary production.

By the late third century cE, we begin to see literary composition conceptual-
ized not in terms of voice but of writing. In his famous “Wen fu” SZi{ (“Rhapsody on
Literature”), Lu Ji 6% (261-303) describes someone composing a literary work as fol-
lows: “With strong feelings he puts aside the book and takes his writing brush/to make
it manifest in literature” Wi M ZE, WI'E 2 P13 (Lu 2002: 20; tr. Owen 1992:
94). It is not that sound has no role to play, as Lu Ji also writes “A stream of words flows
through lips and teeth” 5 ‘Rifi/A/F ¥4, but there are constant references to the work
of the brush as well. Interestingly, Lu Ji’s rhapsody refers to the writing brush and silk
(hao su Z£32), rather than paper, but it is likely the latter that was changing larger con-
cepts of literary production. Liu Xie’s 2 (ca. 460s-520s) Wenxin diaolong SCLHERE
(The Literary Mind and the Carving of the Dragon) also makes constant reference to the
brush, rather than the voice, as the producer of literature.

This transformation is even more marked by the Tang, and the references we find in this
period refer almost uniformly to paper. Two short passages from an essay attributed to
the Tang poet Wang Changling T 5% (ca. 690—ca. 756) entitled “Discussion of Literary
Ideas” (Lun wenyi #fi (=) found in the eighth-century anthology of Six Dynasties and
Tang writings on poetry and poetics preserved in Japan as the Bunkyo hifuron (Wenjing
mifu lun SCBEMANT AR, The Secret Treasury of the Mirror of Letters) show that by that point
writing, not voice, was firmly established as the final stage in literary composition:

Now when one’s writing is roused, first it moves the gi [breath, or vital energy]. The gi
is born in the heart and the heart puts it forth in words. It is heard by the ear, seen by
the eye, and recorded on paper (Kitkai 1983: 139).
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A poem is based on that which the mind is on intently. In the mind it is being
intent; coming out in words it is a poem. The affections are stirred within and mani-
fested in words, and only after this does one write them on paper. (Kukai 1983: 129)

The debt here to the “Great Preface” is obvious, as is the continued association of
poetry and the spoken (or sung) word, but something has changed as well. Writing
might be the last stage that takes place only after the poem has already become
an aesthetic whole, but it is a necessary one to transform the work into a material
object.

Later in the dynasty, we find the stage of vocalization passed over altogether, as the
compositional process goes directly from inspiration to realization as written text. In
the influential description of his own compositional process found in his “Da Li Yi shu”
B2 (“Letter in Reply to Li Yi”), the Mid-Tang writer Han Yu ## 5K (768-824) says
of the emotions he is driven to express, “When they are grasped in the heart and pour
from the hand, it comes like a flood” & FHEUFOTER T, THTAZARA (Han 1987:
170). The hand, like the brush it presumably holds, is no longer a mere recorder of the
sounds that constitute the literary work, it is the primary conduit.

Han Yu’s compositional process has a sense of spontaneity that we can trace back to
the “Great Preface” model, yet one of the most distinctive changes in the conceptualiza-
tion of literary composition in this period, and one closely tied to the increased focus
on writing specifically, is the notion that composition is a lengthy and difficult process
of decisions and revisions. Stephen Owen has described this notion of “working on a
poem” asamove towards “theidea of poetryasan art rather than a transparent adjunct to
experience” (Owen 1996: 108). The Late Tang writer Li Shangyins 224 FZ (ca. 813—ca. 858)
“Li He xiaozhuan” Z¥#/|M# (“Short Biography of Li He”) includes the following des-
cription of the short-lived but highly influential Mid-Tang poet Li He's %= B (790?-8167)
compositional technique:

He would always go off riding a donkey followed by a young Xi slave. On his back
he carried an old tattered brocade bag. If he happened to get something, he would
write it down at once and throw it in the bag. When he went back in the evening,
his mother had a serving girl take the bag and empty out its contents, and when she
saw how much he had written, his mother burst out with, “This boy won’t stop until
he has spit out his heart” Then she lit the lamps and gave him his dinner. Li He next
had the serving girl get what he had written; then grinding ink and piling up paper,
he would complete them, at which point he would throw them into another bag.
(Li1998: 13; tr. Owen 1996: 113)

The final poem here is the end result of a process of production. It is very much a
material object produced from other material objects. Throughout this passage there
is an emphasis on the physicality and materiality of the different stages of the compo-
sitional process. Li He “gets;” or “obtains” (de 15), the parts of what he will eventually
assemble into a poem. He records these and “throws” (tou %) them into a bag. The poet
is exhausted and needs food and illumination to continue to the next stage of his work.
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Again we see specific mention of the materials: ink is ground and paper piled up. When
the poems are completed, they are again thrown into a bag. There is nothing here about
sound, and though the moments of inspiration might be spontaneous, the process of
turning them into literature requires the explicit expenditure of physical effort and
material supplies.

This transformation of conceptions of the process of literary production is surely tied
to the changes in material media on which that literature was produced. We can see,
in this description of Li He’s process (which, of course, may well have been an inven-
tion of Li Shangyin or merely the stuff of legend), a microcosm of the larger transition
that Meyer attributes to the spread of bamboo as a lightweight writing material. Li He
takes the scattered words and phrases that come into his mind and combines them in
a new form; he gives them a new context within the structure of a poem, with the aes-
thetic requirements that form imposes. Whether Li He actually did compose in this way
is beside the point. That Li Shangyin would imagine him doing so, and that this story
would hold so much sway in the tradition, tells us that changes in material media had
altered forever the way literature would be conceived.

THE CONTINUING ROLES OF ORALITY
AND MEMORY

Though the invention and spread of paper in China led to the production of written
texts on a scale greater than the world had ever known, orality and memorization con-
tinued to play important roles, even in the lives of the highly literate elite. Vocalization,
for example, was often still a part of the composition process, albeit in more limited
contexts. The Wei shu Bl (History of the Wei) portrays Emperor Xiaowen of the
[Northern] Wei 1227 (1. 471-499) regularly composing in an oral mode: “He was
fond of literary writing. He would compose poems, rhapsodies, epitaphs, and hymns
following his mood. There were great literary works that he would dictate orally on
horseback, without a single character to be changed when they were complete” (Wei
shu 7.187). Being on horseback or in other circumstances that would make writing dif-
ficult (ranging from being on a boat in churning waters to suffering imprisonment at
the hands of the Tang rebel leader An Lushan ZZiisk[ Ll [ca. 703-757]) is a common part
of descriptions of oral composition in the Six Dynasties and Tang periods. Explicit men-
tions of oral composition appear to diminish in the later part of the Tang, but this mode
of composition was still noted in titles, playing off the model of the “Great Preface,” as a
way to indicate an immediate emotional response to a specific circumstance. In the pref-
ace to his poem “Xu Ru ting mashang kouhao” &5 5 5% (“Orally Composed
on Horseback at the Xu Ru Pavilion”), Quan Deyu #{EEE (759-818) describes his fre-
quent visits to a ruined pavilion containing moss-covered stelae with works of poets
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from earlier in the dynasty. Moved by the vicissitudes of time and the threads connect-
ing the present and the past, he writes, “Thereupon, while on my horse I orally com-
posed a single quatrain to lodge my melancholy” KIF2 & I 1548 A5 — & LAZF IR
(QTS 326.3657). More directly stirred by the present, Du Fu FLH (712-770) claims to
have responded with twelve short poems entitled “Chengwen Hebei zhu Jiedu ruchao
huanxi kouhao jueju shiershou” 2K R IV FE T A BHER = 15548 A0+ & (“Upon
Receiving the News That All of the Hebei Military Commissioners Had Entered the
Court, I Was Joyful and Orally Composed Twelve Quatrains,” Du 1980: 1624-1629). In
titles and descriptions such as these, we catch only the smallest glimpse of what was
likely a very common practice. As poetry increasingly became an art requiring pro-
longed effort and revision through the course of this period, the notion that poetic com-
position was fundamentally connected to orality remains valid.

Just as works of literature continued to be composed orally, so were they passed on
to others that way. Chapter 5 in this volume addresses the topic of oral circulation of
literature in more detail, but it is worth saying a few words here on the important role
memory played in the preservation and circulation of literature in these periods. Prior
to the widespread use of paper, it is clear that literature was “inscribed” in the mind
more often than it was written on a material surface. A key example is, again, the Poems,
with variant patterns in excavated texts that indicate these texts were written down from
memorized words rather than from physically present written characters. Similarly, the
received tradition from this period, both poetic and philosophical, shows a close con-
nection to these works’ original oral context. The extensive use of stock phrases, paral-
lelism, repetition, and similar structural conventions indicates that these texts grew out
of aworld in which the works that survived were often those that could be committed to
memory (Meyer 2012: 251).

While China appears never to have produced the kinds of systematic treatises
on mnemonic methods that we find from Greco-Roman times through medieval,
Renaissance, and Baroque Europe, it is clear that a strong memory was a praiseworthy
personal trait even after memorization and orality were no longer the dominant mode
of textual transmission. In biographies of Han and later figures, we frequently find such
phrases as “after reading something once he was usually able to recite it from memory”
(Hou Han shu 62.2058). Another passage says of its subject that “Whatever his eyes saw,
he could instantly recite. Whatever his ears happened to hear, his heart would not for-
get” (Hou Han shu 80.2653). Even in this age of more readily available writing materials,
cost remained a factor. The biography of Wang Chong F 7t (27-ca. 100), author of the
Lun heng % (Balanced Discourses), notes: “His family was poor and lacked books.
He would often visit the markets and shops of Luoyang and read the books they sold.
After seeing them once he was instantly able to recite them from memory” (Hou Han
shu 49.1629). It is worth noting that in all of these cases the presence of a written text is
stated or implied. This was not the predominantly oral world of the pre-imperial period;
memorization still played an important role, but it appears to have been increasingly
based on what the eyes saw rather than what the ears heard.
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This pattern continued into the post-Han periods. Xing Shao Jf3fB (ca. 496-561) of
the Northern Qi 75 (550-577) is described as casually setting texts to memory as a break
from seemingly more recreational activities: “tired from drinking and playing around,
he looked broadly through the classics and histories. He read through them quickly,
remembering them after a single glance and not forgetting a thing” (Bei Qi shu 36.475).
The Early Tang writer Yu Shinan & H R (558-638) was reputed to have had a particu-
larly capacious and accurate memory, with the ability to write down full texts silently
and without error (Jiu Tang shu 72.2566). Later in the dynasty, Han Yu recounts a story
originally told by Yu Song /& about his acquaintance, the famous, though ultimately
defeated, general Zhang Xun 751X (709-757):

He once saw Song reading the Han shu [History of the Former Han] and asked him,
“Why do you keep reading this?”

Song replied, “T've not yet mastered it”

Xun said, “My way with books is that I read something no more than three times
and I never forget it for my whole life”

He then recited the book that Song was reading and did not get a single character
wrong in the entire scroll. Song was surprised and thought that Xun just happened
to be familiar with this scroll. He then randomly pulled out other rolls to test him
and it was like this for all of them. Song took still more books from his shelves and
tested Xun with questions. Zhang Xun smoothly recited each without hesitation.
Song accompanied Zhang Xun for a long time and never saw him reading much.
(Han 1987: 77)

The figures in these stories are, of course, extraordinary, and should not be taken to
indicate the mental powers of the average literate man in the period. But there is every
reason to believe that for poetry in particular, works were regularly committed to mem-
ory and circulated by passing through this medium at various stages. It is no doubt not
mere coincidence that one of the most popular form of literature, “regulated verse”
(Liishi 7£7¥), had a number of characteristics that made it particularly easy to memo-
rize quickly. Parallelism, tonal alternations, rhyme, and brevity all had independent aes-
thetic appeal, but the fact that they were great aids to memorization surely assisted in the
rapid circulation and survival of so many works in this form.

Terms such as “text” and “literature” inevitably privilege the written word, and there
is no doubt that words written on physical surfaces played crucial, even defining, roles
in the lives of the cultural elite in all the periods covered in this volume. These were
people who understood their past and present through writing and hoped to extend
their own legacy to future generations the same way, whether their words were inscribed
on bronze, paper, or the walls of a tavern. Yet the diversity of media in this literary world
remains striking. The words of the past came to life anew through constant recitation
that put them in the ears and minds of new listeners. The poetry of a good friend was
as likely to be heard as to be read in many cases. Classical Chinese literature exists for
us today because it was written down, but we must remember that writing, important
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though it was, was only one of the forms in which it existed for those who created and
first experienced it.
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CHRISTOPHER M. B. NUGENT

THE term “manuscript culture” refers broadly to aspects of producing and circulating
texts by hand-copying. Though it was scholars of medieval and Renaissance Europe
who first undertook sophisticated analysis of the specific characteristics that distinguish
manuscript culture from print culture, many of their insights and approaches are appli-
cable to any context in which texts are reproduced by nonmechanized means. Whether
the subject is a ninth-century Irish monk copying the Bible or a court academician in
the Han dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE) a thousand years earlier, they both produced texts
more slowly and with a far greater degree of variation in each copy, by intention or error,
than would be the norm in later print-based contexts.

I organize my discussion here thematically, with the main topics being production,
circulation, and change. Within each of these topics, in addition to thematic subtop-
ics I will also deal with the issue of diachronic difference, covering a span of nearly two
thousand years and writing surfaces ranging from bronze and bamboo to silk and paper.
Works such as the Shijing &##< (Classic of Poetry, hereafter the Poems), the main text of
which might have taken no more than one hundred pages of Tang paper, would have
required over a thousand two-foot-long bamboo strips, resulting in a mass of material
far more difficult to move from place to place. Such differences mean that while our
main topics apply to the entire time span in question, the issues involved play out quite
differently depending on the specific period.

PRODUCTION

Our focus in this section is on producing texts (or, more precisely, documents), as
opposed to producing literary works. That is, it is not abstract notions of literary com-
position but rather the creation of material objects—written texts—with which we are
concerned. Printing, after all, did little to change the mechanics involved in authorial
composition prior to the invention of the typewriter. Long after printing became the
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dominant mode of textual reproduction, indeed well into the twentieth century, writers
worldwide continued to compose literary works using a pointed object (albeit with a
softer point in the case of a Chinese writing brush) they held in their hand. The impor-
tant issue here is that prior to the spread of printing, each additional copy of their work
was produced in this same manner.

The key features of textual reproduction in a manuscript culture are those of time and
effort. Every single reproduction of a text required someone to write out every stroke of
every character anew. A balance always needed to be struck between care—and thus in
many cases legibility and accuracy—and speed. For professional scribes, evidence indi-
cates that payment was made on the basis not of time spent but of objects produced.
Different types of texts would also call for very differing degrees of care; many Buddhist
texts discovered in Dunhuang and surrounding areas display a far more skilled and
meticulous hand than do copies of popular contemporary poetic and narrative works
from the same trove of manuscripts.

There was nothing “automatic” about the procedures of textual reproduction in the
manuscript culture of pre-print China. Each individual copying of a text required an
intentional decision to invest the time and effort, or money, involved. For the texts
we are considering as literary (as opposed to, for example, administrative documents
produced by the state) from this long period in China, textual reproduction was a task
undertaken by both professional scribes and ordinary literate individuals. Beginning in
the fifth century cEg, we find numerous accounts of men who copied texts to earn money.
Some did this as a sideline or as part of the process of their education, while others made
it their primary occupation, working as household scribes for wealthy families (Tian
2007: 79-80). While we lack detailed accounts from the Tang of scribes who made their
living copying literary works specifically, we do know that bookstores in the capital city
Chang’an did a brisk business in the period and that there was a commercial market for
poetry, especially by well-known poets in the later part of the dynasty (Nugent 2010:
214-220).

More frequent are descriptions of literary works being copied by authors themselves,
or by their friends, families, and “fans” (haoshizhe U 557). In these cases, which likely
accounted for the largest part of the circulation of literary works, a text was almost
always originally copied for a personal (i.e., noncommercial) reason. Authors most
often copied their own literary works in order to give them to their friends or superiors.
In the Tang, we see a full range of writers from Han Yu HHRR (768-824) to the monk-poet
Jiaoran FZ X (ca. 720-ca. 798) depicted copying out selections of their poems to give to
acquaintances and to those whom they would like to have as such. The famous friends
Bai Juyi /5% (772-846) and Yuan Zhen JCHE (779-831) and their circle wrote about
this with great frequency, but there is every indication that it was common among all
elite men. An institutionalized form of this practice was known as “circulating scrolls”
(xingjuan {174 or wenjuan 4, lit. “warming scrolls”), whereby exam candidates and
others seeking patronage or favor from influential men in the capital would circulate
small sets of writings to these figures (see Chapter 7 for further discussion of the exam
system). Indeed, the recycling and reselling of these scrolls (which were often discarded,
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unread, by their intended recipients) was part of the commercial book trade and resulted
in a number of amusing anecdotes concerning candidates who bought such scrolls only
to submit them under their own name to their original authors (Nugent 2010: 216-219,
223-224; Mair 1978).

When family members copied a writer’s works, it was most often a younger relative
either working at his elder’s request or copying the literary collection of his father or
uncle who had died. Bai Juyi writes of having his nephew copy out portions of his mas-
sive collection, and Pei Yanhan 2E4E#] describes collecting and copying the poems of
his uncle Du Mu #£4% (803-852) in a preface to the latter’s collected works. Wei Ai 535
compiled and copied out the works of his older brother Wei Zhuang FiHF (ca. 836-910)
while the latter was still alive; a disciple of the monk Qiji 72 (fl. 921) was charged with
editing and copying his spiritual patriarch’s poetic works after the latter unexpectedly
passed away. These were labors of love and filial duty, but especially in the case of full col-
lections, they were labors nonetheless. By a very rough estimate, copying out Bai Juyi’s
full collection would have taken a single person over a month of eight-hour workdays.
Few writers before the Song were as prolific as Bai, and none seem to have had the same
obsessive concern with maintaining their collection, but even more ordinary collections
must have taken some time to compile and copy; that task does seem to have fallen pri-
marily to younger male relatives. Indeed Han Yu’s good friend Meng Jiao ik (751-814)
once lamented that as he had no living sons to copy his writings, his “elderly chantings
mostly just drift away” fEFFDCF, B ZIME (Nugent 2010: 223, 249, 255-257;
QTS 584.6767).

A great deal of textual reproduction was undertaken by individuals simply to have
their own copies of works they enjoyed or considered important. From the earliest
stages of the use of paper as a writing medium, we see descriptions of the popularity of
literary works being indicated by frequent copying. So many people were said to have
copied Zuo Si’s /£ (ca. 250—ca. 305) “Rhapsody on the Three Metropolises” (“Sandu
fu” —#BHK) that, in what later became a cliché of praise, “paper in Luoyang grew costly”
1R HEE. A related common phrase used to indicate popularity of a work was that
“everyone copied and circulated it” A\ £ {#%3.

Copying facilitated not only ownership of a work but mastery as well. The spread of
affordable paper of decent quality made repetitive copying of important texts a regu-
lar part of elite education, but it was not only children who were seen as benefiting
from such practice. Xiao Jun #§#J (472-493) of the Southern Qi 75 (479-502) is said
to have copied out all of the Five Classics, in part because having done so ensured that
he would remember their contents (Tian 2007: 81). Zhang Shen 552 (fl. 776) of the
Tang is portrayed as having spent his twilight years writing out the text of the Classics
as well, believing that “copying books was better than reading them” (Li 1978: 3.54). Liu
Zongyuan MISETT (773-819) writes of the Buddhist Master Fangji 77 K that “Whenever
he encountered the writings of an accomplished scholar, he would make a fair copy with
his own hand and review it tirelessly” (Liu 2000: 25.666).

Not all “texts” that circulated did so based solely on written copies; circulation could
often be based partially or even primarily on voice or the content of memory. It is clear
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that orality and memory played particularly important, and in some cases dominant,
roles prior to the Han. We know that a great many texts were written down in this period
because archeologists have found them, but the content of those texts, and the types of
textual variation in particular, indicate that texts were often written down based on an
aural or memorized source rather than a written one. Excavated texts of the Poems in
particular display a substantial degree of variance that appears to be primarily based on
paronomastic borrowings in which different graphs were employed to record the same
word (Kern 2005: 178-179). This is a strong indication of oral circulation at some point
in the transmission process. Written texts in this period existed in dependent relation-
ships with memorized and oral versions. Some have argued that many written versions
of pre-Han works would have been nearly impossible to read without the readers hav-
ing previously been instructed in, and even committed to memory, most of the work
in question, though this is not always apparent from the received (as opposed to exca-
vated) versions of these works we have today (Kern 2010: 27-28). Likewise, many writ-
ten texts would be reproduced orally as performances or ritual recitations, with such
performances being key to their use and transmission (Richter 2013: 172; see also the
discussion in Chapter 4 of this volume). The “manuscript culture” of pre-Han China
was arguably as reliant on mouths speaking words (and ears hearing them) as it was on
hands writing characters.

Even in later periods, when writing was clearly the dominant mode of reproduc-
ing literary works, there are numerous accounts of using oral exemplars when repro-
ducing texts. Prefaces to literary collections often include comments that many
of the author’s works were scattered and lost and that some of the contents of the
collection “were obtained from people’s mouths” £ ZF2 Al or that they had
been “circulated orally” {8/ AI-l. In his description of how he went about com-
piling the posthumous collection of his teacher, the monk Guanxiu EfK (832-
912), Tanyu 228 notes that he sought out people who had committed Guanxiu’s
works to memory, or had “silently remembered them” (QTW 922.9604). Similarly,
writing about compiling the collection of his brother Wei Zhuang, Wei Ai laments that
written copies of many of the poems had been destroyed, leaving him to rely on “those
that he could recite” He would also silently record his brother’s scattered chantings
(Wei2002: 483-484).

CIRCULATION

For our purposes here, we can consider a text to have circulated when some or all of
its content has been transferred from one person to another. A letter sent but never
read has not, in the way we are using the term here, circulated; a letter that was written,
never leaves the desk on which it was composed, but is read by a second person at that
desk has. This distinction is important because our key issue is how literary works came
to be known by an audience. Because most circulation involves textual reproduction,
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whether partial or full, outwardly manifest or occurring only in someone’s mind, many
of the issues discussed in the previous section will come into play here as well, with the
role of orality proving especially crucial.

Our evidence for how texts circulated in the pre-Han period is limited, but much of
it points to a web of inextricable connections between written and oral circulation. We
see this in physical form in the excavated texts of the Poems, with their substantial varia-
tion in written graphs used to represent the same sound, and thus the same word, in the
spoken language. While it is possible that any given excavated document may have been
directly copied from another written exemplar, the types of variation across multiple
documents strongly indicate that at some point along the process of circulation, and
likely at many, these texts were reproduced from either an oral or a memorized source.
In such a context we must be careful about our terms: if this is textual circulation, what
constitutes the text that circulates? For the audience of the time we might say that the
linguistic contents of the text circulates “successfully” even when the two copies of that
text look very different because conventions of representing spoken sounds with writ-
ten graphs had not yet stabilized. A teacher might recite a portion of the Poems to two
students who then, immediately or later from memory, wrote down two very different
graphic representations of what their teacher intoned. Yet if each of these students were
to orally convey what they learned to their own students, the contents of those recita-
tions might well be identical, and also identical to what they heard from their teacher.

The excavated witnesses give us a glimpse of a fluid and local textual world in the
Warring States (481-221 BCE) and before. Circulation of such works as the Poems likely
took place primarily within small groups of teachers and disciples. It is only in such a
context of oral instruction and shared linguistic culture that these surviving written
texts would lose their apparent opacity and seeming variation (Kern 2002: 164). Some
scholars have argued that written instantiations of works like the Poems and what we
now think of as philosophical texts are best seen as a secondary phenomenon, ancil-
lary to the primary oral modes of circulation. They served as “repositories of didactic
material”’—small portions of a fuller educational context (Richter 2013: 172). Indeed
many of these sorts of written texts could only continue to circulate in a context of con-
tinuous and repeated teaching and transmission within groups of teachers and students,
both because they required explanation or previous understanding and because of their
physical fragility (Lewis 1999: 55). As discussed in greater detail in Chapter 4 of this vol-
ume, there were textual media in early China far more durable than strips of bamboo,
such as vessels cast in bronze and carved stone stelae; yet these too functioned in close
connection to orality in terms of the way the texts inscribed on them circulated. Indeed
the early historical tradition attributes the survival of the Poems through the Qin biblio-
caust to the fact that people committed them to memory and transmitted them orally.
The Han shu {#35 (History of the Former Han) claims of these works that, “under the
Qin they remained intact because they were recited from memory and not only [written]
on bamboo and silk” (Han shu 30.1708).

With the increasing availability of higher-quality paper beginning in the third and
fourth centuries, writing plays a much more dominant role in the transmission of
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literary works. The most basic accounts of literary works circulating take the form of
clichés of praise similar to the comment that the popularity of Zuo Si’s works caused
the cost of paper in Luoyang to rise due to constant copying. We frequently find claims
made of writers that their works were “widely circulated and copied among people”
N[EEEHES, or that “each time he composed a piece everyone copied and circulated it”
Bl —E NEEHE (QTS 617.7113; QTW 508.5165). These could refer to local circula-
tion, such as the claim about the Early Tang poet Chen Zi’ang [T~ (ca. 661-702) that
“his writings were copied and circulated in Luoyang, and in the markets, shops, streets,
lanes, and alleys they were continually recited,” or of transmission across borders, as we
see in an anecdote about emissaries from Korea and Japan who would visit the court and
“all have people go copy [Zhang Wencheng’s] writings and then leave; such were the dis-
tances to which his talented writings spread” (QTW 238.2412; Liu 1984: 129).

More revealing are descriptions of the specific ways in which literary works would
pass from one hand to another. This process typically began with authors, who were
often the first to make copies of their own works; in most cases they made these copies
to pass along to other people. Throughout the Tang period, when poetry had become a
truly social art, writers would be expected to have copies of some of their recent poems
on hand to give to acquaintances (in addition to being able to recite a few upon request).
They would also frequently send their writings through the official or unofficial post to
friends stationed in distant parts of the empire. When visiting a friend and being shown
some of his writings, it was not uncommon to copy some pieces out on the spot to take
away and savor again later.

It was these sorts of copies, spread among friends and acquaintances, that would be
sought out by later compilers putting together literary collections and anthologies. Such
collections and anthologies, both large and small, played their own key roles in circula-
tion, especially in the later parts of the period. The act of compiling gathered together
works that had been scattered and might otherwise be forever lost. Collections pro-
tected these works as well; they gave them a context, both of other works by the same
author and of prefaces, postfaces, and similar writings that further anchored them to the
author and his biography. Anthologies of works by multiple authors drew connections
between works in different ways, emphasizing the aesthetic or even moral value of the
works included. Crucially, both single-author collections and anthologies not only gath-
ered works together but also served as a base from which the works would go back into
the world and circulate again. We have numerous accounts of people reading collections
and anthologies—long and short, clearly partial or seemingly complete—and copying
them anew (see Chapters 15, 19, and 20 for more detailed discussions of collections and
anthologies).

This copying, we note again, took time and effort. As a result, people tended to copy
only what they valued—whether for enjoyment or knowledge. This could happen on
the scale of copying just parts of someone’s collection: surely even Bai Juyi’s closest
friends and most ardent admirers still only took the time to copy out a limited number
of pieces from his ever-growing collection. But it might also come into play on the scale
of a single work. There are numerous accounts of people copying down individual lines
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or couplets from poems, with at least one writing manual from the Tang suggesting that
those who desired to improve their own writing should keep on their person a small
notebook of such excerpts. This practice was hardly new to the Tang; Liu Xiang %]
(79-8 BCE), who, along with his son Liu Xin Z#X (d. 23 cE), led the team of copyists
and compilers who essentially created our received version of pre-Han literary tradi-
tion, had long before compiled such works as the Xinxu /¥ (Matters Newly Arranged)
and the Shuoyuan (or Shuiyuan) S50 (Garden of Persuasions), which consisted largely
of excerpts—often substantially reworked and reworded—from earlier works. The
practice of “producing epitomes” (chaoshu 975), of copying out excerpts from other
works, was an important part of literary culture following the spread of paper. Literate
men would produce epitomes from works ranging from Buddhist sutras and Confucian
Classics to histories and literary collections, both to aid their study and simply to pos-
sess their own copies of pieces and parts of works they particularly enjoyed or thought
important (Tian 2007: 82-83; see also Chapter 10 of this volume).

Most of the manuscripts discussed thus far were intended for private reading by indi-
viduals. There are, however, other modes of circulation that were considerably more
public. Poems were regularly inscribed on public places, and would often be transmit-
ted to a broad audience and to distant locales through such a mode of transmission.
There are over a thousand surviving poems from the Tang period alone that indicate
in their title that they were originally inscribed on some sort of exposed surface (other
than paper), and these no doubt represent only a small fraction of the poems that were
disseminated this way (both from the Tang and from earlier periods). Poets would often
inscribe a poem on a wall when paying a visit to an acquaintance, whether a friend,
monk, or courtesan. While the audience for a poem on a friend’s wall might be limited,
the walls of monasteries and brothels were likely viewed by greater numbers of visitors.
Some of the most popular spots for inscribing poems were, unsurprisingly, on trans-
portation routes. There are examples of poems inscribed on bridges, mountain pass
fortifications, taverns, and post-stations. Towards the end of the Tang, we find increas-
ing mention of monasteries and post-stations in particular putting up “poetry boards”
(shiban #5#%) specifically intended for the public posting of poems. There are also
accounts of readers copying works from such locations and circulating them further
(Nugent 2010:199-207).

Certain features of public inscription anticipate aspects of the later print culture.
Like printing blocks, a single publicly posted poem would serve as the template for
multiple copies (though unlike impressions made by a printing block, each handwrit-
ten copy likely introduced variants, either intentionally or by accident). Publicly posted
poems were also, like printed works, aimed at a more anonymous audience. When
a poet copied out one of his recent poems to give to a friend, the circulation of his
poem was circumscribed by that connection. The poem might circulate further, find-
ing itself before the eyes of strangers, but the initial stage was an intimate one. When a
poem was written up on the wall of a post-station, even its immediate audience could
be unknown to the poet. Yet the poem itself maintained a tie to its creator, and could,
though happenstance, still convey this connection to the right audience. One of the
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most poignant accounts of the circulation of literary works in the Tang describes Yuan
Zhen’s chance discovery of a poem by his friend Bai Juyi on a pillar of a riverside inn.
As Bai describes it, “He saw that there were a few lines of characters on a dusty wall.
Reading them, it turned out that it was one of my old poems ... but he did not know
who had inscribed it. [He] could not stop sighing, then composed a piece and sent it
to me together with my original poem that he had transcribed. When I examined this
poem, it turned out that it was a quatrain that I had given to a Chang’an singing gir],
Ah Ruan, fifteen years before when I had just passed the exams” (Bai 1988: 922). By the
time Yuan Zhen encountered Bai’s poem fifteen years after its original composition, it
had surely been read, recited, and copied by many dozens of people who had never met
its author. But a chance encounter with that author’s closest friend sent the poem back
with a new context and additional layers of meaning that surely went far beyond what
Bai Juyi imagined when, as a young man in Changan, he dashed off a quick verse for a
singing girl.

CHANGE

Bai Juyi does not tell us whether his poem had changed over the course of fifteen years
of circulation—he likely would not have remembered his original composition with
enough precision to know—but it is clear that the process of circulation did change liter-
ary works over time. Indeed this is one of the fundamental features of manuscript cul-
ture and has important implications for our understanding of the stability of literary
works and our notions of the role of the author.

The most basic sort of change that figures prominently in manuscript culture is that of
simple loss. Indeed, a surprising aspect of this story of Bai Juyi’s poem is that the poem
survived at all. Literary works, especially when written on such perishable materials as
bamboo strips and paper, were fragile things, in constant peril of fire, rot, reuse, and
general neglect. While the extent and effectiveness of the famed Qin bibliocaust may
well have been grossly exaggerated by historians in the succeeding Han period, liter-
ary works were destroyed in massive numbers when rebellions arose and ruling houses
were overthrown. What was perhaps the most tragic true bibliocaust occurred at the
hands of one of history’s greatest bibliophiles. In 554, facing the end of his rule, the Liang
ruler Xiao Yi i (Emperor Yuan T, I. 552—555) set his great library of over 140,000
scrolls alight, destroying what may well have been the largest collection of literary works
in the world up to that time (Tian 2007: 94-95). While his true motivations will never be
known, the effect was clear: our understanding of pre-Tang literature would always have
massive gaps.

Of course, a great number of works faded away in much less dramatic fashion; they
simply did not meet readers who liked them or thought them important enough to
expend the effort required to copy them. The survival of Bai Juyi’s poem to Ah Ruan was
exceptional. It was the kind of verse—written not to secure the author a place in literary
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history or send to possible patrons, but to fulfill the immediate needs of a very casual
social situation—that likely suffered the greatest extent of loss. Yet much poetry that was
written (and recited) was of precisely this sort.

Anthologies and encyclopedias (leishu JH=5; see Chapter 10 for a detailed discussion)
simultaneously preserved works, or at least portions of works in the case of the latter,
and stand as indications of what was not preserved. They are the material manifestations
of the selective pressures, particularly acute in a manuscript culture, that result in some
works surviving while others do not. For every work that makes it into an anthology,
individual collection, or encyclopedia, there are dozens left out. This proportion of loss
is often noted explicitly by compilers of individual literary collections. For encyclope-
dias in particular, we can see it in the great number of works excerpted that we know
today only from such excerpts, as the full works from which they came long ago fell out
of circulation.

It is worth noting further that, especially in the case of individual collections, the
compilers sometimes left works out not out of loss or neglect, but because they used the
collections to craft a particular view of the writer. The compiler might intentionally omit
works that did not fit their criteria, as when Lu Chun [%{% (d. 805) compiled a redacted
set of the Early Tang poet Wang Ji's T-4& (500?-644) works from which he “expunged
those words of action and made complete [Wang Ji's] ambition to be unbound”
T A A 2w, IR 2 & (Wang 1998: 388; see also Chapter 15). Similarly, Fan
Huang 52, dissatisfied with the subset of Du Fu’s poems circulating orally in his
region, put together a new collection of Du Fu’s works in six juan. In his preface he
expresses concern that the poems circulating in the eastern areas are more frivolous,
and thus people there “have never known that he has lofty and upright compositions”
TAHEA M ZLE (Du 1980: 2237). We can easily imagine a similar economy at
work but left unstated in the compilation of countless other literary collections from the
period. Works that conformed to a compiler’s notion of the author’s proper style would
be included; those that did not would be left out. Such a pattern might not only create a
skewed presentation of the full range of a poet’s works but also result in spurious attribu-
tions being accepted while accurate ones were not.

The fires of war, the slow decay of neglect, and the biased hands of compilers hardly
ceased their work with the invention and spread of printing, but the nature of textual
reproduction in a manuscript culture meant that any given work was likely to exist in
far fewer copies than would printed works. It was often the case that a specific copy of
a work was the only copy of that work in existence, or one of only a very few. We see
numerous accounts of compilers hunting far and wide in taverns and private homes on
the off chance that they would be able to find pieces by the author whose works they
were attempting to bring together. The survival of a work in the age of manuscripts was
always tenuous, with even popular works falling out of circulation and disappearing.
Wei Zhuang’s long narrative poem “Qinfu yin” 2% (“Lament of the Lady of Qin”)
was one of the most famous and beloved poems of its day, with accounts of it being mem-
orized and recited so widely that its title became part of Wei Zhuang’s nickname. Yet Wei
Zhuang eventually sought to disassociate himself from the work and did not allow it to
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be put into his collection. Ignored (or perhaps never seen) by Song R (960-1279) print-
ers, the famous poem disappeared for a thousand years before being found in multiple
copies in the caves at Dunhuang. It is now the longest poem that survives from the Tang,
but were it not for the dry desert air and the luck that protected the sealed-off caves from
destruction, it would have been lost a millennium ago.

For works that did survive, a different sort of change was always at work. Alteration is
an inevitable consequence when texts are copied by hand: circulation creates variation.
Scholars studying medieval European literature have long known this to be the case, as
the durability of parchment has left them with a substantial trove of diverse manuscripts
that embody this variation. While scholars working on pre-print Chinese literature long
lacked these sorts of materials, there were strong indications of variation in no longer
extant manuscripts, with printed editions beginning in the Song including numerous
annotative notes that “one version says” (yizuo —1F), followed by an alternative char-
acter or phrase. It was not until certain archeological finds became available over the
last century—for scholars of the Six Dynasties and Tang, the finds at Dunhuang, and for
scholars of early China, bamboo strips and silk manuscripts excavated from Warring
States and Han tombs and an increasing number of inscribed bronzes—that scholars
have had access to a substantial mass of written materials produced in the periods they
studied. As we examine these materials, we begin to get a clearer picture of the complex
array of variation whose echoes persisted into the age of print.

In the case of the Dunhuang manuscripts, we might consider much of this variation
unintentional. That is, as texts were copied, the scribes made “mistakes”—changes in
the original that they did not intend. This could encompass a range from accidentally
writing a homophonous or orthographically similar character to “eye skips,” that is,
unintentionally moving to a later section with the same character or a similar phrase
while copying and skipping over the text in between. In manuscripts from Dunhuang,
it is often relatively easy to identify such errors when multiple copies of work have been
found. Many times an accidental phonological or orthographic substitution will result
in a character that simply does not (and, more importantly, did not) make any sense in
context, and it is clear which character was likely intended. In some cases, scribes (or
later proofreaders) would catch a mistake and write in a correction.

The situation is much more complex for manuscripts from the earlier periods,
especially before the Han. Because regional differences in scripts were far more pro-
nounced and homophonous substitutions very common, it is considerably more dif-
ficult to determine definitively that a given instance of variation is due to scribal error
rather than to different transcription practices. As discussed above, the vast majority
of variants in the excavated versions of the Poems are graphic in nature and involve
the use of different written characters to represent the same sound (and thus word)
in the spoken language. This practice was widespread, and we can thus reasonably
assume that this variation was not a hindrance to understanding for the scribes and
readers of the precise geographic and linguistic contexts in which these manuscripts
were produced. However, already in the Han we see this graphic variation causing dif-
ficulties of interpretation that would only grow worse as time passed and readers were



MANUSCRIPT CULTURE 71

increasingly separated from the texts’ original productive context (Kern 2002: 162, 164;
Shaughnessy 2006:145-146).

In more recent work on European manuscript culture, there has been a great deal of
resistance to scribal changes being reflexively described as errors, as in many cases such
an assumption conceals the probability that often such alterations were intentional.
Scribes, especially for secular literary works, were not mindless copyists whose only
goal was to produce a perfectly faithful reproduction of the document in front of them.
Rather, they saw themselves as free to alter works as they saw fit, whether to correct what
they deemed to be errors or to actually improve the work they were transmitting.

While attitudes towards the integrity of texts in pre-print China do not correspond
precisely to those of medieval Europe, it is clear that scribes and others in China also
intentionally altered texts in the process of transmission. We have seen above how works
such as encyclopedias excerpted and rearranged the written works they preserved; there
are numerous accounts of professional singers, whose repertoire was based in part on
contemporary poetry, truncating and altering well-known poetic works in their perfor-
mances as well. A similar situation has been extensively documented from the written
evidence of the practice of troubadours in medieval France, and in both cases this was
probably far more common than we can determine from surviving written records. In
many cases, these improvisations went the way of most oral poetry: experienced only by
their immediate audience and gone forever after the performances ended. In the case of
China, we can still find traces in multiple versions of yuefu 44/ poems that were writ-
ten down and made it into the later print cultures, or in the vastly different versions of
certain popular poems from the Tang that became traditional songs of drinking and
parting from friends.

Texts were altered in nonperformative contexts with some regularity as well. It is clear
that in the pre-Han period philosophical texts would be rearranged and reworded in
the process of transmission with little concern for fidelity to an original text, whether in
written or memorized form. In later periods, there are accounts of poets revising their
own poems many years after having originally composed them. Some revisions would
be for aesthetic reasons, others for practical ones. For example, young men in the capital
who circulated their works to possible patrons or influential officials had to carefully
revise their writings to avoid the personal taboo characters of the recipients. As these
xingjuan were apparently recycled and sold in bookshops to candidates who would then
pass them off as their own, the accumulation of changes over time could be substantial
(Nugent 2010: 231; Moore 2004: 150; Fu 1986: 281-282, 284).

More telling perhaps are accounts of readers altering texts by other writers. Some
revision of works was likely common as a stage in the compilation of literary collections,
but this could take place in less formal contexts as well. A late Tang anecdote about an
exam graduate surnamed Wei & provides a glimpse of what may have been a common
practice. He once had a favored courtesan “copy out the poems of Du of the Ministry
of Works (i.e., Du Fu). The version he had acquired was full of errors and lacunae. When
the courtesan corrected them as she was copying, the meaning and order of the
text was clear. Because of this, Wei was especially infatuated with her” (Li 1998: 2085;
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Tian 2005: 8; Nugent 2010: 229-230). As modern readers long accustomed to thinking
of the poems of Du Fu as great works of art that are unique expressions of the master’s
intent, we find such an attitude shocking. But though Du Fu’s place in the Chinese lit-
erary pantheon was already on solid ground by the late Tang, his poems were not yet
objects of textual scholarship per se. They were objects of admiration and even awe, but
still part of a literary landscape that had not yet become the subject of study it would be
in the Song. The implication of this anecdote is not that Wei and his concubine thought
Du Fu was a bad poet and that one could make his poems better by changing them,
but rather that she and Wei believed she was a sufficiently skilled reader to recognize
“errors” that had crept into the poems over a century or so of transmission and could
aptly correct these errors so that the proper “meaning and order” (wenli SCEf) of the text
would be restored. Texts were seen as fluid, but not all changes were for the better.

IMPLICATIONS

Grasping the realities of manuscript culture does not simply let us better envision the
material conditions of literature in pre-print China, it deepens, and in some cases sub-
stantially alters, our understanding of that literature and its relationship to the received
tradition. Excavated versions of the Poems have provided evidence that the received
version of the collection may not be fundamentally different from what was apparently
circulating around 300 BCE. Only a single poem of the twenty-six appearing in these
excavated manuscripts is not also present in the received version. While it is true that
the texts found on the excavated documents differ substantially from those found in the
received Poems, the sounds, and thus the words the graphs represent, show far less varia-
tion. In other words, our received version of the Poems gives us a pretty good idea of the
versions of the work from the late Warring States (Kern 2010: 21). At the same time, the
graphic variation implies that the literary culture surrounding the Poems in the Warring
States likely included a substantial oral component of which we can only see traces in
the received tradition. Some scholars dispute the notion that this graphic variation and
its relative diminution in the Han period are convincing evidence of a shift from oral
to primarily written modes of transmission (Shaughnessy 2006: 260). In this view, the
standardization of written versions of the Poems and other texts is due not to an increase
in written transmission but to the gradual standardization of the writing system (see
Chapter 3 for a detailed discussion of the writing system). In either case, attention to the
specific attributes of manuscript production lets us understand this earlier context in a
way that would be very difficult were we to focus only on received texts.

Similarly, excavated manuscripts of the writings of the pre-Qin philosophical
“schools” have necessitated a reassessment of these works as well. There are strong
indications that though there were many written texts in this period, the transcription
practices they used required a previous understanding of the text to make sense of its
written version, which would have been primarily nonlinear and reliant on oral exchange
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(Richter 2013: 172, 174). The written depended on the oral in a way that it would not just
a few centuries later. These manuscripts further imply that in many cases not only was
there no real sense of separate “schools” of thought prior to the Han, but that our very
notion of a “book” with a specific “author” attached is very much a result of the com-
pilation, recopying, and reorganization undertaken by scholars in the early Han court
(Kern 2010: 64; for a different account of the “messiness” of excavated pre-Qin texts,
even to an audience of only five hundred years later, see Shaughnessy 2006: 131-184).
It is not necessarily that the received tradition has not passed on the thought of early
China, but rather that the tradition has passed it on through the filter of Han and later
compilers, who molded it into something far more organized and compartmental than
it was in its original context.

Understanding the realities of manuscript culture brings into sharp relief the extent
to which the received tradition has been mediated by the choices made by copyists,
compilers, and editors over the centuries. This in turn reveals just how tenuous the
connection between an author and the specific wording of works attributed to him can
sometimes be. We can see the impact of manuscript culture in this regard even when
we no longer have access to contemporaneous manuscripts. By meticulously examining
specific choices between variants inherited from pre-print manuscript versions of Tao
Yuanming’s F&iFA (Tao Qian F&E, 365-427) poetic works, Xiaofei Tian has shown
how the received versions of Tao Yuanming’s works, to a meaningful extent, not only are
the work of Tao himself but also reflect a long history of copyists and editors who had
particular (and evolving) notions of what Tao would, or must, have written. Choices
that seemed obvious to a Song editor may well obscure readings that might have made
more sense to readers in Tao Yuanming’s own time (Tian 2005: 12, 221).

When we do have documents surviving from pre-print times, the disjunctions can be
even more jarring (as we have seen with the excavated bamboo texts). A final example
from the Tang illustrates this nicely. One of the High Tang poet Li Bo’s ZEH (701-762)
most famous works, “Qiang jin jiu” K% (“Bring in the Ale”), includes a line that has
long been seen as the highlight of the poem, even as a definitive declaration of Li Bos
exuberant and confident poetic personality. In the received version, dating back to a
Song woodblock print edition, it reads “Heaven gave birth to my talents, they must be
put to use!” RAEFK S #FH H. Scholars have used this line not only to characterize the
poet himself, but also to date the poem to a specific period in his life when they feel he
would have been most likely to express such confidence that his talents would indeed
be put to use by the state. None of the three manuscript versions of this poem found in
Dunhuang, however, ends the line this way. Instead, the last three characters of the line
in those versions read “I have outstanding talents” 527}, which, in fact, better con-
forms to the likely rhyme scheme of the poem. These manuscript versions are currently
the oldest texts of the poem we have and predate the Song edition by at least a century.
This does not mean that they are in some sense more “original” in that they more closely
match the words of the poem as Li Bo wrote it. We simply cannot know; examination of
manuscript cultures consistently shows that earlier witnesses are not necessarily more
“accurate” We do, however, now know that this poem circulated with quite different
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wordings during the Tang itself. We may think that the most unsettling possibility here
is that one of the most famous declarations of Li Bo's poetic persona was written not by
him but by later editors of his writings, but it is perhaps just as interesting to consider the
possibility that Li Bo himself wrote his famous declaration as we have come to know it,
only to have it changed into something far less striking and circulated in that form in a
time not far removed from his own life (Nugent 2015).

Many issues characteristic of manuscript culture do not end with the spread of
woodblock printing beginning in the late eighth century. The connections between
manuscript and print cultures were arguably much stronger in China than they were
in Europe following the spread of movable type printing beginning in the late fifteenth
century. Even with the dominance of print in many areas of textual production in China,
works continued to be regularly copied by hand well into the twentieth century. Printed
copies of works would thus be transformed into manuscripts, and those manuscripts
would often be the basis for a new print edition (Chia 2002: 11). Moreover, the xylo-
graphic method that defined print culture in China was more fundamentally based on
handwritten manuscripts than printing with movable type would be. Every printing
block was directly based on a handwritten copy that was pasted on it to be carved in
reverse (Chia 2002: 42). Thus understanding manuscript culture and its influence on
literature and society gives us invaluable insights not only into the period prior to the
spread of printing, but into the full history of literary production and circulation in
China until very recent times.
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CHAPTER 6

......................................................................................................

THE RELATIONSHIP
OF CALLIGRAPHY AND
PAINTING TO LITERATURE

......................................................................................................

RONALD EGAN

It is widely recognized that calligraphy and painting have a special relationship to the
literary arts in the Chinese tradition. It would eventually become commonplace to
speak of poetry, painting, and calligraphy as the “three excellences” (sanjue —4&) or the
three arts that the person of refinement ideally would master. Even if it was rare for an
individual to excel at all three, the idea that a single person might cultivate them jointly
speaks to the intimate connections and shared aesthetic that were perceived among the
three. The pairing of painting and poetry (the “sister arts”) is one that is familiar to us in
Western aesthetics and can be found already in ancient Greece. It is calligraphy in the
Chinese scheme of artistic expression that is apt to strike us as unexpected, so that the
place of calligraphy in China, as well as its relationship to the other arts, requires special
attention and explanation.

CALLIGRAPHY: CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

From early in the imperial period, by the first and second centuries of the Common Era,
there was already the practice and appreciation of calligraphy as an art. By that time,
writing with the brush had become well established, and paper had been invented and
was widely available. (On these developments, see Chapter 4.) It was of course the adop-
tion of the brush, which replaced various instruments of incision previously used for
writing, that made possible the distinctive traits of later calligraphy in China; the early
invention of paper was also important for providing a flat, smooth, and dimensionally
large medium to which writing could be applied. If the Chinese had continued to write
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on bamboo slips, metal, or silk, or had been forced to write, even with a brush, on papy-
rus or parchment (as did their Roman contemporaries), the art of calligraphy would
never have developed as quickly or reached such heights as it did.

To account for the recognition of calligraphy as a major art form in China, one natu-
rally thinks of the special features of the Chinese writing system. There are the astound-
ing quantity of unique graphs (more than fifty thousand of them), the complexity of
their form (with many individual characters requiring more than ten separate brush
strokes), and the minute graphic variations that often distinguish one character from
another. Surely all of these must have played a part in the elevation of writing into a high
art. Yet Chinese characters can be analyzed into a rather small number of distinct stroke
types. Viewed in that light, the writing system is not all that different from many others
in which calligraphy never became a major art. It is possible that the formal characteris-
tics of the Chinese writing system are not the sole reason that calligraphy developed as
itdid, and that cultural factors also played a part. These may include the early prestige of
writing, owing largely to its centrality in ancient ritual and the operation of the bureau-
cratic state, and even its role in differentiating the Chinese from the peoples who lived
beyond their borders.

In the Later Han period, there also appeared the earliest essays about callig-
raphy. These were important for setting forth notions of the art that proved to be
enormously influential upon later calligraphy theory and criticism. They were also
instrumental in linking the art to older ideas about the origins and nature of writing
itself as well as to early philosophy and metaphysics. Here is a representative passage
found in Cui Yuan's ££ 1% (78-143) essay “Caoshu shi” E.ZE2 (“The Configuration of
Draft Script”):

When we observe its models and images, there is propriety wherever we look. The
rectangular forms do not match the carpenter’s square; the round ones do not accord
with the compass. Lowered on the left and raised to the right, from far away it looks
like a leaning precipice. A bird stretches its neck, standing erect, intent on flying off.
A wild animal recoils with fear, poised to race away. Here, there are dots and dabs
that resemble a string of pearls which, though broken, remains intact. With anger
and frustration contained inside, they display themselves with abandon and create
marvelous forms. There, there are tremulous strokes perilously elongated, like a with-
ered tree that stands on the edge of a cliff. The slanting strokes and dots off to the side
are like a cicada clinging to the branch. Where the brush stroke ends and the con-
figuration is terminated, the dangling threads are tucked in a knot, and it resembles
a scorpion that has inflicted its venomous bite and darts to a crack or crevice, or a
hunting snake that dives down a hole, its head disappearing but its tail trailing behind.
Consequently, when you look at it from afar it resembles a peak that has collapsed or
a bluff that has caved in. But when you examine it close at hand, you find that not a
single stroke could be altered. Its workings are supremely subtle and its essentials are
marvelous, always right but never the same. Here, I have just given an approximation
of its general appearance; such is its configuration, more or less. (Cui 1974: 36.1066)
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This passage has features that are typical of writings about calligraphy from all peri-
ods: the exuberant list of analogies with natural forms, the stress upon the restless
changeability of the brushwork, and the assertion that ultimately the calligraphy defies
description and partakes of something that can only be called “supremely subtle” and
“marvelous.”

It is important to understand that this is not simply rhetorical flourish, although to
be sure there is ingenious wordplay here bordering on the bombastic. In describing
calligraphy this way, Cui Yuan and others after him were drawing upon a store of ear-
lier philosophical thought about writing, “images,” nature, and the cosmos. Readers
of their time would not have failed to perceive echoes of that earlier body of writing
in Cui Yuan’s passage, and these echoes would have filled Cui’s passage with implica-
tions of claims of deeper significance for the “draft script” he is writing about, just as Cui
intended they would.

The passage calls to mind statements in the Classic of Changes and commentaries on
it about the invention of the trigrams in high antiquity by the legendary sage Fu Xi {A%.
He created them, we are told, by gazing up at the sky and observing the “images” (xiang 5%)
of the heavenly bodies there and looking down at earth and observing the “models” or
“patterns” (fa i%) in the terrain. The trigrams, from which the sixty-four hexagrams
were derived, are thus inspired by natural forms but, representing human values and
cosmic principles, embody more abstract and higher meaning than physical forms
could ever convey. Later, it was asserted that Chinese characters were derived in much
the same way. In the postface to his dictionary Shuowen jiezi 7t S fif¥ (Explanation
of Simple Graphs and Analysis of Composite Characters), Xu Shen #F{H (d. ca. 149) tells
us that the ancient sage Cang Jie i invented characters by following Fu Xis lead and
modeling them on the tracks of animals and birds he observed: “According to their cat-
egory he made images of the natural forms, and so called it ‘pattern/writing’ (wen )"
(Xu 2002: 15.997). Thus, the images (xiang) that are symbolized by the trigrams and
hexagrams are based on natural forms but also embody abstract and eternal principles
of change and constancy, and characters themselves are derived from patterns found
in nature. When Cui Yuan looks at draft script calligraphy, what he sees is informed by
this history of thinking about the natural and cosmic derivation of “images,” “patterns,”
and “models” that humans make and manipulate. (For more on early Chinese thinking
about the origin of the writing system and its relation to astrological and worldly “pat-
terns,” see Chapter 3.)

A salient feature of prose accounts of calligraphy, seen in the Cui Yuan passage, is
that the images and analogies keep changing. Not only do they change, they range
through a great variety in form, tone, and affect: violent, intimidating, delicate,
sublime, etc. This is because the writer is recreating a particular way of viewing
the brushwork (or imagining it, in Cui Yuan’s case). The calligraphed page is not
viewed as a single entity, however complex, or holistically. Instead, it is “read” as
the words would be read if they were ordinary writing, not calligraphy: from top to
bottom of each vertical column, and the columns left to right. Through this “read-
ing,” the viewer reenacts the movements of the brush as it was wielded down and
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across the page or scroll. Calligraphy is created as a linear process, and it is viewed
that way too. This is reflected in the linear string of images and analogies in Cui
Yuan’s prose.

Yet there is a sense, in Cui Yuan’s passage and other early writings on calligraphy, that
calligraphy also lies beyond description and partakes of “the marvelous.” No single anal-
ogy or metaphor works for long. And all of them are ultimately just that: likenesses or
mere approximations. The language that writers use to evoke this quality of mystery
they perceive in the brushwork varies, but they keep returning to it: “The rectangular
forms do not match the carpenter’s square, the round ones do not accord with the com-
pass”; “But when you examine it close at hand, you find that not a single stroke could
be altered. Its workings are supremely subtle and its essentials are marvelous, always
right but never the same” (Cui 1974: 36.1066); “When you examine it close at hand, the
ends and junctures cannot be distinguished, and the ideographic components cannot
be traced” (Cai Yong %%E [133-192], “Zhuan shi” Zt%% [“On the Configuration of Seal
Script”], Cai 1974: 36.1064); “When you look at it closely, the mind is confused and the
eye dazzled” (Wei Heng 1/H [d. 291], “Li shi” 72 [“On the Configuration of Clerical
Script”], Wei 1974: 36.1065). Cai Yong’s essay “Bi lun” =5 (“On the Brush”) says that
calligraphy “must partake of physical forms” and goes on to say that it must resemble
walking, flying, lying down and standing up, etc. Only then, he asserts, can it be consid-
ered calligraphy (as opposed to ordinary handwriting) (Cai 2007: 8-9). But the opera-
tive word is “resemble” (ruo #5). Calligraphy resembles the movements of animate and
inanimate things in the world, but it is not that movement. Calligraphy as it is described
in these writings hovers between the physical world that it resembles and something
higher, and the latter is something words cannot fully capture. This reminds us of the
“images” spoken of in the Classic of Changes, which are inspired by physical things but
are not those things and were believed to represent cosmic principles.

But what is it, exactly, that calligraphy captures or expresses? Cai Yong makes the
unexpected statement that “calligraphy is dispersion” (shuzhe san ye E & fiXtl) and
proceeds to elaborate on this alliterative equivalence this way:

One who wants to do calligraphy must first disperse everything in his heart, trust
his feelings and indulge his nature, and then express them in calligraphy. If someone
feels pressed upon by external affairs, then even with a rabbit-hair brush from Zhong
Mountain, the brushwork will not be good. To do calligraphy, you must sit quietly
and still your thoughts, make the intent appropriate to the occasion, refrain from
speaking, vacate some breath, and collect and concentrate your spirit and demeanor,
as if appearing before the ruler. Then whatever you produce will be outstanding.
(Cai2007: 8-9)

We see, then, that “diffusion” (or “scattering”) does not refer to a complete emptying of
the emotions and self, but rather purging the heart/mind of mundane external cares, so
that one’s inner self can be expressed without distortion. This is a conception of callig-
raphy as something profoundly expressive of the calligrapher’s character, a notion that
would become a cardinal principle of thinking about the art.
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Cai Yong alludes to the calligrapher’s “intent” only in passing. Later, in the writings
of Wang Xizhi 28,2 (303-361), the man conventionally considered China’s supreme
calligrapher, the role of yi 7= (“idea, intent, meaning, import”) becomes a fundamental
component and value. But whose or what yi is it? In Wang Xizhi’s letters to friends, we
find such statements as these: “The yi [in your calligraphy] has gradually become more

», «

profound”; “There is yi among all the dots and strokes”; “the insufficiency [of inferior
calligraphy] lies in its yi”; “T am yet unable to make my ‘flying white’ script superior, but
at least its yi is truly excellent” (Li 1984: 2.419). In such comments, the yi in calligraphy
is not simply the calligrapher’s “intent” that he had in mind as he wielded the brush. It is
a quality that has become intrinsic to the brushwork itself and can be discovered there
presumably by any viewer, even those who have no connection with the calligrapher
and no idea what he was “thinking” or “intended” when he picked up his brush. In other
words, this yi has become separate from the calligrapher. It has also become, in Wang’s
view, the single most important criterion for evaluating calligraphy. It is distinct from
technical proficiency. Yi may be lacking when technique is excellent, and it may be pres-
ent when technique is lacking. This is, then, an aestheticized and objectified yi. It is the
“import” or “meaning” or even “style” that we appreciate in art. Calligraphy is no longer
simply a projection of the calligrapher’s person or self. It has become an art that may
be evaluated by objective aesthetic standards (although, naturally, not all viewers will
arrive at the same judgment). One more point is crucial: the yi that Wang Xizhi is find-
ing (or not finding) in the calligraphy he examines has little or nothing to do with the
semantic or literal meaning of the words written on the page. Apropos of this, we should
note that many of surviving examples of Wang Xizhi’s own calligraphy (or more prob-
ably copies of the same) are fragments of personal letters on utterly quotidian subjects,
so that their literary or intellectual content is actually very slight. Yet such is Wangs stat-
ure in calligraphic history that the aesthetic yi of these compositions is perceived to be
weighty indeed.

The historian of aesthetic thought Li Zehou plausibly suggests that such thinking is
heavily influenced by the statement in the “Xici zhuan” Z&&H# (“Appended Words”)
section of the Classic of Changes that “the sage established the ‘images’ (xiang) in order
to fully express his ideas” Moreover, closer to Wang Xizhi’s time, the philosopher
Wang Bi 5 (226-249), in his commentary on the Changes and elsewhere, wrote
extensively on the complex relationship between “words,” “images,” and “meaning”” It
is likely that Wang Xizhi’s thinking about calligraphy and his perception of yi “mean-
ing” in its forms owed much to Wang Bi and other participants in the “arcane learning”
(xuanxue X 5%) movement.

There is much in common between these early writings on calligraphy and pre-Tang
writings about literary writings, whether poetry or literary prose. Literary theory is dis-
cussed in other essays in this volume (see Chapters 1 and 23); here we simply note in
passing some of the common ground between the two. There is, first, a common vocab-
ulary of key terms and concepts regarding the artist, his inspiration, and how that is
channeled into artistic expression. Key terms in the discourse on calligraphy, including
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“idea/meaning” (yi), “breath” (gi 5&), “spirit” (shen 1), “thought” (si &), and “image”
(xiang), are likewise the central terms used in texts that discuss the act of writing, such
as Cao Pis iR (187-226) “Lun wen” #ii 3 (“Discourse on Literature”), Lu Ji’s [Zf%
(261-303) “Wen fu” SJil (“Rhapsody on Literature”), and Liu Xie's 2## (ca. 460s-520s)
Wenxin diaolong SULMMERE (The Literary Mind and the Carving of the Dragon). Second,
there is much overlap between the processes of preparation and artistic creation
described for the two arts. The dual focus on inner quiescence and outward gaze or
exploration that we have seen in Cai Yong’s description of the calligrapher is later repli-
cated and expanded in Lu Ji’s description of literary production. Shared as well between
the two is the assumption about what the external gaze focuses upon, that is, what it is in
the external world that the calligrapher mimics and what the poet derives his inspiration
from; primary among these is the world of nature—specifically, seasonal floral imagery
and marked faunal patterns, as well as dynamic processes in nature (animal movements,
swirling waters, etc.).

Finally, there is, even at this early stage in writing about these arts, candid avowal
of mysteries involved concerning both inspiration and the way in which the arts
affect their audience. In fact, this takes the form of more than passing acknowledg-
ment or reluctant admission; it is something emphasized and featured, as we have
seen earlier regarding calligraphy. Later, Lu Ji would famously stress the inexplicabil-
ity of the ebb and flow of literary inspiration. Liu Xie, in turn, would stress the dis-
connection between “word,” “thought,” and “meaning,” and how often, for better or
worse, there is an imperfect match between them. Moreover, despite his exhaustive
attempt to describe all aspects of both the “literary mind” and the intricacies of what
it produces (“dragon carving”), Liu Xie despairs that no critic can ever fully explain
the “subtleties” of the best literary work and finally comes to the point where he must
“put down his brush” The early essays on calligraphy quoted above may be said to
anticipate such admission of the limitations of criticism and analysis. Still later, what
has been called the cardinal principle and ideal of Chinese poetics, that there must
be a “meaning” (or “affect”) that surpasses the words, outlasts them, and cannot ever
be described by them, may be viewed as an extension of this early awareness of the
key transcendent aspect of all arts. Naturally, there are likewise themes in the writ-
ings about the arts that are not held in common, such as the pervasive insistence
in writings about writing that it serve moralistic and state-centered purposes. Such
a demand would be more difficult to make for calligraphy (although some much
later writings about this art do make this claim, albeit indirectly, for example in the
“uprightness” perceived in the calligraphy by the Tang statesman and martyr Yan
Zhenqing BHELIH [709-785]).

We will have more to say later about the conjunction of calligraphy with poetry (and
painting) in artistic production and transmission. But here we have seen that in the early
thinking or theoretical writings about these visual and literary arts there is already con-
siderable common ground in terminology, concept, and beliefs about inspiration and
the “meaning” of the two arts.
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PAINTING: CONCEPTUAL BACKGROUND

We turn now to the other visual art that is closely connected with poetry in the Chinese
tradition. Painting had been practiced in China since antiquity, but in the early impe-
rial period it was generally considered secondary to the “higher” visual art of callig-
raphy. Critical and theoretical writings on painting likewise lagged behind those on
calligraphy, discussed above. When painting theory did emerge during the Northern
and Southern Dynasties and Tang periods, the art was often said to share a common
origin with calligraphy. In such statements, we may glimpse a deliberate effort to elevate
the status of painting by connecting it with the form whose stature as a major art form,
rather than a mere craft, was already secure.

Painting is conventionally thought in China to be comprised of a few conventional
subjects or genres: landscape painting, birds and flowers, and portraiture (Buddhist
or Daoist painting may be counted as a subgenre of the last of these). There are other
subjects that are also painted, but these are the major ones. Of these three, it is land-
scape that is by far the most intimately connected with poetry. Yet as a painted subject,
landscape was somewhat slow to develop. Its first flourishing occurred in the fourth and
fifth centuries, although we usually think of it not reaching full maturity until the Five
Dynasties and Song periods (10th-13th c.). In any case, the number of “landscape paint-
ings” that have been survived from earliest times through the Tang (or even the number
of paintings that contain a landscape component) is so small that it is difficult to gener-
alize about its history and development.

We begin, then, with some remarks about concepts related to portraiture. We know
from surviving works (inscribed on stone, painted on silk, etc.) as well as the textual
record that early portraiture had a strong didactic element: often it was legendary cul-
tural heroes, emperors, exemplary ministers, clan ancestors, etc. whose likenesses were
recorded in portraits. For our purposes, a key aspect of early thinking about such paint-
ing was the notion that as important as formal elements may have been, there was,
beyond form, something else looked for in a portrait that was considered essential. That
something was usually called the shen ##, which was understood as the “spirit,” “soul,” or
inner essence of the person. The belief that every person is endowed with such a “spirit”
was already widespread by the Han dynasty. A dichotomy of xing/shen JE/{# was thus
posited for portraiture: xing (“form, shape”) designated the formal elements of the per-
son depicted, and shen designated the inner nature of the person as captured in the
image. One way of thinking about the dichotomy was that both elements were equally
important and needed to work as a complementary pair. But the dominant way of think-
ing about them gave some priority to shen, the understanding being that no matter
how skillfully the formal elements might be depicted, if in the end the more intangible
“essence” of the person’s character—what made him, after all, who he was—was not cap-
tured, the portrait could not be considered successful. The complementarity of the two
and the primacy of shen as the portraitist’s ultimate goal are aptly suggested by the pithy
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dictum coined by the early master Gu Kaizhi 5.2 (ca. 345—ca. 406) in an essay on
portraiture: yi xing xie shen LAJE 5! (“use form to depict the spirit”).

Writings about landscape painting extended this notion of there being something
beyond form, the transmission of which was the painter’s ultimate goal, to that subject
as well. But other terms and concepts were introduced to add to and complicate the con-
cept of “spirit” applied to persons. In doing this, critics writing on landscape painting
drew upon rich bodies of philosophical thought, both classical and contemporary.

Classical Daoist thought had long before established the idea of Nature as being the
embodiment of the Way (Dao) and the closest analogue to its ultimate principles. The
Way cannot be described in words, but it can be glimpsed in the great pageant of Nature as
evoked in countless passages in the Laozi and Zhuangzi. Closer to the time of the
first seminal essays on landscape painting, of the fourth and fifth centuries, the Daoist
revival of that time, the spread of Buddhist conceptions of the universe, and the school of
Arcane Learning, which drew variously upon strands of Daoist and Buddhist thought,
provided new impetus for a spiritualized apprehension of landscape. The “You Tiantai
shan fu” JiFRKE LA (“Rhapsody on an Outing to Tiantai Mountain®) by the Arcane
Learning thinker Sun Chuo 445 (314-371) refers repeatedly to the transcendent quali-
ties of the mountains, using a range of roughly synonymous terms (e.g., ling & “numi-
nous,” miao 1 “marvelous;” xian fili “the godly, divine,” and xiangwai 59} “beyond
image”) in describing the mountain landscape and its purifying effect upon him as he
contemplates it mystically (yi xuan dui shanshui L Z3Ef(117K). In a series of rhymed
panegyrics on a painting on the theme of “The Shadow of the Buddha” (foying f#i57),
the Pure Land Buddhist monk Huiyuan =0 (334-417), patriarch of the Donglin B
Monastery on Lu Mountain, strongly implies that the Buddhas shadow is not just the
image famously discovered on a cave wall in India but may be found manifest in the Lu
Mountain landscape itself (“Wanfo yingming” & il # [“Inscriptions on Shadows of
Ten Thousand Buddhas™]). Accounts of excursions into the mountains by Huiyuan and
his followers likewise speak of the landscape as possessing “divine beauty” and “mystical
sounds.” It was not a coincidence that the monasteries themselves were situated deep in
mountain landscapes: it was precisely because such settings verged on the “ineffable”
(buke ce INAI ) truths of their religion.

Two seminal essays on landscape painting give prominence to such thinking, now
applied not to nature but to painted representations of it. Zong Bing’s 75/ (374-443)
“Hua shanshui xu” 257K/ (“Preface to Landscape Painting”) is the earliest extant
general account of landscape painting. In the opening, he boldly posits an analogy
between the relationship that landscape has to the Dao and the insight into the Dao
that was possessed by the ancient sages (who invented the trigrams, writing, etc.): “The
ancient sages patterned their inner spirit on the Dao, and the worthies, after them, com-
prehended it; landscape gives pleasing expression to the Dao with its forms, and the
humane man delights in it. Are the two not similar?” (Zong 1973: 583). The statement
about the “humane man” delighting in landscape comes from the Lunyu #fing (the
Analects). But no such explanation for that person’s delight in landscape is given there.



84 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE-90O0 CE)

The linkage with landscape’s embodiment of the Dao is Zong Bing’s invention. Later in
his essay, Zong Bing makes a remarkable claim for landscape painting: in terms of the
beneficial effect it has upon the viewer (purifying and calming his mind), it surpasses
real landscape. The reason is that real landscape is so vast that the eye can only take
in fragments of it. A person viewing a painting, by contrast, can apprehend an entire
mountainscape in all its complexity.

Before Zong Bing, Gu Kaizhi had already written the numinous into a description
of landscape painting. It is true that Gu’s “Hua Yuntai shan ji” &2 LEL (“Record
of Painting Cloud Terrace Mountain”) concerns a particular painting rather than pre-
senting a generalized statement about the art (as Zong Bing was to do). It is important,
nevertheless, as the earliest detailed account of a landscape painting by the painter him-
self. This was a landscape painting that depicted religious persons situated in the land-
scape: Zhang Daoling 4J&[%, the Han dynasty Daoist and founder of the Five Pecks of
Rice School, and two of his known disciples. Gu Kaizhi identifies these men in his prose
description of the painting (though they are not referred to in the title of the painting
and might not have been recognized by a viewer of the painting). We do not know if
this painting was based on experience of the mountain or came from Gu’s imagination.
Regardless, it is not just that this landscape features religious persons. The landscape
itself is rich with mystical meaning and was deliberately drawn that way, according to
the artist himself. He tells us, for example, that Zhang Daoling is depicted in front of two
sheer cliffs. The space between the cliffs, which Zhang must be gazing into, is drawn to
appear “forbidding and undefiled: a place inhabited by gods” (Gu 1973: 582). Of course,
the gods are not depicted in the painting, but their domain in that empty space is what
Zhang Daoling is concentrating on.

This overtly religious background to early landscape painting is significant for several
reasons. First, even when the subject matter becomes conventionalized and aestheti-
cized in the later history of painting, and even after the explicit connection with religion
becomes muted in the process, that connection retains a residual presence. It is always
there, at least in the background, and keeps getting evoked in writings about painting
even if not explicitly asserted. It would be impossible to understand the dominance
of landscape in Chinese painting history without some awareness of this dimension.
Second, this religious aspect of landscape painting constitutes an important link with
landscape poetry of the same early period (the Jin and Southern Dynasties). This com-
mon spiritual grounding draws the two arts together. As different as were the dynam-
ics and course of development within each form of artistic expression, they also shared
aspects of their conceptual underpinning.

Third, and most important for our interests here, this early shared conceptual ori-
entation helps us to understand a crucial later commonality in aesthetic values: it was
expected that each art would express something beyond what meets the eye (brushed
likenesses of nature’s forms, words written on the page). To be outstanding, a composi-
tion, whether poem or painting, was required to convey some “meaning” beyond the
formal features of the art, and that “meaning” (or “beauty;,” “feeling,” “flavor;” etc.) neces-
sarily lay beyond whatever could be fully described in the words of the reader or viewer
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(or critic). Critics often referred to some kind of “vitality” or “liveliness” to evoke the
quality that was expected. This is what we find in the first of Xie He's #/i (479-502) “Six
Laws” (liufa 78iE): qiyun shengdong SEHAEH) (Xie 1973: 355). The precise interpretation
of this “law” has been endlessly debated, but it clearly indicates that a “vitality” (sheng-
dong) must be present in the perceived “aura” (qi) and “bearing” (yun, or “resonance”) of
the painted subject. Once formulated, Xie He’s law was regularly invoked as an ideal for
calligraphy and poetry as well.

To a certain extent, the demand for something beyond mere form, mechanical rep-
resentation, or literal meaning may be understood as an aestheticized transformation
of the spirituality that poet and painter had first perceived in nature. We encountered
this aesthetic value earlier, when discussing conceptual values shared by calligraphy and
poetry. There too the world of nature played a prominent role, whether in the affinities
that were perceived between calligraphic and natural forms or in the wandering forth of
the poet’s mind through the external world. The subject matter of landscape as treated
in painting and poetry, with its deep roots in the religious contemplation of nature, was
readily reconciled with and further reinforced the same aesthetic preference.

THE CONVERGENCE OF THE
THREE ARTS IN PRACTICE

With the conceptual background in mind, now we turn to the convergence of poetry,
calligraphy, and painting in practice. Here, we must first acknowledge that the heyday of
that convergence really comes in the later imperial period, which chronologically falls
outside the scope of this volume. It was in the Song through Qing dynasties that the
coordinated use and interplay of the three arts reached its height. But before that, in the
Tang period, there was already a considerable amount of interaction among the three,
which has its own interest and also anticipates future developments.

When we mention the convergence of these arts, we think first of poems inscribed on
paintings (tihua shi f8 &5 5+F). The practice of adding a poetic inscription on the surface
of a paper or silk painting will, for most of us, best epitomize the interplay of the three
“arts of the brush,” for there we have, on a single surface, the painted image, the words of
a poem, and the brushwork of the calligrapher who inscribed the poem onto the paint-
ing. This came, of course, to be a dominant way that the three arts coalesced in China
and eventually throughout Asia as the Chinese practice spread. It should be noted at the
outset that there are various possibilities concerning the provenance, order, and identity
of the compositions and artists involved. The poem may be composed by the painter or
by someone else (either contemporary with the painter or later). The calligrapher may
be the painter, the poet, or a third person. Sometimes, it is the poem that is written first,
and the painting is done to “illustrate” the literary work. In other cases, the poem that is
inscribed onto a painting predates the painting but the painter did not have it in mind
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when he executed his work: it was a later owner or aficionado who recalled an apt poem
and added it to the painting, in effect transforming the painting retrospectively into a
visualization of the earlier poem.

The practice of adding a poem to a painting is already well attested in the Six Dynasties
period. But in that early and formative stage of tihua shi, the painting tended to be a
mural on a wall, or a painting on a screen, or a painted fan. It was easy for such an art-
work to be damaged or lost, so that many of the inscribed poems would be lost (if a copy
of them had not been separately preserved). So far as we know, the habit of inscribing
a poem on a silk or paper painting became widespread only in the Tang, and with that
the survival and transmission of such poems, if not the original paintings themselves,
increased dramatically.

Several factors may be adduced to account for this increase in the production of
poems inscribed on paintings. Painting itself enjoyed new attention and prestige at the
Tang courts. The emperors of the early and High Tang periods were themselves fond
of painting, and they conspicuously collected it and favored painters at their courts. A
few painters, such as Yan Liben NI 7K (ca. 601-673), came from powerful families and
rose to high office themselves. Other painters, like Li Sixun Z=/E3[ (ca. 651-ca. 716),
were even members of the imperial clan. The early Tang emperors were also collectors
and devotees of calligraphy. Many stories relate Emperor Taizong’s K (r. 626-649)
obsession with Wang Xizhi’s fourth-century masterpiece, “Lanting ji xu” Fil=5HF
(“Preface to the Orchid Pavilion Collection”), the years he spent searching out the origi-
nal, and his infamous command, after he finally procured the work, that it be placed in
his tomb when he died. Developments in the aesthetics of painting also played a part.
Before the Tang, writings about painting consistently emphasize the importance of “life-
likeness” (xingsi fZ{LL) even as they also give attention to qualities that transcend formal
likeness. But as we move into the Tang, distinctly more attention is given to nonformal
qualities perceived in painting, variously referred to as “spirit,” “meaning,” “breath,” etc.
Formal likeness is de-emphasized as a painterly ideal. This made it easier to think of
painting as an analogue of poetry, in which qualities that likewise transcended what was
explicitly presented (in the medium of words rather than brushstrokes) were held to be
the mark of the highest achievement. The aesthetics of the two arts, visual and verbal,
grew to share more in common, and the arts themselves thus converged. It began to
seem more natural for poetry to occupy space on a painting, since the ideals of the two
coincided so closely. Indeed, a particular painting was sometimes singled out as a set
theme in Tang civil service examinations. This was not done regularly, but that it was
done at all must have encouraged literati to become accustomed to thinking poetically
about painting.

Tang poets became fond of adopting paintings as the subjects of their poems. They
wrote about all manner of paintings: landscapes, Buddhist and Daoist murals, sacred
mountains, portraits of exemplary sages and statesmen, imperial ladies, horses, birds,
and trees. Their poems are often richly descriptive of the painted images, but just as
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often are not confined to such description. The greatest master of poems on paintings
was Du Fu #1:H (712-770), who wrote some twenty-five poems in this subgenre, his
favorite subjects being landscape, horses, and birds of prey. One of the strengths of Du
Fu’s poetic treatment of painting is the unpredictability of his exposition. Typically, he
begins with the painted image or with the painter (who in several cases was someone he
knew), but then moves on to a different topic. In poems on landscape paintings, Du
Fu is apt to “enter into” the world of the painting, treating it fancifully as an alternative
and idealized space that stands in contrast to the world the poet (and others) actually
inhabit. His poems on horses or birds of prey tend to juxtapose the painted image as one
of virility and strength with its counterpart in the real world, which by contrast is timid
or weakened. These are poems that are infused with Du Fu’s celebrated vexation over
the condition of the empire, wracked as it was by rebellion and incompetent leadership.
Whatever the subject and direction of the exposition, Du Fu’s poems, several of which are
lengthy and complicated in their structure, feature reflections on a few enduring issues:
the relation of the artistic image to its counterpart in reality; the creative process itself,
that is, the dynamic between the painter and the art of painting; the effect of art upon the
viewer (usually the poet); and the meaning and value of art. As a group, Du Fu’s poems
on paintings mark a new stage in thinking about painting and its larger cultural signifi-
cance and also bring the two arts together as never before. These poems were a powerful
inspiration for and influence upon the later development of poems on paintings in the
Song and later dynasties.

What was the relation of the calligraphy of the inscribed poem to the painting on
which it was inscribed? This question assumes, first, that “poems inscribed on paintings”
were actually written on the painting, or on a piece of paper (or silk) added to the original
painted scroll. We cannot be sure that this was always so. In some cases, probably even
with some of Du Fu’s “poems on paintings,” the poem may simply have taken the paint-
ing as its subject rather than actually have been written for inscription on the painting.
The number of authentic Tang paintings with poetic inscriptions that have survived is so
tiny, if there are any at all, that it is impossible to generalize about the practice. We know
from later periods that the calligraphy of such inscriptions on paintings was sometimes
executed in such a way as to interact visually with the style of the brushwork in the paint-
ing, either as a close stylistic complement or, in rare cases, a deliberate and eye-catching
contrast to the painter’s brushwork. But we do not know if this kind of interplay was culti-
vated as early as the Tang.

It was not only in poetic inscriptions on paintings that the “arts of the brush” con-
verged. Calligraphy itself was often poetic; that is, the text that was written out on a
calligraphic page or scroll might well be that of a poem, composed either by the callig-
rapher or some earlier writer and then selected by the calligrapher as a text. Even when
the text was not a poem, it was likely to be a piece of literary prose (e.g., a preface to a
poetry collection, a dedicatory inscription for a temple, an encomium for a person, a
sutra, or a selection of a classic), so that the finished work would likewise present to the
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viewer a text of some literary or historical interest together with brushwork of aesthetic
appeal. When the Tang monk Huaisu %25 (737-799) composed his “Autobiography”—
which, written out in his “wild draft” (kuangcao J£5%) calligraphy, would become his
most iconic work—he filled it with quotations of poems and couplets descriptive of his
own incomparable brushwork. There is also the special case of essays or treatises on cal-
ligraphy that are themselves prized for their brushwork. The Shupu =& (Treatise on
Calligraphy) composed by Sun Guoting f&it#l i (646-691) is such a composition. What
is believed to be the preface to the work written out in Sun Guoting’s own hand, in a style
derived from the draft script of Wang Xizhi, is one of the premier examples of Tang-
period draft script (now held in the collection of the Palace Museum in Taipei). Such
calligraphic masterworks inspired their own succession of later colophons and inscrip-
tions, appended to them by collectors and other aficionados, much as paintings did.

We have been concerned here with the elite and scholarly tradition of inscribing
poems or other writings onto paintings, which helped to give Chinese painting its dis-
tinctive “literary” look and meaning. It should be mentioned that more popular tradi-
tions of painting also frequently featured the addition of written inscriptions. Religious
paintings, for example the Daoist and Buddhist paintings from the medieval period dis-
covered in the caves of Dunhuang, also often have inscriptions, whether they are pas-
sages from religious texts or poems or colophons. The elite painting tradition may be the
best known today, but elite artists did not have a monopoly on the impulse to combine
visual images with textual inscriptions.

It may be prudent to conclude with some cautions regarding how we think about the
convergence of the three arts of the brush. There is no question that poetry, calligraphy,
and painting share much in common in the Chinese tradition, including the same tools
of writing brush, ink, and paper (often this is the case, but not always, because there are,
indeed, special brushes for painting and calligraphy, not to mention colored pigments);
a vocabulary used to describe the practitioner’s state of mind, relation to the material,
inspiration, and the moment of artistic execution; certain aesthetic values; reverence for
the natural world and the idea of artistic inspiration drawn from nature; and ground-
ing in a shared background of Confucian-Daoist-Buddhist thought. Still, it is easy to
overstate the closeness of the three arts. This is especially apt to happen when “Chinese
art” is invoked as a foil or contrast to artistic expression elsewhere (as in “the West”) or
when diachronic change within the Chinese tradition is ignored in favor of the con-
struction of overarching generalizations. We may consider the case of the Tang figure
Wang Wei F-#fE (701-761). Wang Wei is known, above all else, for his quietist nature
poetry. He was also an occasional painter, and a long scroll of his famous mountain
estate, Wangchuan Villa, depicts scenic sites on the grounds that, in some versions of
the scroll, are inscribed with Wang Wei’s well-known quatrains on those same sites. The
scroll exists in numerous later engravings and copies that are supposed to derive from
an original painting by Wang Wei himself. Ever since the Song dynasty poet and critic
Su Shi f###{ (1037-1101) declared that “there is poetry in his painting and painting in his
poetry; Wang Wei has epitomized the supposed “interchangeability” of painting and
poetry in China, that is, their shared aesthetic and common purpose. One problem with
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this approach to Wang Wei, however, is that he was not thought of this way until some
three centuries after his death. Tang dynasty sources take very little note of Wang Wei’s
activity or achievements as a painter. Furthermore, the idea that he excelled equally in
the two arts, as well as the assertion that his work in one form was essentially equivalent
to his work in the other—these are both Song dynasty inventions that have little cur-
rency in his own day.

This habit of thinking about Wang Wei is part of a larger tendency to reduce poetry
and painting to replicas of each other. The impulse to do so may be understandable,
traceable perhaps more than anything else to the ubiquity of inscribed landscape
paintings from the later dynasties, which are so familiar in museums and publications
around the world. The truth is that as much as the two arts did share, there were always
important aspects of each that had no counterpart in the other. This is clearest with
poetry. The ballad tradition in Chinese verse, narrative poetry, much of occasional
poetry as well as the verse of social exchange, poems on historical sites, frontier poetry,
romantic songs—nearly every subject category, subgenre, and mode of poetic expres-
sion aside from nature poetry and poetry on certain “objects” (e.g., fans, birds, flow-
ers, etc.), is sparsely represented in Chinese painting. Once we throw calligraphy into
the mix, the expressive uses and purposes of the three arts of the brush are seen to
be even more scattered. Actually, the enduring high stature of calligraphy in China,
which seems to have no close parallel in most major cultures, and which clearly ful-
filled expressive purposes that neither poetry or painting could approach, may serve as
a reminder of just how diverse is the range of artistic forms and aesthetic effects in the
native context.
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IF the last four chapters of this volume aim to demonstrate that literature cannot be sep-
arated from its physical manifestations, the five chapters in this subsection represent
a series of inquiries, all interrelated, into the institutions of literary culture from early
through medieval China. The themes of these chapters include education and the civil
examination system, commentary, encyclopedia and epitome making, and libraries and
book catalogues. The keyword is literary learning, and the central issue shared by the
chapters is the state’s relationship to literary culture and the educated elite’s use of litera-
ture as cultural capital. The story is, simply put, one of a tug of war between the state’s
monopoly and private individuals’ desire to break down that monopoly.

Much of the early and medieval literary tradition was tied to the court, which
remained the center for cultural production well into the eighth century. The state,
embodied in the person of the ruler, acted as the custodian of culture, and affirmed
its political legitimacy by playing such a role. The state sponsored large, synthetic
scholarly projects, including the compilation of literary encyclopedias and anthol-
ogies as well as the translation of Buddhist scriptures. In the Tang, the state also
oversaw the writing of dynastic histories and the consolidation of previous scholar-
ship on Confucian classics in the form of commentaries. The chapters in this section
all manifest the great influence of the court on, and its vested interest in, literary
culture.
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The arena of education is where social relations are reproduced through the dis-
semination of knowledge. Education, especially advanced education in the cultural
curricula of a society beyond a basic level of literacy, was always a privilege of a spe-
cial social class. The civil service examination that emerged in early medieval times
and matured in the Tang (618-907), though designed as a system to recruit men into
government service based on merit, was not exactly an effective venue for true social
mobility, especially in the period covered by this volume. Nevertheless, it did bring
about some measure of upward movement for lower-level elites. The composition of
poetry and poetic expositions or rhapsodies (fu) was incorporated into the examina-
tion in the late seventh century, and despite sporadic suspension, continued to be a
popular component of the examination throughout the dynasty. The impact was pro-
found for literary culture. Literature, politics, and intellectual life were closely con-
nected through the examination system in many ways.

Gender and class were important factors in premodern education that played out
in intricate dynamics. Although only men could participate in the civil service exami-
nation, women of upper social classes in medieval times more often than not were
well educated and undertook the elementary education of their children, and some
of the notable developments in the civil service examination were instituted under
the leadership of a female ruler, Empress Wu Zhao .28 (624-705), better known as
Wau Zetian. If state-sponsored and private education was largely geared toward pre-
paring men for civil service, religious establishments such as Buddhist monasteries
provided a venue for both men and women from humble backgrounds to pursue an
education and sometimes even to achieve cultural prominence. Large Buddhist mon-
asteries were often a storehouse of texts and, because they were a sanctuary in chaotic
times, a place where conscientious authors deposited a copy of their works for better
preservation.

Commentarial tradition was first developed as a way of teaching and instructing
students in a given classic. The preservation of an early text is often inseparable from
the particular version of that text used and transmitted by a certain exegetical tra-
dition, such as in the case of the Shijing. In early medieval times, commentaries on
belletristic writings such as poetry and rhapsodies began to appear. Li Shan’s 25
(d. 689) commentary on the sixth-century literary anthology Wen xuan 3 3%, which
glosses words by citing from earlier texts, exerted a great influence on subsequent lit-
erary commentaries. Nevertheless, the attempt to present the same usage of a word
or phrase in the earliest source texts available, though appropriate in Li Shan’s time,
would prove much more problematic—even “disastrous,” as Stephen Owen calls it—
when a much later commentator followed suit thoughtlessly, because a literary work
produced in a later time might in all likelihood make an allusion to an earlier literary
work, but not necessarily to the earliest available source text.

Both chapters on text and commentary in this section take pains to stress that com-
mentaries are, contrary to common perception, not necessarily subservient to the
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original text and indeed have their independent value in the literary tradition. This
observation applies just as aptly to later fiction and drama commentaries, which are
important works of literary criticism in their own right. In the period covered by this
volume, particularly noteworthy is an author’s commentary on his own work, which,
as far as we know, first appeared in the late fourth and early fifth century. In the case of
Yan Zhitui’s EH.Z #£ (531-ca. 591) autobiographical rhapsody, the text in rhymed prose
and his commentary in plain prose form two distinct voices that deliberately offset
each other and constitute a striking phenomenon in literary history.

With the widespread use of paper came the ease with which texts were dissemi-
nated and books were produced; with the proliferation of books appeared the book
trade and private libraries, as opposed to the predominance of the imperial library
in the early period. In the fifth century, records indicate that there was a robust book
market in Jiankang ¥ (modern Nanjing), the capital of the southern dynasties, and
merchants carried books back and forth across the border separating the north and
south Chinese empires. From the fifth century on, the early medieval Chinese elite
developed a penchant for the artful use of dense allusions in their literary writings, a
development that by necessity depended on personal book collections as much as on
impressive feats of memory. The preference for using allusions in writings, the rise of
belletristic literature, and the proliferation of books together gave rise to encyclope-
dias (leishu FH) in this period. A leishu is a compilation of extracts classified under
different categories, and it was a depository of received knowledge to primarily serve
the needs of writing. The import of leishu nevertheless goes far beyond its immedi-
ate purpose. The best-preserved and best-known medieval encyclopedias were all
imperially commissioned and sponsored, large-scale group projects; they aimed to
demonstrate the cultural power and political legitimacy of the state as embodied by
the monarch who had commissioned such works. For us they preserve many literary
texts that would otherwise have been lost and present the medieval Chinese concep-
tion of the cosmos in its comprehensive, structured arrangement of ideas, concepts,
and things.

Unlike Rome, China did not develop a public library; the antithesis of private librar-
ies was the imperial library, supervised by learned elite members appointed by the
emperor. The first project of ordering the received textual legacy in Chinese history,
commissioned a little more than a decade after the founding of the first public library
at Rome, took place in the imperial library of the Western Han (206 BCE-8 CE), as the
great empire was unifying and ordering the massive and messy textual legacy inher-
ited from the short-lived Qin and the much longer period of division before Qin. Liu
Xiang #[A] (79-8 BCE) and his son Liu Xin's ZIEX (d. 23 ce) work was comparable to
that of the scholars at the famous library of Alexandria in their ordering of the mass of
Hellenic texts. The results were “standard editions” of classical works to be passed on
to posterity as well as an impressive descriptive book catalogue, which, though lost,
provided the foundation for the bibliographical chapter of the Han shu (History of the



94 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE-90O0 CE)

Former Han) from the first century cg, which has survived. The father and son’s work
is the first bottleneck in the history of the Chinese book through which earlier litera-
ture had to pass.

In subsequent centuries through the Tang, catalogues and bibliographic notes were
compiled for the imperial library collections; it was not until the Song (960-1279),
outside the temporal range of this volume, that private book catalogues began to
appear and survive. And yet, it is remarkable that the greatest medieval book cata-
logue of its day, which claims to have incorporated the titles in both imperial library
catalogue and the catalogues of private collections, was put together by a private indi-
vidual who adamantly refused to serve in court despite his high aristocratic back-
ground and imperial kinship connection. In the catalogue’s preface, which is extant,
the compiler Ruan Xiaoxu [tZ£## (479-536) strikingly asserts that he had compared
the catalogues of private book collections he had obtained with the imperial library
catalogue and found that many titles were missing from the latter. The state’s struggle
for control over textual tradition and the ever-proliferating books, and the books’ con-
stant eluding of such control, are mirrored in the individual’s resistance to the state’s
power. In some ways, this struggle continues in contemporary mainland China, where
the government’s desire to “order and arrange ancient works” (zhengli guji FEF T 5E)
and its enormous financial investment in this regard can be better understood if situ-
ated in its historical context, while the individual scholars constantly lament that, if
they want state funding and support, they must engage in those projects proposed and
sanctioned by the government.

Finally, it is worthwhile to keep in mind that most of the titles recorded in early
and medieval catalogues and bibliographies are lost or exist only in fragments, and
the awareness of that immense textual legacy enables a better assessment and under-
standing of the tradition. The customary Chinese literary historical landscape is dot-
ted by extraordinary figures standing in isolation, yet these figures represent no more
than a fraction of the world “out there” and need to be re-examined in the context of
that lost world.
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EDUCATION AND THE
EXAMINATION SYSTEM

......................................................................................................

REBECCA DORAN

THE importance of education and the civil service examinations in the life of the aris-
tocratic elite is a common theme in discussions of traditional Chinese culture. Even
a cursory study of premodern China reveals the profound influence exerted by par-
ticular educational ideals in all areas of elite culture. This chapter proposes to examine
educational practices and the examination system in historical perspective. Special
attention will be paid to the relationship between the examinations and literature, in
particular literary composition as a method of evaluation in the examination process;
to the development of new genres centering around the examinations or examina-
tion culture; and to the permeation of examination-related tropes in the broader
literary arena.

AN OVERVIEW OF LEARNING AND
EDUCATION IN HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

The institutional history of education can be understood as a negotiation between
practical considerations and the expectations engendered by these particular orienta-
tions to learning. The educational systems that would develop in relation to the civil
service examinations were reserved for upper-class men who had already acquired a
fairly high level of literacy and who aspired to government office. Less information is
available about education targeting groups not eligible for government service, such
as minors and women, but we can reconstruct some information regarding their stud-
ies. Surviving childhood primers, such as the Jijiu Ut from the first century BCE,
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emphasize succinct, easy-to-memorize phrases of uniform line length, the content of
which stressed useful facts and names of things (such as the colors, common surnames,
and types of cloths and dyes) (Lee 2000: 438; see also Chapter 10). Other primers are
notable for not repeating characters, or for doing so only very rarely; the aversion to rep-
etition suggests the goal of teaching young students a variety of useful characters (Lee
2000: 439-440).

Lee has argued that early childhood primers are, for the most part, gender-neutral;
it is only in texts used to educate students who had already acquired basic literacy that
the emphasis on appropriate gender roles becomes prominent (Lee 2000: 468-469).
The inculcation of gender division is most explicitly articulated in educational tracts for
women, arguably the most famous and influential of which are the Lienii zhuan 5|22 4
(Biographies of Notable Women), compiled by Liu Xiang 214 (79-8 BCE), and Niijie Lo
(Instructions for My Daughters), by Ban Zhao HERE (ca. 49-ca. 120). In these works,
women are praised for fulfilling the traditional roles of mother and wife assigned to them
within the patriarchal system (Idema and Grant 2004: 33-42; Kinney 2014: xxvi-xxxi).

However, the emphasis on gender division should not lead us to the mistaken impres-
sion that upper-class women were merely functionally literate. Little is known of wom-
en’s education before the mid-Western Han (206 BCE-8 CE) period, but throughout the
Han and later periods highly educated women were well versed in the same classical
texts as were highly educated men and could often be quite learned (Kinney 2014: xxiv—xxvi).
The existence of various anthologies and compendia intended for a female readership
attests to the participation of elite women in literary life (Tian 2007: 190-191). One of the
earliest and most often repeated traditional justifications for the education of women
is their life role as their sons’ first teachers. On rare occasions, highly educated women
even took on male students or acted in an official capacity in the palace. For example,
Ban Zhao is said to have continued her brother Ban Gu’s work on the Han shu J£2
(History of the Former Han) and to have tutored scholars in how to read the text. She also
acted as teacher and political advisor to Empress Dowager Deng &f;, who dominated
the court in the early second century (Idema and Grant 2004: 17-33). During the fourth
century CE, Lady Song ‘K, the keeper of a family tradition of learning in the text Zhou
guan JE'E (The Offices of Zhou), was summoned by Fu Jian f-FEX (338-385), the emperor
of the Former Qin (350-394), to transmit the text to 120 students from behind a red silk
curtain (Jin shu 96.2521-2522; Spade 1979: 28-30; Idema and Grant 2004: 53-54;). The
late seventh and early eighth centuries saw the rule of the highly educated and intelli-
gent Wu Zhao 22 (r. 690-705), China’s only female emperor, as well as the appearance
of a host of other talented and powerful female politicians. While these women were
clearly exceptional, their presence nonetheless indicates a tradition of respected “tal-
ented women” that valorized literary erudition in women.

In turning to systems of higher education, we see that education and the transmission
of learning were by no means limited to a particular venue or framework (institutional-
ized or otherwise). The discussion here will focus on three main areas: state-sponsored
education; private education; and the monastery as a setting for acquiring learning.
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State-sponsored Education

Evidence regarding educational systems during the ancient Shang and Zhou periods is
complicated by the nature of existing sources, which often date to much later than the
periods that they describe and which portray the ancient period according to later ideals
(Yang 1965: 197-198; Keightley 2000; Denecke 2010: 32-89; Schaberg 20105 Li 2013). The
Western Han is the earliest period from which more comprehensive information about
the institutional history of education survives. This is also the period during which edu-
cational ideals that would prove fundamental come into focus and gain force. During
the reign of the powerful Emperor Wu (r. 141-87 BCE), in particular, scholars articulated
to a greater extent than ever before an ethical-social system that reinforced the state’s
prerogative to determine orthodoxy in learning. Emperor Wu not only established clas-
sical, or Confucian, learning as the state-sanctioned curriculum, but also authorized
particular commentarial traditions of the Classics (Lee 2000: 200).

The state authorization of particular versions of the Confucian Classics under
Emperor Wu was linked to the establishment of the Imperial University (Taixue A%2)
and the transformation of the system of Boshi 81 or “Erudites.” inherited from the
Warring States (481-221 BCE) and the Qin dynasty (221-207 BCE) (Han shu 56.2512).
Although scholars debate how formalized the system of wujing boshi (“Erudites in the
Five Classics”) was, the Boshi were appointed to transmit the sanctioned versions of
the Five Classics to university students (Han shu 6.159; Elman 2000: 5; Loewe 2006: 25).
Initially, the Imperial University, located in the Western Han capital, Changan, func-
tioned on a small scale, with only fifty students, but it was gradually expanded over the
course of the Eastern Han (25-220) (Hou Han shu 1.84; Lee 2000: 50; Loewe 2006: 72—
76). The university students were by and large the sons of official or local aristocratic
families—that is, officials-in-training who attended the Imperial University both to fur-
ther their education in the classical and ritual curriculum and to benefit from the con-
tacts gained in capital official circles (Lee 2000: 50). While the Taixue was reserved for
the elite class, during the late Eastern Han powerful eunuchs, who occupied key politi-
cal roles, supported an academy called the Hongdu men xue #E#["152 (Hongdu Gate
School), which accepted students from nonelite or more humble backgrounds (Hou
Han shu 8.340, 60.1998).

Indeed, the disintegration of the Han Empire and subsequent political disunity
ushered in various important changes in the educational arena. In their bid to pres-
ent themselves as legitimate inheritors of the empire and put in place the institutional
underpinnings necessary to become such, regional rulers often attempted to establish
national educational systems that evoked the Boshi and Taixue that had operated under
the Han. The Western Jin (265-316), which briefly unified the empire in 280 before rap-
idly disintegrating, not only continued to support the Imperial University complex,
but also took the pioneering step of establishing the School of National Youth (Guozi
xue [B]7-E2), a smaller, more elite institution for male descendants of the ruling house.
During the Era of Division (317-589), the southern regimes periodically revived the
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School of National Youth as part of the two-university system, often in connection
with the overthrow of one regime and establishment of another (Song shu 14.356, 14.367,
32.935; Nan Qi shu 9.145; Liang shu 2.49-50). In the north, at the turn of the fifth century,
Emperor Daowu of the Northern Wei JtZLERH (Tuoba Gui #EKEE, r. 386-409)
appointed Erudites in the Five Classics and increased the number of students enrolled
in the Imperial University and School of National Youth to 3,000 (Wei shu 2.35). Later, in
the south, the talented and energetic founding emperor of the Liang 22 dynasty (502-557),
Emperor Wu (77 (. 502-549), restructured and enriched the educational system,
establishing the “Five Institutes” (Wu guan F1f), where Erudites were appointed to
lecture on the Five Classics and engage in scholarship on the classics (Liang shu 3.96,
48.672).

The unification regimes of Sui (581-618) and Tang (618-907) drew upon the heritage
of the Southern and Northern Dynasties (420-589) in establishing their higher educa-
tional policies, institutions, and terminology. The Tang adopted the Sui institutional
framework, which was underpinned by three major schools of higher education: the
Imperial University, with an enrollment of 500, comprised of sons and grandsons of
third-degree officials and above; the School of National Youth, with an enrollment of
300, comprised of sons of fathers and grandfathers of the fifth degree and above; and
the School of the Four Gates PUFE2 (Simen xue), with an enrollment of 1,300, com-
prised of sons of fathers and grandfathers of the seventh degree and above and com-
moners of great ability (McMullen 1988: 18—20). These schools were under the auspices
of the State Academy Directorate (Guozi jian [ %), the main educational body of
the Tang bureaucracy (McMullen 1988: 17). In addition to the three main schools, which
were designed to train promising young men for careers in civil service, there were also
specialist or technical schools in law, calligraphy, mathematics, and medicine, which
were lower in status than the main schools (Tong dian 15.41a; tr. Herbert 1988: 201-202).
The establishment of literary academies that admitted scholars or students suggests the
increasing importance of literary skill as a prerequisite for official appointment and the
cultural prominence of men appointed based on literary renown (Jiu Tang shu 44.1160—
1163; Xin Tang shu 48.1267; see also Jia 1999: 227).

Private Education and the Master-Disciple Relationship

Education throughout the early and medieval periods was by no means limited to, or
even primarily centered, in the state-sponsored systems. The private setting consti-
tuted a major mode through which students acquired an education and through which
knowledge (in general or relating to particular texts) was transmitted. Records concern-
ing private education frequently take the form of notices, often contained in histori-
cal biographies of scholars or recluses, that a particular individual had studied with or
received an education from such-and-such a person (shou xue yu ... 3Z2[A or jiu/
cong . .. shou xue FL/E . . . %252), or that a particular teacher accepted various students.
A memorial dating to 514 CE and preserved in the biography of official Jiang Shi {T.z{
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(d. ca. 523) in Wei shu Bl (History of the Wei), for example, describes how Jiang Shi’s
sixth-generation ancestor Jiang Qiong /¥ and his cousin both studied with [shou
xue yu] Wei Ji 55 (155-229). As a result, Jiang Qiong was praised for his ancient “seal
script” calligraphy and his mastery of earlier texts such as the Western Han dialect dic-
tionary Fangyan 73 & (Regional Expressions) and Shuowen jiezi aft X fi# ¥ (Explanation
of Simple Graphs and Analysis of Composite Characters) (Wei shu 91.1964).

Whereas some passages seem to describe individualized tutelage or discipleship,
other records describe scholars who took on multiple or vast numbers of students. For
example, historical records state that the renowned Eastern Han scholars Ma Rong f5
(79-166) and Zheng Xuan B[ (127-200), who had studied with Ma Rong, each gath-
ered thousands of student followers (Hou Han shu 60.1972; Hou Han shu 35.1207-1208).
The sheer number of students alone suggests the operation of a private school or acad-
emy. Private education, in its more or less formalized incarnations, flourished from
Han through Tang times (Lee 2000: 54-56, 69—70, 76—77). The ninth century saw the
emergence of what would become important developments in educational systems and
practice. The appearance of private schools run by wealthy clans is especially notewor-
thy. In particular, as we move into the tenth century, some of these clan schools con-
tracted scholars to serve as instructors. Starting in the ninth century, the term shuyuan
% begins to appear. The term shuyuan, literally indicating a place where books are
kept, was associated with educational activities and came to designate private schools or
academies. After the Tang, during the Five Dynasties and into the Song period, shuyuan
and clan or lineage schools became increasingly important as a setting for education
(Lee 2000: 84-85).

Buddhist Monasteries and Learning

Once Buddhism entered China in the first century cg, monasteries and nunneries
also became important sites for both religious and secular learning, from primary
to advanced levels. Although during the Northern and Southern period and into the
Tang the monastic lifestyle attracted individuals of very high social status, monaster-
ies and nunneries played an important role in providing an avenue through which
men and women from more humble backgrounds could acquire a good education.
The educational role of Buddhist monasteries and nunneries involved both educa-
tion within the sangha (clergy), that is, religious education, and the “educational
role of the sasigha vis-a-vis the laity” (Ziircher 1989: 23). The most elite members of
the clergy received a top-notch education that enabled them to move seamlessly in
upper-class society, but even the average monk (as opposed to the average layman)
was required to reach a basic level of literacy and memorize a certain amount of text
(Zurcher 1989: 28).

In terms of participation in educational and other activities centered in the monastic
community, the distinction between clergy and laity was not cut and dried. In addition
to novices who vowed observance of the Ten Rules, boys sometimes as young as four
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or five came to the monastery as fongzi #i 1 (sometimes translated as “postulants”),
who accepted the Five Rules of the laymen and studied in the monastery. The early age
of some of the tongzi indicates that the training they received must have included basic
literacy acquisition (Ziircher 1989: 30-31). Evidence from Dunhuang further indicates
the presence at monasteries of individuals who signed their practice texts as “young
scholar” or “young student” (xue shi lang 5% 1-E[5). The texts that the xue shi lang were
engaged in copying appear to have been largely secular in nature (Confucian classics,
character dictionaries, etc.) (Ziircher 1989: 43—-45).

The monastery as an educational setting provided a scholastic start to some who went
on to become prominent writers and political figures. Liu Xie 2R (ca. 4605-520s),
author of the seminal work of literary criticism Wenxin diaolong S UMERE (The Literary
Mind and the Carving of the Dragon), was orphaned at a young age and was not able to
marry because of his poverty. However, he was diligent in his studies and went to live and
study for an extended period with the monk Sengyou & fi (445-518). Liu Xie acquired
his extensive education and erudition under Sengyou’s tutelage and later also worked on
the sutra collections at the Dinglin Monastery (Liang shu 50.710). The Tang period has
numerous further examples of literary and political figures who received early educa-
tion in the secular literary-historical tradition in monasteries (Ziircher 1989: 49-50).

The nunnery provided the chance to receive an education for women who otherwise
might not have had the opportunity to study. In addition, some especially learned and
respected nuns traveled and participated in elite intellectual society to a degree not
often possible for secular women. Nuns traveled to different Buddhist monasteries and
nunneries to further their study, engaged in intellectual discussions with monks and
officials, and were even welcomed to the imperial precincts to give lectures and discuss
Buddhist principles in the royal presence (Spade 1979: 21-25; Tsai 1994: 29-30, 33-34,
48-49, 64, 79-80, 91-92). While these renowned figures only accounted for a tiny elite
of all nuns, their lives and careers suggest the educational role of the Buddhist establish-
ment, as well as demonstrating that Buddhist and Confucian systems of learning were
not separate or sectioned off from each other.

RECRUITMENT AND
THE EXAMINATION SYSTEM

Records suggest that, dating back to at least the Han, recruitment methods privileged
morality and educational background. The mainstream orientation of state-sponsored
elite education was rooted in the ideals associated with the Confucian tradition. These
ideals were, to a greater or lesser extent, linked to the interests of the state. At the elite
level, education, both public and private, was geared towards preparing students for
civil service, and the possession of particular Confucian-identified virtues was deemed
desirable or even a prerequisite for potential officials.
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Under Emperor Wu of the Han, a nationwide system of recommendation and recruit-
ment, established under the previous emperor, was further developed. In 134 BCE,
Emperor Wu, at the recommendation of his trusted advisor Dong Zhongshu #E{H#?
(ca. 179—ca. 104 BCE), instituted the xiaolian (“filial and incorrupt”) system of annual
recruitment (Han shu 6.160; 56.2525), whereby the heads of various units of adminis-
tration were required to nominate local men who were renowned for their characters
(Lee 2000: 113). The xiaolian was one of several annual and sporadic methods of recruit-
ment instituted during the Han period. While some recommendations called for men
skilled or experienced in specific areas, such as astrology, military affairs, and governing
difficult regions, the majority echoed the xiaolian in seeking men possessing culturally
revered virtues (of filial piety, honesty, and so on) (Lee 2000: 115-119). The recruitment
system was, in theory, meritocratic—any man whose virtue attracted the notice of local
leaders, for example, was eligible for recommendation as a Xiaolian—but, in practice,
recruitment strongly favored local elites with personal ties to the recommenders.

The tension between the meritocratic ideal and selection practices which strongly
favored the elite class continued to characterize educational policy throughout the sub-
sequent centuries. In the second decade of the third century, Cao Cao i (155-220),
founding figure of the Wei (220-265), established a recruitment system known as the
“Nine Grades” (jiupin guanren JLiti'H N), whereby potential officials were classified
into nine grades for recommendation purposes (Sanguo zhi 22.635). The edicts issued by
Cao Cao during this time laying out his views regarding bureaucratic selection empha-
size the primacy of talent (cai ") over moral worthiness (xian &) in official appoint-
ments (Sanguo zhi 1.32; partial translation Lee 2000: 124-128). However, the “central
and impartial” (zhongzheng H11E) officials deputed by the central government to clas-
sify individuals often hailed from the districts they had been deputed to evaluate and
were thus themselves members of the local elite. As a result, the nine grades system
tended to institutionalize and perpetuate the position of powerful regional groups
(Lee 2000:129-130).

During the late Southern Dynasties period, sociocultural and political systems were
very complex, and family or political clout did not necessarily translate into cultural
cache (Tian 2007: 26-38, 111-125). In terms of appointment for office, written tests for
recruitment coexisted alongside status-based ranking systems. Building on the work of
Luo Xinben, Albert Dien has suggested that during this period quota recommendation
exams, such as the xiaolian, may have been a more attractive route to official appoint-
ment for men from less eminent backgrounds (Dien 2001: 101-103). At any rate, these
exams provided an important basis for later methods of recruitment.

During the Sui and Tang, earlier systems were extended and tweaked, and the basic
outlines of the resulting system would exert a profound influence upon the practice of
civil service selection throughout subsequent imperial history. The increasingly impor-
tant role of literary composition as an evaluated subject in the examination process is of
particular significance to the examinations as a cultural phenomenon.

As in earlier periods, examination candidates first sat for local provincial examina-
tions. There were regional quotas for successful candidates, who would then go on to
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the national examinations held in the capital (Wang 1962: 1, 7, 9). The national-level
examinations can be divided into regular examinations and irregular examinations,
or examinations by imperial decree, which were conducted under the auspices of the
Bureau of Merit Assessments (pre-736) or the Board of Rites (post-736) and held annu-
ally at a special compound in Chang’an (McMullen 1988: 23-24). There were three main
higher-level doctoral examinations, the xiucai 75 4 (“refined in talent”), mingjing FHE
(“understanding the Classics”), and jinshi i1 (“presented scholar”). The xiucai exami-
nation tested candidates’ knowledge of statecraft and government policy (Jiu Tang shu
43.1804, 1809; Xin Tang shu 44.1161). The xiucai, which was used in different versions
in earlier regimes, was soon eclipsed in popularity by the mingjing and jinshi and was
discontinued altogether in the mid-eighth century (Tong dian 15.37a; Herbert 1988: 163-164;
see also Xin Tang shu 44.1159-1164). The mingjing examination tested candidates’
knowledge of classical texts, which were classified into “major classics” (dajing K#S),
“medium classics” (zhongjing H#¥), and “minor classics” (xiaojing /ME) (Xin Tang
shu 44.1161-1162). Candidates were given “quotation questions” (tiejing i), which
required them to finish by memory a partial quotation from a classical text. They then
underwent an oral test, an examination on the broader significance of classical passages,
and an essay test on current government policy issues (Xin Tang shu 44.1161).

The jinshi, the most famous and, by the second half of the Tang, most prestigious of the
civil service examinations, underwent repeated changes in terms of form and content.
In general, the jinshi consisted of a three-pronged evaluative method involving quota-
tion questions, essays on statecraft and current issues, and a section testing candidates’
literary composition (literally, the “miscellaneous literature,” or zawen ¥ Z, section).
Among the three categories of the jinshi, the emphasis shifted repeatedly through the
dynasty; at the beginning of the dynasty, for instance, the exam seems to have empha-
sized policy and quotation questions (Wu 1997: 145). The zawen portion of the exam
was instituted in 681, but the precise nature of the zawen requirement—in particular,
which genres were tested—is debated (Moore 2004: 16-18; Vedal 2015: 39-40). In the
exam lore, the test of poetic composition has come to play an especially important role.
Although the precise year is debated, the poetic requirement was instituted during the
late seventh century and endured, with minor lapses, to the end of the dynasty (Vedal
2015: 38). The compositional genre to be tested also varied from exam to exam based on,
among other factors, the interests and affiliations of examiners (Wu 1997: 149-150, 153-155).
Compositional genres included liifu K (“regulated fu”) and liishi 5 (“regulated
verse”), most often the six-couplet pailii HF{E.

Successful jinshi would all sit for a special palace examination presided over by the
emperor. The outcome of this examination had a bearing on the positions that would be
assigned to the jinshi. Whereas the examinations conferred official status (chushen [T1£})
upon candidates, graduates did not receive immediate official appointment. However,
over the course of the Tang, the mingjing and especially jinshi gained in prestige and
were seen as routes to illustrious civil service careers (Wu 1997: 13-14). The extent to
which, over the course of the Tang, examination culture came to saturate elite culture
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is indicated by the wealth of exam-specific customs and vocabulary that emerged.
A “golden card” (nijin tiezi JE<21i5¥) notified successful candidates that they had
passed (Wang 1985: 40); men who passed the examination together referred to each
other as “same years” (tongnian [F]4F); and those who ate and drank excessively to
cope with examination failure were said to be “expelling sadness” (da maosao ¥ HEEE)
(Wang 2007: 85). The examination system and culture extended beyond China’s
borders and were also important in the histories of Korea and Vietnam (see also
Chapters 33-36).

In examining historical developments in the recruitment system, scholars have tra-
ditionally traced a narrative of increasing meritocracy, as recruitment methods moved
away from personal recommendation and toward “objective” examinations. It is true
that the Tang examinations were more open than during previous periods and that some
talented men from obscure backgrounds did gain entry into the imperial bureaucracy
through excellent examination performance. However, higher education itself was the
preserve of only the very privileged few, and examination graduates represented a tiny
percentage of the men who entered the bureaucracy each year (McMullen 1988: 23-24;
Herbert 1988: 20). In comparison with the small number of examination graduates, far
more men acquired official status through hereditary privilege, reserved for the descen-
dants of high-ranking officials, or as the holders of honorific titles, granted to men who
had spent years aslow-level “petty officials” (Herbert 1988: 24). In addition to institutional
disadvantages, outsiders who had not been raised in the midst of elite capital society were
confronted by daunting cultural barriers, including unfamiliarity with court society,
“incorrect” accent, and lack of social connections in the capital (Herbert 1988: 110-111).

The class barriers experienced by these men, of course, paled in comparison to the
gender barriers faced by women, who were categorically excluded from the examina-
tion experience, as lamented by the ninth-century woman poet Yu Xuanji 8 3%
(844-868):

Cloud-covered hilltops fill my eyes,

I revel in springtime light,

here clearly ranged are the silver hooks

that grew at their fingertips.

I have bitter regret that skirts of lace

hide the lines of my poems,

and lifting my head in vain I covet

the publicly posted name. (Tr. Owen 1996: 510)

THE EMERGENCE OF EXAMINATION GENRES

The dissemination of examination culture within elite society affected the development
ofimportant literary genres and led to the creation of new genres. As mentioned above,
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the zawen portion of the exam tested compositional genres, including the lifu and
liishi. Fu is a form of rhymed prose that allows exposition on a particular topic. Liifu is
divided into sections, with rules governing the rhyme used in each section. The emer-
gence of the liifu during the Tang has been linked specifically to examination require-
ments (Chen 2009: 11-15). Following a Tang source, scholars have also suggested that
the jinshi played an important role in the promulgation of the standard liishi (Feng
1958: 15; Jia 1996; Wu 1997: 144). According to the rules “regulating” liishi, as they were
eventually codified, a “regulated poem” rhymes on the even line, with one rhyme word
used throughout the poem, and is also governed by tonal rules. However, scholars have
convincingly demonstrated that, in Tang verse in general and examination poetry in
particular, rhyme and tonal rules were not followed to the strict degree that became
the norm during later periods (Duanmu and Stiennon 2005: 1-32; Vedal 2015: 53-60).
Therefore, other considerations, such as the use of allusions and exposition, seem to
have been more crucial as evaluative criteria. The limited survival of sources makes it
difficult to draw any definitive conclusions; only several hundred examination poems
survive (from what must originally have been thousands). Moreover, the poems that
have survived are generally those written by passing candidates or are practice exami-
nation poems that were not written for any actual examination, so that it is not possible
to compare passing and failing poems and thereby draw further conclusions regarding
standards of evaluation.

In terms of topic, the surviving Tang examination poems treat themes based on genres
of landscape description, historical episodes, events of recent history, famous pieces
included in the seminal sixth century anthology Wen xuan (see Chapter 19), and allu-
sions to the Classics. Although they are fairly common in examination poetry, poems on
allusions to the Classics are not common in Tang poetry in general (Vedal 2015: 40-41).
Candidates would be given a prompt and then expected to produce a responding poem
that demonstrated their familiarity with the literary-historical allusions underlying
the prompt at the same time that they incorporated other conventional related allusions
and imagery.

For the examination in 811, for instance, candidates were required to write a
“Jingu yuan huafa huaigu shi” 22 H{E#E1% 175F (“Flowers Blooming in the Jingu
Garden: Poem Reflecting on the Past”). The topic refers to the Jingu villa built to the
northwest of Luoyang by the wealthy Shi Chong £15% (249-300). Shi Chong’s estate was
famous as a gathering-place for a grand party in 296, as described in the “Preface to the
Jingu Poems” written by Shi Chong just a few years before his death. Poems on this topic
would be expected to allude to the literary-historical lore of Shi Chong and his legend-
ary gathering and to adhere to the nostalgic theme of “reflection on the past.” In particu-
lar, the prompt points the writer towards the conventional poetic posture of noting the
passage of time through referencing the contrast between the lushness of the vegetation
at a particular historical site and the absence of the famous figures associated with
the site. Four poems from the 811 examination survive. The following is Hou Lie’s &l
(811 jinshi) contribution:
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Jingu one thousand years later—

The spring flowers bloom, filling the garden.

The red flowers in vain smile towards the sun,

Their resplendent luxuriance still welcomes the carriages [of Shi Chong
and his guests].

Rain moistens the faint light, softening it;

Wind waves the fragmented shadows, turning them over.

One still suspects that they are unrolling the brocade screen,

Sighing that the crimson silk is no more.

With dejected bearing, the orioles’ chanting is harsh;

Like a tear-filled face, the dew-drops are copious.

One may earnestly inquire into the affairs of the past—

But the peaches and plums in the end have nothing to say. (Peng 2006: 177-178)

The poem opens by referring directly to the topic of the prompt and goes on to describe
the garden landscape in such a way as to continually evoke the contrast between the
past splendor of Shi Chong’s estate and the present scene, in which the site has been
reclaimed by nature. The “brocade screen” (jin zhang) of the fourth couplet is an allu-
sion to the “Biography of Shi Chong,” which describes how he commissioned a huge
and elaborate brocade screen as part of a competition in extravagance with his equally
wealthy and high-born associates (Peng 2006: 177). The last line alludes to a Western
Han proverb found in the Shiji (Records of the Historian): “Peaches and plums don’t
speak, but a path naturally forms beneath them” (Shiji 109.2878). The meaning is that
the beauty and sweetness of the fruits naturally attracts people to them without their
having to say a word. Here the allusion might be meant to reference both the illustrious
historical personages and the actual silence of the natural scene, which is now without
its famous former residents.

The three other poems on this topic that survive from the 811 exam reveal a consid-
erable overlap in terms of imagery and vocabulary. All of the poems begin by nam-
ing Shi Chong’s estate and describing the blooming of the flowers. The poems all call
attention to the present loneliness of the scene in comparison to past days, and Wang
Zhi’s poem also references the peaches and plums proverb. Words such as “turn over”
(fan), “copious/lush” (fdn), “light” (ging), “embellish/connect” (zhui), and “brocade”
(jin) also appear in multiple poems. The shared vocabulary of the poems suggests a
similar mode of preparation and internalization of conventional imagery relating to a
particular theme.

In addition to poetic genres, already by the early sixth century the forms of prose dis-
quisition required for the examination had also emerged asliterary genres to be recorded
and learned. While the sixth-century anthology Wen xuan, organized by genre, does not
preserve the essays written by examination candidates, it does preserve, under the cate-
gory of wen X (“essay”), the examination questions (cewen %3 or cewen wen HKfif30)
posed to candidates for examinations held in 491, in 493, and in 504. In response to the
questions, candidates would be expected to write “response disquisitions” (duice ¥15),
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through which they set forth their political stance. The examination questions focus on
contemporary policy questions as well as on governmental issues that are time-honored
and not specific to any particular era: how to entice talented and morally lofty men to
government service, how to encourage agricultural productivity, the proper use of pun-
ishments, fixing the calendar, how to encourage upright remonstrance, and so on (Wen
xXuan 36.504-511).

The questions are written in the voice of the monarch (the imperial “we”), but are
composed by eminent literary figures Wang Rong F-fifl (468-493) and Ren Fang {:/j
(460-508). They employ highly formal, allusive language and parallel prose. A question
on worthy ministers from the examination of 491, attributed to Wang Rong, refers to
various classical passages on virtue and wisdom, including two stories from Zhuangzi
in which sagely advice is given. The prompt closes by likewise sagaciously requesting
advice from the candidates:

We have respectfully received the Heavenly Mandate, reverentially formulating
a long-range plan. . . Sleeping and waking, Our thoughts are on fine plans for gov-
erning the state, awaiting the loyal and true [ministers]. The men of state earn their
reputations through study, and it is fitting that they should assist the ruler. We urge
you to lay out the key points regarding the three ways [of governance, personnel, and
direct speech or remonstrance] in order to illuminate the most important aspects
of the four subjects for evaluating individuals [as referenced in the Analects: behav-
ior, speech, knowledge of governmental affairs, and literature; also used in the Han
recruitment system]. We look forward to experiencing the harmony of salt and plum
[i.e. worthy ministers]. (Wen xuan 36.504-505)

The question assumes extensive knowledge of the classical tradition but is itself is quite
general; “lay[ing] out the key points about the three ways [of governance, personnel, and
direct speech]” would be useful in any political context but here is not explicitly con-
nected with contemporary political issues or circumstances. Other questions, including
a question from the early Liang dynasty written by Ren Fang, address more pressing
immediate circumstances, including taxation policy and public granaries (Wen xuan
36.510-511; Dien 2001: 105-106).

Unfortunately, as Wen xuan does not include the candidates’ answers, it is impos-
sible to assess the way in which they would have responded to this type of question.
However, Dien has discussed examination answers preserved in other sources, includ-
ing Bei Qi shu (History of the Northern Qi) and a manuscript retrieved from a tomb that
contains answers to a 408 examination held in the regime of the Western Liang P575
(400-421). The manuscript in particular suggests prevailing standards for examina-
tion answer format and content that varied considerably from those indicated by other
surviving examination materials preserved in standard historical and literary sources
(Dien 2001: 107-113).

As we move into the Tang, more questions and the responses of successful candidates
have been preserved. Surviving examination essays include those by famous literary fig-
ures, including Shangguan Yi | /{2 (608-665) and Zhang Changling 4 £ (d. 660).
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The questions to which Shangguan and Zhang responded ask candidates to assess the
use of punishments, discuss methods of recruiting worthy men, and consider the nature
of lofty and high-minded men (QTW 155.1584-1585, 161.1650-1651). The questions and
answers are notable for likewise employing parallel prose and complementary exam-
ples, as well as for the ways in which the candidates’ answers showcase their erudition by
reworking in a subtle manner phrases and motifs from the questions.

THE EXAMINATIONS AND
LITERARY CULTURE

The emergence of examination prose as a literary genre in its own right is indicated
not only by the preservation of example questions and responses in anthologies and
literary collections (see Chapter 15), but also by the complaints of ministers, who
registered their displeasure that examination candidates were only studying pre-
vious passing examination essays, as opposed to engaging in study of the classics
(Wu 1997: 147). Beyond delineating which texts ambitious young men did or did not
read, the penetration of examination culture into elite culture is reflected broadly
in a variety of genres. The literary importance of the examinations stimulated the
development of new genres and influenced stylistic and thematic innovations found
in existing genres.

The biji 250 (miscellany) genre is rich in episodes dealing with all aspects of the
examination experience. There are rags-to-riches stories about men who rise from
obscurity and poverty to become nationally renowned through their examination suc-
cess; there are anecdotes that focus on the relationships forged through the examination
process, including the patronage networks formed among senior literary figures and
young hopefuls and the friendships or rivalries that develop between men who study or
take the examinations together; there are anecdotes that describe the ritual and the less
formal celebratory customs surrounding the examinations (e.g., Wang 1962: 1, 10-12, 17,
47-52, 73-74). These stories are found in a variety of Tang and post-Tang anecdote col-
lections. The tenth-century Tang zhiyan JE#{S, compiled by Wang Dingbao T 1E 1
(870-ca. 940), deals exclusively with the Tang recruitment and selection process and
includes a wealth of entries that suggest the pressures and concerns of the candidates
and recent graduates (Moore 2004). Wish-fulfillment narratives include the story of jin-
shi candidate Lu Zhao B2 (843 jinshi), from a poor family in Yuanzhou (in modern
Jiangxi). En route to the exam, he was treated poorly by the commandery leadership,
who feasted only his wealthy traveling companion and ignored him. However, Lu Zhao
got the last laugh, returning the following year as an illustrious successful candidate
(Wang 1962: 40). One can easily see the appeal of this type of anecdote to struggling
young men preparing for the exams, as well as its role in perpetuating the dream/myth
of the exam as a viable route to glory for men of all walks of life, including those of hum-
ble origins.
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Other anecdotes describe the anguish experienced by the failed candidate. One par-
ticularly notable story describes the failed candidate Wen Ding ifii i, who, having “long
suffered in the examinations,” was extremely resentful of the successful candidates and
“devised an unexpected plan to humiliate them”: he disguised himself as a woman to
sneak onto the party boat where the successful examination candidates were celebrat-
ing their victory. The candidates were all fooled and mistook Wen Ding for a high-class
beauty. However,

Right when the revelry was reaching its height, Wen Ding’s foot dropped out from in
the midst of the curtains, and his knee and calf were large and hairy [revealing that
he was a man]. When [the candidates] suddenly caught sight of it, they all covered
their faces with their sleeves in laughter, and sent out the urgent command to turn
the boat back to get away from him. Someone said, “That must be Wen Ding!” (Wang
1962: 42)

While Wen Ding’s behavior is obviously held up as extreme, a pervasive strain in anec-
dotes about the examinations suggests the perspective and interests of the candidate or
recent graduate. Anxiety about the examinations is perhaps most directly expressed
in the proliferation of anecdotes about the young scholar whose future is jeopardized
either by circumstances beyond his control or by his own folly. The subgenre of the
“cheater who gets caught” is especially amusing in this regard (Wang 1962: 210).

Similar anxieties are implied in the proliferation of anecdotes about the role of fate
or randomness in determining success or failure. In some cases, success is predicted by
dreams or other bizarre omens. According to one anecdote, one night the candidate Bi
Xian i (802-864) and two friends were staying up late “listening for omens” (ting
xiangbu 5% 1), They heard someone throwing a bone on the ground and dogs com-
ing to fight over it. Then they heard someone else say, “The one who comes last will be
sure to get it” FRAFEWMETS (Wang 1962: 85). The first two syllables in the phrase bi xian de
MBS (“will be sure to get it”) are homophonous with Bi Xian's name, so that the strang-
er’s words could be interpreted as an omen predicting that Bi Xian would “get it” [pass
the exam].

Just the fact that Bi Xian and his friends stayed up all night to “listen for omens”
(instead of, for instance, studying more) indicates the association between the exami-
nations and fate, as well as the stock that candidates set in such notions of destiny and
omens. In the same section, Tang zhiyan records multiple anecdotes in which dreams,
mysterious Daoist masters, or other supernatural forces predicted examination out-
comes (Wang 1962: 84-85). In exploring failure and success in the examination process,
other stories emphasize not supernatural destiny, but rather the role played by what
can be best described as randomness or dumb luck, including men who were passed
by mistake (Wang 1962: 87-88). The closing of one entry explicitly articulates the moral
suggested by this type of story: “Thus we know that success or failure is not the result
of one’s effort, but rather is brought about by circumstances beyond one’s control”

TR EIE NI, Z5 BT E (Wang 1962: 88).
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The importance of the examination system as a catalyst in the literary and cultural
arenas is indicated not only by the growth of a body of literature specifically about the
examination experience, but also by the appearance of examination-related tropes in
works of literature not primarily concerned with the examinations. One of the most sig-
nificant developments in this regard is the emergence of the young scholar or examina-
tion candidate as the romantic male ideal par excellence in Tang literature. He would
remain firmly entrenched in this role throughout subsequent dynastic periods.

The famous Tang tale “Li Wa’s Story;” for instance, follows the tribulations of a pre-
fect’s son who, having passed the local prefectural exam, goes to the capital Chang’an
to take the jinshi examination. His father gives him a generous stipend to provide for
his expenses while he is away from home, but the hapless young man soon becomes
enamored of a beautiful courtesan named Li Wa and spends all of the money on her.
Once the money runs out, she abandons him and disappears. He is eventually reduced
to the brink of death and wanders the streets as a beggar, having been cast out by his
family. As he roams the streets of Chang’an in his sorry condition, he chances to pass by
Li Wa’s new residence. Shocked at seeing the state into which he has fallen and guilty
about her role in his downfall, she takes him in and nurses him back to health. Once he
has recovered, she oversees his preparation for the jinshi examination, transforming from
a dangerous femme fatale and con artist into a mouthpiece for the values of establishment
education. Even after he has passed the jinshi exam, she insists that he not rest on his
laurels and urges him to continue preparing for an upcoming special palace examination
(Ma and Lau 1996: 169). The young man also passes the special examination and goes on
to an illustrious career. He reconciles with his father, who urges him to take Li Wa as his
official wife in thanks for all she has done for him.

In “Li Wa’s Story,” the young man’s success in the examination is the key to his rein-
tegration into his family and his original, “proper” sociocultural role. Li Wa’s role in his
rehabilitation likewise earns her respectability and the status of an official’s first wife, a
social role from which, as a courtesan, she would normally be barred. The resolution of
“Li Wa's Story” suggests some of the major issues discussed in this chapter. We see the
way in which the examination system moves beyond its function as a method of recruit-
ment to become a means through which sociocultural norms and values are defined,
enforced, and reflected. The examination as an ideal and a practice gradually trans-
formed the value system through which social capital was acquired and understood.
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TEXT AND COMMENTARY
The Early Tradition
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MICHAEL PUETT

A tendency exists to think of the development of a literary tradition in rather simplistic
ways: in the early period authors write texts, and then later authors write commentaries
to those earlier texts in order to explain what the earlier authors wrote. Such a narrative
does not work particularly well for any literary tradition, but for few traditions are we as
amply supplied as we are in the classical Chinese tradition with materials that allow us to
paint a different picture.

TEXT AND CONTEXT IN EARLY CHINESE
LITERARY PRODUCTION

A. K. Ramanujan once wrote: “No Hindu ever reads the Mahabharata for the first
time.” His point was that one grows up in Hindu societies hearing stories from the
Mahabharata, listening to bits of the Mahabharata, and watching scenes of the
Mahabharata being performed. So ubiquitous are these performances that, when turn-
ing to the text, one is always reading something one has already heard or read before.

If one were to make an analogy with early China, it would be not with a single great
text but rather with a repertoire of ever-changing stories, anecdotes, and snippets of
poetry. Literary production in classical China occurred against a background of a con-
stantly circulating body of stories and poems. Stories concerning stock characters would
be told and retold in shifting forms, so that one would endlessly be hearing different ver-
sions of them. One would, to paraphrase Ramanujan, never hear a story concerning Yao
or Shun (both legendary sage emperors) for the first time.
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The key to the use of these stories was to allude to them in particular contexts,
changing some aspect of the stories in order to create a certain response or make a
particular argument. Poems, too, would circulate as lines that would be quoted, refer-
enced, alluded to, and altered from previous uses in order to elicit responses in differ-
ent situations.

The concern with these tellings and retellings was not, therefore, with the intrin-
sic meaning of a story or of a poem in itself. The focus was rather on bringing par-
ticular portions of the stories or particular lines of the poems into new contexts,
quoting them or alluding to them as might seem appropriate. Successful allusions
would then become part of the web of associations of the stories or lines of poetry—
associations that later references and allusions would then build upon and play with
as well.

Early texts in classical China should be understood as in part coming out of these
constant readings and rereadings of earlier materials. Many of the texts were based
upon utilizations and readings of earlier materials, and themselves became part of
this endless process of reading and rereading as well. Indeed, many of the texts that
we now possess were themselves formed to a significant degree by these later read-
ings. Our texts, in other words, were in part commentaries to earlier materials, and
were in turn shaped into what we have come to know as texts by the commentarial
tradition. This complex interplay of text and commentary defines much of the early
literary tradition.

THE ART OF QUOTING AND TELLING

Let’s begin with poetry. The collection that we have since come to know as Shijing FFis
or the Classic of Poetry is a series of poems that came together over a number of cen-
turies. The earliest stratum appears to consist of ritual hymns from the Western Zhou
(ca. 1046-771 BCE) court; later strata include, for example, love poems in which natural
imagery would be used to bring out certain emotional responses comparable to those of
the human figures in the poem.

Quotations of the Classic of Poetry abound in early Chinese texts. Intriguingly, how-
ever, one rarely if ever encounters a full poem. Rather, one encounters particular lines,
taken out of context of the full poem, quoted in often surprising and counterintuitive
ways. When a particularly creative utilization of a set of lines would occur, that utiliza-
tion would be remembered and built upon in later utilizations. Over time, each of these
creative utilizations would become part of the range of associations of a given set of lines.

Putting this in strong terms, the interest was less in finding an inherent meaning in
any particular poem and more in the ways that lines of poems could be quoted and uti-
lized according to the contexts.
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This same process occurred with stories as well. Certain figures—often historical or
putatively historical figures—would be portrayed in various story cycles. In different
situations, different versions of the stories would be told, and the interest of the stories
would come out of the variations, that is, out of the particular ways in which a particular
story would be told. In one version, Bo Yi and Shu Qj, retainers of the last Shang king,
retreated into the mountains and starved to death after the Zhou conquest instead of
supporting the new Zhou ruler. Knowing that they had acted properly, they died with-
out rancor. In another version, they died filled with resentment, cursing Heaven for the
injustices of the world.

Although the main figures are often putatively historical figures, these differing ver-
sions were told not as historical claims, in the sense of a debate about what actually hap-
pened in the past. On the contrary, the interest of the stories would lie precisely in the
variations, in the meanings that could be played upon—whether, in the example above,
we live in a moral or amoral cosmos—as the fragments of stories would be retold and
altered in different situations.

AUTHORS AND COMMENTATORS

Given the nature of this circulation of poetic and story fragments, the focus was not
on associating a poem or story with a particular author and then attempting to expli-
cate the meaning of the work as a whole. The focus was rather on utilizing the various
lines or shifting the story according to context. As we will see, this focus on utiliza-
tion would become one of the key aspects of later interpretative and commentarial
traditions.

And it even became a key aspect of the development of a notion of an author.

Over the course of the fourth and third centuries BCE, a new vision of authorship
began to emerge—one focused on great figures called sages. The view was that, in the
midst of what was perceived to be a period of decline, the sages who in previous times
would have become rulers and brought order to the world were no longer able to gain
political power. Accordingly, they instead had to write texts in order to lay out their
visions for how to order the world.

Mencius, a figure in the fourth century BcE, argued that Confucius had been the most
significant of these sages who wrote in order to bring order to the world:

As the generations declined and the way became obscure, heterodox teachings and
violent practices arose. There were instances of ministers killing their rulers and
sons killing their fathers. Confucius was worried and created the Spring and Autumn
Annals [Chungiu FFK]. The Spring and Autumn Annals is an undertaking for a
Son of Heaven. This is why Confucius said: “Those who understand me will do so
through the Spring and Autumn Annals; those who condemn me will do so through
the Spring and Autumn Annals? (Mengzi zhushu 6.117)
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The Spring and Autumn Annals would at first glance appear to be a dry, chronological
listing of events that occurred in the minor state of Lu from 722 to 481 BCE. But the small
state of Lu is where Confucius lived. And once the text was attributed to Confucius—the
only work that Confucius was said to have written—the dry chronicle had to be inter-
preted to reveal the sage’s intent in composing such a work.

But immediately this created a problem. If this is a great work, written by a great
sage to bring order to the world, then how does one read it as such? And how does one
relate what Confucius wrote to a subsequent world that would appear to be radically
different?

The problem, of course, is related to the one we were discussing before: how to read
and interpret earlier materials into new contexts. Now, however, the concern is with
explicating these materials as the product of a great sage. Here one begins to see the idea
that an author wrote a text that must be read and deciphered as a whole.

Intriguingly, many of the crucial mechanisms for making such an interpretation are
already implicit in the Mencius quotation. One of the keys is to understand the context
within which Confucius would have composed such a work, to understand Confucius’s
intention in composing the work, and to understand how the principles one can find in
the work can and should be applied to other contexts.

Later commentarial traditions to the Spring and Autumn Annals were attempts to do
precisely these things. One of the more influential of these was the Gongyang /2= com-
mentary, which read the Spring and Autumn Annals as an attempt to lay out timeless
principles of proper governance. Another, the Zuozhuan /=% (Zuo Tradition), involved
arranging other stories related to the state of Lu in order to provide further context to
Confucius’s pithy statements in the Spring and Autumn Annals.

The result of this process is that, over the course of the fourth to second centuries BCE,
a dry, pithy chronicle from the state of Lu came to be read as a great work of sagely com-
plexity. Instead of a process of texts being written as texts, to which commentaries would
later be affixed, we are instead seeing a process by which early self-defined commentar-
ies defined the texts they were commenting upon.

Similar processes can be seen with the Classic of Poetry. Over the course of the
Warring States (481-221 BCE) and early Han (206 BCE-220 CE), Confucius came to be
seen as the figure who had assembled the Classic of Poetry by selecting exemplary poems
and organizing them into a collection. And commentaries started being written to expli-
cate the meanings of the poems selected by Confucius.

These commentarial traditions developed out of the earlier layers of associations
that the lines of the poems had developed. For example, the Mao commentary from
the Western Han (206 BCE-8 CE)—involving a reading of what would appear to be love
poems in the “Guo feng” [/ (“Airs of the States”) section as allegories of political rela-
tionships—developed out of a tradition of placing lines of the poems into new contexts
and reading them accordingly. Now, however, the rereadings were being undertaken in
the form of a commentary to a work that was in turn reread as a unified collection of
poems put together by the sage Confucius.
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SAGELY TEXTS IN THE LATE WARRING
STATES AND EARLY HAN

Such a vision of a sage as an author or compiler of texts was to continue thereafter as a
major force in textual production. Many figures would try to emulate Confucius in the
role of either a great sagely author or compiler, while many others would try to stop the
progressive growth of claims of sagacity.

As we have noted, Mencius claimed Confucius to have been a sage. And the disciples
of Mencius would later claim that Mencius too was a sage, and that his ideas as well
needed to be collected into a text.

Successive texts were written about, and eventually by, people who were claimed—or
claimed themselves—to be sages. The result was the development of a form of competi-
tive sageliness, in which texts would be written to be longer and more comprehensive—
more sagely—than their predecessors.

The high point of this process occurred in the early imperial period (late third and
second centuries BCE). The beginning of the imperial period witnessed claims by rulers
to be creating states greater than any of their predecessors, and the same was the case
with textual production. A clear example can be seen in the Huainanzi {ft -, a work
of the second century BCE, the postface of which explicitly argues that the text is greater
than and supersedes all previous texts. And Sima Qian’s 7] f57& (ca. 145-ca. 86 BCE)
postface to his Shiji 525 (Records of the Historian) appears implicitly to claim the work
to be greater than the Spring and Autumn Annals of Confucius.

Commentary appears in this tradition as well, but often within the form of a com-
petitive sageliness. For example, one of the chapters of the Huainanzi opens by quoting
the lines of an earlier text, the Zhuangzi {7, about the absurdity of trying to provide
a cosmogonic account of the universe. The Huainanzi, after quoting these lines, then
provides a line-by-line commentary to them. And the commentary involves a lengthy
cosmogonic account of the universe. The positioning, in other words, is not one of plac-
ing oneselfin a subservient role to an earlier text that one is claiming simply to explicate.
The goal is rather an extreme variant of the work of reading that we were mentioning
above: the earlier passage is not only being read, used, and interpreted in a new context;
it is, to use a strong wording, being misread to demonstrate the superiority of the latter
text to the text it is ostensibly commenting upon.

UNDERSTANDING THE SAGES

This strong form of sagely competitiveness, and the strong forms of reading—and inten-
tional misreading—that played out within such a textual production, reached its height
in the mid-Western Han dynasty. By the end of the Western Han, however, a reaction
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against such claims to sagacity and such attempts to write grandiose works developed,
along with a concurrent reaction against the forms of imperial statecraft that had domi-
nated the earlier Western Han.

This shift had two major implications. To begin with, we see a self-conscious attempt
to bring an end to the great age of the sagely texts. At the end of the Western Han these
texts (Mengzi, Laozi, Zhuangzi, Huainanzi) were classified under the rubric of Masters
Texts (Denecke 2011) —a classification that both defined the category under which such
texts were to be understood and, at least for some, marked the closing of the category
as well.

Also by the end of the Western Han one sees another, and directly related, develop-
ment; the texts associated with Confucius became defined as the Five Classics: the Spring
and Autumn Annals, the Classic of Poetry, the Classic of Documents (Shangshu [H=5),
the Records of Rituals (Liji i5a0), and the Classic of Changes (Yijing 7#5). The Spring
and Autumn Annals, as we have seen, was the one text that Confucius was seen as having
written, while the other four he was seen as having edited.

With this definition of the works of Confucius came a concurrent attempt to define
Confucius as the greatest sage—greater, in other words, than the masters that had come
after. Claims, whether implicit or explicit, to supersede Confucius came increasingly to
be seen as hubristic. For many, the goal should rather be to understand the teachings of
the greatest sage, and the discussion of such texts would then be positioned as one of
subservience—simply trying to explicate the meanings of the great works of the past.

The kind of commentarial work needed to explicate these texts associated with
Confucius became a significant source of textual production over the ensuing two cen-
turies of the Eastern Han (25-220). Throughout these commentaries, the sense was
that Confucius was a great sage and that he had written or edited the works in question
in order to pass on deeper meaning. The goal of the commentaries was to lay out that
deeper meaning.

A telling example of how strong this sense of subordinating oneself to earlier sages
became can be seen by looking at a major exception: Wang Chong 7T (27-after 100 CE).
Wang Chong very much opposed the growing cultural prohibition against claims to
sagacity. Wang Chong argued on the contrary that sages were still rising, and that they
were continuing to write sagely texts. It is quite clear, indeed, that Wang Chong saw him-
self as such a sage, writing a great text, the Lun heng (Balanced Discourses) to rectify the
errors of the day. But his arguments fell on deaf ears: claims to sagacity in this sense no
longer held the cultural resonance they once did.

As the writing of commentaries on the contrary became an increasingly strong intel-
lectual focus, the materials from the past were seen as texts that were written or orga-
nized by sages, and one of the key goals was thus to place oneself in a subsidiary position
vis-a-vis these earlier texts and simply to help explicate the words of the great sages. But
then, of course, the question became how to define the texts to be commented upon and
what strategies should be employed to interpret them. The problems were particularly
acute for the Five Classics, which were being used in part for governing an empire—
hardly problems the texts would appear overtly to be speaking to.



118 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE-900 CE)

One method of interpretation that developed was to claim that esoteric teachings had
been handed down in the tradition that would explain the larger meanings behind the
classics. According to one body of such material, called the apocryphal (chenwei ki)
texts, the classics organized by Confucius provided an exoteric teaching, while the chen-
wei texts claimed to be in possession of an esoteric teaching. The claim here was that
Confucius was a profound figure who wrote or edited complex works that needed to be
explicated through highly sophisticated hermeneutics.

INTERPRETING WITHOUT SAGES

But even the claim that a sophisticated hermeneutics was required to unlock the pro-
found thoughts of a mysterious sage from the past was hotly debated. Indeed, an entire
strain of Eastern Han commentarial writings developed that attempted to avoid an
overly complex hermeneutics, as this would potentially put too much power in the
hands of the interpreter.

One telling alternative approach was attempted by Zheng Xuan ¥f % (127-200),
one of the leading commentators of the Eastern Han period. Zheng Xuan based his
commentarial practice not on discovering the esoteric meanings hidden in a text by
a sage but rather on reconstructing a past moment. For Zheng Xuan, the Western
Zhou was the period in which rituals were done properly. Confucius, for Zheng
Xuan, was a great sage, but he was also a sage who lived after the age of greatness.
Confucius’s goal, according to Zheng Xuan, was to preserve as much as possible
the Western Zhou. As such, the five classics edited and (in the one case) written by
Confucius were particularly important. But they do not offer a complete picture of
the Western Zhou. Any other text that might be useful for filling in details could
therefore be used.

Guiding Zheng Xuan’s hermeneutics, then, was a claim that the Western Zhou was a
unified system, and that texts after the decline contained clues of what that system had
been. The goal of the commentator was thus to work through the textual corpus to find
remnants of the Zhou system. If these remnants could be put together successfully, then
the result would be a reconstruction of the Western Zhou. In other words, Zheng Xuan
was concerned not with uncovering the intentions of a sage but in reconstructing an
era, and his commentarial work consisted not in developing a complex hermeneutic to
interpret the earlier texts but rather in simply putting together the fragments of material
we possess, with minimal analysis.

An even more extreme example can be seen in the Taiping jing A V-4 (The Scripture
of Great Peace). Although a composite text, the portion of the text that will concern us
here probably dates to the Eastern Han. The portion consists of a dialogue between a
Celestial Master and his disciples. The Celestial Master, sent by Heaven, explains that all
of the previous sages of human history were in fact also sent by Heaven. The teachings



EARLY TEXT AND COMMENTARY 119

they were offering, therefore, were Heaven-sent and correct. But they were misunder-
stood and misapplied by humans, and over time these misunderstandings had accu-
mulated. This accumulation of mistakes has now reached the point that the entire world
is in danger of collapse. The solution offered by the Celestial Master is not to send yet
another sage to offer yet more revealed teachings, as this would simply lead to the same
problem again. On the contrary, the Celestial Master calls on his disciples to simply take
every piece of writing from the past and put it all together. Since each would contain
remnants of the same revelation, the resulting document, once properly collated, would
contain one single sagely statement:

If the sages of higher antiquity missed something, the sages of middle antiquity may
have obtained it. If the sages of middle antiquity missed something, the sages of lower
antiquity may have obtained it. If the sages of lower antiquity missed something, the
sages of higher antiquity may have obtained it. If one arranges these by category so
they thereby supplement each other, then together they will form one good sagely
statement. (Wang 1992:132.352)

Completely gone, therefore, is any claim that one is confronting a text written by a
great human sage, or that any kind of complex hermeneutic would be needed to tease
out the complex meanings of the earlier text. On the contrary, the texts contain rem-
nants of one single (repeatedly given) revelation, and the goal is simply to put the rem-
nants together, with no interpretation.

Or a final variation can be seen in the Xianger £ #§ commentary to the Laozi 1.
The Xianger commentary was probably written during the second century of the com-
mon era. The text was either composed in or at least later appropriated by the Celestial
Masters, a millenarian movement that emerged in the second half of the Eastern Han.

According to the Xianger commentary, the Laozi was not written by a human sage at
all. It was rather written by a deity named Laozi. Laozi, in fact, was the Way itself. But the
Way would periodically take human form to offer revelations. And the text of the Laozi
was one of these revelations.

The Xianger commentary was written to explicate the proper way to read the revela-
tion. One of the key mistakes, according to the Xianger commentary, is that people have
mistakenly read the text as having been written by a human sage, and as having been
written in a complex form that required a sophisticated hermeneutic to understand. On
the contrary, the Xianger argues, the Laozi is in fact offering a very clear set of guidelines
written in very straightforward prose, and the commentary presents itself as simply lay-
ing out the obvious meaning of this revelation. The human author is denied altogether,
as is any kind of complex interpretation or hermeneutic.

For all of their differences, all these approaches involved attempts to relegate wisdom
to the past (instead of seeing sages as continuing to appear), to subordinate oneself to
such a past, and to at least claim that one is not interpreting the past in a complex way
that might entail too much power on the part of the interpreter.
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THE HERMENEUTICS OF THE
MYSTERIOUS LEARNING

If one of the dominant pushes of the Eastern Han commentarial tradition consisted in
trying to claim the commentator to be subordinate to the text under consideration, a
dramatic shift occurred with the development of xuanxue X% (“mysterious learning”
or “arcane learning”), a new commentarial practice that emerged in the third century.

This shift was related to a larger shift in the culture of the time. We often think of the
Han dynasty as a great empire, and the fall of the Han as a shift into a period of disunity.
But this was not the view at the time. The ensuing Wei dynasty (220-265) was a powerful
empire that dominated the north China plain. There was every expectation in the Wei
court thatit could be every bit as great an empire as the Han. The fact that we know, from
historical hindsight, that the Wei would not be as large or as long-lasting an empire as
the Han should not lead us to misinterpret the sensibility at the time.

Such optimism was evident in the reading practices at the time as well. Although some
figures certainly continued to take a subordinate position to the earlier textual corpus,
presenting themselves as simply attempting to understand the texts of earlier sages, one
sees during the Wei dynasty a resurgence of strong claims of sagehood. Whereas for
much of the previous century there had been a powerful stricture against proclaiming
oneself to be a sage, such claims become more and more frequent in the early Wei.

But the vision of sagehood that flourished at this time was not one of a sage writ-
ing mysterious texts that would have to be decoded by later figures. On the contrary,
sages came to be defined as figures who were able to respond to situations perfectly. True
sagacity was something that could not be communicated through writing. The model
was thus not of a Confucius, for example, writing the Spring and Autumn Annals but
rather of the Confucius one sees in the Analects—a great sage responding perfectly to
his disciples, quoting lines of the Poetry to affect the mood of those around him. A world
of sages would be one that replicated such interactions—a world that, in a sense, repli-
cated what existed before the period when sages had to resort to writing texts. If Wang
Chong was looking back nostalgically to an age when sages would write great texts, the
“mysterious learning” scholars were looking back to an age when one could, in particu-
lar situations, respond perfectly, without the need for writing at all.

One text devoted in part to providing anecdotes concerning such figures was the fifth-
century compilation Shishuo xinyu THETHTEE (A New Account of Tales of the World). The
story told there about Wang Bi F-45 (226-249) —one of the most influential commenta-
tors of the era—is revealing of the norms of the time. In the anecdote, a certain Pei Fui ZEf#{
asks Wang Bi about Confucius and Laozi:

Generally speaking, nothingness (wu ffif) is actually that which forms the basis of the
ten thousand things. As such, the sage [Confucius] was unwilling to speak about it,
yet Laozi elaborated on it without end. Why is this?
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To which Wang Bi purportedly responded:

The sage embodied nothingness. Nothingness furthermore cannot be explicated.
Thus, words necessarily reach to something (you). Laozi and Zhuangzi did not
refrain from something; their constant explication is where they were insufficient.

(Liu1982: 4.199)

Sagehood, in essence, is embodiment.

But then what about texts? And what about commentaries?

Let us return to Wang Bi as an example. Nothingness is understood as that from which
things emerge. Sages, by embodying nothingness, equally generate an order around
themselves. Since any sage understands these processes, it is possible to see through
whatever is written in order to understand the sagely meaning behind it.

Accordingly, gone is any claim that the commentator must be subservient to an ear-
lier, greater text, and gone is any claim that the commentator needs to accept the group-
ing of texts organized by earlier figures. Instead of, for example, reading the Five Classics
to understand the teachings of the great sage Confucius, one can, if one is a sage, orga-
nize the earlier textual tradition as would be, from the current sagely perspective, philo-
sophically proper. With Wang Bi, for example, this entailed a concern with the Analects
of Confucius, the Laozi, and the Classic of Changes. Each of these for Wang Bi revealed
the workings of nothingness as embodied by Confucius. And the work of the commen-
tator was essentially to lay out these sagely teachings to non-sages. But Wang Bi was not
presenting himself as a lesser figure trying to understand earlier texts written by greater
figures. On the contrary, Wang Bi becomes, in a sense, like Confucius himself—a great
sage organizing materials from the past for non-sages.

CONCLUSION

We often assume that the development of literary traditions begins with a “classical”
period in which authors write texts. The greatest of these texts then form the corpus on
which later commentators work. The goal of the commentators is to explicate the com-
plex meanings of the earlier texts.

But the early Chinese material points to a different trajectory. Early literary produc-
tion in China should be understood in terms of an endless process of accretion, in which
poetic lines were constantly being utilized in new and surprising ways and in which sto-
ries were constantly being altered and varied according to context. Although we are only
getting a tiny portion of this process, even the tiny portion we can see demonstrates it
clearly. The development of the tradition thus puts an incredible weight on utilization
and active interpretation. Out of this active interpretation develops the notion of sages,
who are able to utilize and alter to even greater degrees, and out of this in turn develops
a complex debate about who is a sage, how one should interpret works by sages, and
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whether one should be actively and overtly interpreting such works into new contexts or
on the contrary claiming to simply subordinate oneself to these higher teachings.

In short, the texts of the classical period emerged together with the commentaries
to them, and literary production in the early period developed in part out of contested
visions of how to define text and commentary, author and interpreter. Looking in depth
at how comparable processes played out in other manuscript traditions in Eurasia over
the same time period would well repay the effort.
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CHAPTER 9

......................................................................................................

TEXT AND COMMENTARY IN
THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD

......................................................................................................

YU-YU CHENG

CaNoN formation in the Chinese tradition during this period involves the following
developments: first, the appellation of jing ¥ (classic), as with Shijing &% (Classic of
Poetry) and Li sao jing BEBEAS (Classic of Encountering Sorrow); second, the formation
of exegetical traditions—Shijing, for example, spawns the Mao Tradition, the Zheng Xuan
B3 (127-200) commentary, and the Kong Yingda fL#H)Z (574-648) subcommentary;
third, inclusion in anthologies such as the sixth-century Wen xuan 3% (Selections
of Refined Literature); fourth, the generation of criticism and evaluation (e.g., Zhong
Rong’s #IE¢ [d. 518] Shipin &t [Gradations of Poets)). This chapter will focus on sev-
eral works of commentary from the Eastern Han {1 (25-220) to the Tang [ (618-907),
including Wang Yi's Fi# (fl. 130-140) Chuci zhangju FE&¥E ] (Chapter and Verse
Commentary to the Verses of Chu), Yan Yanzhi’s EAZEZ (384-456) and Shen Yue's {44
(441-513) commentaries on Ruan Ji's [JtEE (210-263) “Yong huai shi” #k[#5f (“Poems
Singing My Cares”), Liu Jun's 2l (better known as Liu Xiaobiao ZIZEH5, 462-521)
commentary on Shishuo xinyu THEIHRE (A New Account of Tales of the World),
Li Daoyuan’s Bl3E 7C (d. 527) Shuijing zhu 7KEERE (Commentary on the Classic of Rivers),
and Li Shan’s 23 (d. 689) commentary on the Wen xuan. My goal is to demonstrate the
influence of these commentaries on structures of knowledge, cultural history, and liter-
ary history.

In the aftermath of the book burning during the reign of the First Emperor of the
Qin FUAEL (r. 246-210 BCE), two Han monarchs, Emperor Wu 7 (1. 141-87 BCE)
and Emperor Cheng fil{7{7 (r. 33-7 BCE), undertook comprehensive attempts to seek out
lost texts, to collate and edit extant texts, and to compile bibliographies. The court put
whole-hearted effort into the establishment of an imperial library, with Liu Xiang £/
(79-8 BCE) and his son Liu Xin 2#X (d. 23 cE) playing a crucial role in editing and
collating texts (see Han shu 30.1701; discussed in Richter 2013: 2—7). We should note
that “editing and collating” in this context refers not only to the collection and preser-
vation of texts; what is at stake is a more fundamental process of selecting, stabilizing,
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and finalizing texts from a bewildering profusion of source materials. This procedure
involves more than the delineation of word order or meanings; it is endemic to the “fix-
ing” of these texts as “canon” (see also Chapter 11).

For this process of canon formation, commentary is of even greater import than col-
lating and editing. Take the example of Shijing, the earliest anthology of poetry in the
Chinese tradition. The extant Shijing contains 305 poems; in addition we have six titles
for which we have no text. The creation of these poems might have spanned about five
centuries, from the Western Zhou (ca. 11th century BCE) to the mid-Spring and Autumn
Period (ca. 6th century BCE). But it is only by the late Warring States (481-221 BCE) or the
Han period that “the poems” or “the three hundred poems” came to be honored as the
Classic of Poetry. The earlier uses of these and other poems (the so-called “lost poems”
or “uncollected poems” [yishi #7F/#k7+]) for the purposes of eulogy, negotiation,
remonstrance, and persuasion on diplomatic occasions are well attested in Zuozhuan
FE1# (Zuo Tradition, ca. 4th century BCE), but in most cases, the speaker “cut the sec-
tion and took the meaning” (duanzhang quyi = H{F), that is, quoted only a few lines
from a poem to suit the speaker’s intent and the context. The issue at this stage is thus
the functions of the poems rather than their explanation or exegesis. The Han dynasty
saw the emergence of four exegetical traditions: the Qi 75§ (Yuangu Sheng ¥z [#4), Lu
£ (Shen Peigong H155%72), Han ¥ (Han Ying ##%2), and Mao & (Mao Heng & Fand
Mao Chang ) traditions (the scholars associated with the beginnings of these tradi-
tions were active circa third to second century BCE). By the Eastern Han, Zheng Xuan’s
exclusive attention to the Mao tradition raised it to new prominence. The Tang scholar
Kong Yingda and his team compiled Maoshi zhengyi i+ 125 (The Correct Significance
of the Mao Poems) based on the Mao tradition and the Zheng Xuan commentary, which
turther consolidated the preeminent status of the Mao-Zheng tradition. This henceforth
became the only prominent tradition of Shijing exegesis, and the other three exegetical
traditions (Qi, Lu, and Wei) as well as their versions of Shijing all went into decline and
oblivion.

The Mao preface to “Guanju” FBff (“Fish Hawks”), the first poem in Shijing, came
to be known as the “Great Preface” (“Daxu” KJ¥), as distinct from the much shorter
prefaces for the other poems. Its definition of shi as “where the intent goes: what is in
the heart is intent; once manifested as words it becomes poetry” emphasizes the affec-
tive-expressive dimension of poetry. The “Great Preface” then proceeds to explain how
poetry can serve the purposes of suasion, remonstrance, and instruction. Not only is
poetry the manifestation of intent, it also directs such articulation in the interest of
sociopolitical order and the moral transformation of the people. The canonization of
Shijing as transmitted in the Mao tradition thus establishes “articulation of intent” (yan-
zhi 5 &) and “instruction through poetry” (shijiao #f#X) as fundamental precepts in
the later literary tradition.

Commentaries on Shijing, besides elucidating meanings of words and phrases, often
appeal to the principle of “comparison and affective image” (bi xing LLBi) to explain the
relationship between things and people or events in the poems. Sometimes a historical
context is averred as the source of meaning; sometimes the associations of an “affective



MEDIEVAL TEXT AND COMMENTARY 125

image” point to emotive valence or probable intent. There is a clear departure from the
original context of shi performance with its elements of song, dance, lyric, and music.
Instead, the emphasis of exegesis shifts to the meanings and implications of words—for
example, beautiful peach blossoms are taken to refer to brides, the harmonious cries
of fish hawks are interpreted as symbolizing the ruler’s relationship with his consorts,
herds of grazing deer on the plain are thought to invoke the joyous feast of ruler and
subjects, and so forth. Not only do such metaphorical associations become the basis of
later exegetical traditions on the classics, but they also establish a structure of knowl-
edge underlying the reading and writing of the Chinese language. The exegesis of
Chuci &t (Verses of Chu) also belongs to this interpretative system built on “compari-
son and affective image.”

The text of Chuci in sixteen scrolls was compiled by Liu Xiang. Liu Xiang selected
works attributed to Qu Yuan Jf i (ca. 340-278 BCE) and Qu Yuan's supposed dis-
ciple Song Yu /K 7k, adding to them Han imitations of such Chuci-style works (saoti
EXHE, the “sao meter”), including his own “Nine Sighs” (“Jiutan” JL¥R). Later, during
the reign of Emperor Shun of the Han JIE77 (r. 126-144), Wang Yi added his “Nine
Ruminations” (“Jiusi” /L&), creating a version of Chuci in seventeen scrolls, and also
wrote a “chapter and verse commentary” to it. In exalting Qu Yuan, Wang Yi departs
from Ban Gu’s FIE[&] (32-92) disparaging account of the poet. According to Ban Gu,
Qu Yuan flaunted his talent and was overly self-righteous; that was why he drowned
himself in frustration and despair. Furthermore, recurrent references to a fantastic
landscape (e.g., Mount Kunlun) or legendary figures such as the unattainable goddess
Fufei 248 flout the decorum proper to canonical classics (Yan 1987: 25.611). For Ban
Gu, Qu Yuan’s corpus belongs to the tradition of flowery “rhapsodies” (cifu &) and
cannot be placed on a par with Shijing. Wang Yi, however, rejected this judgment: not
only did he commend Qu Yuan’s uncompromising integrity in embracing death to
realize his moral vision, but he also honored “Li sao” Bff# (“Encountering Sorrow”)
as a “classic” (Li sao jing, see above). Further, in “Li sao jing xu” BEEEFE ST (“Preface to
the Classic of Encountering Sorrow”) and “Chuci zhangju xu” JE&F & 4] 7 (“Preface
to Verse and Chapter Commentary to the Verses of Chu”), he repeatedly claims that
Qu Yuan, in creating “Li sao”, “follows the principles of the Shijing poets,” “adheres
to the idea of evoking affective associations in Shijing,” and “establishes significance
by referring to the Five Classics.” Thus Wang Yi’s exegetical method is two-pronged:
first, he expertly identifies the correspondences between “Li sao” and canonical
texts such as Shijing, Yijing %S (Classic of Changes), and Shangshu 25 (Classic
of Documents) in order to affirm the genealogical roots of Qu Yuan’s corpus in the
classics; second, he classifies the images in “Li sa0” and pursues analogies between
the attributes of things and human qualities. For example, “noble birds and fragrant
plants are matched with men of loyalty and integrity; evil winged creatures and foul
things are compared to slanderers and flatterers; the Distant Spirit and the beauty are
linked to the ruler; Fufei and the fair lady are metaphors for worthy ministers; horned
dragons and phoenixes refer to noble men; drifting wind and rainbow denote petty
men” (Wang Yi1967: 21).
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Wang Yi’s exegesis follows the mode of “comparison and affective image” in Shijing to
describe the author’s intent and emotions. At the same time, it delineates allusions and
phrases used in “Li sa0” in order to establish the system of knowledge formed through
linguistic filiation to the Five Classics. In thus combining speculation about authorial
intent with an exegesis based on a particular system of knowledge, Chuci zhangju was
a milestone in the Chinese exegetical tradition. Subsequent commentaries do not devi-
ate from these two directions; it is largely a matter of changing emphasis and shifting
balance.

A representative example of elaborating authorial intent is the commentaries on Ruan
Ji’s “Yong huai” poems by the fifth-century poets Yan Yanzhi and Shen Yue, incorporated
into Li Shan’s commentary on the Wen xuan. Ruan Jilived during the waning years of the
Cao-Wei dynasty (220-265), when the powerful minister Sima Zhao A]fHH (211-265,
the father of the first Western Jin £ [265-316] emperor) was maneuvering to replace
Cao-Wei rule and to extend sovereignty over the rest of China. Ruan Ji's poems contain
“laments of anxieties over the perils of existence” (yousheng zhi jie 2.2 %), but it
is believed that political dangers necessitated caution and reticence. At the end of the
first poem of the series, beginning with the line, “Sleepless in the middle of the night”
& HIANHERE, is a comment commonly believed to have been made by Yan Yanzhi:

Ruan Ji served the dynasty during a time of chaos and was constantly fearful of incur-
ring slander and encountering disaster. This inspired his poems, hence the frequent
laments of anxieties over the perils of existence. Although his intent is to criticize
abuses, his writings are often indirect and reticent. After a hundred generations it
is difficult to ascertain the truth. That is why I only broadly illuminate his general
meanings and concisely indicate the hidden import. (Wen xuan 23.1067)

In other words, the composition and interpretation of these poems leave much room
for conjectures that are difficult to prove or disprove. Unfortunately, very little is pre-
served of Yan Yanzhi’s commentary. Of Shen Yue’s commentary more remains. Shen
does not at all shy away from the anxieties and sorrows that are supposedly implicit in
Ruan Ji’'s poems, speaking as if he were Ruan Ji’s “soulmate.” More particularly, Shen Yue
zeroes in on Ruan Ji’s laments on what befalls him “infinitely/inexplicably” (wuduan
JRELt) and on “losing the Way” (shidao 2K3H). In commenting on the couplet “Spring
and autumn alternate without cease,/how can one keep wealth and a noble position
indefinitely?” (BRIEAFE[FZ], EEBISHIR), Shen writes: “Spring and autumn fol-
low each other, just as infinitely and inexplicably as a circle. . . How much more so for
riches and poverty, exaltation and debasement to alternate and come upon one” (Wen
xuan 23.1070). He believes that this delineates Ruan Ji’s mental state of anxiety and dis-
quiet, his feeling that he can depend on nothing and that sudden, unpredictable calami-
ties may befall him. The mental state described is in turn explained by the loss of the
Way. In regard to Ruans lines “Petty men calculate merits,/noble men adhere to constant
principles as their Way./Why would I regret ending in wearied distress?/Intoning these

words, I compose this poem” /NAGHHI), BrEHE, SIERIENE, ks EHHE,
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Shen writes: “For it is because noble men have lost the Way that wearied distress comes
of a mental condition that should have had no place. Petty men calculate their merits
and achieve success, while noble men adhere to constant principles as their way and
are blocked. That is what leads to [the poet’s] wearied distress” (Wen xuan 23.1073). This
comment paints a picture of the reversal of values and the confusion of judgment in the
chaotic age Ruan Ji is perceived to have lived in.

This interpretative mode of empathy and imagined communion with the poet is not,
however, the dominant mode of commentaries in early medieval times. An overview of
Chinese cultural and literary history indicates that the period from Han to Tang was one
in which the copying, transmission, collecting, and bibliographic organization of books
flourished. Varieties of comprehensive collections (zongji #2££), individual collections
(bieji HII5E), and encyclopedias (leishu £iZF) were produced in great numbers, which
means that commentators had more opportunities than the original authors to compare
and supplement sources (see Chapters 10, 15, 19, and 20). Commentaries developed in
the directions of ever finer and more multifarious citations, and thus turned into a locus
for collecting and transmitting knowledge.

A prominent example is Liu Xiaobiao’s commentary on Shishuo xinyu, completed ca.
507-508 (see Yu 1989: 233). Shishuo xinyu was compiled by Liu Yiqing 2755 (403-444),
a prince of the Song dynasty (420-479, also known as Liu-Song), and his coterie. It
records the words and actions of about 650 notable persons spanning the period from
the Eastern Han (25-220) to Jin (265-420) and Song, and comprises thirty-six catego-
ries and 1,134 entries. Reflecting contemporary interest in appraising character, Shishuo
xinyu is famous for capturing the essence and spirit of a person through limpid, concise,
and witty prose. It is recognized as one of the first works “recording human characters”
(zhiren 5 N), a category defined in conscious distinction from writings “recording the
strange/supernatural” (zhiguai &'8). When Liu Xiaobiao wrote his commentary on
Shishuo xinyu, not only was he sorting out the bibliography for the book collection of the
Liang court, but he was also compiling Leiyuan $541i (The Garden of Classified Extracts)
in 120 scrolls by organizing categories of things and events copied from those books (for
the compilation date of Leiyuan, see Xiao 1992: 55; see also Chapter 10). His ready access
to these materials naturally influenced his way of compiling his commentary.

Liu cites over 400 texts in his commentary. Besides explaining the context and
background for the entries, he also supplies additional biographical sources and cor-
rects errors. Furthermore, he never loses sight of the fundamental premise of Shishuo
as a kind of sketchbook of characters, whose forte is the brief but memorable depic-
tion of a person’s spirit and essence. For example, according to the chapter “Speech
and Conversation” (“Yanyu” 5 afi), Master Gaozuo =168 A\, a monk from Central
Asia, did not speak Chinese but secured the high regard of Prime Minister Wang Dao &
(276-339). Liu Xiaobiao in his commentary cites the “Biography of Gaozuo” (“Gaozuo
biezhuan” /& E7I|{#) and explains that Gaozuo conducted himself most properly
despite not knowing Chinese. His gestures and deportment showed such ease and
equanimity that those engaging in discussion with him could often “apprehend by
spiritual communion and obtain his meaning before the words” without relying on
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translation (Liu 1976: 2.78-79). In another example, although the minister Xie An EiEeq
(320-385) knew that the commander Huan Wen #8ifi (312-373) was plotting to kill
him at a banquet, he still calmly attended the banquet and further showed his ease by
chanting Xi Kang’s i (or Ji Kang, ca. 223-ca. 262) poems in the style of Luoyang
scholars (“Luosheng yong” #&“E7k). Liu Xiaobiao in his commentary cites a now lost
fifth-century text, Wenzhang zhi SC& & (Account of Literary Writings), which fills in the
dialogue between Xie An and Huan Wen. The source also explains the “Luoyang” chant-
ing style: the tone was somewhat thick and slurred, and none could compare to Xie An
in this style of intonation because of his nasal accent. Xie An’s inimitable chanting viv-
idly captures his unperturbed demeanor. As a result of Xie’s ability to keep calm, Huan
Wen’s conspiracy did not come to pass (Liu 1976: 6.282-283).

This type of commentary, based on details cited from a wide range of sources, is even
more prominent in Li Shan’s commentary on the literary anthology Wen xuan compiled
by the Crown Prince Xiao Tong it (501-531) (see Chapter 19). Wen xuan is the earliest
extant multigenre anthology in the Chinese tradition. It has even been regarded by some
scholars as a “literary encyclopedia,” inasmuch as it classifies literary writings in as many
as thirty-eight genres (Fang 1971). Phonetic annotations on the Wen xuan appeared as
early as the Sui dynasty (581-618), but Li Shan compiled the most important and influ-
ential commentary on the Wen xuan during the reign of Emperor Gaozong of the Tang
5157 (1. 649—683). Li Shan's commentary edition, in sixty scrolls, does not stop at elu-
cidating the pronunciation and meanings of words. Citing over 1,600 sources, Li Shan
develops the citation mode of exegesis to its fullest extent. All his explanations are based
on source texts, including early lexicographic works such as the Erya B4 and Shuowen
jiezi R f#Y (see Chapter 1). He cites commentaries on classics such as the Mao exe-
getical tradition of Shijing and Wang Yi's commentary on Chuci. For linguistic usage in
the works in the Wen xuan, Li Shan tries his best to find antecedents and verbal rever-
berations to show how linguistic genealogies and developments shape the construction
of lines or the turns of phrases. Around the same time, several years before the comple-
tion of the Wen xuan commentary, Wujing zhengyi TS IEFE (The Correct Significance
of the Five Classics), compiled by Kong Yingda and the team of courtiers led by him,
was officially promulgated (653). Wujing zhengyi set out to standardize classical scholar-
ship and became the official “textbook” for the category of “understanding the Classics”
(mingjing BH#E) in the civil service examination. Considering this development, we may
surmise that Li Shan’s commentary on the Wen xuan amounted to an aid to the under-
standing and composition of various poetic and prose genres, and as such served as the
best learning tool for preparing for the civil service examination (see Chapter 7).

As noted above, the commentator may describe authorial intent and emotions or
elucidate words, phrases, and lines by citing earlier texts. In a few cases, the author
himself steps forth to explain his method in a commentary, sometimes using his per-
sonal experience to offer an interpretation of his own work. We will first consider Yan
Zhitui’s BH.Z # (531-ca. 591) commentary on his own “Guan wo sheng fu” EiFA4: K
(“Rhapsody on Contemplating My Life”). Yan Zhitui served Emperor Yuan of the Liang
ZLIT (1. 552-555) as an official. After the fall of Emperor Yuan's capital Jiangling (in
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modern Hubei), he served the Northern Qi 75 (550-577) and lived through violent
dynastic transitions as the Northern Zhou /i (557-581) destroyed the Northern Qi and
later as Sui overthrew the Northern Zhou. “Guan wo sheng fu” and Yu Xin's JBIfE (513-581)
“Ai Jiangnan fu” W{L K (“The Lament for the South”) were composed around the
same time. Both works were created by southern members of the elite detained in north-
ern courts as they looked back nostalgically to their past and their lost homeland. Unlike
the dense and difficult “Ai Jiangnan fu” with its overwhelming number of allusions,
“Guan wo sheng fu” is less complex. Yan Zhitui’s self-commentary does not draw upon
textual sources to explain allusions or specific lines; instead, it offers an account of the
dynastic transition as “explanative historical context” (benshi A~5%), presenting for the
reader historical changes in the south. Yan Zhitui writes in the rhapsody: “In my one
life T have gone through three transformations,/tasting to the full barbs and bitterness”
T4 =1k, 4575 1M 223F; but the tone of his self-commentary is quite calm. In
the commentary, he no longer uses the first-person accusatory tone of the rhapsody
itself, and instead sounds more like a dispassionate observer who is resigned to his fate
and “does not dare to blame heaven” NEZRK (for a summary of the various interpre-
tations of this rhapsody, including the views of scholars such as Qian Zhongshu #55# &
and Tian Xiaofei FHEEIE, see Qi 2012: 625-656).

From an earlier period, we have Xie Lingyun’s A EEIE (385-433) own commentary
on his “Shanju fu” [ LIfFHK (“Rhapsody on Dwelling in the Mountains”). Xie was a scion
of the prominent aristocratic clan of the Eastern Jin (317-420). “Shanju fu” describes
the Xie clan’s home estate in Shining #A% (in modern Zhejiang). Using as its model
grand Han poetic expositions that delineate space by encompassing the center and the
four directions, Xie details his construction of the Shining estate and his purviews and
experience in that place. Perhaps this piece vindicates the Xie clan’s pride in heredi-
tary entitlement and its proprietary desire to own and exercise power over mountains
and rivers. However, Xie Lingyun’s self-commentary does not demonstrate the con-
ceit of possession, nor is it geared to a system of knowledge explaining words or things.
Instead, it uses his personal perception and experience to construct geographical aware-
ness and spatial writing. The relationship between place and things is revealed through
the human agent’s acts of climbing, surveying, passing through, seeing, plucking flow-
ers, and cutting down trees (see Cheng 2007: 193-219). Xie Lingyun’s self-commentary
is obviously different from the usual citations or analogical reasoning in exegetical writ-
ing. This mode of experiencing landscape through personal journey also informs Li
Daoyuan’s commentary on Shuijing /KA (Classic of Rivers).

When Li Daoyuan wrote his Shuijing zhu in the early decades of the sixth century, he
drew upon the citation mode of exegesis but combined it with fieldwork and concrete
investigation. Shuijing, traditionally dated to the third century, consists of brief entries
on 137 rivers. When we get to Li Daoyuan’s Shuijing zhu, whose length is about twenty
times that of Shuijing, the scope is expanded to include accounts of 1,252 waterways.
On the basis of extensive reading, Li Daoyuan cites a wide range of sources, compar-
ing them and adjudicating their reliability. More importantly, he verified his informa-
tion through his journeys and personal investigation; of course, this largely pertains to
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northern China, where he could actually travel around at the time. Shuijing zhu ofters
accounts of irrigation, produce, population, cities, agriculture, mineralogy, and geology
in the areas through which the rivers flow. All these continue to arouse great interest in
readers, and accounts of limestone topography (e.g., stalagmites and stalactites), petro-
leum distribution, ancient fossils, hot springs, and mining and refining minerals have
gained special attention (see Chen 1985).

Li Daoyuan’s Shuijing zhu is different from traditional Chinese geographical texts. The
latter are comparable to historical geography, providing records of administrative units,
distribution of tributary domains, and customs and mores, with anecdotes and legends
mixed in. Li Daoyuan’s work is, however, typical of geographical writings from about the
late fourth and early fifth century onward that devote more attention to the mountains
and rivers themselves. Geographical treatises (dizhi H#175) on mountains and water-
ways proliferated in this period, These include Dili shu HI# 55 (The Book of Geography),
which Lu Cheng [478 (425-494) compiled by bringing together 160 sources; Di ji #17c
(Records of Terrains) compiled by Ren Fang {EHf (460-508) on the basis of Lu Cheng’s
text by adding 84 sources; and Yudi zhi B335 (Geographical Records), compiled from
various sources by Gu Yewang BA%T + (518-581) (Sui shu 33.988).

From the stylistic perspective, a more self-consciously literary style developed in geo-
graphical writings from the fourth century to the sixth century. Take for example this
passage from Sheng Hongzhi’s %542 (fl. fifth century) Jingzhou ji FI/NGC (Account
of Jingzhou), cited in Shuijing zhu, which describes a boat journey on the Yangzi
River: “Sometimes one leaves White Emperor City in the morning and reaches Jiangling
by the evening, covering the distance of 1,200 leagues in a day. Even riding a swift steed or
being carried by the wind is no faster than that” (Li1999: 34.2834). Li Bo's ZEH (701-762)
lines are surely inspired by this passage: “In the morning I took leave of White Emperor
City among rainbow clouds,/To Jiangling, a thousand leagues away, I return in one
day” FARF RS ERM, THILKE—HE (“Leaving from White Emperor City Early
in the Morning” %% F17175). When it comes to the Yellow River Basin, the region Li
Daoyuan was most familiar with, his prose is particularly impressive. For example, he
describes Mengmen Waterfall as being shrouded in twirling mist year-round: “the fall
plunges a thousand yards . . . it rumbles as if the mountain is shaking” (Li 1999: 4.282).
The grandeur of the Yellow River and its mighty waterfalls is vividly captured. There
were many temples along the shore of the Yellow River flowing past Mount Hua and
turning south, as well as narrow caves: “The inside of the caves twists and turns, winding
abruptly as one goes up ... on the mountains are small, trickling streams flowing into
these ‘wells’ without bringing too much moisture . . . if one wants to come out of these
‘wells; one gazes at the empty space and sees brightness, just like looking at the window
from inside a chamber” (Li 1999: 4.313). Personal investigation underlies such vibrant
accounts, and it is no wonder that the Ming writer Zhang Dai BN (1597-1684), him-
self a master stylist, praises Li Daoyuan as “supreme among ancients who wrote about
mountains and waterways” (Zhang 1985: 211).

From the above discussion, we can conclude that commentaries in this period
approximate dictionaries or encyclopedias as they strive to encompass different ways of
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understanding the text. Not only do the commentators cite liberally from other source
texts, but they also sometimes undertake on-site investigation in order to annotate a text.
In some cases, the commentary can be several times the length of the original, in effect
forming another text on its own. In addition to the works mentioned above, a notable
example is Pei Songzhi’s ZERNZ (372-451) commentary, lauded as “immortal” by Emperor
Wen of the Song R 37 (r. 424-453), on Chen Shou’s [ii7Z (233-297) Sanguo zhi — Bl
(History of the Three Kingdoms). Through supplementary information and competing
interpretations, Pei Songzhi greatly expands the scope of the original.

In citing sources and authenticating or disputing the text, the commentator not only
displays broad learning and extensive reading, but sometimes also tries to explain the
author’s intent and psychology, and by doing so reveals the commentator’s own feel-
ings and desires. This in effect turns the commentary into an absorbing literary work
on its own merits. Finally, while we commonly assume that a commentary is subservi-
ent to, dependent on, or marginal to the original text, a commentator can, through a
diachronic perspective, evaluate the authenticity of a text and speculate on its author-
ship, trace its sources, or construct its genealogy, thus adjudicating and establishing the
canonical status of an author and a text.

[Translated by Wai-yee Li]
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CHAPTER 10
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LITERARY LEARNING
Encyclopedias and Epitomes
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XIAOFEI TIAN

LAZY KING AND FATIGUED PRINCE

IN Chinese antiquity, reading was a rare and cumbersome activity. It was a privilege of
the ruling class, and yet a ruler might not always have the time or patience to engage in
it. Knowing this to be the case, the tutor of a Chu king made an epitome of the Spring and
Autumn Annals,awork of history, for his royal pupil. The “Yiwen zhi” 23 (“Monograph
on Arts and Writings”) of the Han shu {5 (History of the Former Han) from the first cen-
tury CE records a title Duoshi wei $ XA (Mr. Duo’s Subtleties) in three scrolls. No longer
extant, it is believed to be the very epitome made by Tutor Duo for King Wei of Chu 75+
(d. 329 BCE), who was “unable to read the entire Springs and Autumns” (Shiji 14.510).

One might attribute the king’s “inability” to royal lethargy, but ever since the increas-
ing use of paper from the first century cE on, there simply have been too many books.
Even in an age when people were producing and reproducing books without word pro-
cessors, printers, and copiers, the sheer volume of books could seem overwhelming. In
the words of a sixth-century prince, one of the greatest book collectors of the time and
an avid reader since his early teens:

Philosophers emerged during the Warring States, and literary collections first flour-
ished in the Han. Nowadays, each family produces writings, and every person has
a collection. What is well written may give voice to the author’s feelings and purify
customs; what is poorly written proves no more than a waste of sheets that will only
wear out the later-born. The texts of old pile up high, with more texts being produced
ceaselessly. A person raises a foot and walks down the road of learning, and yet, even
when one’s hair turns white, one will not have exhausted everything. (Xiao 2011: 164)

Although the two types of work discussed in this essay—encyclopedia (leishu JH7)
and epitome (chao #%)—emerged in response to many needs, they both are, first
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and foremost, expedient ways of dealing with the problem of the quantity of books.
Encyclopedias and epitomes are closely related and yet remain distinct. A crucial part
of the educational and literary tradition in premodern China, they were two of the most
important forms of organization and dissemination of knowledge in the period covered
by this volume and beyond.

THE “IMPERIAL VIEW”: TOWARD A
DEFINITION OF LEISHU

Leishu is literally a “classified book” In the simplest definition, it consists of extracts
that are taken from a variety of earlier writings and classified under different catego-
ries. Beyond this simple definition, however, complications arise. Chinese scholars have
debated for a long time about the origin, nature, and scope of leishu. From Erya FRHE,
the oldest surviving Chinese “dictionary;” and Masters Texts (zishu T2 ) to the Classic
of Poetry or the sixth-century literary anthology Wen xuan (3%, almost anything and
everything has been regarded as either a source of or associated with leishu, based on the
recognition that all of the above-mentioned works, broadly speaking, have two things
in common: they contain in themselves an “assembly of all sorts of things,” and they
represent a certain order of arrangement and classification (Sun 2007: 3-4). The confu-
sion about what constitutes or, more precisely, what does not constitute a leishu is tied to
the ironically troubled classification of a “classified book” according to the traditional
Chinese bibliographical scheme of the “four parts” (classics, histories, Masters Texts,
and literary collections; see Chapters 11 and 12-15). The eighteenth-century editors of
the grand Siku quanshu VUJE 4235 (The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries) exclaim
with some exasperation: “A ‘classified book’ may incorporate classics, histories, Masters
Texts, and literary collections, but it is not a work of any of the four and cannot be classi-
fied under the four parts” (Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao 135.2781).

Despite these vagaries and contestations, there is a general consensus that the first real
leishu was the Huang lan 528 (Imperial View) from the early third century. We will begin
with this work, for its compilation embodies several important characteristics of the
Chinese leishu and demarcates the boundaries of a typical leishu as discussed in this essay.

The central figure in the project was Cao Pi HA (187-226), also known as Emperor
Wen of the Wei £l 325, his posthumous title. The son and heir of warlord Cao Cao [
(155-220), the real power behind the throne in the last years of the Han empire, Cao Pi
had grown up as a de facto prince, if not one in name until 217. Cao Pi took a passion-
ate interest in literary writings and cultural matters. To him is credited the first extant
discussion about literary genres in his Dian lun Uil§fi (Normative Discourses), a work of
Masters Literature. Such a work usually consists of a number of chapters on social, ethi-
cal, and political issues, each chapter under a subject heading. While from Eastern Han
on it was customary for such a work to include a chapter on rhetoric or some aspect of
writing, Cao Pi presented a slightly permuted version by devoting a chapter to textual
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literature, in which he famously praises literary works as “the grand achievement in the
management of state, a splendor that never decays,” and evaluates contemporary as well
as past writers (Yan 1987b: 8.1098).

The great plague of 217 that took the lives of many of his literary friends provided
an impetus for Cao Pi to intensify his cultural pursuits. Judging from an assortment of
brief mentions in historical sources, Cao Pi had commissioned the compilation of the
Imperial View in 220, after he succeeded to his father as the King of Wei but before he
founded the Wei dynasty in place of the Han. The project involved a number of scholars,
including Wang Xiang 52 (d. after 222), Huan Fan fH#0 (d. 249), Liu Shao £} (d.
240s), Wei Dan EFL (179-251), Miao Xi {25 (186-245), and Miao Bu #Z i, and took
several years to complete. The Imperial View was a compilation of extracts from “the
five [Confucian] classics and various works,” which were “classified and divided into
different sections” (Sanguo zhi 21.618). The “various works” presumably include both
histories and Masters Texts. The compilation, when completed, “had altogether over
forty categories [bu], each category consisting of several dozen chapters [pian], total-
ing over eight million characters” (Sanguo zhi 23.664). Another comment affirms that
the Imperial View had “over a thousand chapters” (Sanguo zhi 2.88). In the first half of
the sixth century, this work might still have been largely intact, in a bulky 680 scrolls, in
south China, but after the massive destruction of books during the fall of the Liang %2
dynasty (502-557), it seems that only abridged versions produced in the fifth century
had survived (Sui shu 34.1009; Xin Tang shu 59.1562), and not many scholars had seen
even these. Sima Zhen W5 H, an eighth-century scholar, regarded the Imperial View
as a book that “records the tombs and mausoleums of historical personages,” perhaps
based on the citations of the book in that particular category in later encyclopedias (Shiji
1.5). Ironically, the reconstituted Imperial View, pieced together from citations in com-
mentaries and encyclopedias by the eighteenth-century scholar Sun Pingyi {53,
indeed mostly consists of entries on mausoleums and tombs (Huang lan 1-7). This is
perhaps because the rest of the Imperial View largely overlaps with other early sources,
including the numerous encyclopedias compiled from the sixth century onward, with
only the section on tombs and mausoleums being a unique source of information.

The above account of the Imperial View epitomizes a number of crucial characteristics
of a typical leishu. Commissioned by a ruler who was deeply concerned with cultural
matters, it was a large-scale project that required the participation of more than one
scholar, and whose completion spanned several years; it was classified into many topics;
and, judging from its size, it aimed to be comprehensive and encyclopedic. Compiled
for the sake of “imperial view;” it was also designed to reflect the vista of the imperial
person. Although the ruler himself did not have a hand in the compilation, the fact that
he employed many scholars at his court to accomplish this project is significant: while
the work itself becomes a gathering place for earlier writings, the process of compila-
tion, too, involves the collaboration of the finest scholars in the empire.

The first direct descendants of the Imperial View that appeared in the late fifth cen-
tury inherited every aspect of the original work in terms of royal sponsorship and large
scope. Between 480 and 482, the founding emperor of the [Southern] Qi 75 (479-501)
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commissioned scholars at his court to compile the Shi lin 524K (A Forest of Histories)
in thirty scrolls “in the tradition of Emperor Wen of the Wei’s Imperial View” (Nan
shi 4.113). If this work seems relatively modest, the emperor’s grandson, Xiao Ziliang
T E (460-494), the Prince of Jingling =i[%, commissioned men of letters to com-
pile a much better known work that was explicitly “modeled upon the example of the
Imperial View” Consisting of the “extracts of the five classics and works of a hundred
schools” and spanning a thousand scrolls, this work was entitled Sibu yaolue VU EL &
(An Epitome of Books of the Four Categories) (Nan Qi shu, 40.698). With this work, we
see the first golden age of the premodern Chinese encyclopedia, which coincided with
the rule of the sophisticated Liang dynasty and in many ways represented the highest
point of the cultural and literary development of early medieval China.

The compilation of leishu in the Liang dynasty reveals an acute awareness of the cultural
prestige and authority associated with the compilation of an encyclopedia. Xiao Xiu i 75
(475-518), the brother of Emperor Wu of the Liang 2277 (r. 502-549), had supplied
the learned scholar Liu Jun 2|2 (better known as Liu Xiaobiao £/ZZ4E, 462-521) with
books and asked him to put together a compilation of extracts from the books, which was
subsequently named Leiyuan $E%0 (The Garden of Classified Extracts). The compilation
proved so popular that it went into wide circulation even before it was completed. It was
said that upon the completion of the work, which stood at 120 scrolls, Emperor Wu felt so
competitive that he commissioned five scholars to compile something grander based on
the imperial book collection. The project began in 516 and was finished eight years later;
the end result was entitled Hualin bianlue FEMENE (The Comprehensive Extracts of the
Park of Flowering Groves) in 700 scrolls (Nan shi 49.1220, 72.1782-1783).

Buddhist encyclopedias also flourished. Emperor Wu commissioned the compilation
of Fo ji #5C (Record of the Buddha) in the early 500s and then Jinglii yixiang £/ 5440
(Differentiated Manifestations of Sutras and Laws) in 516, the latter now the only extant
encyclopedia from before the seventh century. Prefaces to both compilations stress
that they aim to facilitate retrieval of information from a vast number of sutras. A third
Buddhist encyclopedia, Fabao lianbi {85 #5E (Joined Jade-Disks from the Treasures of
Dharma) in 220 scrolls, was commissioned by prince Xiao Gang #iMil (503-551) and
completed by about forty courtiers in 534. In interesting contrast, no Daoist encyclope-
dia was commissioned during this period, although the famous Daoist Tao Hongjing
F7% 5% (456-536) had initiated a general leishu named Xue yuan 230 (The Garden of
Learning) that reportedly contains 150 topical headings (Yunji gigian 107.371). A Daoist
encyclopedia, Wushang biyao % - HMAEL (Supreme Secret Essentials), supposedly com-
piled (more likely commissioned) by Emperor Wu of the Zhou J# A (r. 560-578), is
preserved in the Daozang i&jEk (Daoist Canon). There is, however, only a single men-
tion of the Zhou emperor’s involvement with such a work (Ren and Zhong 1991: 888);
it is impossible to say whether the extant Wushang biyao was the same one commis-
sioned by Emperor Wu of the Zhou, especially considering the fact that, as has been
pointed out, the Daoist scriptures cited in the compilation were largely from scriptures
of the Shangqing and Lingbao textual traditions that were embraced by the southern
elite (Zhou 2011: 60).
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Copies of Hualin bianlue were clearly not limited to an exclusive audience in the
Liang court but could be accessed by anyone with the financial means to hire a scribe
and make a copy of it. A copy was carried over by traders to north China, which was
ruled by non-Han peoples at the time, and offered for sale to Gao Cheng /{5 (521-549),
the powerful minister of the Eastern Wei l (534-550). Gao Cheng asked the seller to
leave the book with him for browsing first, and summoned an army of scribes to copy
out the whole volume within a day and night. He then returned the book to the seller,
saying: “I have no need for it” (Nan shi 47.1737).

At the Eastern Wei court, Pei Jingrong ZE 5%l (495-546) was put in charge of making
an encyclopedia also to be called Sibu yaolue, but the project was never brought to a fin-
ish (Wei shu 69.1534). It was not until the last years of the Northern Qi 7% (550-577), the
most cultured of the northern dynasties, that a leishu of scope and length more or less
comparable to those of the southern encyclopedias was commissioned and produced in
the north; it took a group of scholars about six months to complete, and was presented to
the throne in the winter of 572. The accompanying memorial states:

In the past, Emperor Wen of the Wei [ordered] Wei Dan and others to compile the
Imperial View, which incorporated various discourses and was divided into thematic
categories. When enjoying some leisure from affairs of the state, Your Majesty is fond
of the silk scrolls [books] and has thoroughly browsed the writings of the Magnolia
Terrace and the storehouse of bundled bamboo slips [i.e., the imperial library]. Your
Majesty believes that in reading one prizes wide-ranging scope, but within the wide-
ranging scope one must prize obtaining the essentials; to save time and yet double
the results, one requires ease and simplicity. Previously, at the Hall of Promoting
Culture, Your Majesty commanded us to research the former canon and compile
from various books. We humbly applied our shallow talent and immediately set to
work. Emulating the numbers of heaven and earth, we came up with fifty categories;
reproducing the sum of yarrow stalks needed to form the Qian and Kun Hexagrams,
we completed three hundred and sixty scrolls. (Yan 1987a: 7.3865)

Like the other encyclopedias cited above, this compilation, known as Xiuwen dian yulan
EBHEEE (Imperial View at the Hall of Promoting Culture), was put together for the
practical purpose of helping a reader navigate in the sea of books and facilitate the retrieval
and reuse of information by organizing it under appropriate headings. The references to
the numbers of heaven and earth and to the sum of yarrow stalks in the above passage
deserve special attention. Taken from the Yijing 7#€ (Classic of Changes), a divination
manual that has come to be regarded as the most important work in Chinese intellectual
history, these references indicate the deliberate matching of the numbers of categories and
scrolls of a leishu with the mystical cosmic numbers. A leishu is thus much more than justa
chest of drawers serving as a repository of knowledge and material aids to memory: it pos-
sesses in miniature the dimensions of the cosmos. Like the imperial garden, from which
a leishu frequently takes its name, it is supposed to present an organized system of knowl-
edge of the world, reflecting an orderly universe in its comprehensive, structured arrange-
ment of ideas, concepts, and things. Its compilation, imperially commissioned, is also a
means of demonstrating the state’s cultural power and political legitimacy.
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THE EARLIEST SURVIVING ENCYCLOPEDIAS

Two of the oldest encyclopedias to have survived are from the early seventh cen-
tury: Beitang shuchao 1t 58D (Extracts from the North Hall) and Yiwen leiju 25585
(Classified Extracts from Literature). Beitang shuchao was compiled by Yu Shinan Ji& {H 4
(558-638) when he was working in the imperial library of the Sui & (581-618); it report-
edly consisted of eighty main categories in 801 scrolls, but now only nineteen categories
and 160 scrolls are extant, and these fragments can hardly represent the original version
because of heavy interventions and interpolations during the booKs vexed history of
textual transmission (Zhu 1981: 30-37). Yiwen leiju, on the other hand, is preserved in a
much better shape and remains largely intact. Spanning one hundred scrolls, it was com-
missioned by the founding emperor of the Tang dynasty in 622 and completed two years
later by a team of leading northern and southern scholars, including Ouyang Xun ER[%;76
(557-641), Chen Shuda FAGE (d. 635), Yuan Lang ZHH (2-2), Pei Ju 2241 (d. 627), Zhao
Hongzhi #1545 (572-653), and Linghu Defen TIIfE2E (563-666). A quick review of the
structuring of Yiwen leiju will illustrate the way in which a leishu organizes knowledge and
the values and beliefs reflected in the organization.

Yiwen leiju includes forty-six categories (or forty-eight, depending on how one
counts) and 727 subcategories. It begins with the concepts of heaven, earth, and man,
followed by social, political, cultural, and religious institutions, and moves on to things
of nature such as plants, minerals, birds, beasts, fish, and insects, ending with auspicious
and inauspicious omens manifested in the world of nature. The first thirty-seven scrolls
are arranged as follows:

Scroll1-2 Heaven
Scroll 3-5 Seasons

Scroll 6 Earth; Prefectures; Commanderies
Scroll 7-9 Mountains; Rivers

Scroll 10 Imperial Signs

Scroll11-14  Emperors and Kings

Scroll 15 Imperial Consorts

Scroll 16 Crown Princes

Scroll17-37 Human Beings

The encyclopedia predictably opens with heaven and earth. Scroll 10, “Imperial
Signs” (i.e., heavenly signs portending a ruler’s enthronement), transitions from heaven
and earth to the human realm, and yet it is clear that the imperial family constitutes
a special category above ordinary human beings. It is also interesting that administra-
tive units—prefectures and commanderies—precede the two categories of natural
landscape. The world is envisioned, first and foremost, in terms of empire. Much can be
gleaned about medieval Chinese views of the world from the way in which the encyclo-
pedia is conceived: the arrangement of the categories and subcategories, and the inclu-
sions and exclusions. The eighteenth-century editors’ criticism of the “omissions” and
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“miscategorization” is based on a lack of understanding of the historical forces at work
in the compilation of a leishu and on an implicit assumption that cultural values never
changed. Forinstance, they complain that the subcategory of “princess” isappended to the
category of “Crown Princes” while the subcategory of “princes” is placed under
the category of “Offices” (Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao 135.2783), without realizing the
immense power and influence of the female members of a family—imperial family
included—in the northern culture during the period of disunion (317-589), and that
the Tang, though ruling over a unified China, was very much a northern dynasty. The
female dominance at the Tang court culminated in Empress Wu Zhao's IR22 (624-705)
establishment of her own dynasty from 690 to 705 and only gradually faded after the
eighth century. The princes, on the other hand, were regarded as officers of the empire,
albeit the officers at the very top, above the prime minister, because unlike princesses,
who could wield political power invisibly, the princes could and did hold public offices.
Modern Chinese scholars often attribute such “miscategorization” to the leishu compil-
ers “historical limitations,” and yet it might be the critics who have failed to historicize
the values and beliefs behind the compilation of an encyclopedia.

After making the customary declaration of the overwhelming quantity of existing
books, the preface by Ouyang Xun states:

[The emperor] puts martial concerns to rest and promotes cultural matters, estab-
lishes schools and opens seminaries, desiring for every family to be rich in Sui pearls
and everybody to hold the Jing jade. In the view of His Grace, previous compilers each
executed his own plan: the [Collection of] Literature Arranged by Genre [ Wenzhang liu-
bie] and A Literary Anthology [ Wen xuan] only include literary writings; the Imperial
View and Comprehensive Extracts [of the Park of Flowering Groves] straightforwardly
record the plain facts [about a given category]. As their editorial principles differ, it is
difficult for the reader to consult and research. Thereupon He issued an edict that we
compile both plain facts and literary compositions. (Yiwen leiju 27)

Two things are worth noting here. One is that it makes a point of systematically includ-
ing extracts from literary writings—poetry, poetic expositions, and so forth—under all
categories, which, according to its preface by Ouyang Xun, is a new feature compared
with earlier encyclopedias that only “record plain facts [about a given category]” (zhi
shu qi shi [E25 HH). Although the writings are in most cases excerpts instead of com-
plete texts, Yiwen leiju has preserved numerous pre-seventh-century literary composi-
tions that would otherwise have been lost. For writings of which we do have alternative
sources, it presents us with some of the earliest textual variants available, thus enabling
us to catch a glimpse of different versions of a text and of the messy state of manuscripts
in circulation from the age of manuscript culture. The other remarkable point about
Yiwen leiju is its manifest purpose of public consumption and education. It is meant to
be a treasure chest open to all, or at least all members of the elite.

Nowhere is the pedagogical value of a leishu better revealed than in Chuxue ji #5270
(A Primer for Beginners), an encyclopedia of thirty scrolls with twenty-three categories
and 313 subcategories. Commissioned by the Tang emperor Xuanzong %75 (r. 712-756)
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to help his young sons in their literary compositions, it was presented to the throne in
725. Ironically, the earlier leishu were now considered by the emperor as too large and
cumbersome for quick retrieval of information, and he wanted something smaller for
easy use and speedy results (Liu 1984: 137). Though condensed, Chuxue ji remains just
as comprehensive in terms of its coverage as Yiwen leiju. It also has a distinguishing fea-
ture: besides extracts offering basic information (“plain facts”) about a given category
and extracts of pertinent literary writings, it includes a section known as “parallel allu-
sions” (shidui SE¥¥). For instance, in the category of “Seas,” the “parallel allusions” sec-
tion gives a number of paired allusions related to ocean lore:

tong tian | dong di 38K/} (joining heaven / moving earth)

busi cao | fanhun shu NIEFL /X 36! (death-defying plant / soul-returning tree)

gingxie baichuan | huifu wanli 5 E ) EKE S (water pouring from a hundred
rivers / currents whirling for ten thousand leagues)

These phrases, ranging from two to four characters, all appear in pairs; a slash is
inserted here to separate the two parts of a pair, which form a perfect grammatical paral-
lel with each other. Each pair is followed by relevant quotations from the textual sources.
The parallel both constitutes a mnemonic aid and can be readily used in the composi-
tion of “regulated verse” (liishi {#7+), which requires two parallel couplets in the middle,
or of a piece of parallel prose, both forms in vogue in the Tang and for centuries to come.
As traditional Chinese lyric theory stresses that poetry comes directly from the histori-
cal experience of an individual poet, Chuxue ji structures one’s experience as much as
it structures one’s utterance of it. The inclusion of the “parallel allusions” section, pro-
viding an aspiring writer with essential building blocks, thus establishes a leishu firmly
at the heart of literary learning: it teaches one how to conceive the world and how to
articulate the world, and the two mutually reinforce each other.

The section of “parallel allusions” is reminiscent of a contemporary children’s primer
entitled Meng giu 5¢>K composed by Li Han 2% (fl. mid-eighth century) (Fu 2004: 58-64).
This rhymed work, in the tradition of earlier primers like the Jijiu =8t of the Han and
spawning many similar works in later times, is a series of parallel four-syllable phrases
featuring anecdotes about well-known historical figures, designed for easy memoriza-
tion and primary education (see Chapter 6). Although it has no discernible order or
classification, it has been catalogued under leishu since the Song (960-1279), apparently
because of the pedagogical aspect of a leishu. The other precedents of the “parallel allu-
sions” section are compilations of parallel phrases that were produced as an aid to liter-
ary composition, especially poetry writing. One such precedent is Yu dui a5 ¥f (Phrases
in Pairs) in thirty scrolls by Zhu Danyuan 2K (fl. mid-sixth century), who also com-
piled Yu Ii GERE (Lovely Sayings) (“i” also means “parallel”) (Sui shu 34.1008). Neither
is extant; but according to Chen Zhensun [F#RfR (ca. 1179-ca. 1262), Lovely Sayings
was classified into forty categories (Chen 1987: 423). The other precedent, whose frag-
ments (of doubtful authenticity) are extant, is Bian zhu TR (Strung Pearls), which was
reportedly compiled by Du Gongzhan #1/3 in 611 at the command of Emperor Yang
of the Sui (&5 (r. 605-618) (Song shi 207.5293; Siku quanshu zongmu tiyao 135.2782).
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A fragmentary Tang dynasty leishu from the Dunhuang manuscript trove, given the name
Yu dui 8%} by the modern scholar Wang Sanqing = =, also adopts a similar format
(Wang 1985).

PEARLS, BLOSsOMS, “MINCED MEAT
FOR PYE,” AND “PRIVATE RUBBISH
OF SORTS”

Chuxue ji, like A Forest of Histories, is a “forest” that will supply the woodcutter with
trees to be reused to construct a new edifice, just as Ben Jonson (1572-1637) had
called his commonplace book Timber. During the Tang, there were many vast ency-
clopedias compiled under imperial auspices, such as the Sanjiao zhuying —ZEKJE
(Pearls and Blossoms of the Three Teachings) commissioned by Empress Wu, although
nothing else besides Yiwen leiju and Chuxue ji has survived. There are also a num-
ber of privately compiled leishu listed in the bibliographic chapters of Jiu Tang shu
EE /5= (Old History of the Tang) and Xin Tang shu #1/&= (New History of the Tang).
Only a small portion has survived, such as the famous poet Bai Juyi’s F1J&% (772-
846) Jing shi shilei KSSI S (Classified Allusions to Classics and Histories, bet-
ter known as Baishi liutie shilei ji FEISHEEREAER) in thirty scrolls; Lei lin Bk
(Forest of Categories) in ten scrolls by Yu Lizheng §-171¥ (627-679), which resurfaced
in Dunhuang (Shi 1993); and Du Sixian’s #Liifil /& (633-712) Tuyuan cefu RIF KT
(Storehouse of Bundled Bamboo Slips from the Rabbit Garden), a fascinating compila-
tion commissioned by a Tang prince and adopting a “Q and A” format, as in the civil
service examination (Qu 2001: 126-129).

There are also a number of compilations discovered among the Dunhuang manu-
scripts and generally referred to as “leishu” by modern scholars for convenient label-
ing. Compared with the imperially sponsored and collectively produced leishu, these
private compilations are all on a small scale and do not aspire to be comprehensive.
For instance, one of the largest, best preserved compilations of this lot, known as Li
zhongjie chao B [EHT#Y (Extracts Encouraging Loyalty and Integrity), focuses on moral
and ethical values and codes of political conduct (Qu 2007). Shi lin ZEFK (Forest of
Facts) and Shi sen S54% (Grove of Facts) look like individual notebooks made by a man
with some basic education for his personal use (Bai 1999: 53-54). Shi lin begins with two
lines of doggerel: “You must establish yourself,/Don’t get intimate with the alehouse.” It
records nothing more than a few anecdotes about the diligent studying of eight historical
figures. The fragmentary Shi sen records forty stories on various types of virtuous conduct;
an inscription at the end reads: “Shi sen. On the tenth day of the fourth month in the wuzi
year, Yuanyi recorded them while copying books.” This is followed by another piece of
doggerel, which begins: “If one does not drink ale while copying books,/one often sees the
brush drying up.” Clearly Mr. Yuanyi was constantly feeling pulled by a desire for ale. On
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the back of the paper were copied a few miscellaneous poetic expositions (fu), signed by
“Student Lang Yuanyi B £ %% of the Jingtu Temple at the Dunhuang Commandery on the
fifth day of the eighth month in the guisi year, the fifth year of the Changxing era” There
was no “fifth” year of the Changxing era, which stopped with the fourth year in 933, but it
was common for people living far from the capital not to learn of the change of reign titles
in a timely manner.

There are similar types of texts from Dunhuang that are no more than notebook col-
lections of copied passages, such as Yingji chao FEFEE) and Qin dushu chao ENFE ).
Although scholars loosely refer to them as “Dunhuang leishu,” the passages in these
notebooks are not even always grouped under different headings, defying the basic
sense of a leishu. Insomuch as these texts fulfilled the needs of primary education at
lower levels of society in a provincial region, they evoke the “poetry manuals” that
became popular in the Tang (see Zhang 2002). Those manuals claim to teach a begin-
ner the “know-how” in poetic composition or promise to unravel the secrets of writing
good poetry, which became a required part of civil service examination in the seventh
century (see Chapter 6). If the Dunhuang notebooks demonstrate how members of the
lower strata of society obtained knowledge, a work like Jin yue 28§ (Golden Key), a
small collection in two scrolls put together by the famous writer Li Shangyin Z*p#[=
(ca. 813—ca. 858) and divided into four categories, seems to represent the other, elitist end
of the spectrum of note-taking (Song shi 207.5293; Chen 1987: 424).

These notebooks are not unlike the numerous specimen of the Western commonplace
book from the Renaissance period onward. Indeed, it has been suggested by scholars of
medieval Chinese literature that leishu bears a similarity to the commonplace book in
the Western tradition. Leishu has also been occasionally translated as “commonplace
book” For this reason, a closer look at commonplace books may prove helpful in high-
lighting some of the unique characteristics of leishu proper, i.e., the kind that is imperi-
ally commissioned and sponsored.

“Commonplace” in the Western tradition had had a prestigious origin in Aristotle’s
works; its original usage, whether the fopos koinos in Greek or the communes loci in
Latin, was closely associated with the rhetoric and oratory of ancient Greece and Rome.
Commonplaces were “the general and universal ideas used in all argumentation and
persuasion” (Lechner 1962: 228). In the Renaissance period, scholars such as Erasmus
developed elaborate methods for keeping a notebook of excerpts in a structured
arrangement to aid their discussions and debates (Havens 2001: 28). However, the term
“commonplace book” went through many changes over centuries of development. From
1700 onward, commonplace books are often no more than scrapbooks, with the cop-
ied quotations that “first defined their purposes” forming only one part of their diverse
contents. They were sometimes neatly written and sometimes scribbled, on material
ranging from folders of loose sheets to printed almanacs, often mixed with a drawing or
even a pressed flower (Miller 1998: 35). After 1800, with cheap newsprint, some people
even used clippings from newspapers to replace hand-copied notes (Allan 2010: 29). An
English squire, William Congreve (not the earlier playwright), describes his common-
place book as “private rubbish of sorts,” and a Mrs. Piozzi wrote simply on the cover of
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one of her commonplace books, “Minced Meat for Pyes” (Allan 2010: 28). One notable
trait these commonplace books have in common is that they were privately, individu-
ally compiled and more often than not intended for the compiler’s use only. They were
also made as often by women as by men after the Renaissance. Most important, even the
printed commonplace books from the Renaissance do not aspire to be encyclopedic, but
usually focus on one area, whether literature, law, science, or theology.

In contrast, premodern Chinese leishu, beginning with the Imperial View, are dis-
tinguished by their public, comprehensive nature; that is, they were more often than
not imperially commissioned, large-scale group projects that aspired to be encyclo-
pedic in coverage. They were also intended to be circulated, not restricted to pri-
vate use or even to a small audience. From the tenth century onward and throughout
imperial China, colossal leishu continued to be commissioned by imperial rulers and
collectively compiled, and were meant to demonstrate the state’s role as the custodian
of culture.

Chinese scholars sometimes trace the origin of leishu to early philosophical trea-
tises, specifically the so-called syncretic works from late Warring States and early Han
such as Liishi chungiu =B (Mr. Lii's Spring and Autumn Annals), Huainanzi
HEFE ¥, and Shuoyuan (or Shuiyuan) #i40 (Garden of Persuasions). Here again a cur-
sory comparison sheds light on the unique features of a leishu. Liishi chungqiu, also
known as Lii lan (28 (Lii’s View), was compiled under the direction of the powerful
chancellor Lii Buwei B (d. 235 BCE). Its “comprehensive nature of the material”
and its “systematic presentation” have led to the suggestion that it was “an encyclope-
dia of knowledge for the time” (Loewe 1993: 325). Huainanzi is a monumental work
compiled at the court of the Han prince Liu An £% (ca. 179-122 BCE); Shuoyuan,
composed by Liu Xiang 217 (79-8 BCE), is a collection of material taken from ear-
lier texts and arranged in twenty thematic chapters. Despite internal inconsistencies
and diversity, Liishi chunqiu and Huainanzi are both synthetic works with an inner
coherence; even Shuoyuan contains Liu Xiang’s own creations, adaptations, and
comments, with each chapter beginning with his prefatory remarks expounding the
chapter’s theme.

Compared with these works, a leishu merely presents existing material. The relation
to earlier texts underwent a radical change from the Lii’s View to the Imperial View: if a
philosophical treatise like Liishi chunqiu or Huainanzi seeks to integrate, then an ency-
clopedia preserves extracts as they are. This shift is a complicated indication of several
interrelated cultural phenomena emerging from the third to the fifth century. The age of
massive encyclopedic Masters Texts was gradually replaced by an age of literary writings
much shorter in length (Tian 2006; see also Chapter 15); those shorter literary writings
required an adroit, artful use of allusions to earlier texts, and the need to make use of
earlier writings in one’s own compositions could be satisfied by consulting a leishu. This
is particularly true in poetic writings from the fifth century onward, coinciding exactly
with the boom of encyclopedias. The importance of leishu as a writing aide was tied to
the value being placed on one’s literary writings, and one can easily understand why, as
such, it first emerged in the early third century under the auspices of a prince who was
passionately interested in literature.



ENCYCLOPEDIAS AND EPITOMES 143

THE MAKING OF AN EPITOME

The modern scholar Wen Yiduo [E—% (1899-1946) noted the important relation between
leishu and literary compositions long ago (Wen 1998), yet, as Teng and Biggerstaff point out,
“encyclopedias have never been in very high repute among Chinese scholars, both because
of their nature as secondary sources and because most scholars have considered it degrad-
ing to resort to short cuts to knowledge” (Teng and Biggerstaff 1971: 84). The attitude has
changed in recent years as the significance of leishu in literary and intellectual history has
been increasingly recognized (Ge 2001; Tang 2008). Nevertheless, the practice of copy-
ing out extracts from a work to make an epitome, known as chao 2180, chaoshu 192, or
chaocuo #54#, has received little attention. Although a leishu is entirely made from extracts,
an epitome is not necessarily a leishu. A leishu consists of many extracts from different
works arranged by category, but an epitome (as noun, chao or shuchao FH+9) is usually
based on either one work or one type of work. For instance, scholar and writer Ge Hong
B (283-343) once made a Shiji chao SECH (An Epitome of Shiji) in fourteen scrolls (Xin
Tang shu 58.1463); Cao Cao, father of Cao Pi, was credited with making an epitome of vari-
ous works of military strategies which he named Ji yao %42 (Assembly of the Essentials) and
subsequently circulated as an independent title (Sanguo zhi1.2; Sui shu 34.1013-1014).

In modern Chinese, chaoxie #%3 has become a compound simply indicating “copy-
ing,” but in early medieval times chao, used as a verb (to make an extract) or as a noun
(extract), is defined against xie £ to copy (Tian 2007: 79-82). The former requires
active selection: one chooses what are considered important passages from a work for
copying, and sometimes summarizes or paraphrases in one’s own language the content
of a work. The practice of chaoshu, a prized act of learning, spread far beyond the mak-
ing of an encyclopedia, and accounts of chaoshu abound in early medieval times (see
Tian 2007: 82-83). Strikingly, in dynastic histories, the epitomes produced by a biogra-
phy subject are frequently listed next to, and on a par with, his own writings as part of his
textual accomplishments. The passage from Yu Zhongrong’s JBAPA (477-ca. 550) biog-
raphy in Liang shu 22 (History of the Liang) is typical:

Zhongrong made an epitome of Masters texts in thirty scrolls, one of various literary
collections in thirty scrolls, one of various geographical works in twenty scrolls, and
one of women’s biographies in three scrolls. He also authored a literary collection in
twenty scrolls. All went into circulation. (Liang shu 50.724)

Yu Zhongrong’s Zi chao &) (Epitome of Masters Texts) was reworked by Ma Zong S5
(fl. early ninth century), who renamed the epitome Yi lin =Mk (Forest of Ideas). A large part
ofitis extant and proves a precious source of many Masters Texts that have since been lost.

A passage from Zhang Mian's 3Rl (490-531) biography is also illustrative of the sta-
tus of epitome-making in this period:

Mian reconciled the differences of the various histories of the Later Han and of the
Jin dynasty, and subsequently produced a Record of the Later Han in forty scrolls and
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an Epitome of the Jin in thirty scrolls. He also set out to make an epitome of the liter-
ary collections from the south, but did not get to finish it. (Liang shu 34.492)

Again, Zhang Mian’s epitomes were treated as his unique accomplishments, and his
failure to finish the epitome of the literary collections by southern authors was consid-
ered a regrettable loss. Indeed, a popular phrase in the Southern Dynasties histories is
chaozhuan ¥918, literally to produce extracts and compile (e.g., Liang shu 25.381, 49.689;
Nan shi 50.1246; Chen shu 27.353). The only “original” aspect of chaozhuan is to exer-
cise one’s judgment in reconciling differences of one’s sources; otherwise, chaozhuan is
a scholarly activity that does not involve creative writing, as can be seen clearly in the
statement that Emperor Wen of the Song RA (r. 424-453) once ordered scholar He
Shangzhi {a]ff;2 (382-460) to chaozhuan wujing ¥)HEHHFE (“produce extracts from
the Five Classics and compile them”) (Nan Qi shu 54.943).

Nevertheless, chaozhuan, unlike a professional copyist’s copying of a book (xie shu
%33, is not an entirely passive process. Zhang Mian’s epitomes of the histories of the
Later Han and the Jin were based on a variety of sources that clearly contained differ-
ences and conflicts, and he had come up with a synthetic work of his own—one might
even call it a “critical edition.” As the Sui shu historian stated, “Since the Later Han,
scholars have often made an epitome of earlier histories and therewith produced a his-
torical work of their own” F &7 EL 5, 2255 L #IREE L, A4 —3 (Sui shu 33.962).

Many works recorded in the bibliographic chapters of the Sui shu are entitled “X or Y
chao,” indicating that they are epitomes made from X or Y; the names of the epitome-
makers are frequently noted whenever they are known. Such is no longer the case in
Tang dynastic histories. While occasionally a biography still mentions epitome-making,
it no longer constitutes a common feature. Values had changed.

Apparently, however, the practice of epitome-making had remained. People in the
Tang continued to make epitomes, and this is nowhere more clearly seen than in the
case of bieji, literary collections of individual authors (see Chapter 15). The evidence can
be seen in the process of Northern Song scholars putting together a critical edition of a
Tang authors literary collection. As Owen demonstrates, a complete collection of a Tang
author more often than not had to be assembled from many manuscript copies of an
author’s partial writings by Song editors, and it was the norm to copy out selections from
a collection—known as xiaoji /N4, the “little collection” or an “anthology” of a single
author’s work—based on the reader/copyist’s individual taste and preference rather than
reproducing the entire tome (Owen 1997: 303-312). From copying extracts and making
an epitome of a lengthy work to collecting “anthologies” of an author’s work and assem-
bling them to rebuild a complete collection, we have come full circle.

Encyclopedias and epitomes are important ways of organizing and transmitting knowl-
edge in medieval China. Though overlapping, the two remain distinct. Their popularity
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was closely associated with the proliferation of books and the difficulty of obtaining or
reading many books, and with the need of literary composition. With regard to the
classics, histories, and Masters Texts, one wanted to obtain the “gist” (yao %2); as for
literary collections, one followed personal taste and preference and copied selectively.
People did not always, or even generally, reproduce or read a work in its entirety. The
making of encyclopedias and epitomes and their circulation (xing T) raise a number
of important questions in intellectual and literary history, about what and how people
were reading in medieval Chinese society. The imperial commissioning of a large-scale
encyclopedia is also a way of demonstrating the state’s cultural power and political
legitimacy.
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GLEN DUDBRIDGE

Two PERSPECTIVES

DEPENDING on your point of view, a literature can present two entirely different faces.
On one side, authentic and authoritative writings stand together in an ordered structure,
recognized, sanctioned, and classified by their society’s cultural arbiters. Creating and
maintaining that structure is the work of critics, editors, bibliographers, publishers, and
librarians. Between them they generate the complex business of recording, preserving,
and evaluating what becomes in time a textual heritage. But the other face shows a fluid,
anarchic scene in which writings do not rest stable but mutate, overlap, and blend. They
may be transmitted, but are never the same. They can resist structured classification.
They can communicate in unexpected ways. They can acquire layers of often contradic-
tory commentary and presentation. They are, ultimately, the property of open society.

The moment at which, in China, the first vision imposed itself upon the second is
plainly recorded in a passage from the Han shu {#& (History of the Former Han,
30.1701). It begins as a narrative of loss and recovery: the profound words of Confucius,
fount of all wisdom, had come to an end with his death, and his great principles went
awry when his followers in their turn died; proliferating rival traditions attached them-
selves to the Sage’s texts; authenticity was challenged in a time of political turmoil, and
the voices of many thinkers contended in a chaos of words. From today’s perspective,
those are all signs of creative energy, rich pluralism, and intellectual questing. But for the
Han Emperor Wu X7 (. 141-87 BCE), the loss of written records and ritual institutions
brought personal grief, and he took measures for the collection and copying of books.

A century later, in 26 BCE, Emperor Cheng 77 (r. 33-7 BCE), with mounds of writ-
ing on bamboo and silk piled up inside and outside the palace precincts, launched a
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project that would begin China’s proud tradition of state library development and bib-
liographical scholarship over the next two thousand years. Stewards were sent to gather
lost writings throughout the land, and a team of specialists led by Liu Xiang %//[71] (79-8 BCE)
were tasked to collate all the assembled bundles of bamboo slips and scrolls of silk with a
view to establishing sound texts. A principle of subject classification was already at work:
each specialist addressed his own field of expert knowledge, of which there were six—
Confucian scriptures, Masters, Poetic Works, Military Works, Divination, and Medical
Techniques. From this operation emerged standard editions of books on which, one by
one, Liu Xiang submitted individual reports to the throne. For each book he itemized
the contents, identified the textual source material, outlined the author’s life and his-
torical background, and reviewed questions of authenticity, transmission, and value.
The works themselves were transcribed on dried bamboo slips, fixing definitive texts
for future copying. Liu Xiang’s individual reports were appended to these. And finally
the reports were edited into a single collection, the Bie lu [k (Separate Transcripts) (cf.
van der Loon 1952: 359-366).

SEVEN PARTS

Liu Xiang did not live to complete his task. But his son Xin 0 (d. 23 cE) did, and sum-
marized the whole scheme in a descriptive catalogue entitled Qi lije W& (The Seven
Summaries). Now the foundations were in place, not only for the long-term imperial
structure of Chinese book culture but also for the enduring institution of state libraries
and their staffing, development, and cataloguing work. Liu Xin’s own catalogue opened
with a general survey, then followed the six-part classification built into his father’s project.
And, though largely lost to later transmission, it did provide the substance of the
Han shu’s bibliographical chapter (juan 30) known as the “Yiwen zhi” #83&, which is
based upon it. That chapter, dating from the late first century g, now gives us the clear-
est view of early imperial China’s structure of human knowledge, and it comes with the
authority of inclusion in a standard dynastic history.

For a comparable surviving document we have to wait until 656, with the appearance
of a bibliography included in the Sui shu [&2f (History of the Sui, juan 32-35). Yet the
known record of the intervening centuries gives us rich evidence of bibliographical and
cataloguing activity through the regimes that came in between. It was a period of intense
intellectual grappling with the changing, volatile organism of book culture. How could
the officers of the state libraries both respect structures inherited from the past and also
accommodate a flood of newer writings, many representing new fields of experience?
The record of their cataloguing projects shows what devices and expedients they used
as they tried to control two simultaneous but clashing tendencies—loss of the old and
proliferation of the new.

Overwhelmingly, the post-Han catalogues emerged as commissioned projects on
behalf of the imperial libraries. Certain patterns recurred. As a new regime took power,
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concern would develop about the loss and disorder suffered in the imperial collections;
an individual would be appointed to bring fresh order to books handed down from
the past, while also supplementing the stock with newer writings; and his catalogue,
often built upon older models, would reflect a growth in bulk and complexity that grew
steadily larger with the passing centuries. It is interesting that these catalogues (now lost,
though known to us through references elsewhere) were always associated with named
individuals, some of them literary celebrities in their own right. By implication, their
cataloguing work was no mere bureaucratic exercise but an active contribution to writ-
ten culture, guaranteed by their scholarly credentials and delivering a considered per-
ception of structured knowledge.

Another regular feature was a recycling of the numbers seven and four in presenting
classification schemes. “Seven” had been an apparent total rather than a real one even
for Liu Xin. His Seven Summaries in fact offered a six-part classification, plus an open-
ing section that gave a conspectus of the whole scheme. When in 473 Wang Jian T
(452-489) submitted to the Song R (420-479) throne a catalogue entitled Qi zhi
+£3E (Seven Monographs), he was consciously following the Seven Summaries prec-
edent, though restyling most of the six headings and adding a new section of maps
and diagrams to make up the total. He also appended two separate classes for Daoist
and Buddhist writings, which in practical terms made up the total to nine (Ruan 1927:
109b). So the “seven” in his title merely symbolized the ancestral link to Liu Xin. His
work was later (after 508) heavily expanded by He Zong Z#ft, though keeping the Seven
Monographs headline.

Then, still consciously in the “seven part” tradition, the self-styled hermit scholar
Ruan Xiaoxu [tZE4& (479-536) reviewed that whole heritage and produced his own
catalogue, Qi lu "L (Seven Lists). The work as a whole is lost, but we enjoy the huge
benefit of having its preface, complete with content headings and a detailed list of ear-
lier catalogues, which provide much of our information on the players, the institu-
tions, and the thinking involved in shaping the structure of Chinese book culture. Ruan
explains how, for instance, the placing of “histories” began for Liu Xiang and his son
as an appendage to Chungiu ZFK (The Spring and Autumn Annals) in their section of
Liu yi 752 (Six Confucian Scriptures). Wang Jian had followed their example in his
renamed Jingdian $$I (Scriptures) section. But Ruan now argued that while this was
fitting in Han times when historical writing took up only a modest bulk, by his own time
the literature of record had grown to such volume that he decided to give it an indepen-
dent section in his revised scheme, with twelve subheadings. So the now familiar separa-
tion of Confucian scriptures from historical writings was not fixed from the start, but
evolved through pragmatic calculations of balanced distribution.

Ruan’s own nod to the “seven part” tradition took a new and distinctive form: he
shaped his catalogue from five “inner” sections (Scriptures, Records, Masters/Military,
Literary Collections, Techniques/Skills), and two “outer” (Buddhism, Daoism). His rea-
soned explanations of the many changes involved suggest that he was working towards
a notion of what we now call “disciplines” To take an interesting example, he explicitly
separated specialist Daoist practices (alchemical, sexual, and magical) into the “outer”
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zone of his catalogue, while other technical practices (astronomy, prophecy, calendar,
divination, punishment, healing, etc.) remained in the “inner” zone. He also carefully
explained that, unlike his predecessor Wang Jian, he gave priority to Buddhism, not
Daoism, for “we follow different traditions, and also because of the relative depth and
shallowness of their teachings” (Ruan 1927: 109¢).

Resolute conservative instincts kept the “seven part” tradition lingering on for centu-
ries. Xu Shanxin #F# 0 (558-618), appointed vice-director of the Sui dynasty’s palace
library in 597, produced a catalogue entitled Qi lin =#K (Seven Forests) in direct imita-
tion of Ruan Xiaoxu. In the early eighth century, a small group led by Ma Huaisu 5 %32
(659—718), director of the palace library under the Tang emperor Xuanzong RS
(r. 712-756), extended Wang Jian’s Seven Monographs. And a last distant echo came even
in the thirteenth century, when the book collector Zheng Yin HE (d. 1237) consciously
shaped the catalogue of his own collection in seven parts. But by then, in the palace
library precincts, the seven-part tradition had long since given way to a four-part tradi-
tion, developed in parallel from early times and eventually imposing itself upon Chinese
culture for good.

FOUR PARTS

From the time of the Wei £l (220-265) in the third century cE, the palace archives and
book collections were in the charge of a Privy Directorate of Books (Bishu jian MiZ"55).
And the books held in three halls of the palace compound received critical attention from
the staff of that body—director (jian B), vice-director (cheng 7K), and assistants (lang E).

It began with the Wei Assistant Zheng Mo ¥S#K (213-280), whose Zhong jing bu
FIAETE (Register of the Central Canon) was later adopted and updated by the Western
Jin £ (265-316) Director Xun Xu &J g/ (d. 289). Now for the first time appeared an over-
all division into four parts, not yet marked by general headings, but by plain numbers
(using the top four Heavenly Stems). First came the Confucian scriptures, their phonol-
ogy and exegesis; then came Masters of earlier and more recent times, together with
military topics, cosmology, and divination; third came historical and miscellaneous
records; and fourth came poetic literature, charts, and maps, plus a group of works writ-
ten on bamboo slips recently recovered (in 279) from the ancient tomb of King Xiang of
Wei 122 T (r. 318-296 BCE) (Sui shu 32.906; see also Chapter 3).

We see here already the outline of later four-part systems. We can also see the cata-
loguer’s struggle to control both established canonical literature and newer accessions.
When he moved the growing body of historical records away from the Confucian scrip-
tures into a section of its own, Xun Xu anticipated Ruan Xiaoxu’s reasoning in a later
century (see above): this was a rational way to redistribute bulky holdings. Xun Xu
was also apparently the earliest state cataloguer to report a body of Buddhist literature,
though we have no information on its place in the classification. The last of his four parts
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(ding bu T #[) looks less homogeneous than the other three, but what stands out in it
most strongly is the cache of previously unknown ancient literature on bamboo slips
only just brought to light. To bring that unexpected novelty into the great system must
have seemed bold, even radical, and it well illustrates the lasting challenge that would
face cataloguers through the ages—how to build fresh, unfamiliar material into a time-
honored system of classes.

From this ancestral catalogue grew the long tradition of four-part classification
(cf. Chapters 12-15). New catalogues were often stimulated by political catastrophes in
which dynasties fell, palaces were sacked, and their libraries ravaged. That is what hap-
pened in the troubles that soon brought an end to the Western Jin and removed that
dynasty to the south as Eastern Jin (317-420). “Less than one-tenth” of the palace collec-
tion survived, according to Ruan Xiaoxu, and it fell to Li Chong ZX 7%, an editorial direc-
tor, to bring order to materials reassembled under the new ruler Emperor Yuan JT77
(r. 317-322). He produced Jin Yuandi sibu shumu & 7CiiVPUEEH (A Catalogue of
Books in Four Parts for Emperor Yuan of the Jin), expressly following Xun Xu’s four-part
model, but reversing the order of its second and third parts so that histories now came in
second position. This became the model for future generations.

A succession of Four-part Catalogues now followed during the Southern Dynasties of
the fifth century. Some bore dates: 408 (by Qiu Shenzhi [T:Z [fl. ca. 405-433], origi-
nally Qiu Yuanzhi [Tiil:2); 431 (attrib. Xie Lingyun #{%25# [385-433]); 473 (by Wang
Jian, see above); 483 (by Wang Liang 5% [d. 510] and Xie Fei #ifi [441-506]). Another,
by Yin Chun FRIE (403-434), was undated. All are now lost.

When the Liang dynasty opened in 502 under a monarch, Emperor Wu 7
(r. 502-549), famed ever since for his patronage of literary culture and commitment
to Buddhism, a more complicated scene developed. It was a scene that Ruan Xiaoxu
(see above) knew and could reflect on at first hand. He describes in his preface how
it began with the early appointment of Ren Fang {T:ij (460-508) as privy director of
books, charged with restoring losses to the collections in the recent wars and bringing
order to their chaos. Ren, who is said to have tried and failed to make personal contact
with the reclusive Ruan, produced his Bige sibu shu mulu i VIESE: H &% (Four-Part
Catalogue of the Books in the Privy Halls) in 505 (var. 506). A new version, compiled by
Vice-Director Yin Jun F%#J (484-532), followed almost at once in 507. But alongside
these ran another cataloguing project—based on a separate imperial collection housed
in the Wende Hall &% —in which the academician in charge, Liu Xiaobiao ZIZ£15
(462-521), decided to take out the writings on cosmology and divination to form a set
of their own. The catalogue for that specialized unit was entrusted to the mathemati-
cian Zu Xuan fHH, and another was produced for the emperor’s collection of Buddhist
writings kept in the Hualin Park #FK[5. Here then were signs that the four-part scheme
lived in parallel, rather than integrally, with a flourishing body of Buddhist scriptures
and writings.

In his preface to Seven Lists, Ruan Xiaoxu wrote about his learned friend Liu Yao #I|#5
(487-536), who had generously supplied bibliographical material for Ruan’s own
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catalogue project. This same Liu Yao is credited in his official biography with a Gujin
sibu shumu 175 VUEEH (Catalogue in Four Parts of Books Ancient and Modern),
which has been interpreted as a personal project reaching beyond the scope of contem-
porary literature and of the imperial Privy Directorate (see Yang 2011: 78).

One more catalogue of the Liang period foreshadows the terrible ending of that era
of sophisticated library culture. Compiled by Liu Zun B3 (d. 535), it bore the title
Liang Donggong sibu mulu %25 E VA5 H #% (Four-part Catalogue of the Liang Eastern
Palace). This Eastern Palace holding of 30,000 scrolls was the personal collection of
the Crown Prince. But it went up in flames when the rebel Hou Jing 75 (d. 552) took
the capital city Jiankang 75 in 548. Around 553, Emperor Yuan JT7 (1. 552-555) had
the remains of the imperial collections moved to his new capital at Jiangling 71_[%, yet
within just a few years a new invasion from the north led him, in an act of nihilistic
despair, to personally order the torching of that collection too (cf. Dudbridge 2000:
41-44). Once again, then, carefully nurtured collections of books and their well-
articulated catalogues were lost to plunder and fire.

Yet the few slight documents that remain from those times do give a strong and often
clear sense of the tensions, adjustments, and devices worked out by Southern Dynasties
bibliographers, whether in public office or in private life. One way or another they met
the challenges of a live written culture and worked at bringing it to a state of structured
order. When the Tang dynasty came to power in the early seventh century, it was clear
that the hard thinking about the structures of book culture had already been done and
the basic decisions already taken.

Several sources tell us that the Tang emperors inherited a collection of more than
80,000 scrolls. And there are signs that from 628 (var. 629) Wei Zheng BN (580-643),
as privy director of books, led a project to re-establish the imperial library with a four-
part system. No trace survives of any such catalogue from before the time of his death
in 643, but it is likely that his team’s work fed into what now comes down to us as the
bibliographical chapters in the Sui shu, completed in 656. The preface to those chap-
ters gives its own account of the long tradition described above. But both this and the
contents of the bibliography acknowledge the influence of earlier (now lost) catalogues,
particularly Ruan Xiaoxu’s Qi lu (Sui shu 32.908, 33.991). Within the general four-part
division, a second order of classification numbers fifty-five sections (pian j&)—exactly
the same total as the fifty-five parts (bu 1) in Seven Lists. And throughout each section
there are titles noted as held in the Liang but now lost—with a clear implication that the
same source was checked for information about lost books (van der Loon 1984: 1-3;
Zhang 1998: 276-279). The Sui bibliography again follows its predecessors in keeping
Daoist and Buddhist writings separate from the main four parts in a final appendix. No
titles are listed there, only classification headings and numbers of holdings, but even
they reflect the influence of Qi u (van der Loon 1984: 2). All this can be seen as work of
consolidation rather than development.

The same judgment surely applies on a grander scale to the vast project undertaken
a century later under Emperor Xuanzong. The Qunshu sibu lu ZZZVUHSEE (Four-Part
Catalogue of All Books) was a detailed descriptive catalogue, completed in 721. It ran
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to 200 scrolls in length, later condensed into a revised version of forty: Gujin shulu
45 E 8% (Catalogue of Books Ancient and Modern). Alongside this the same editor,
Wu Jiong 198 (d. 722), also compiled a ten-scroll catalogue of the Buddhist and Daoist
books in the imperial library—the Kaiyuan nei wai jing lu Bl7eNIMEEE (Catalogue
of Inner and Outer Scriptures in the Kaiyuan Reign) (Jiu Tang shu 46.1963-1966; van der
Loon 1984: 3). All these works are lost, and our only insight into their contents comes
from a boiled-down list of titles and authors copied into the Jiu Tang shu &= (Old
History of the Tang) of 945. It confirms the general conclusion that the four-part model
in Chinese bibliography was not only there to stay, but had also settled the old problem
of where to put Buddhist and Daoist writings by separating them firmly from the main-
stream. The Buddhist sangha in any case had a prolific catalogue tradition of its own,
dating back to Sengyou’s {846 (445-518) Chu Sanzang ji ji H =80 2E (A Collection of
Records of the Translated Tripitaka).

It is clear from this discussion that custody of a textual and cultural heritage had
become and remained an inherent part of dynastic legitimation. It took institutional form
in the creation of state libraries, staffed by officials with responsibility for conservation
and critical bibliography. The initiators of that tradition in the Western Han had faced the
task of creating a conceptual ground plan to organize what they now saw as bibliographi-
cal items. And what then began as a seven-part classified system would later evolve,
harden, and eventually atrophy, in bibliographies and catalogues, as a four-part system.

To contemplate that process is to recognize it as contingent, not essential. If a system
could develop in one direction, it might as easily develop in another. Yet in the centuries
following the year 9oo the self-reinforcing four-part system would stay in place, with
only minor tremors disturbing its fault lines. Despite the growing disproportion in bulk
between the different parts, despite all the creative innovation in informal, vernacular,
and performance literature that played out in the next thousand years, that ancient sys-
tem would still dominate the state-led perception of Chinese literature. To a striking
extent, it does so to this day, not least in privileging the Confucian scriptures as a dis-
crete body of canonical literature.

TRANSMISSION AND LOSS

In the past, there must surely have existed a wealth of writings in Chinese that were
neither preserved nor reported in later times. If so, they are truly lost and beyond our
knowledge. What tempts our imagination in their direction is a complex pattern of
relationships between early catalogues, books that come down in known transmission,
fragments of writings both transmitted and lost that appear transcribed in medieval
texts, and other writings recovered in the course of time from the environment, often
in tombs and caves. Generations of editorial, textual, and paleographic scholarship have
explored those relationships, and the results have disturbed the clear vision that ancient
bibliographers aimed to achieve.
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We have seen that each successive catalogue project was driven by a sense of loss and
disorder. When great public disasters ravaged and depleted the imperial collections,
they left gaps that could be identified by checking earlier catalogues, but could be filled
only by finding replacements from society at large. Inevitably, each quest fell short of
its targets. It could succeed only if missing titles had been transmitted out there in the
wider world, and if not, then those titles were gone for good. Open transmission was the
engine at the heart of this process. Why then were some writings successfully transmit-
ted over long centuries, and others not?

Zheng Qiao ESKE (1104-1162) faced this question in an essay on “Textual Collation”
(Jiaochou ¥fi#) included in his Tong zhi 1HE (General Record) (see Dudbridge 2000: 9-
12). He argued that if traditions of Confucian scholarship had been maintained even
after the Qin regime had set out to destroy them, it was because followers of those tradi-
tions were determined to preserve them. Similarly the textual traditions of medicine,
Buddhism, and Daoism had survived through turbulent and destructive times, while
other ancient schools of thought had not. According to Zheng Qiao, specialist followers
of clearly defined schools of learning were the agents that ensured successful transmis-
sion. It followed that systematic classification of all branches of written culture, guid-
ing attention to those specialized pockets of transmission, was the only way to recover
their concealed traditions. This thinking clearly reflected the influence of classified cata-
logues over the previous thousand years, and Zheng Qiao would indeed go on to add his
own to the number. He had little to say about losses deliberately wrought by government
policy after the Qin era: the fifth and sixth centuries, for instance, saw fierce efforts by
governments to be rid of a class of apocryphal texts that gave voice to traditions of politi-
cal prophecy. But it is hard to dispute his main point that writings are preserved and
transmitted only when someone has the motivation to make copies of them, in those
days a business costly in time, labor, and money. So in practice the works that survive are
chiefly those that attract a continuing interest in each new generation. And older writ-
ings that find little favor with newer readers easily fade away.

These conclusions sound simple, but they conceal awkward problems. For a
start: what does successful transmission mean? Many mainstream works sponsored or
promoted by imperial governments through the ages now sit on our shelves with every
appearance of full transmission—Confucian scriptures, dynastic histories, and the like.
Yet most have suffered complications in their transmission history—descent through
single commentarial traditions, partial or complete loss, tinkering and patching by edi-
tors early and late. Both the Yijing 7 £ (Classic of Changes) and the Shijing 74 (Classic
of Poetry) have come down to us in single traditions tracing back to particular recen-
sions and commentaries (Wang Bi -4, 226-249, and the Mao E family of the Han),
leaving behind the richer materials once available to Liu Xiang (see Han shu 30.1703-8).
The Hou Han shu 1%{%25 (History of the Later Han) originally lacked “Monographs”
chapters, and annotated substitutes from another work were later added to it. The Jiu Wu
dai shi B F7L{X5 (Old History of the Five Dynasties) disappeared so completely that it
had finally to be patched together from fragmentary quotations in multifarious sources.
All this of course still takes no account of the original assembly of such texts before their
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defining appearance in an official catalogue, nor of their far from simple relationship
with earlier sources beyond our reach.

If accidents and expedients like those disturbed even mainstream, orthodox texts as
they passed through time, the broader run of texts scarcely fared better. Each passing
generation’s renewed interest in certain earlier writings always came at a price. Editors
who, by winning official endorsement or general popularity, ensured the transmission
of early writings were each following an agenda of their own time. They did not hesitate
to present texts from the past in forms that answered their own needs. We can see a
particularly clear example in the (often unique) transmission of writings from the cen-
turies of disunion in the seventh-century compilation Yiwen leiju 25 FH5R (Classified
Extracts from Literature) (see Lin 2014). With approval from the throne, this became a
standard reference for students of classical literature, and still is now. Yet certain extracts
in it, to all appearances organically complete, can be checked against versions transmit-
ted elsewhere, which show that they have undergone heavy cutting and remodeling (see
Chapter 10). Works that once had firm roots in a given time and situation have been
trimmed back and repositioned. And those rewritten, essentially new, compositions
now entered the canon of recognized literature, in turn to find their way into general
and individual collections and leave their own imprint on future generations of readers
and writers.

Where in all this does authenticity lie? Or authority? Faced with such questions, we
have to turn from the perception of a timeless canon to that other vision of writing as a
volatile, mutable medium.

LosT WRITINGS RESTORED

If the process of transmission lies in the hands of editors, commentators, schools of
specialist learning (for Zheng Qiao), and other enthusiasts, so too does the control of
loss. Among the vast numbers of titles listed in early catalogues that vanished over time,
there were still many that left scattered remains behind them. For this we must thank the
editors of those anthologies, collections, compendia, and encyclopedias that from early
times brought the themes of China’s culture into focus. The Shijing clearly stood at the
head, and it was followed by a massive and still ongoing tradition. Over many centuries,
compilers picked out textual material from far and wide, then shaped the extracts into
classified formats of their own devising.

The long-term effects have been both enriching and disturbing. Certainly, without
that mass of extracts and quotations coming down through the centuries we would lose
precious access to many otherwise untransmitted writings, and our reading of Chinese
literature would be dramatically poorer for it. Partial and secondary access is plainly
much better than none at all. But we need to recognize that the extracts too have come
down in a transmission system of their own. Compilers and editors drew heavily from
earlier compilations, and always with their own agenda in mind. The impact on textual
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integrity is easy to imagine. It is most obvious in the large number of compilations that
take passages from their sources and then separate them for free distribution at will
around the editors’ classification system. The words are there, but their relationship
together is lost. And when in time later editors drew on older compilations for their own
purposes, the effect was doubled, disorientation grew, a greater distance from the source
works opened up, and the quotations became like objects cast off from ships, bobbing
freely in the ocean.

This has not deterred generations of scholars from attempting to rebuild those scat-
tered fragments into skeleton versions of lost writings. Among many others, even the
prophetic apocryphal scriptures so vigorously suppressed in the fifth and sixth centu-
ries have been patiently pieced together (see Weishu jicheng). That kind of work relies
upon hypothesis, critical judgment, and argument, and the results can vary in quality.
For Western readers, the process has been worked out most elaborately in the case of
the minor pre-Qin thinker Shen Dao &%/ (ca. 360-ca. 285 BCE), and his example will
put the matter into perspective (cf. Thompson 1979). Quotations from a work called
Shenzi IR ¥ are found scattered in sources from between 400 and 1050 CE, most richly
in the anthology of political philosophy Qunshu zhiyao #FHTAEE (Main Principles of
Government in All Books). A product of Wei Zheng’s imperial library project in the early
seventh century (see above), this work offered extracts from the Shenzi organized in
seven sections, and very likely provided material in turn for later reconstructions. But
by the twelfth century it too was lost in China, and survives now only thanks to its early
transmission in Japan. So all the subtle work of text-critical comparison between this
and other sources rests upon that delicate structure of transmission. And it still only
takes us back to the authority of a book held in the early Tang imperial collection, a good
900 years later than the ancient thinker himself. Only the recovery of a truly early text
might take us closer to him. But meanwhile it is the voice of the medieval fragments that
speaks in his name to Chinese readers: authentic or not, that is how his impact has been
delivered.

It should follow that extracts taken directly from writings closer in time to the com-
pilations have better chances of a robust relationship with their sources. This can be
tested for the period down to the tenth century, when the compilation culture found
its climax in great projects launched by the Song emperor Taizong X7 (r. 976-997) in
his Taiping xingguo e e reign (976-984) (see Dudbridge 2000: 1, 13-18). Two of
them in particular have offered large scope for rebuilding texts from fragments: Taiping
guangji NV-FE5C (Extensive Records for a Time of Supreme Peace, otherwise trans-
lated as Extensive Records from the Taiping Reign in this volume), submitted in 978, and
Taiping yulan X T-HEE (Imperial Reader for a Time of Supreme Peace) in 984. Both were
produced by the same editorial board, using the resources of the imperial library of the
early Song (Dudbridge 2000: 13-18). Their commissions directed them to existing com-
pilations, as well as to “books in general,” so for early writings multiple layers of quota-
tion are only to be expected. However, for the literature of the previous two and a half
centuries, the editors had access to many directly transmitted books, and thanks to this
we can read materials from those times that have otherwise been lost.
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Even at that short range the results have again been disturbing as well as enriching.
The Taiping guangji in particular has certainly laid open a world of informal narrative
writing that is otherwise very thinly transmitted. Yet when textual comparison is pos-
sible, it often shows that editorial interventions could be cavalier and standards of copy-
ing surprisingly sloppy. These editors set titles of their own devising on the narrative
items, using what we would now call keywords, and imposed a uniform third-person
narrative style, even when original texts used the first person (Dudbridge 2013: 37-8).
They also followed the old practice of breaking up single texts into pieces for distribu-
tion around their system of classes (Dudbridge 2000: 53-71). So this important and
influential body of Chinese literature reaches us only through a heavy filter—something
that readers rarely take into account. Behind the bland facade of an imperial compila-
tion, a more complex and dynamic background culture lay hidden, also partly reflected
by smaller and more ruthlessly edited collections in the following centuries. Over the
past thousand years, those texts too have suffered the accidents and distortions of their
own eventful transmission. Here, then, the view of literature as a fluid, unstable, and
changeable quantity comes forward once more.

LosT WRITINGS RECOVERED

When, according to tradition, Kong Anguo fLZZ[&] (fl. ca. 120 BCE) produced a cache
of “ancient texts” (gu wen ' ) found inside a wall of the Kong fL residence in Qufu {H &,
itled to a debate on the textual authority of Confucian canonical works that still resounded
in the twentieth century (Nylan 1994; van Ess 1994). Aside from its significance in intel-
lectual history, this was also the earliest and most spectacular example of its kind. Through
the ages, the chance reappearance of textual material from the deep past has shaken
assumptions and challenged norms. The bamboo slips recovered from a tomb in 279 (see
above) included the Zhushu jinian PrERCE (Bamboo Annals), which offered alterna-
tives to previously accepted historical narratives and chronologies. Similar impacts
have followed from the long sequence of discoveries made by modern archaeology in the
twentieth century.

The list is impressive. Already in the opening years of the century came both the huge
body of Bronze Age oracle bone texts found near Anyang (in He'nan) and the medieval
manuscript library in the cave complex of Dunhuang (in Gansu). Each corpus estab-
lished new understandings of ritual, institutional, and literary culture in its own era.
And meanwhile finds of brushed manuscripts on bamboo and silk from pre- and early-
imperial times have kept coming over a stretch of more than a hundred years, regu-
larly outpacing expectations with new surprises. Dunhuang County alone has yielded
Han-period bamboo slips steadily from 1907 to 1992. Several other provinces have a
similar record.

From one point of view, these writings, not “lost” but “found,” should not really claim
a place in this discussion. Yet even here they have insights to offer. Taken individually
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and as a whole, the discoveries have delivered both familiar and unfamiliar textual
material. There are writings transmitted elsewhere, and writings otherwise unknown.
Even the “known” writings present unfamiliar material alongside the familiar. We might
expect these ancient texts to bring clarity and authority to our perceptions of early litera-
ture, but instead they have brought complexity and uncertainty.

The manuscripts on silk found in 1973-1974 at Mawangdui 55 T}, Hu'nan, illus-
trate this well. There, enclosed in a tomb from 168 BCE, were traditional mainstream
works like Yijing and Laozi (in two copies); but their textual traditions, and even their
structure, have turned out to be distinct from transmitted versions. In the same tomb,
there were documents recording events of the late Warring States period, some of which
overlap with narratives used by Liu Xiang in compiling the work he entitled Zhanguo
ce B[HTR (Intrigues of the Warring States). These give some samples of the unsystem-
atic source materials that lay before him, and suggest how vigorously he acted to bring
them to order in his attempt to create a selective but definitive book (cf. Crump 1970: 1).
Among other previously unknown writings at Mawangdui, there were some reflecting
on political matters in a transcendent philosophical mode. They have clearly stimulated
an urge to classify them into known schools, yet modern scholarship has failed to find a
consensus on how that is best done: were their authors Huang-Lao B Daoists? Yin-
Yang [R5 specialists? How indeed should those schools be defined? (Cf. Yates 1997:
10-43). And is it in the end a good idea to try to classify that fluid intellectual scene?

All this brings home how weak a hold we have on a universe of writing, still lost, that
extends beyond our familiar horizons. It has also brought us full circle to the situation
of the Han Emperor Cheng in 26 BCE, and to the moment when his scholars confronted
those “proliferating rival traditions” and “voices of many thinkers contending in a chaos
of words” to create the tension between studied order and rich profusion that shapes our
experience of Chinese literature.

But hindsight of the ensuing nine hundred years brings out a new irony. The grip of
central authority would fumble uncertainly with the organic underlying culture, as it
moved blocks around different parts of its scheme, made room for what was new and
unfamiliar, and let non-Confucian materials into or out of the mainstream. Over much
of those nine centuries, the studied order itself proved restless and mutable, and in the
end imperial authority stepped back from shaping China’s written culture into a single
unified system.
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THE title of this section raises the question: Should the four textual categories discussed
in the following chapters be characterized as “genres”? The next four chapters pres-
ent “Classics” (jing #5), “Histories” (shi 5), “Masters” (zi ), and “Collections” (ji £)
both as concepts and as evolving bibliographic categories, whose contours are explored
through specific examples. Implied (and occasionally self-conscious) reflections on the
meanings and boundaries of these categories periodically come to the fore, but there is
no place for the kind of normative and prescriptive discourse one finds in, say, Aristotle’s
definition of tragedy in the Poetics. For Aristotle, the genre of tragedy has an extratem-
poral “nature” or “entelechy”: “Having passed through many changes, it found its natu-
ral form, and there it stopped” (Poetics IV, Adams 1971: 50).

In the Chinese context, the comparably normative discourse of “defining genres”
(bian ti }#53) arises not from discussions of bibliographic categories but from reflec-
tions on modes of writing and composition. Thus Cao Pi 1 (187-226) sums up the
essential attributes of eight genres with four words. Lu Ji ZE#% (261-303) offers more
elaborate definitions of ten genres. Liu Xie BIHE (ca. 460s-520s) devotes twenty out
of fifty chapters in Wenxin diaolong XUUMERE (Literary Mind and the Carving of the
Dragon) to tracing the history and norms of twenty genres. In these examples, the
genres considered range from very broad ones like poetry (shi #+f) or rhapsody (fu i)
to function-determined ones such as elegy (lei #£), eulogy (song %), remonstrance
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(zhen J&), or memorials to the throne (zou 2%). The Chinese term ti 5 overlaps with
the idea of genre but also encompasses the notion of normative style not only for
genres but also for periods, authors, topics, or occasions. “In other words, while every-
thing we would call a genre was a ti, not all #i were genres” (Owen 2007: 1392).

Rules invite both conformity and defiance. Writers and scholars have both dis-
paraged and celebrated the audacity to mix genres (can ti 284, wenti hucan
WHSHZ2) or to break the genre (po ti #%), a metaphor borrowed from the
Tang discourse on calligraphy. From about the eleventh century on, debates about
breaking generic rules recur in critical discourse, even as distinctions prolifer-
ate (Wu 1991) and Yan Yu's #%-F] (1191-1241) advocacy of “original form” (bense
A1) points to a heightened awareness of generic boundaries (Jiang 2008). Thus
Shen Kuo ¥4 (1031-1095) complains, for example, that Han Yu'’s HERR (768-824)
poetry is merely “rhymed prose” #i,23, and the woman poet Li Qingzhao
ZHIE M (1084-1151) takes Su Shi fik#ill (1037-1101) to task for writing song lyrics (ci
7)) that end up being no more than “shi poems in uneven lines” FJFE NEkZ &+
From another perspective, generic norms cannot remain constant if they are to
accommodate changes in literary history, as Liu Xie already argues in “Continuity
and Transformation” (“Tong bian” T Wenxin diaolong, Chapter 29). Rules
of genres have to be negotiated through the fusion (or tension) between tradi-
tion and individual talent, between supposedly perennial norms and the exi-
gencies of the historical moment. Perhaps that is why late imperial critics who
write extensively on “defining genres,” such as Xu Shizeng TRETE (1517-1580)
and Xu Xueyi P2 (1563-1633), also implicitly justify the need for flexibility.

Modern scholars are prone to affirm the breaking of boundaries as regeneration:
“Famous authors and famous pieces often break the rules of genres, which thereby gain
breadth and sweep” (Qian 1980:3:890). While there are antecedents for such views (e.g.,
HongL1angJ1(ﬁ§ e [1746-1809]), the dominant position in pre-twentieth- centurywrltlngs
usually judges “miscegenation” according to the hierarchy of genres—“carrying the
high to the low” LAE1 T 5 or “the ancient to the more recent” L1 73/T is admissible
or even praiseworthy, but the reverse is unacceptable (Jiang 2008). For example, one
can debate the merit of using shi poetry diction in song lyrics (ci #f) or even applaud
it, but a song lyric taking up the colloquialisms and sensuality of popular vernacular
songs (qu ) or operatic arias would definitely be decried as vulgar. Some of the most
famous couplets in Tang poetry flout the syntactical rules of regulated verse (e.g.,
Cui Hao's ££5# [d. 754] lines, “The yellow crane, once gone, will never return,/White
clouds, for a thousand years, endure in vain” s — 2 NMEIX, 2T #AHLIK):
using the more rugged rhythm and imperfect parallelism of old style verse in regu-
lated verse can mark a lofty sensibility. A poet who brings the aesthetics of regulated
verse to ancient style poetry, however, is likely to be faulted for being too mannered.

The categories discussed in the following four chapters are usually not referred
to as ti (except perhaps sometimes for “Histories”). Their parameters and historical
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transformations belong less to literary thought than to “bibliographical scholar-
ship” (mulu xue H#%E2), which encompasses the collation and cataloguing of texts
and their organization into a coherent system. But if they are not “genres” as usually
understood in the Chinese tradition, they are rooted in the need for system, taxon-
omy, and textual order, which are germane to conceptions of “genre” Classification
answers concrete questions of “where to put (and find) what” in imperial libraries. By
the Tang dynasty, scrolls in the palace library were divided into the four categories we
will discuss, each distinguished by wooden rollers, silk ribbons, and ivory clasps in
specific colors (Tang liu dian JE7SHL 9.280). Zheng Qiao EKE (1104-1162) compares
bibliographic organization to “the method of organizing armies” #5{f..2i% (Zheng
1987: 71.831). Military division requires relatively even distribution. Hu Yinglin
SAMERS (1551-1602) observes: “From the Tang dynasty on, the number of scrolls for
the four divisions are comparable” (Hu 1958: 25).

This four-part system, first traceable to Zheng Mo 3£ (213-280) and Xun Xu % g
(d. 289), eventually took hold by the seventh century after absorbing and transform-
ing bibliographic categories from other classification systems (see also Chapter 11).
Zhang Xuecheng E£2F, (1738-1801) describes this trajectory as inevitable (Zhang
1985: 2:956), but “pragmatic calculations of balanced distribution” (Chapter 11) played
a key role. Thus the emergence of “Histories” as a separate category and the assimila-
tion of writings about warfare and the technical arts into “Masters” from the third
century on merely reflected an evolving textual reality. The proliferation of historical
writings meant that they could no longer be subsumed under Chungiu ¥k (Spring
and Autumn Annals) and classed with other “Classics” (as in “Monograph on Arts and
Writings” [“Yiwen zhi” 283&] in Han shu %35 [History of the Former Han], while
the more modest number of military (bingshu Ft&), divinatory (shushu E{fr), and
technical (fangji /34%) writings (each an independent classification in the Han shu
Monograph) and of post-Han Masters Texts meant that they could be coalesced into
the category of “Masters.”

Shifts in the boundaries of these categories or their internal organization yield
insights into social, cultural, and intellectual history. “Classics” is the most elevated
category, comprising the ancient texts that became the sources of the Confucian tra-
dition. Its status as official learning is evident in its close ties with the bureaucracy,
education, and later the examination system. Labeled “Six Arts” (liu yi 7<) in the
“Monograph on Arts and Writings,” the appellation of the category as “Classics” only
caught on after Wang Jian’s T8 (452-489) Qi zhi L7 (Seven Monographs). Although
Shi & (Poetry; later Shijing &S [Classic of Poetry]) and Shu & (Documents; later
Shangshu [#25 or Shujing =#E [Classic of Documents]) are most frequently cited as
authoritative texts and listed first in the enumeration of the “Six Arts” or “Six Classics”
in pre-Qin materials, Yi %} (Changes; later Yijing 74, [Classic of Changes]) is listed
first in the Han shu Monograph, either because it was considered the most ancient
or because it was the first set of canonical texts to resurface in early Han after the
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Qin destruction (Li 2011: 12). All subsequent catalogues follow this sequence, implic-
itly claiming a cosmological foundation for the moral and political precepts embodied
in the Classics.

Exegetical commentaries and subcommentaries on the Classics are listed in the
same bibliographical category with their “parent texts.” Apocryphal and prophetic
texts that purport to “interpret” the Classics (chen wei il or wei shu F&55) are
included in “Classics” in the bibliographic chapters in Sui shu [&35 (History of the
Sui), Jiu Tang shu & FZ (Old History of the Tang), Xin Tang shu #1/H=E (New
History of the Tang), Chen Zhensun’s BifIRfR (ca. 1179-ca. 1262) Zhizhai shulu jieti

EZEE 5 iR (An Annotated Record of the Books in Zhizhai’s Collection), and Ma
Duanlin’s 55k (1254-1323) Wenxian tongkao S gRIE# (Comprehensive Textual
Investigations), sometimes with stated reservations. Such texts disappeared from
later bibliographies and catalogues, reflecting the decline of these fanciful elabo-
rations. In general, the antiquity and difficulty of the Classics granted interpretive
commentaries a special authority. The fact that the three exegetical traditions of
Chungiu came to be considered three independent Classics in the “Nine Classics”
during the Tang indicated acknowledgement of Chungiu’s daunting opacity when
considered on its own.

Although Lunyu #iatt (Analects), Mengzi i ¥ (Mencius), Xiaojing %45 (Classic
of Filial Piety), and the dictionary Er ya i/ were not called jing during the Han
dynasty, court academicians (boshi [#1:) were appointed to teach and interpret
them. References to the “Seven Classics” (e.g., Sanguo zhi 38.973) probably include
the Analects and Xiaojing. Analects, Xiaojing, and Er ya come under “Six Arts”
in the “Monograph on Arts and Writings” in Han shu and are included in the cat-
egory of “Classics” in Ruan Xiaoxu’s 224G (479-536) Qi lu 158% (Seven Lists) and
the “Monograph on Bibliography” (“Jingji zhi” £§#&:&) in Sui shu. In other words,
even before they became part of the “Twelve Classics” carved on stelae in 837 under
imperial auspices, these three texts enjoyed the de facto status of “Classics,” probably
because they were considered fundamental for ethical training and linguistic compe-
tence. In the Han shu Monograph, Mencius is put in “Masters,” and there it remained
until the late twelfth century, when Zhu Xi K2 (1130-1200) elevated the Analects,
Mencius, and two chapters from Liji st (Records of Rituals), Great Learning (Daxue
KE2) and Doctrine of the Mean (Zhongyong 1), as the Four Books. By the 1190s,
Mencius was printed as one of the annotated “Thirteen Classics.” The Four Books with
Zhu Xi's commentary became the basic texts for the civil service examination after
1313, and “Four Books” became a subset under the category of “Classics” in the biblio-
graphic chapter in Ming shi B5Z (History of the Ming, late seventeenth century) and
in Siku quanshu VU E (The Complete Library of the Four Treasuries, 1773-1782).
Although “Classics” is arguably the most stable component of the four-part division,
changing boundaries suggest that notions of continuity and exemplarity—the seman-
tic associations of jing (Chapter 12)—evolved over time.
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As mentioned above, “Histories” was originally classified under Chungiu in the
Han shu Monograph. Its separation as an independent category in Xun Xu’s scheme
was reversed by Wang Jian’s Qi zhi but confirmed by the delineation of nine subcat-
egories (including “histories of illegitimate domains” [weishi {%51], “miscellaneous
histories” [zashi HE5], and “ghosts and spirits” [guishen 52{#]) under “Records and
Accounts” (“Jizhuan” #C{#) in Ruan Xiaoxu’s Qi lu. Ruan’s subdivisions might have
influenced the broad compass of “Histories” (with thirteen subcategories and 13,264
scrolls, twice as much as any of the other three categories) in the bibliographic chapter
in Sui shu (see also Chapters 13, 18). The wealth of materials and range of genres (some
of which would be classified as “fiction” in the twentieth century) under an indepen-
dent bibliographic category, as well as theoretical discussions of historical writings by
Liu Xie and Liu Zhiji £[|H1%% (661-721), suggest that a new historical consciousness
had emerged between the third and seventh centuries (Lu 2000; see also Chapter 13).

Put in the third place in Xun Xu’s scheme, “Histories” was ranked second after
“Classics” in the Sui shu bibliography and thereafter retained its eminent place as
being secondary to, but also complementary with, the “Classics.” Chunqiu and its
exegetical traditions, which are supposed to concretize moral and political pre-
cepts through records about past events, establish close ties between the first two
bibliographic categories. But there are also unresolved tensions. Voices raising
doubts about the exegetical filiation of Zuozhuan /% (Zuo Tradition, fourth cen-
tury BCE) to Chungqiu typically aver that Zuozhuan’s commitment to historical nar-
rative sometimes leads to dubious value judgments. The Song Neo-Confucian
scholar Cheng Hao FE£#H (1032-1085) chided his disciple Xie Liangzuo’s Rk
absorption in the details of historical writings as “toying with things and losing
[moral] ambition” (wan wu sang zhi Ht¥)2:E). Zhu Xi also sometimes elevated
the Classics at the expense of historical writings. Espousing the opposite posi-
tion are important Ming and Qing thinkers and writers arguing from various per-
spectives that historical instantiations are necessary for moral truths, among
them Wang Yangming FF7BH (1472-1529), Wang Shizhen FiHE (1526-1590),
Li Zhi & (1527-1602), Qian Daxin # KT (1728-1804), and most famously Zhang
Xuecheng, who (like Li Zhi) maintained that the “Six Classics are all Histories”
7NASETF S (Zhang 1985: 1:1).

The section on “Various Masters” (zhuzi 34 1) in the Han shu Monograph lists
ten schools. Of these, the Sophists (Mingjia 2) and Mohists are only repre-
sented through pre-Han works, while Confucians, Daoists, and Yin-yang specialists
continued their traditions up to the first century BCE. In other words, the Han shu
Monograph presents intellectual lineages of varying duration and relevance to the
present. Xun Xu made a distinction between “Early Masters” (gu zhuzi jia Tt +2%)
and “Recent Masters” (jinshi zi jia /T f-2%), by which he probably meant post-Han
Masters. Chapter 14 focuses on pre-imperial and Han Masters, who best exemplify,
respectively, the sense of fervent intellectual debate and the close ties to statecraft and
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scholar-officials. While the Analects was never put in the bibliographic category of
“Masters,” to consider it as one of the Masters Texts is to draw attention to its engage-
ment with other intellectual positions from late Warring States to Han. Exegetical texts
in the category of “Classics” present Confucius as the Sage mediating and augmenting
Zhou tradition. From the perspective of Warring States thought, Confucius represents
less a unifying system of ideas than a point of reference, the crucial medium or catalyst
through which other thinkers articulate their differences.

The bibliographic chapter in Sui shu follows Xun Xu in expanding the scope of
“Masters,” incorporating military writings (bing I%), astrology (tianwen KL), calen-
drical and mathematical expertise (lishu J&%X), and divinatory and esoteric arts
(wuxing F11T). “Masters” became a category both for thought and “expertise litera-
ture” (Chapter 14). The same label can conceal significant shifts. While zajia HER
in the Han shu Monograph feature Syncretic works like Liishi chungiu = XX
(Mr. Liis Spring and Autumn Annals) and Huainanzi WEFA T (Master Huainan), za
in the Sui shu bibliography encompasses in addition a host of miscellaneous texts,
texts difficult to classify, and encyclopedias and epitomes (see also Chapter 10), as well
as some Buddhist and Daoist writings (Cheng and Xu 1988: 159-161). (The Sui shu bib-
liography lists most Buddhist and Daoist texts separately; later fourfold classifications
will include them in “Masters” and sometimes in “Histories.”) This trajectory of za
is symptomatic of the fate of “Masters” as a bibliographic category. The expansion is
driven by numbers and the need for “balanced redistribution,” but it might also have
reinforced the hierarchy between “Classics” and “Masters.”

The fact that “Poems and Poetic Expositions” (shi fu #fHR) in the Han shu
Monograph—the antecedent of later “Collections” by substance if not by conceptual
frame—constitute a separate category, while historical writings are grouped under
Chungiu, might simply have been a function of the size of the respective corpora:
there are 411 pian J# (bundles of bamboo slips) for historical writings but 1,317 pian
for “Poetry and Rhapsodies” Whatever the rationale, the separate grouping of “Poems
and Poetic Expositions,” while germane for later notions of literary production, was
a far cry from “Collections” as a conceptual and bibliographic category (Chapter 15).
With “Collections,” we arrive at the heart of classical literature, for its very idea signi-
fies a vital link between life and writings and implies self-conscious literary produc-
tion (Chapter 15). Most of the works discussed in our volume fall under this category.
Just as Chungiu and its exegetical traditions traverse the conceptual boundaries of
“Classics” and “Histories,” Shijing is a Classic that is organizationally no different from
a collection or an anthology. The separate categorization of Shijing under “Classics”
notwithstanding, the model of Shijing will continue to be invoked in literary produc-
tion by the authors in “Collections” (Chapter 12). More generally, works from the first
three bibliographic categories provide endless ideas, images, and topoi for authors of
collections. The Ming writer Yang Shen FaE (1488-1559), for example, underlines
this continuity by listing lines from Masters Texts and historical writings that could
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have passed for “poetic lines” by later reckoning (Yang 2008: 1:58-62). At the same
time, emergent literary self-consciousness in the Six Dynasties means that for some
even Classics, supposedly a higher category, should not be the model of emulation
for poets. Thus Xiao Gang il (503-551, Emperor Jianwen, . 549-551) disparaged
poets whose lines are reminiscent of Liji, Shangshu, or Yijing (Liang shu 49.690).
Commenting on this passage, the Qing critic Ye Jiaoran TEREIR (1614-1711) implic-
itly elevates poets above scholars of Classics: “One should know that these words do
not merely show how differences between genres and positions (tiwei #{i/) matter
when one prepares to compose. It also shows that the romantic élan (fengliu JE) of
great poetry cannot be falsely assumed (guituo #fifE) by scholars of moral learning in
solemn garb” (Ye 1983: 2:937). “Literariness” came to be considered a separate sphere:
“Criticism of Poetry and Prose” (“Shi wen ping” &+ X 7 eventually became a subcat-
egory in “Collections” in Siku quanshu.
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DAVID SCHABERG

THE semantics of the “classic” (jing) in Chinese intellectual history derived from notions
of continuity, cultural reproduction, and fidelity to models from the past. The word
jing signified the long or warp threads in a woven material, and it belonged to a family
of words with meanings like “passing through,” “flowing through,” and “path” (Lewis
1999: 297-300; Schuessler 2007: 317). In the writing system, this word was rendered by
the graph £, the left-hand component representing silk, the right perhaps representing
the loom (Karlgren 1957: 219). A technology for prestigious manufacture thus furnishes
China’s single most powerful metaphor for cultural reproduction. Bronze casting tech-
nology supplied many other basic terms for cultural reproduction: xing i, for instance,
was a casting mold and also the “correct form” that every successive generation inher-
ited and attempted to follow; the fan i was likewise a casting mold, or metaphorically a
“rule” or “principle;” and the mo £5 too was a casting instrument and a “norm.” The word
wen 3, likewise, relates to elite techniques, though in this case they are the ceremonial
manufacture of statutes and collective action as exemplified in sacrificial ritual and war-
fare, famously the two great affairs of the state and its leading families (Durrant, Li, and
Schaberg 2016: 2:802-803). Wen could mean the design in cloth, the commander’s flag,
the benevolent authority of the morally perfect ruler, the embellished speech, the writ-
ten word, or any of several other things, all instances of useful or beautiful patterning.
The contemporary Chinese term for “literature;” wenxue E2 reflects alater narrowing
of the word’s semantic range to meanings related to writing, including not only the indi-
vidual graph but also the well-crafted, internally patterned composition (see Chapter 1).
In the metaphorical world of jing and wen, history looks like the sum of succeeding
years additions to the long weave of history, and every generation has as its most clearly
expressed duty the prolongation of the weave pattern their forebears had begun.
Chinese terms for cultural reproduction, including jing, had nothing to say about a
distinction between high and low, though the culture to be reproduced was no doubt
that of the rulers and the controllers of Bronze Age means of production. The texts in
question were figured not as tokens of elite culture but as tools and templates for repro-
duction itself, coming notionally before any of the social distinctions that might be
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reproduced. During the centuries after the invention of writing, this sense of classical
texts as a mechanism of correct social replication would gain new force as various states-
men and thinkers drew connections between classically expressed ideals and newly
elaborated views of the fundamental norms at work in nature and society. Even by the
Han dynasty the old theme of continuity had prompted repeated claims of fidelity to
early models and gestures of encompassing syncretism (Brashier 2011: 1-17), and this
early history ensured that the litterateurs and thinkers of later ages would always face the
problem and possibility of cultivating a continuity defined by jing.

Despite the many passages in Chinese classical texts that hold up cultural continu-
ity as an ideal, and despite the aptness of the word jing to this ideal, the early semantics
of jing hardly tells the whole story of the term’s application to these materials. Some of
the five “Confucian” classics clearly enjoyed great prestige by about 500 BCE, but it was
not until the Warring States period that some or all of these texts came to be referred
to collectively as jing, and not until the Han dynasty that the term was applied to any
single work among the five. These dates raise the distinct possibility that our five jing
were not the first texts to be referred to in this way, and further that the whole notion
of a particular text as a jing may not have originated among the Ru traditionalists who
practiced ritual and taught texts, or even among self-identified devotees of Confucius’s
ideas. Instead, we find that in the third century Han Feizi was dividing some chapters of
his work into jing (the basic texts, the “canons”) and zhuan {8 (“transmissions” or “tra-
ditions”) or shuo #i (“explanations”) of these jing and was treating the Laozi as a classic
of sorts by producing “explanations” (jie fi##) and “elucidations” (yu i) for select pas-
sages (see also Chapter 14). Meanwhile, the Neo-Mohists, building on work attributed to
Confucius’s contemporary Mozi, were teaching their students sets of fundamental prop-
ositions labeled jing (Graham 1978: 22-23). Certainly, it is significant that in Zuozhuan
JEf8E (Zuo Tradition), a fourth-century BCE historical work that articulates many of the
concepts that would come to underlie classicist and Confucian thinking in China, jing
refers to the good ordering of society, to the ordering effects that ritual can have, and to
principles of moral order, but never to a text, written or recited. The “Confucian” classics
were at first one set of jing among others and were, like those others, a basic set of ancient
or otherwise fundamental texts that demanded continual hermeneutic work because
they were constantly used in teaching. Only the later canonization of the “Confucian”
works in education and officialdom has tended to obscure the competitive scene of early
jing and make it seem as if our five jing were always seen as the sole vehicle of antiquity
and exemplars of Zhou ideals of continuity.

The “Five Classics” of the Han were the basis for the “Nine Classics” (jiu jing JUR)
of the Tang dynasty and ultimately for the set of the “Thirteen Classics” (shisan jing
1 =#%) devised in the Song dynasty (Nylan 2001: 18). This final reframing of the set
included the original five with each of their constituent exegetical texts enumerated as
separate works, plus two fundamental texts about Confucius and his disciples (Lunyu
or the Analects and Mengzi or Mencius), a short work on filial piety, and a dictionary.
The reorganization of and additions to the canon reflect both an attention to the texts
themselves, as opposed to the larger teaching tradition (ritual, songs, etc.) each of them
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belonged to, and a pairing of these jing texts and their many commentaries with texts and
commentaries on the words of Confucius and Mencius and their followers. Both explic-
itly “Confucian” teachings and lexicography were elevated by their enumeration in these
larger versions of the canon, even as Lunyu and Mengzi became rich sources of allusion
in later literary writings. Further, starting in the Han dynasty, there gathered around the
jing or “warp thread” texts a penumbra of “weft thread” texts (wei shu #&25) related to
the emerging canon but often invoking the texts in mystical or divinatory ways.

While the texts that would become the “Confucian” classics were disparate in charac-
ter and in origin, each can be understood as the manifestation of a long discursive tradi-
tion that traces back to first millennium BCE practices of communication that helped
in the creation and consolidation of social networks. Shi i (Poetry) collects songs of
ancestor worship, sympotic celebration, hunting, military campaigning, aristocratic
weddings, praise, blame, and other ritual and social occasions. Shu & (Documents) pur-
ports to collect speeches attributed to early predynastic and dynastic rulers and exem-
plifies ideals of royal command. Yi % (Changes) derives ultimately from Western Zhou
divination practices and the associated divination songs and also incorporates later gen-
erations’ efforts to systematize and intellectualize their predecessors’ methods. Chungiu
B (Spring and Autumn Annals) and its three associated commentaries originate in
ritualized court record-keeping but come to encompass a method of historical narra-
tive and judgment. The three ritual classics, known collectively as Li i (Rituals), are
codifications of and in some cases investigations into the underlying principles of ritual
and political practices attributed, often erroneously, to the Western Zhou. Finally, Yue
4% (Music), a title for which no text survives, was either the corpus of Zhou and earlier
ritual music or a collection of theoretical reflections on music. Ultimately each of the
texts would come to be referred to as a jing, with certain titles becoming standard by our
time, especially Shijing #-#£S (Classic of Poetry), Shujing &#% (Classic of Documents) or
Shangshu 2 (perhaps “Revered Documents”), and Yijing 74 (Classic of Changes).
For the sake of clarity, I will use Shijing, Shangshu, and Yijing as titles even for the for-
mative period of these texts (i.e., before they were called jing), despite the risk of
anachronism.

SHI (SHIJING)

Shijing is a collection of 305 poems ranging from 6 to 120 lines long, with as few as two
and as many as nine graphs/syllables per line. Most lines contain four graphs/syllables,
and in imperial times imitations of pieces in Shijing were most often composed in tetra-
syllables. The collection is divided into four parts. The first part, and the latest to be com-
posed, is the “Airs of the States” (“Guo feng” [HJf), 160 pieces presented in 15 sections
corresponding to different regions and states of Zhou China. The second, containing
74 pieces, many of them longer and likely earlier than the “Airs,” is the “Lesser Elegantiae”
(“Xiao ya” /|\H). The “Greater Elegantiae” (“Da ya” AHE) follows, with its 31 pieces,
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among them the longest poems in the collection. Finally, the “Hymns” (“Song” %),
numbering 40, includes sacrificial hymns sung in the early Western Zhou court, as well
as later pieces supposed to have been used in the courts of the Shang dynasty and its later
descendants and pieces used in the court of the state of Lu. The order of presentation of
these sections of Shijing is roughly the reverse of the order of composition. The language
of the poems makes it likely that the “Zhou Hymns” are the oldest pieces in the collec-
tion, dating perhaps to the tenth or eleventh century BCE, while the “Greater Elegantiae”
were composed perhaps a century or two later, and the other sections later still, in the
centuries before 600 BCE. Style differs considerably, from minimally patterned and
sometimes entirely unrhymed early hymns to rhymed, stanzaic, highly repetitive folk-
song-like pieces in the “Airs” The collection appears to have been regarded as a complete
set of three hundred pieces by the time of Confucius (Analects 2.2). The Analects itself is
now dated by many scholars to the mid-second century Bce (Makeham 1996; Hunter
2012) and may not precisely reflect historical realities of earlier times, but Shijing does
seem to have been a closed canon from about 600 BCE on.

Despite the existence of other highly influential poetry from the subsequent centu-
ries, especially the Chuci T8#&¥ or Verses of Chu (Chapter 16), it was Shijing that would
come to be regarded as the founding work and source of the Chinese literary tradition. It
introduced themes that would be taken up again and again by later poets in a wide range
of poetic subgenres: reverence in sacrifice, praise for ancestors and rulers, blame for the
feckless and perverse, military triumph and the woes of the soldier on long campaign,
the happy sociability of feasts and weddings, and the emotions of friendship, love, and
heartbreak. And some of China’s most enduring assumptions about the purpose and
function of literature were first articulated in the teaching traditions that gave rise to
distinct late Warring States and early Han commentarial traditions on Shijing (Chapters 8, 9).
Narratives about the life of the Spring and Autumn period elite suggest that many noble-
men and even noblewomen knew some odes from Shijing by heart and were prepared
not only to cite lines in support of moral and political claims they were advancing in
speeches, but also to recite stanzas or whole poems during banquets and ritual gather-
ings with other nobles, often from different states. The underlying assumption behind
these recitations is that the reciter is capable of using a piece from Shijing to express his
own particular commitments and aims, his zhi &, and that he is further able to under-
stand the zhi coded in his fellows reciter’s performances (Van Zoeren 1991: 56-68). From
this perspective, Shijing comes to look like a tool for maintaining a Zhou cultural iden-
tity that transcended local political boundaries (Schaberg 2001: 234-243), and it is not
surprising to find early writers on poems from Shijing asserting broadly that “the poem
articulates an aim” (shi yan zhi FF 5 %) and that “the poem is where the aim goes” (shi
zhe zhi zhi suo zhi G E & ZFITZ) (see Chapter 23). Although in the earliest times the
zhi seems to have had a normative sense, so that the reciter was trained to accommo-
date his own will and desires to Shijing’s exemplary verbal and moral forms, later poets
extended the scope of zhi while retaining the contrast between a hidden internal aim
and an expression in poetry, and literary activity was to a certain extent defined by the
assumption that expression was always sincere but always in some way coded, so that
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only the talented reader could discover the overwhelming zhi that prompted the act of
composition (Yu 1987: 31-37; see also Chapter 16).

For more than five centuries after Shijing was complete, few or no new pieces were
composed under the name shi, and the sorts of poems and songs that were composed
generally differed markedly from poems in Shijing in vocabulary, theme, and meter
and were identified as belonging to other genres. By the early Han dynasty, teaching
traditions on Shijing, perhaps showing the effects of a largely oral transmission of the
contents, did vary considerably in their versions of specific poems, and three distinct
lineages or schools were identified (Han, Qi, and Lu). These traditions, apparently asso-
ciated with different states, were soon overshadowed by the Mao school of commentary,
which was said to have derived from the teachings of the early Han exegetes Mao Heng
£ and Mao Chang “EE and acquired a lasting canonical status with the appoint-
ment of a dedicated court academician (boshi {#1:) in the reign of Emperor Ping
(1 BCE-CE 6). Forever after, the Mao commentary would shape both readings of Shijing
and poetics itself. In the Mao approach, individual pieces were explained as responses
to, and often as expressions of moral indignation over, historical deeds and moments,
while the “Great Preface” (“Da xu” KJ¥), transmitted with this commentary and often
attributed to Wei Hong {7z (first century CE), is the first great work of Chinese liter-
ary theory, offering a forceful vision both of the spontaneous expression of aims (zhi) in
poetry (shi) and of the ways in which Shijing was thought to transmit the moral values of
the Zhou—including the old cult of continuity—throughout the land and its people (see
also Chapter 23).

Seen from the point of view of later literary history, Shijing in its overtly Confucian
Mao recension was important first for its examples of literary works on diverse subjects,
including even some mildly erotic pieces, domesticated as tools for unified political
and cultural organization. The poetics implicit in the Mao commentary reflected early
performative and recitative uses of Shijing. In time, however, the term shi would come
to refer to newly made pieces that in some way shared the style and the political and
personal earnestness of Shijing (Raft 2007: 33-143). Within another three centuries, shi
was becoming the standard generic term for a regularly rhymed (and, in later ages, ton-
ally regulated) poem in consistently tetrasyllabic or pentasyllabic lines, and even as the
themes and personae and subgenres of the new poetry multiplied, the presumptive link
with the Mao Shijing’s political and pedagogical projects remained (Owen 2006: 48-72).
The effect of the repurposing of the generic term of shi was to establish the social perfor-
mance habits of the early Zhou and the moralizing and politicizing poetics of the Mao
school as a touchstone for much of China’ later literary activity (see Chapters 16, 23).

SHU (SHANGSHU, SHUJING)

Shu, otherwise known as Shangshu or, much later, Shujing, is the only jing among the
five that had a history as long as and a cultural authority nearly as great as that of Shijing.
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The earliest Chinese title of the collection means simply “writings,” rather than the spe-
cific sort of official or reference materials that the English word “documents” implies,
while for the most part the gathered texts are recreations (or purported transcriptions)
of speeches, introduced by simple framing narratives and stage directions. It may be
that these speeches are referred to as “writings” because they were preserved with other
sorts of written records in court archives, but it seems also to have been the case that the
proclamations, harangues, commands, and instructions attributed to the Zhou found-
ers, to legendary earlier dynasts, and to certain other leaders were “writings” because,
unlike Shijing, they were used throughout the Zhou and into imperial times as linguis-
tic and rhetorical models for certain kinds of elevated written compositions (Schaberg
forthcoming). In a more basic sense, the contents of Shangshu are documents of legend
and myth, and they represent the most detailed early representations of how the Zhou
was founded and ruled in its early decades and how pre-imperial thinkers imagined the
deeds and words of predynastic sage kings and fundamental models of law and social
order. As in the larger ideology of jing, continuity is again a prominent theme, and the
past is understood as a guide and mirror for the present.

The textual history of Shangshu is extraordinarily complicated. First, the dating of
individual texts varies widely in its reliability. Some of the purported early Western
Zhou pieces may actually date from that period, while many of the speeches supposed
to have been delivered centuries earlier by sage kings and rulers of earlier dynasties were
clearly composed later, near the end of the first millennium Bce (Nylan 2001: 123-136).
It is even possible that the collection and some of its constituent texts were shaped by
and for the uses of the Qin court, which despite its anti-traditionalist reputation had
much use for ceremonial proclamations (Kern 2000: 111). Second, there is no clear early
indication of closure as we have in Confucius’s statement about Shijing, and enumera-
tions of the contents of Shangshu varied widely depending upon the texts included and
the ways in which longer texts were subdivided. At its most expansive, Shangshu was
believed to have contained one hundred pieces, though this seems to be an idealization
with little basis in fact. More credible is the enumeration of twenty-nine “modern script”
(jinwen % 3X) chapters, so called because they were supposed to have been transmit-
ted orally through the Qin dynasty’s ban on public circulation of many traditional texts,
then written down anew in the character forms standardized by the Han. The standard
version read by scholars down to the Qing dynasty was in fifty chapters and included a
number of fourth-century reconstructions of (and in some senses forgeries of ) chapters
for which only the titles had previously been known (Nylan 2001: 127-136).

The importance of Shangshu for the later literary tradition lies partly in the way it rep-
resents real or supposed early moral and political values, thus reinforcing positions rep-
resented in other ways in the other classics and contributing to a comprehensive vision
of the models of high antiquity. To the extent that the recounted speeches and interac-
tions hold up ideals of royal authority tempered by careful consultation, the work makes
a prominent place for rhetoric and careful expression as instruments of political man-
agement. More concretely, the archaic language of the work, lexically and grammati-
cally quite different from the Classical Chinese found in most parts of the other classics,
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became a model of style for certain kinds of imperial inscriptions and pronouncements
in the Qin and thereafter, and the fact that some later writers had to master this idiom
meant both that they made themselves the agents of literary and political continuity
and that they implicitly celebrated their rulers as successors to the sage kings who ruled
through careful speech. If writing into a tradition in this way is a matter of interpellat-
ing or identifying oneself, then Shangshu scholarship and the associated archaist style of
writing helped to create expectations for literary activity by binding writers to the state
and its past.

CHUNQIU

To judge from the speeches attributed to noblemen of the middle first millennium
BCE, Shijing and, to a far lesser extent, Shangshu had already acquired canonical status,
though they were not yet being referred to as jing. The next work to begin to acquire
this status was Chungiu. In a pattern that will become familiar, the title designates
both a specific work and a teaching tradition that transmitted that work. In the nar-
rowest sense, Chungqiu is a chronicle of events in and involving the eastern state of Lu.
In brief headline-like entries on military campaigns, interstate meetings, deeds of the
Lu ruler, noble weddings and funerals, eclipses, ominous weather phenomena, and the
like, amounting to no more than a few dozen graphs per year, the work covers each year
from 722 to 479 BCE. It was clearly composed according to very strict rules for form and
usage (Van Auken 2006), and it is known that other states besides Lu maintained similar
records, but the precise purpose of these texts is not known. Contemporary evidence
suggests that they were understood as vehicles for communicating important news to
deceased ancestors and to future generations of descendants, groups whose judgment
was formidable enough to exert some control on the rulers and nobles whose deeds
were recorded. One view holds that Chungiu was a sort of ritual ledger, a record of dip-
lomatic and religious services (and disservices) rendered and received (Durrant, Li, and
Schaberg 2016: 1:XLII). What matters for the later commentarial and literary tradition
is that the anonymity of the work, its narrow attention to historical facts, and its silence
about its own raison détre made it an open text capable of supporting an elaborate sys-
tem of interpretation.

It is possible that Confucius, who spent much of his life in Lu, taught Chungqiu to his
students, instructing them in the forms of expression and in the context of the events
noted. But it is certain that within a century of his death the text was coming to be
understood, somewhat along the lines of the Shijing’s distinction of aim and expression
(according to the Mao Tradition), as a compendium of Confucius’s coded judgments of
the individuals and events mentioned. Intense line-by-line readings of Chungqiu, pre-
sented largely in questions and answers of the kind one would find in a teaching setting,
sought to explain each word as the deliberate choice of Confucius the editor or even sup-
posed author of Chungiu, determined to communicate his views to the suitably subtle
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reader. A number of commentarial traditions issued from this approach, most famous
among them the Gongyang Z~=F and the Guliang 7% commentaries, both of which
were transmitted orally for some time before being committed to writing in the Western
Han and ultimately attaining canonical status with the appointment of academicians to
teach them in court. Especially as they complemented the Mao school’s poetics of coded
zhi, Chungqiu readings of this kind were the fullest flowering of early Chinese herme-
neutics and a tendentious, slightly obsessive exercise in close reading. The vision of the
virtuous but unappreciated scholar-official, forced to entrust his deepest aims and judg-
ments to coded utterances or writings, was to have a long life in later Chinese literary
history (Wilhelm 1957), and the habits of Chungiu exegesis presaged a high tolerance for
allusive obscurity in some forms of later literary writing.

One more early commentary on the Annals took a very different approach to the text.
Zuozhuan (Zuo Tradition or Zuo Commentary) does include some exegetical material
explaining the supposed intent beyond wordings in individual Chungiu entries, but it
offers something much more important, without which Chungiu and all its other inter-
pretations would be barely intelligible: for many of the events noted in Chungiu, and for
many others besides, it gives a narrative or a series of linked narratives. These narratives
resemble anecdotes in that they are self-contained and rarely more than a few hundred
characters long, and they are appropriate to the annalistic form in which Zuozhuan as
we now have it presents its material. Proceeding from year to year, one reads accounts
taking place in the Chinese states along and between the Yellow and Yangzi river valleys
during those centuries. Sometimes in a single narrative, sometimes in a series stretch-
ing over years, the nobles and ruling groups in these states go to war, conduct rituals
and diplomacy, marry, bicker, and debate. Although the narratives do not hew consis-
tently to a unitary view of the world and its workings, they do come back again and
again to the value of ancient models, Shi (Shijing) and Shu (Shangshu), and the principle
of “ritual propriety;,” according to which every human being is charged to perform the
duties proper to his or her place in the overall ritual-political hierarchy. Many of the nar-
ratives feature superlative examples of deliberative and epideictic oratory, whether from
nobles speaking among themselves or from courtiers counseling their rulers. Taken
all together, these narratives and their embedded speeches amount to an image of the
world well adapted to the later elaboration of Confucian values: a hierarchical world
of power concentrated in states and noble lineages, where ritual and other elements of
traditional thought are frequently invoked as bulwarks against relentless pressures of
historical change (see also Chapter 13).

In addition to its powerful naturalization of a proto-Confucian view of the world,
Zuozhuan provided the tradition with enduring models of prose style. While its
speeches, with their examples of parallel phrasing and symmetrical construction,
foreshadowed the formal ornamental style of fu [l (rhapsody) and parallel prose (see
Chapter 23), its compressed and emphatically nonparallelistic way of recounting events
would inspire the essays of fugu 1817 stylists like Han Yu $#%1 (see Chapter 26) and the
classical tales (chuanqi {87T) of the Tang and later ages (see Chapter 18). Chungiu and its
commentaries established a special prestige for historical narrative and, more generally,
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for fictional tales. Behind the conventional narrator—almost always third-person and
omniscient, often anonymous—there always lingered a ghost of Confucius the histo-
rian, with a vestigial authority conveyed through a style and narrative technique derived
ultimately from Zuozhuan and similar texts.

CLASSICS OF RITUAL AND MusIC

Shijing, Shangshu, and Zuozhuan are all classics of ritual in the sense that they describe
and in many cases prescribe the words and procedures of numerous ceremonies, partic-
ularly those relating to Zhou rule and ancestor worship. Certainly the teaching tradition
that transcribed and transmitted these texts sought to preserve useful models, prece-
dents, and solutions to ritual problems. But the collection of materials later to be known
as Li (Rituals or Classic of Rituals) represented different approaches to some of the same
problems. Of the three texts categorized as classics of ritual, Liji & aC. (Records of Rituals)
has the broadest significance. A compilation of essays and brief didactic narratives, the
text addresses such questions as the theory of ritual and its centrality to the ordering of
human life within society and the cosmos, fine points of ritual behavior under ambigu-
ous or conflicting circumstances, the conduct of various sacrifices and ceremonies (e.g.,
funerals, archery contests, banquets, the capping ceremony that marks a boy’s passage
to adulthood), the idealized calendar and the correlative properties of each month, the
theory of royal governance, and the principles and practice of education. A large num-
ber of brief narratives are devoted to the words and exemplary deeds of Confucius. In
a sign of the relative lateness of the text (which likely includes materials from the sec-
ond century BCE; Nylan 2001: 174-176), the chapter “Explaining the Classics” (“Jing jie”
#&fif) offers one of the first treatments of the five jing texts and the lost Classic of Music
as a complete set, thus helping to establish the ideal of these texts as a comprehensive
and sufficient canon of traditional norms.

Two other ritual texts take different approaches. One, the work commonly known
as Yili {#15 (Etiquette and Ceremonies), provides detailed stage directions for several
rituals as they are ideally to be conducted among members of the lower ranks of offi-
cialdom: the capping ceremony, weddings, visits, banqueting, archery, funerals, and the
like. That the chapters confine themselves to detail and rigorously avoid theorization has
resulted in the text’s being by far the least-cited of any among the classics, though in gen-
eral terms its inclusion in the canon contributes to the impression that the ritual system
of old is fully available for later readers’ inspection and imitation. Similarly, Zhou li J& i
(Rituals of Zhou), a grand elaboration of the kind of depiction of royal governance that
is found also in other texts, conveys the sense that the model of the early Zhou is fully
understood and available for emulation by later rulers, if they would only devote them-
selves to the text. Before its assimilation to the canon, the text was known as Zhou guan
J&I'E (Offices of Zhou), and indeed it consists largely of a list of all the official positions
of a royal government, each with a description of the office holder’s duties and function.
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The text holds up an ideal of the royal court as controlling its adherent states through
careful maintenance of ritual norms, management of communications and commerce,
and mastery of information (Schaberg 2009). Reformers of later eras like Wang Mang
TFFF (45 BcB-23 cE) and Wang Anshi -2 {7 (1021-1086) would invoke Zhou li in clas-
sicizing efforts to remake the policies of their own times.

Yue, in early times sometimes called a jing and named with the other five as one of
the six classics, is really little more than a placeholder now. If, like some of the other jing
names, it originally referred to a field of expertise in practice, then it must have denoted
the body of music associated with the royal and noble rituals referred to in other texts.
If it denoted a written text, it may conceivably have referred to musical notation, though
there is little evidence that there was any early system for recording music in writing.
What we do have now, and what we might regard as vestiges of Yue, are texts like the
“Record of Music” (“Yue ji” %45 chapter of Liji, which advances the common early
Chinese view that music exerts a strong normative influence on emotions and is there-
fore a tool of moral and political suasion. The same view is expressed in connection with
Shijing in the Mao preface to that work.

Y1 (YI7ING)

Many of the ritual texts included in the above section seem to incorporate material from
as late as the second century BCE and to reflect concerns both of the Warring States
period and the early Han. The body of divinatory practices, teachings, and texts known
as Yijing likewise includes layers added in early imperial times. Its deepest roots, how-
ever, may be as old as those of Shijing and Shangshu. In the way it connects traces of very
early practices with elaborations proper to a much later era of cosmic and political theo-
rizing, Yijing aptly captures the overall trajectory of the “Confucian” classics during the
first millennium of their history.

Without going too far into the obscure and complicated textual history of Yijing, it
is possible nonetheless to discern a number of strata and their likely order of accumu-
lation. In the earliest times, perhaps as early as the tenth century, there was a body of
rhyming divination song. We have examples of songs of this kind independently trans-
mitted in accounts of yarrow stalk divination in Zuozhuan and other texts. Very early
on, probably during the Western Zhou, yarrow stalk divination was organized around
a set of sixty-four hexagrams (stacks of six lines, each line broken or unbroken, totaling
2% = 64 distinct figures). Each act of divination produced both a hexagram and an indi-
cation of how one or more of its lines were likely to change, transforming it into another
hexagram. As divinatory language was matched with the hexagrams and the earliest
written Yijing began to take shape, existing divination songs seem to have been adapted
and incorporated line by line as “line statements” (yaoci 3 #&¥), brief, usually enigmatic
entries presented as if to explain each line of the hexagram in order from the bottom
up. Each hexagram is also furnished with a “hexagram statement,” incorporating some
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technical language of prognostication and often quite as opaque and imagistic as the line
statements. Together, the hexagrams, hexagram statements, and line statements form
the oldest stratum of the text, which in Zuozhuan’s representation of Spring and Autumn
period life is already used by diviners and on rare occasions cited by noble speakers just
as Shi (Shijing) and Shu (Shangshu) are. Sometime later, probably during the Eastern
Zhou, the hexagram statements were supplemented with additional lines of “Decision”
(tuan %) commentary and “Image” (xiang %) commentary explaining the hexagram
and its lines according to the configuration of broken and unbroken lines and accord-
ing to a large set of natural images (e.g., mountains, thunder, marshes) associated with
specific configurations of three adjacent lines (or trigrams) within the hexagrams. One
account of the origin of Yijing places the invention of trigrams first, attributing them to
a legendary sage who was thought also to have invented writing, and then credits the
elaboration into hexagrams to King Wen himself, the revered founding king of the Zhou
(Nylan 2001: 203-204).

Like Chungqiu and the Classics on ritual, Yijing denoted a general field of practice and
theory, and it came to incorporate both early textual material and commentary on this
material in the centuries before its canonization. In the case of Yijing, these commentar-
ies are known as the “Ten Wings” and are attributed variously to a series of early sages
(including King Wen) or to Confucius. The “Decision” and “Image” commentaries are
perhaps the earliest among the “Ten Wings,” which include a number of essays on the
human, political, and philosophical significance of Yijing. Most influential among these
is the “Appended Words” (“Xici” #£#¥), which holds up Yijing as a source and enduring
inspiration for moral and cultural advancement and as a guarantor of an abiding con-
nection between natural and human orders.

The tradition of Yijing interpretation, like the other jing traditions, would continue
to produce new commentaries throughout imperial times and down to the present day.
Like the Chungiu tradition, the Yijing tradition prized a kind of ingenuity in interpreta-
tion, and in this case an ingenuity in drawing connections between images and mean-
ings. Contrived as these connections might seem, they had the implicit authority of the
canonized work behind them, and for many generations of readers and writers they
endowed the phenomena of the world with meaning. In the “poetry of arcane discourse”
(xuanyan X 5) of the third century and more generally in philosophically oriented
poetry, Yijing’s mode of seeing the world would be a constant inspiration. Particularly
in the landscape poetry of Xie Lingyun a5 iE (385-433), a devoted reader of Yijing,
climactic moments of revelation come when, by way of an allusion, the poet shows that
he has come to see the natural world through the words of the classic.

CONCLUSION

Constructed as a comprehensive set, taught both at the highest levels of government and
in locales across China, and periodically furnished with new commentaries that created
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ties between ancient material and contemporary problems, the classics became a fun-
damental touchstone for philosophy and political thought in China and throughout the
parts of Asia that were influenced by the Chinese experience. Their influence on literary
life took a number of different forms. Because they were studied from childhood, long
passages from them being committed to memory, they formed the basis of both literacy
and literary training. Even as students prepared themselves to demonstrate the classical
knowledge that was expected of them in the civil service examinations and its various
precursors, they were being initiated into a world of commonplaces and allusions and,
more generally, a vision of their culture as a textual web stretching back to the sages and
maintained through every generation’s new writing.

With the identification of the five “Confucian” jing as a set and especially with the
appointment, starting in the Han dynasty, of academicians (boshi {§1:) who were
responsible for setting norms for interpretation and teaching of these texts at the level
of the imperial court (Nylan 2001: 33-41; Lewis 1999: 348-351), the jing were separated
from and elevated above other texts, including many others that had had jing status in
their own traditions. Official recognition had important implications for the literary sig-
nificance of the classics. Poetry, especially poetry linked stylistically or ideologically to
the poems in Shijing, would always have at its disposal a venerable stance of political and
moral seriousness. The higher registers of political communication would echo both
archaic and classical styles exemplified in the jing. Historical narrative would always
enjoy deep authority as a way of representing truth, as would its ways of capturing and
recreating speech, and every dynasty would maintain the records that would allow it
to be commemorated in detail. Ritual would remain a central value both in education
and in social and political life. Perhaps most important, the hermeneutic expectations
established in Shijing, Yijing, and their commentaries would inform both official modes
of interpretation (such as court teratology) and a whole poetics of personal significa-
tion, according to which writers could be expected to be understood, if only obscurely
and only by their most qualified readers, through their choice of fragmentary natural
imagery and autobiographical detail. More than anything else, the canonization of the
jing established some enduring ways of reading the world and offered the realm of texts
as an encyclopedic counterpart to the world (Lewis 1999: 351-360).

Finally, neither the aggregation of the several jing, nor their canonization, nor their
ultimate cultural influence would have followed without the several moves of attribu-
tion by which Warring States and Han readers came to associate each of the texts with
the person of Confucius (Chapter 24). For thinkers of those centuries and for long after,
it was Confucius who chose the three hundred songs of Shijing from a corpus ten times
larger, who similarly distilled Shangshu, who edited or wrote Chungiu and taught orally
the materials in its commentaries, who adjudicated questions of ritual and exemplified
its perfection, and who wrote the commentaries on Yijing. Confucius famously said that
he “transmitted without creating anew” (Analects 7.1), and the attribution was never
meant to efface the contributions of many other hands, mostly anonymous. Still, every-
thing in the pre-imperial portions of the canon was implicitly understood to have the
sanction of Confucius, who was constructed retrospectively as the architect both of the
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canon and of the various realizations of the texts in the medium of society and politics.
And this assumption about authorship brought into being a corresponding assumption
about readership: the implied ideal reader of the classics was himself or herself always an
aspiring counterpart to the sage, the imagined perfect audience or zhiyin F1#, and—
given the texts’ focus on governance—also someone who might share the sage’s status
as a potential ruler or “uncrowned king” (su wang % T-). The combination of perfect
canon, perfect author, and perfect reader in the world of the classics would mean that
literature, as the long elaboration of wen from its early roots, would always have some
claim to legitimacy and prescriptive force, and could always offer the sincerities of the
individual writer as contributions to the old project of continuity.
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STEPHEN DURRANT

“HisTORIES” is a translation here of the Chinese word shi 5H. Along with “Classics,”
“Masters,” and “Collections,” it constitutes one part of the four-part scheme of text clas-
sification that arose during the Six Dynasties period and became common for organiz-
ing libraries and bibliographies (see also Chapter 11). The word shi originally referred
to an official who performed an array of tasks, mostly of a religious or ritual nature.
Among these tasks was the making of a written record of important events. This lat-
ter task eventually came to be recognized as this official’s core duty. For Xu Shen #F/&
(ca.58-ca. 147), who compiled China’s first etymological dictionary, a shi is simply “One
who makes a record of events” 5, St L, with his word for “events” carrying the
connotation of political events. Thus, the English word “scribe” is often used to translate
shi when it pertains to this official, even though such a translation does not reflect the
wide range of activities the original shi actually performed (Vogelsang 2003/4).

By the third century cE, shi came to be equated with what the scribes supposedly wrote
down, hence its eventual use as the name of a category of texts. The English word “his-
tory, which derives from the Greek word historia and means “a systematic investigation,”
does not graft perfectly upon the Chinese term. The latter, as a result of its earlier usage,
carries two implications not reflected in historia or its derivative “history”: first, an ulti-
mate connection to government officials, which belies the fact that several of China’s ear-
liest histories were private undertakings; and second, that the shi records were simply
written down as reports of events that took place or were alleged to have taken place. Both
of these implications, as we shall see below, influenced early Chinese historiography.

MEMORY, AUTHORITY, AND
THE RISE OF HISTORY

What conditions cause a civilization to turn toward the past? Scholars of historical writ-
ing answer this question in various ways, but one common answer is that some new



HISTORIES 185

threat or breakdown in an existing order creates a wedge between past and present,
causing a people to look to the past as something very different from the present, some-
times to idealize it, sometimes to search out the distant and proximate causes of what
has gone wrong (Le Goft 1988: 31-33). Such a breakdown came with the disintegration
of central Zhou authority, which culminated in the relocation of the Zhou capital to the
east in 770 BCE, the emergence of virtually independent states during the Spring and
Autumn period (722-476 BCE), and, especially, the increasing interstate conflict in the
Warring States period (475-221 BCE). This picture of decline into chaos from a well-gov-
erned unity is itself a creation of Chinese historiography and summons the distant past
as an idealized corrective to the present. When China finally was unified once again
in 221 BCE under the expansionist Qin state, an attempt was made to smooth over that
long breakdown with “the idea of a single, unified time marked out by the genealog-
ical sequence of rulers and the numerical counting of their reigns . .. which became
accepted throughout Chinese history” (Lewis 2011: 460).

Chinese historical writing, with attention to chronology, a concern with cause and
effect, and an awareness of real change over time, emerges during the Warring States
period against the backdrop described briefly above. It then matures during the Han
dynasty (206 BCE-220 CE), which promotes “the idea of a single unified time” and
“a genealogical sequence of rulers”; flourishes throughout the Three Kingdoms and
Six Dynasties (220-589), a period during which rival “legitimate” genealogies com-
pete; and culminates for purposes of this essay in the creation of the Tang dynasty
Bureau of History and its complex bureaucratic apparatus in 629. In tracing the emer-
gence and development of Chinese historical writing, it is instructive to balance the
study of a pure sequence of texts, exploring what additions each new text brings to
the tradition, with early Chinese conceptions of the past and how it is to be properly
represented.

A concern with a pure sequence of texts leads us to China’s earliest writings, which
appeared in the last centuries of the second millennium BCE: the oracle-bone inscrip-
tions, addressed to ancestors and other divine forces, and bronze inscriptions cast or
etched on the surface of vessels used in ceremonial offerings for the deceased. While
such inscriptions sometimes contain valuable historical information and do show
a concern with giving events the permanence of bone and metal, they derive from a
strictly ritual context and reflect a mentality that “not merely preserves the past but, first
and foremost, defines it” (Kern 2005: 61).

Such a characterization of bones and bronze inscriptions could also apply to the
next two texts of significance in our chronological survey, Shangshu 17 (Classic of
Documents) and Chunqiu FFK (Spring and Autumn Annals). Both were later numbered
among the five “Confucian” classics and were featured prominently in early Chinese
conceptions of the formation of their own historiographical tradition (see Chapter 12).
Recent textual discoveries indicate that shu & “documents,” the genre from which
Shangshu is derived, “were or pretended to be contemporary records,” very often “formal
speeches by model kings and ministers from ancient times” (Allan 2012: 547). At least
by the Warring States, and perhaps even earlier, various collections of these documents
began to circulate and were quoted here and there in historical and philosophical texts
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with an almost scriptural authority. The complicated later history of these documents
and the process by which they took shape in the collection now known as Shangshu need
notbe traced here. While these documents have been correctly described as “profoundly
ahistorical, in the sense that they have not been preserved in order to construct a con-
nected sequence of events” (Nylan 2001: 122), the type of rhetorically polished speeches
they preserve will become a staple of the later tradition of historical writing and also
serve, more generally, as a model of “rhetoric and careful expression as instruments of
political management” (Chapter 12).

The other classic, Chungiu, could hardly be more different. It does not contain a
single spoken word and is instead an annalistic record from the state of Lu compris-
ing some fifteen hundred brief, dated entries arranged in chronological order and
extending from 722 to 479 BCE. Most of these entries, which court scribes wrote in a
highly formulaic language, concern diplomatic meetings or visits, the deaths of rul-
ers, important rituals, famines, astronomical phenomena, etc. Some dispute exists
as to whether such entries were composed primarily to announce important events
in the Ancestral Temple, thus serving a primarily religious function, or were com-
posed to preserve a record of important events for later consultation, although these
purposes need not be mutually exclusive. Chungiu was only one of a number of
annals maintained by individual states during the long period of political disunity.
It has been preserved, while most others have been lost, because a tradition devel-
oped that Confucius had edited the text into its present form and had encoded it with
subtle political principles. This idea was to spawn a rich commentarial tradition that
attempted to identify and explain Chungiu’s hidden messages. What we must stress
here is that this is the first extant attempt to list events—real events, most researchers
believe—in a clear, dated, chronological order. As such, it marks a significant step for-
ward in the rise of historical writing. At the same time, any connection between one
event and another—that is, a causal chain—is not explicit but is sometimes construed
later as implied.

At the end of the period under discussion here, the great Tang dynasty historiogra-
pher Liu Zhiji #7153 (661-721) wrote his monumental Shitong 513 (A Comprehensive
Study of Historical Writings), providing another perspective on the rise of Chinese his-
torical writing. He claims that history arises from the fundamental human realization
that life is terribly brief. However, as long as the office of the scribe exists, “People might
have died and mysteriously become part of the empty obscurity, but their deeds seem to
be present, shining forth just like the stars and the Milky Way” (Shitong 11.145). History,
in this conception, is essentially a “labor against death,” to quote Michel Certeau’s poi-
gnant phrase (1992: 5). Such emphasis upon preserving names and deeds from the dark-
ness of death is already reflected in the bronze inscriptions described above, which
sometimes record the name of the person commissioning the bronze and end with the
wish “may my sons’ sons and grandsons’ grandsons eternally treasure and use it” -~
FFR/KEEF (Shaughnessy 2011: 381). And, of course, as descendants use the sacred ves-
sel to make offerings to their ancestor, the inscription reminds them of his names and
deeds, keeping him alive at least in memory.
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Another critical part of Liu Zhiji’s conception of the rise of historical writing is the
link he forges between the office of the scribe and the preservation of names. Historical
writing, he says, derives from the official bureaucracys; it is a responsibility of political
power. In this claim, Liu follows a very old belief, in fact something that had almost
become a cliché. The Han dynasty historian Ban Gu YEE (32-92), for example, traces
the rise of historical writing to the same office of the scribe, linking this to Confucius’s
imperative as recorded in the Analects (3.9): “Can I speak of Xia ritual? Its successor, the
state of Qi, has not preserved enough evidence. Can I speak about Yin ritual? Its suc-
cessor, the state of Song, has not preserved enough evidence. There are not sufficient
records and not sufficient wise men; otherwise, I could draw evidence from them”

This connection, so frequently made, between the rise of historical writing and offi-
cialdom is an exaggeration stemming from at least two sources: first, the historian’s
desire to enhance his own status by portraying historians of the past as possessing a
political position that may even, at times, constrain a ruler’s power; and second, a ten-
dency, after the Qin political unification, to put all cultural institutions under the impe-
rial seal. While the writers of Shangshu and, even more so, Chungiu might have been
fulfilling some official function, what is striking about the succession of historical mas-
terworks, from Zuozhuan /e (Zuo Tradition) to Shiji SHEC (Records of the Historian),
Han shu {532 (History of the Former Han), and even Hou Han shu %1% (History of the
Later Han), is the dominance of works Hans van Ess describes as “not founded in a state
office of history, but in projects of private historiography” (van Ess 2014: 2). The most
significant steps in the advance of early historiography did not come from government
initiative, Liu’s assertion notwithstanding, but from a private desire to assert the author-
ity of the historian himself, and to some extent to create a vision of the past that differed
from and perhaps rivaled those of kings and emperors. Nevertheless, most of these his-
torians, though not writing history as an official responsibility, were either themselves
government officials or certainly striving to be so. Thus, it would be an error to draw the
conclusion that their works preserve the views of outsiders looking in. Furthermore,
after the establishment of the Bureau of History in 629, all standard dynastic histories
were compiled under imperial direction by the official bureaucracy.

CREATING A FORM FOR THE FORMLESS PAST

No extant history from early China is structured like that of the Greek Herodotus, with
its numerous digressions and sprawling multicultural scope, nor like that of Thucydides,
with its tight focus on a single, largely contemporary historical event. When Chinese
history does reach full maturity in works like Zuozhuan and Shiji, the form provided to
the formless past is one quite different from what we encounter in Greece or elsewhere
in the ancient world.

Liu Zhiji turns to the early Chinese text Liji it (Records of Rituals) to identify two
primary forms of Chinese historical writing and, true to his inclination to trace the
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roots of historical writing to the office of scribes, he says: “Anciently words made up
Shangshu and events made up Chungiu. The two types of scribes, those of the left and
right, shared this duty” (Shitong 3.16). According to Liji, it was a so-called Scribe of the
Left who registered actions and a Scribe of the Right who registered speech (13.545),
whereas the responsibilities of the two scribes are reversed in Han shu (30.1715). This
picture of scribes following a ruler or some other luminary around, some recording on
bamboo strips what he is doing while others are busy inscribing what he says, almost
certainly comes not from any reality of ancient officialdom but from conjecture about
the forms of the earliest historical writings, specifically Shangshu, a “record of speeches,”
and Chungiu, “a record of acts,” and possibly also from the early Confucian empha-
sis upon the matching of words and acts. More noteworthy is Liu’s claim that the two
forms converge in Zuozhuan: “When Master Zuo wrote his text, he did not follow the
ancient norm but put both events and words in his Commentary” (Shitong 3.16). Here
Liu captures a significant moment in Chinese historiography: the production of the first
genuine work of history as a marriage of two quite different earlier forms. And, in fact,
anyone who picks up Zuozhuan cannot but be struck by the alternation of extremely
terse narratives describing events and highly patterned, rhetorically complex speeches
(Schaberg 2001).

Zuozhuan, as the name implies, has been transmitted as a commentary to the canoni-
cal Chungiu, although its original form was probably not, strictly speaking, commentar-
ial. The longest text to come to us from the Zhou dynasty, Zuozhuan probably took shape
in the fourth century BCE at the end of a process of layered accumulation, although the
text was reorganized centuries after its completion. The period covered in the text is 722 to
468 BCE, and the focus shifts from state to state, with scholars disagreeing on its exact
geographical provenance (Durrant, Li, and Schaberg 2016: 1:xvii-xcv). Traditionally
Zuozhuan has been ascribed to Zuo Qiuming, a rather poorly known senior associate or
disciple of Confucius, but this ascription is implausible.

Two consequences derive from the fact that Zuozhuan is presented as a commentary
to Chungiu and therefore follows a strictly dated chronological sequence: first, the text
is fragmented, reporting unrelated events occurring in the same year and splitting apart
accounts of a single event that transpires over several years; second, the text sometimes
flashes backward in time (analepsis) or forward (prolepsis) to provide either the neces-
sary background or some distant consequence of a particular event. Unlike its predeces-
sors, Zuozhuan shows a deep concern with causality. In fact, one of the major messages
of this text is that the future can be discerned by means of careful attention to signs that
exist in the present, such as the way a person talks, the way he moves, his words, or just
the general disposition of things. What the Zuozhuan compilers appear to say, looking
backward from their later vantage point, is that the course of past events is readable; it
makes sense, albeit sometimes in the very subtlest of ways (Li 2007).

The Zuozhuan narrator, whoever that narrator might be, is never a personal pres-
ence in the text, perhaps an influence of the impersonal and anonymous scribal style
encountered in the earlier Chungiu tradition. Instead, evaluative comments or judg-
ments are typically deflected as the voice of third persons, the most prominent of these
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an anonymous “noble man” (junzi 7¥-) who comments, sometimes rather surpris-
ingly, on events and persons appearing in the text. This all gives Zuozhuan an authori-
tative tone, almost as if the “truth” itself rather than any individual is speaking. Such
a matter-of-fact presentation of events, some quite unbelievable, has fostered disputes
about the text’s reliability and its sources. Conclusions vary. One scholar sees Zuozhuan
as a fairly reliable account of changes taking place in Confucianism during the Spring
and Autumn period (Pines 2002), another as a layered response to philosophical discus-
sion that occurred in the fourth century BcE (T. Brooks 2003/4), and yet another as a
complex collection of sources whose historical reliability must be evaluated individu-
ally (Blakeley 2004). While this is an issue of consequence for those who would write
a history of the Spring and Autumn period, it has until recent times prevented analysis
of how this text works as a complex and fascinating piece of literature and how literary
constructions themselves shape the form of history (Li 2011: 429).

Guoyu [E5E (Discourses of the States), one of the few major texts from pre-Qin China
that as of yet has no complete English translation, is often read alongside Zuozhuan pre-
cisely because it covers many of the same events, though at times presenting a different
perspective on those events. Early on, Guoyu was regarded as either a work by the same
author as Zuozhuan, a theory now disproved, or as a history made up of texts at some
point edited out of Zuozhuan. Unfortunately, such an approach, which regards Guoyu
as virtually a supplement to another text, has cast Guoyu into the shadows, so that too
few studies concentrate on this work alone. The balance between “events” and “speech”
found in Zuozhuan shifts very much toward speech in Guoyu, with just enough narra-
tion to establish a setting for a long speech or remonstrance. In contrast to the straight-
forward chronological structure of Zuozhuan, Guoyu is arranged according to the state
in which speeches were given. Some have suggested that the same arrangement might
have originally characterized Zuozhuan. Possibly Zuozhuan and Guoyu were differently
selected from the same large body of stories, speeches, and anecdotes that circulated in
various bundles of bamboo strips during the Warring States period (see also Chapter 5).

A similar emphasis upon speech also characterizes Zhanguo ce ¥{BI T (Intrigues of
the Warring States), which was compiled from a variety of sources by the Han scholar
Liu Xiang £\ (79-8 BCE) and is arranged, like Guoyu, according to state. While
Zhanguo ce has often been used to fill in our somewhat murky knowledge of Warring
States history, its value as a historical source is severely limited (Crump 1964). Much of
the text contains models of skillful persuasion that may have been useful to would-be
ministers and others seeking political influence in that time of increasingly sharp inter-
state conflict. However, the “amoral, sometimes immoral use of persuasion for strategic
advantage” (Chapter 14) reflected in so many Zhanguo ce speeches insured that classicist
scholars would sometimes publicly condemn this text, while privately enjoying its con-
siderable literary merit.

The great authority attributed to Chungiu inspires other significant works. Two
of these, Gongyang zhuan IN"F% (Gongyang Tradition) and Guliang zhuan F%52(5
(Guliang Tradition), preserve exegetical traditions that claim to uncover “the great
principles conveyed in subtle words” (weiyan dayi T{= KZ%) Confucius supposedly
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transmitted when he edited Chungiu. In pursuing, perhaps mostly imagining, a pro-
found, hidden meaning in Chungiu, these two commentaries often attribute deep signif-
icance to particular word choices or even to items excluded from the canonical text. One
could label them “anti-historical” in that they mainly seek eternal principles beneath
the shifting facade of particular events, pushing Chungiu away from the historical con-
text supposedly elaborated in Zuozhuan toward something that is almost transcendent.
Still, each contains insights for the historiographical endeavor that have not always been
fully explored. One of these, to give a single example, is the Gongyang Tradition’s (1.17)
insistence, expressed in the text’s first year, on drawing a distinction in recording history
between what one has seen (suojian FfTil), what one has only heard about indirectly
(suowen FITfH]), and what has been transmitted from the distant past (suo chuanwen
FIT{2T). But perhaps what these texts have in common with Zuozhuan is discomfort
with a straightforward list of past events such as what one encounters in Chungiu. To
gain legitimacy in a Chinese world increasingly soaked in pedagogy, the past must con-
vey lessons. And where lessons do not seem to exist, they must be “discovered.” To put it
somewhat differently, “The apparatus of conviction was not the veracity or accuracy of
any representation . .. but the manner in which these reinforced commonly accepted
propositions” (Olberding 2012: 174).

Other texts with no obvious relationship to the Lu annals also appear with the pro-
ductive term “Chungiu” in their titles: Yanzi chunqiu ‘2 F&FK (Master Yan's Spring
and Autumn Annals), Liishi chunqiu & R (Mr. Lii's Spring and Autumn Annals),
Chu Han chungiu fEA5FK (Spring and Autumn Annals of Chu and Han, now largely
lost), Wu Yue chunqiu "ZERK (Spring and Autumn Annals of Wu and Yue), etc. These
encompass a collection of remonstrations directed at incompetent rulers (Yanzi chun-
qiu), a philosophical text filled with historical anecdotes (Liishi chunqiu), and collections
of historical anecdotes and stories focusing upon a particular period (Chu Han chungiu)
or upon an earlier state rivalry (Wu Yue chungiu). What these texts have in common,
apart from their names, is the inclusion of many fairly short historical narratives or anec-
dotes, a form especially consonant with pedagogical contexts. Such historical anecdotes
may have circulated independently or as a part of other texts and were eventually col-
lected together around some particular person, set of teachings, or historical situation.
The type of anecdotal material found in these texts is also scattered throughout other
works typically categorized as “philosophical.” That is, history—or perhaps we might
say “pseudo-history,” particularly in the form of the historical anecdote—is everywhere
(Schaberg 2011: 410-412). Rather than anchoring ideas in largely abstract language, early
Chinese philosophical discourse tends to favor specific illustration drawn from some
real or imagined past event, a practice that could only enhance the authority of history.

The early texts mentioned above, and many others as well, are digested in a vast his-
torical project initiated by Sima Tan 7] 7% (d. 110 BCE) and completed by his son Sima
Qian A)J53E (ca. 145-ca. 86 BCE). The result of that project, Shiji, is a vast, compre-
hensive history extending from the legendary Yellow Emperor, ca. 2500 BCE, to the last
years of Emperor Wu of the Han dynasty (r. 141-87 BCE). One can fairly argue that Shiji
“provides a textual form to a world empire” (Lewis 1999: 308) that took shape under
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Han rule. Sima Qian presents early history as a succession of dynasties all joined to the
emperors of antiquity, the Yellow Emperor first among them. Despite long periods of
political fragmentation, unity prevails and can be identified not only in political ances-
try, laid out clearly in one section of Shiji, but in shared political and cultural institutions
as defined in yet another section of this great text. It is hardly an exaggeration to say that
Sima Qian, in the course of creating Shiji, also creates China.

From the point of view of historiography, much could be said about this work, but
two features seem paramount. First, the overall structure of Shiji is new (although its
sections draw upon precedents), and its organization exerts tremendous impact on sub-
sequent Chinese historical writing, particularly that long series of texts entitled “The
Twenty-Five Dynastic Histories” (ershiwu shi _.-{*71.5), which were composed across
the span of the following two millennia. The second feature does not have an endur-
ing impact upon most historical writings but has endeared Sima Qian to generations of
readers: he is a highly self-conscious and sometimes emotional presence in his text and
thereby leads us “into the process of historical inquiry, as he explains how he reads his
sources, draws upon his experiences, avows his intentions and sympathies, defines his
categories” (L11999: 44).

Shiji is divided into five sections: “Basic Annals” (benji A5f), which by and large con-
tain dated entries and focus on the central court; “Tables” (biao %), showing in simple
schematic form the temporal and geographical relationships of events; “Treatises”
(shu &), providing detailed information on particular institutions, such as music, the
calendar, etc.; “Hereditary Houses” (shijia {H£2%), for the most part following the struc-
ture of “Basic Annals” but focusing on powerful hereditary lineages other than those of
kings and emperors; and “Biographies” (liezhuan 5112, sometimes called “Traditions,”
which register accounts of particular individuals or groups of people significant in
the early Chinese world. Generally speaking, the structure of this text flows from the
center of the political world, reflected in the “Basic Annals” and to some extent in
the “Hereditary Houses” as well, outward to individuals and groups, described in the
“Biographies,” whose importance results less from birth than from their particular con-
tribution to the events of their time.

Liu Zhiji calls the form of historical writing encountered in Shiji the “annals-
biographies form” (jizhuan ti #C.{8#%), taking his term from the first and fifth sections
of that text, and distinguishes it from the pure “annalistic form” (biannian ti TRAEHD)
(Shitong 2.13). The organizing principle in the latter, exemplified in simplest fashion by
the strictly chronological arrangement of Chungiu, is rendered vastly more complicated
in the “annals-biographies form,” where the organizational principles force an investiga-
tor seeking a full picture of an event or individual to turn from section to section, often
with the various sections providing a slightly different perspective on the subject under
investigation. Such a structure creates at times a dizzying, multi-perspectival view of
the past (Hardy 1994). While this new annals-biographies form gains great traction
as the model for later official historiography, nostalgia for the earlier annalistic form
remains strong and will resurface, for example, in the work of Xun Yue %j it (148-209)
noted below.
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Sima Qian’s historical writing, especially the “biographies” section, gives considerable
emphasis to the individual personality, indeed sometimes to individual eccentricities.
Probably this, among other aspects of his work, led the stern Confucian scholar Yang
Xiong #l# (53 BCE-18 CE) to criticize him as being “fond of curiosities” (haogi #f 7).
The dominant personality in Shiji may actually be Sima Qian himself, who, as noted
above, is far from the “absent narrator” encountered in earlier Chinese historical writ-
ing. Sima Qian transforms the tradition of an anonymous “noble man,” who speaks
sporadically in Zuozhuan and several other early texts, into a formal comment at the
end of virtually every chapter from the mouth of the historian himself. Shiji, we must
acknowledge, is largely a compilation from earlier sources, but in these final comments,
the historian speaks directly to the reader and often does so with considerable emo-
tion and vagaries of judgment as he sighs, weeps, and sometimes expresses opinions that
seem to conflict with the content of the chapter itself. This feature, as well as Sima Qian’s
autobiographical postface to the text, chapter 130, has drawn substantial attention to the
personality and experience of the historian-author, particularly his “suffering” (see also
Chapter 24), some would say to the detriment of a deeper understanding of the com-
plexities of Shiji itself (Nylan 1998/99).

With the appearance of Zuozhuan and Shiji, some of the formal contours of tradi-
tional Chinese historiography are more or less established. New forms, as we shall see,
emerged, especially during the Three Kingdoms and Six Dynasties period, leading to
discussions that continued throughout the Tang and into later imperial China regarding
both the general boundaries of historical writing and the relationship between official
state histories and materials found in sources that were produced outside of the govern-
ment bureaucracy. The legacy of Chinese historical writing was to remain a rich and
variegated one, despite frequent attempts to limit and rigidify its formal presentation.

CONTROLLING THE LESSONS OF THE PAST

As noted earlier, the past had come to be used as a source of lessons or models. Liu Zhiji
also affirms this perspective when he says: “The function of the historian is to record
merits and regulate faults, to distinguish the good and to show abhorrence for the bad”
(Shitong 25.95). The problem, as complex texts like Zuozhuan and Shiji repeatedly reveal,
is both that the past is messy, thereby resisting easy moralizing, and also that the motives
of a historian, however inclined he might be to a pedagogical vision, are rarely singular.
Much that is found in early Chinese historical writings seems to be designed largely to
astonish or entertain, despite the supposed Confucian intent of its authors.

Part of the reason for the expansive commentarial tradition of Chungiu, described
briefly above, resulted from the link of this text to Confucius and the idea that, if “cor-
rectly” read, it must convey significant moral and political lessons. This project of read-
ing the past, perhaps reading into the past, led to what David Schaberg has described
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as “the Confucians’ near-monopoly of early historiography” (Schaberg 1999: 25). But
the Shiji, in its attempt to create a unified vision of the past from such a vast array of
sources and conflicting visions, is far from univocal. Consequently, scholars still hold
different opinions, for example, as to whether Sima Qian is best considered a Confucian,
a Daoist, or perhaps something else. China’s next great historian Ban Gu, for his part,
condemned his predecessor for “giving priority to Huang-Lao Daoism and degrading
the Six Classics” (Han shu 62.2738). Put somewhat differently, Sima Qian, in the view of
Ban Gu, had not successfully controlled the lessons of the past.

The early transmission of Shiji is rife with questions. One thing is certain: within a
century or so, a significant number of scholars, even such major scholars as Liu Xiang
and Yang Xiong, began to write continuations of Sima Qian’s history. When the author
of one of these Shiji supplements, a Han official named Ban Biao ¥f}%Z, died in 54 CE,
his son Ban Gu continued on with the project. Someone revealed this activity to the
Emperor and Ban Gu, somewhat strangely, was accused of “privately changing and writ-
ing state history” and imprisoned. Once the Emperor actually examined Ban Gu’s writ-
ings, however, not only was Ban Gu released, he was ordered “finally to complete what
he had been previously writing” (Hou Han shu 40.1332). This does not mean Ban Gu’s
project was an official one in the sense of later dynastic histories, but it was a step in that
direction: an attempt, however preliminary, for the state to control “the story”

The result of Ban Gu’s labor, actually completed by his brilliant sister Ban Zhao HHH
(fl. 9os—110s CE), was the one-hundred-chapter Han shu. Unlike Sima Qian’s compre-
hensive history, Han shu is a “period history” (duandai shi Eif{5) covering just over
two hundred years from the early Han up to the Wang Mang 5% (r. 9-23 CE) “usurpa-
tion,” a term for Wang Mang’s rule that comes in part from Ban Gu’s negative portrayal.
Despite its vastly narrower temporal boundaries, Han shu is significantly longer than
even Shiji, reflecting the gradual “thickening” of historical writing that had steadily con-
tinued since the time of the exceedingly terse Chungiu and can be observed as well in
several Shiji chapters. As is the case with Shiji, much of Han shu is drawn from earlier
sources, so that Ban Gu’s work almost at times becomes an anthology not only of offi-
cial documents but of literary works as well. In addition, despite Ban Gu’s criticism of
his predecessor, he quotes extensively from Sima Qian, introducing minor and subtle
changes that sometimes alter the meaning significantly (van Ess 2014).

Structurally, Han shu largely follows Shiji, although Ban Gu dispenses with the
“Hereditary Houses” section, which was rooted in Sima Qian’s acknowledgement
of a long period of disunity, the Spring and Autumn and Warring States periods, that
fell outside the temporal scope of Ban Gu’s work. (Han ministers and commanders
granted fiefdoms, included in the “Hereditary Houses” section in Shiji, are moved to
the “Biographies” section in Han shu.) On account of the many similarities of these
two great histories, there arose a strong scholarly tradition of comparing and evaluat-
ing them one against the other, with some scholars preferring Sima Qian while others
preferred Ban Gu. Certain persistent stereotypes about Han shu have derived from such
comparisons: that it is difficult compared with Shiji, that it is uniformly orthodox and
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not as lively as its predecessor, that it is dry, etc. Suffice it to say that for several centuries
Han shu was generally preferred to Shiji, and historians have continued to admire Han
shu because of its supposedly superior reliability. This latter perception, however, may
stem in part from the somewhat more restrained and dignified stance of the historian
himself. Perhaps another result of this tradition of comparison and the judgment that
Shiji is more literary is that few full-length studies of Han shu have been undertaken in
the West, a circumstance that is now, hopefully, beginning to change (Clark 2008,
van Ess 2014).

The gradual thickening and increasing complexity of Chinese historical writing was
not always judged positively. Concerned that some of the most politically valuable les-
sons of the past were being obscured, Emperor Xian (r. 189-220) ordered the Han offi-
cial Xun Yue to edit and summarize Han shu. The result of Xun Yue’s labors was Han ji
{%4#d (Han Annals), which gleans events from Ban Gu’s much larger work and puts them
in strict chronological order, thus following the older annals form of Zuozhuan rather
than the annals-biographies form initiated in Shiji and followed in Han shu. What makes
Han ji historiographically significant, at least if we can believe Xun Yue’s preface, is that
it is unambiguously “official,” with the emperor even supplying the financial and human
resources to complete this work. Xun Yue makes it crystal clear that the purpose of his
work is to glorify the dynasty and present lessons to future generations (Chen 1980).
This imperial attempt to control the message of history came right at the moment when
the Han faced a political crisis in the form of the strongman Cao Cao i (155-220),
who threatened to become another Wang Mang, the “usurper” that Han ji was written in
part to discredit.

HisTORY AS A BIBLIOGRAPHER’S CATEGORY

The first, somewhat problematic, attempt to create a library category for historical writ-
ing is in the “Monograph of Arts and Writings” (“Yiwen zhi” 213 ) in Han shu, which
is based on bibliographies compiled several decades earlier (see also Chapter 11). This
chapter, with its accompanying list of texts found in the Imperial Library, begins with
a large category of writings described as part of the “Six Arts” (liuyi 7/<2t), and each of
these Arts or fields of classical learning in turn is made a subcategory in this classifica-
tion scheme. Most of the texts from the earlier period that we now regard as “history;,”
such as Zuozhuan, Guoyu, Shiji, etc., fall under the Chungiu subcategory. Put somewhat
differently, a supposed connection with Chungiu, or at least some whiff of inspiration
from Chungqiu, defined historical texts. Ban Gu links the tradition of history to antiquity
with the following words: “For generations the kings of antiquity maintained an office of
scribes. When the ruler arose to take action, it was sure to be recorded. That is why he took
care with his words and deeds and illuminated the rules and models” (Han shu 30.171s,
based on Zuozhuan, Zhuang 23.1). History in this conception is derived from an official
context and exercises a restraint, or at least so it was imagined, upon the ruler’s behavior.
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After the Han dynasty fell, a long period of political disunity in China began. Freed
from strong political control and Confucian orthodoxy, historical writing flourishes.
When Liu Xie 2#} (ca. 460s-520s) wrote his monumental study of literary aesthetics,
Wenxin diaolong SOUMMERE (Literary Mind and the Carving of the Dragon), he included
a special chapter on historical writing, a clear indication that this genre had taken on a
life of its own and was not regarded simply as an extension of the classics. Liu Xie’s work
can be seen as a precursor to Liu Zhiji’s book-length study of historical writing, which
we have cited several times above. Clearly, history had now become a recognized genre
of writing and a specialty of its own quite free from any connection to classical learning.

The Han shu bibliographical chapter mentioned above lists only twenty-three items in
the Chungqiu category, a number that could be supplemented with several items listed in
other categories, but in the “Monograph on Bibliography” (“Jingji zhi” #$%&.&, 656) in
Sui shu 575 (History of the Sui), while the Chunqiu category is preserved and includes
works like Zuozhuan, a full 874 works are separately categorized as shi S “histories,”
with thirteen subcategories, among them “standard histories” (zhengshi 1-5), “ancient
histories” (gushi ' 52), “miscellaneous biographies” (zazhuan HE{#), “notes on the daily
activities and repose of the emperor” (giju zhu 2JFE{E), and “geographical records” (dili
ji HiFHEL). This list of historical texts, the majority of which have been lost, is conceptu-
ally extremely broad. “Histories” had not only become a category very much of its own
but had digested all sorts of material that might not fall comfortably into the modern
reader’s somewhat narrow notion of what historical writing properly includes (see also
Chapter 18). Even in the case of the rather strict composition of “Standard Histories,”
much material was absorbed from more informal sources such as clan records and inde-
pendently written biographies.

To be sure, the writing of “Standard Histories,” sometimes called “Dynastic Histories,”
continued and constitutes the first subcategory of the Sui shu bibliography. Of the five
dynastic histories produced during this period of time, two deserve brief mention: Chen
Shou’s [fi=F (233-297) Sanguo zhi — ;& (History of the Three Kingdoms) and Fan
Ye's Yl (398-445) Hou Han shu. Chen Shou was an excellent literary stylist, and his
vivid portrayal of the primary characters and events of the Three Kingdoms period
was one stimulus for the growth of a rich tradition of historical fiction that culminated,
many centuries later, in the great novel Sanguo yanyi —[B[{i##% (Romance of the Three
Kingdoms). But Sanguo zhi is also important because of Pei Songzhi’s ZE¥A .2 (372-451)
commentary, which corrects errors and adds material “where Chen Shou’s text was
inadequate” (Dien 2011: 523) or at least perceived to be so (see also Chapter 9). As is the
case with certain commentators on philosophical texts who use commentary as a way of
voicing their own views, several commentators on historical texts, Pei and later the Han
shu commentator Yan Shigu EHRNTY (581-645) chief among them, make contributions
to our understanding of history almost equal to the text they are commenting upon.

Hou Han shu was Fan Ye’s personal project, continuing in this respect the tradition
of the authors of Zuozhuan, Shiji, and, to some extent, Han shu. It is a bit unusual in
being written more than two hundred years after the fall of the dynasty it describes.
Fan relied on an array of historical documents, primarily Dongguan Han ji BUERT¥AC
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(Han Records of the Eastern Lodge), a history of the Eastern Han written in several
stages during the Eastern Han itself, which he quotes extensively. Like his predecessors
Sima Qian and Ban Gu, Fan Ye can be described as an editor who is largely quoting
earlier sources, but, as in their case, this stereotype is not entirely fair, especially since
he appends a series of “disquisitions” (lun i) to some of his biographies that go well
beyond the short judgments Sima Qian and Ban Gu attached to their chapters. Later
periods single out Shiji, Han shu, Sanguo zhi, and Hou Han shu in a grouping called “The
Four Histories” (si shi PU5Z), which exerted particular influence not only in China but
also, for certain periods, in Korea, Japan, and Vietnam (see also Chapter 35).

Perhaps the most intriguing aspects of Six Dynasties historiography as presented
within the broad scope of the Sui shu bibliography are texts that readers today might
situate at or beyond the margins of historical writing. In terms of sheer numbers, the
largest subcategory of historical writing listed in Sui shu is “miscellaneous biographies,”
which includes a rather startling 217 items. Obviously this was a period when writers
valued and attempted to document the individual life, sometimes in its more eccentric
manifestations. Listed in this section are such highly imaginative works as Liexian zhuan
Y& (Biographies of Transcendents) and Shenxian zhuan f{|LI{# (Biographies of
Divine Transcendents), works that contain Daoist reports of a highly miraculous nature.
It is not only in the “Miscellaneous Biographies” section that miraculous or supernat-
ural accounts can be found. Elsewhere we find, for example, Gan Bao’s T (d. 336)
Soushen ji E#HEL (In Search of the Supernatural), one of the forerunners of the literary
genre known as “strange tales” 1% (see also Chapter 18). Gan Bao was a historian who
wrote the now lost Jin ji ##d (Annals of Jin) under imperial command. What is interest-
ing about his Soushen ji, at least from the perspective of this essay, is the sober, factual
way in which Gan Bao describes “events” of the most bizarre, supernatural type, with
some of this material even finding its way into the “standard” Jin shu ¥ & (Jin History)
as omens and celestial signs.

How are we to explain the inclusion in Sui shu of these and many other similarly
imaginative works under the category “history?” It is not enough to say that histori-
cal works from the beginning, Zuozhuan to give an obvious example, contain reports
of the supernatural. Such reports abound in early historical writing, as readers of
Herodotus know, but they typically play a subordinate role among what are mostly this-
worldly accounts. With works like Shenxian zhuan or Soushen ji we have moved almost
entirely into a world many modern readers would consider as imaginative fiction (see
also Chapter 18). Two points need to be made. First, as the distinguished historian
Lu Yaodong 3 B emphasizes, the decline of Confucian influence during these years
had brought with it an entirely different aesthetic: “The historical writing of this period
emphasizes beauty of verbal expression and also particularly the nebulous language
and ethereal charm of religion. Simply speaking, historians and men of letters become
one, with the boundaries of historiography and literature exceedingly difficult to distin-
guish” (Lu1998: 19). Liu Zhiji, the sober Tang historiographer, was troubled by precisely
this trend and complained of a tendency to “disregard real events and fashion ornate
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[language]” B¢ SR, blurring boundaries so that “literature is not literature, and his-
tory is not history” XX IE 3, HIJEH (Shitong 22.86, see also Chaussende 2014: 174). Here
we see, then, a tension between an expanding conception of history and a much more
conservative construction of precisely what history should be.

The second point is perhaps even more telling. Gan Bao, as noted above, was not only
the author of Soushen ji but of a dynastic history as well. In the preface to his collection
of predominantly supernatural stories, he notes that his record sets forth “what has been
received from earlier accounts” or “has been garnered from inquiries into recent events”
(Jin shu 81.2150; trans. Campany 1996: 148). In other words, these accounts follow a
tradition not of critical inquiry (i.e., historia), but of recording events that reportedly
took place. The Sui shu itself gives a rationale for including material of this sort: “Mixed
together here are many fanciful and bizarre stories. But when we trace their origin, they
probably also reflect the lesser concerns of the Bureau of Scribes” (Sui shu 33.982). In
other words, major events are recorded in the major histories, but minor events, maybe
even highly dubious events, should also be collected and preserved. Such a way of think-
ing also led to a variety of nonstandard collections of stories or traditions about famous
persons from the past, which are sometimes called “uncouth (or unofficial) history”
(yeshi Y 5) or what we might refer to as “fictionalized history”

What constitutes the category “history” at any moment in time, as we should know
from the way such works as The Book of Saints has been understood over time in the
West, is a function of the beliefs of that period. Gan Bao, after all, ends his preface to
Soushen ji by saying, “when it comes to what is set down here, it suffices to make clear
that the way of spirits is not a fabrication” And Lu Yaodong concludes his discussion of
the inclusion of such texts in Six Dynasties historiography by noting that works such as
Gan Bao’s will be categorized as fiction (xiaoshuo /]N&t) from the Tang and Song dynas-
ties on, “but in the Wei-Jin period, they were considered as true and were included
within the boundaries of historiography” (Lu1998: 12).

THE FORMAL BUREAUCRATIZATION OF
HisTORICAL WRITING

The relationship of early historical writing to centers of political power in China, as we
have seen, is a complicated one. Several general conclusions can be drawn: first, some
of the earliest records, Chungiu among them, were almost certainly undertaken at the
behest of state leaders as a part of official ritual and maybe also for subsequent consulta-
tion; second, most of the grand projects of early Chinese historical writing were not offi-
cial projects, although it is almost certainly wrong to suggest that leaders had no interest
in such projects; third, such works sometimes reinforced power and sometimes might
have attempted to curtail or shape political power. During the Sui dynasty (581-618),
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perhaps in response to growing anxiety about the proliferation of historical writings
and a feeling that this undermined imperial prerogatives, Emperor Wen (r. 581-604)
proclaimed, “Those among the people who are compiling state history and offering
evaluations of persons are commanded in all cases to desist” (Sui shu 2.38). While this
proclamation did not curtail private historiography, the beginning of the Tang dynasty
was to witness increased concern about the power of historical writing to shape future
remembrance. Thus, Emperor Taizong K5 (1. 626-649), the son of the founder of the
Tang dynasty, in 629 established a Bureau of History, which followed a highly organized
and formal procedure for the compilation of history. This procedure required officials
to maintain diaries of imperial activities and calendars of state events that could be later
fashioned into “Veritable Records” (shilu E{#%) for individual emperors, which after the
conclusion of the dynasty, became the basis for an official dynastic history. This does
not mean that private historiography came to an end, but the imperial court, which had
all along played some role in the writing of history, now had an elaborate bureaucratic
apparatus to fashion and present an entirely official record (Twitchett 1992).

From its early inspiration in the bare-bones list of events in Chungiu, Chinese his-
torical writing has made a long and complicated journey. Providing a full shape to this
journey will require additional research and publication. Many of the major texts in
the tradition—Guoyu, Han shu, and Hou Han shu, to give three obvious examples—are
badly in need of additional study, and new conceptual frameworks can perhaps help us
further untangle the many difficult questions surrounding the emergence of the rich
and highly complex genres we have labeled here “the histories.”
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WIEBKE DENECKE

CALLED zishu 3 in the traditional fourfold bibliographical scheme, “Masters
Literature” (or “Masters Texts”) constitutes one of China’s most influential and produc-
tive text corpora. The bulk of the corpus was written during the Warring States into the
Han, the foundational period of Chinese thought and literature. Featuring debates about
fundamental questions of social order, the good life, governance, heavenly justice, human
character, and the cosmos, some texts were later canonized and became the fountainhead
of cultic practice and systematic philosophical reflection, such as Laozi ¥ ¥~ as scripture
in religious Daoism and the Analects (Lunyu Fiag) and Mencius (Mengzi di1-) as parts of
the “Four Books” of Neo-Confucianism. Beyond China, the Masters had a broad impact
on East Asia, furnishing a repertoire of philosophical concepts, historical anecdotes, and
pithy aphorisms appearing in texts as diverse as Japanese court poetry, Japanese medi-
eval warrior tales, or early modern Korean and Vietnamese vernacular novels. Today the
Masters belong to a Chinese “hypercanon” of texts that have traveled exceptionally well
across temporal and cultural borders. While some of the venerable “Classics” (jing £,
Chapter 12) and foundational texts from the “Collections” (ji £, Chapter 15) category
still await complete translation into contemporary English, the core texts of the Masters,
sometimes even with classical commentaries added, have generated a solid number of
multiple translations. Laozi is probably China’s most translated text.

Despite the prominence of the corpus, since antiquity it has been fraught with uncer-
tainty. Except for recently excavated materials, the Masters Texts come to us through
the efforts of Western Han scholars and bibliographers and later scholars who edited
and compiled the vast and fluid textual material that had accumulated in the imperial
library. Comparison with the legacy of Greek philosophy lets us appreciate the layers of
uncertainty regarding places, people, and texts at stake in Masters Literature. Despite
debates about details, we know the location of Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Lyceum
based on textual evidence and modern excavations (Caruso 2013); this is not true for any
of the pre-Qin “schools” that we know existed, such as Confucians (Ru f%; also called
“Ruists” or “Ru traditionalists” in English to show their pre-Confucian roots and dis-
tinguish them from later forms of canonized state Confucianism since the Han) and
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Mohists. Thanks to the Hellenistic “biographies” and “doxographies” (collections con-
taining doctrinal tenets of various thinkers) produced by Alexandrian scholarship,
we know many details even about the daily lives of Greek philosophers from Diogenes
Laertius’s Lives and Opinions of Eminent Philosophers (3rd cent. ce). Chatty and unre-
liable as Diogenes might be, Sima Qian’s few and short chapters mentioning pre-Qin
master figures pale in comparison to Diogenes’s lengthy and vivid portrayals of his pro-
tagonists, testifying to the rich Hellenistic biographical and doxographical scholarship
partially preserved. Also, whereas we have lists of successive “scholarchs” who headed
the Academy, the Lyceum, the Stoic School, and Epicurus’s Garden through the centu-
ries, such information is sparse for pre-Qin Masters Literature; the Neo-Confucian lin-
eage (daotong JE##) linking Han Yu #8 5K (768-824) and Mencius (fourth century BCE)
back to Confucius emphasized spiritual lineage over succession in an actual school set-
ting. Lastly, for no Chinese master can we trace the development of his thinking through
“early,; “middle;” and “late” periods as with Plato’s dialogues. Instead, Masters Texts like
Zhuangzi 1 or Guanzi ¥, though attributed to an eponymous master, contain a
wide variety of intellectual positions recorded over several centuries.

This chapter explores the rich tradition of Masters Literature in the face of much
uncertainty through three questions. How have people defined the corpus of the Masters
from antiquity to the present, and how do divergent definitions affect our understand-
ing of this textual genre? What are the central intellectual concerns at stake in Masters
Texts, and what are the major rhetorical formats and strategies used to make convincing
arguments? And, lastly, how is Masters Literature significant today, and what kind of
debates has it catalyzed for the present?

THE CORPUS OF MASTERS LITERATURE

Masters Texts, Han Dynasty scholars, traditional bibliographers and, later, modern phi-
losophers and literature scholars have drawn the lines differently and in shifting fashion
when defining the beginning, end, and even content of this genre. Regardless of intel-
lectual outlook, pre-Qin Masters Texts share a common “playing field,” evident in the
intense preoccupation with a limited set of central keywords and an increasingly ago-
nistic spirit expressed in arguments and polemics against perceived opponents. Thus
the “Masters” are defined by intellectual contention and lineage filiation rather than by
emulation and variation, which characterizes the “Histories” and “Literary Collections.”

Opponents

Whereas Confucius (551-479 BCE) became the first and foremost master—the Master of
all Masters—Mozi 21~ (fifth century BcE) and his followers created Masters Literature
as a discursive space through their vitriolic attacks on Confucius’s teachings. In “Against
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Confucians” (“Fei Ru” JE{#) Mozi attacks the Ru for their wasteful obsession with rit-
ual, mannerist antiquarianism, and failure to abide by their own values. In contrast, the
Analects, which was likely compiled during the Western Han when Confucius was can-
onized as the sage master-author compiling the “Classics” but contains material dating
back to the fifth century BCE, keeps to a world of undisputed sagehood: the Master might
have adversaries, but no intellectual opponents. Attacking other masters and their values
became common from the fourth century BCce onwards. Mencius argues against other
masters with patient persuasion rather than aggressive polemic. By the third century
BCE, we see attempts to systematize the increasingly complex world of contending mas-
ters into intellectual camps and lineages. In “Against the Twelve Masters” (“Fei shier zi”
JET 7)) Xunzi BT (fl. ca. 280s-230s BCE) presents six pairs of masters, with each
pair representing roughly opposite opinions on the concept of human nature, the guid-
ing principles of ordering society, and the importance of precedents set by former kings.
Xunzi’s desire to curb intellectual diversity and project a sense of orthodoxy produces a
strict and symmetric typology that says more about the author of the essay than the mas-
ters under discussion. But with the unification, argumentative modes promoting integra-
tion became popular during the Western Han: Zhuangzi’s “All Under Heaven” (“Tianxia”
K1), presenting six master groups, praises all masters as sharing a deeper truth about
the ancient Way, except for Zhuangzi’s belligerent friend-and-foe, the sophist Hui Shi
EEJjti. Here contention disappears into mutual complementation and symbiosis.

Experts

The two most influential schemes that have defined the corpus and categorization of
Masters Literature come from Western Han scholars and bibliographers. Sima Qian’s
FI57Z (ca. 145-ca. 86 BCE) father Sima Tan F]f57% (d. 110 BCE) proposed a scheme of
“Six Experts” (liujia 757K): “Yin-Yang specialists,” “Confucians,” “Mohists,” “Legalists,”
“Logicians/Sophists,” and “Daoists” The “Confucians” and “Mohists” certainly existed
in some institutional form during the pre-Qin period. The “Daoists,” in the peculiar
form of Huang-Lao #5# Daoism claiming descent from the Yellow Emperor (Huangdi
#717) and Laozi, were a contemporary intellectual force. But the other three “expert tra-
ditions” had less pedigree and probably represented types of expertise in divination and
calendrical calculation (Yin-Yang), disputation (Logicians), and statecraft (Legalists),
amalgamating Warring States figures with Han exigencies and practices (Smith 2003,
Csikszentmihalyi 2002, Csikszentmihalyi and Nylan 2003).

Library Books

When asked by Emperor Cheng in 26 BCE to edit and catalogue the books in the impe-
rial library, Liu Xiang 2117 (79-8 BCE) faced an eminently practical task. Continued
by his son Liu Xin ZI#X (d. 23 cE), the “Seven Summaries” (“Qi liie” -CM%) became the
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basis of the bibliographical treatise of the Han shu {#25 (History of the Former Han),
the “Monograph on Arts and Writings” (“Yiwen zhi” 283 &) (see also Chapter 11). The
category of “Various Masters,” featured alongside “Classics,” “Poetry and Rhapsodies,”

» <«

“Military Books,” “Divination and Mantic Arts,” and “Medicine,” was subdivided into
ten groups: the “Six Experts” of Sima Tan plus the “Strategists/Orators,” “Syncretists,”
“Agriculturalists,” and “Storytellers” Later bibliographies in the dynastic histories con-
tinued to adopt most Master groupings from the Han shu bibliography, but the fun-
damental changes in the post-Han intellectual landscape left revealing traces in the
bibliographical schemes (see also Chapter 11). Increasingly, practical arts were col-
lapsed into the “Masters” category, as with the treatise of the Sui shu &= (History of the
Sui), which established the traditional fourfold bibliographical scheme and integrated
the previously independent categories for military books, astronomy and mantic arts,
and medicine into the Masters. New productive categories were added, as with the bib-
liographical treatise of the Jiu Tang shu E5 & (Old History of the Tang), which added
“Encyclopedias,” “Meridians,” and “Miscellaneous Arts” (featuring, for example, works
on chess playing—a Masterly art). “Buddhist” and “Daoist Scriptures” had appeared
in an appendix to the Sui shu catalogue, but the Chongwen zongmu “ZSXHEH (The
Comprehensive Catalogue of the Hall of Venerating Culture) of the Song Dynasty and the
bibliographical treatise of the Ming shi BH52 (History of the Ming) integrated them into
the Masters, with the latter collapsing the “Sophists” and “Legalists,” which had become
unproductive, under “Miscellaneous.”

The bibliographical definition of the Masters diverges most strongly from the widely
accepted assumption that the Masters constitute the finest and deepest of Chinese
thought. Going by the sheer number of texts, the “expert” traditions of military strategy,
calendrical sciences, divination, and medicine (among others) were the most produc-
tive categories throughout imperial China. This would certainly be the least accepted
definition of the corpus of “Masters Literature” But we should not forget that Masters
Literature was alive as a field of practical arts and sciences on the larger epistemologi-
cal map of traditional China and that these forms of knowledge are constitutive parts of
Chinese intellectual history (Ge 1998, Ge 2014).

Philosophers

Over the past century, “Chinese philosophy” has become a well-established academic
discipline in China, which looks to the pre-Qin Masters Texts as the fountainhead
of Chinese thought. Zhexue (]. tetsugaku) P is a nineteenth-century neologism
coined in Japan and later adopted in China to translate the Western discipline of
“philosophy,” a concept propagated by Plato with a complex, almost two-and-a-half-
millennia-long intellectual and institutional history in the West. Jesuit missionaries
from Matteo Ricci (1552-1610) on realized the importance of targeting the literati class
with their China mission, and understood the advantages of presenting Confucius,
and the Masters in his wake, as “philosophers.” Thus the first translations from the
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Neo-Confucian canon of the Four Books into a Western language (started by Michele
Ruggieri and Ricci, but published in 1687 under the names of Prospero Intorcetta
and Philippe Couplet) was called Confucius, Sinarum Philosophus sive Scientia Sinica
latine exposita (“Confucius, the Chinese Philosopher or: Chinese Science Explained in
Latin”) (Meynard 2011). With the arrival of Dominican and Franciscan missionaries,
who rejected the Jesuit “accommodation” of Chinese ancestral rituals and the impe-
rial cult as secular practices, the Jesuits became even more eager to present Confucius
as a “philosopher” to avoid conflicts with Rome (Jensen 1997). This resulted in the
“Chinese Rites Controversy” and repeated bans by several popes and the Holy See
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries; it also, indirectly, led to a downplay-
ing of Confucius’s role as a cultic and religious figure that continues to this day (Eno
1990, Wilson 2002).

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Chinese students studying
in Japan or Europe and the influx of Western texts led to the appropriation of the
Masters as the core of a “Chinese philosophy” While Liu Xizai ZIFEH (1813-1881)
in his Wengai X# (Outline of Prose) of 1873 still presented the Masters genre in its
traditional form as a guide to self-cultivation and a model for prose composition,
two decades later the Japanese Buddhist scholar Matsumoto Bunzaburd fa78 —Ef
(1869-1944) published his Shina tetsugaku shi XHSPT %5 (History of Chinese
Philosophy), the first history of “Chinese Philosophy.” It proudly featured the novel
concept of “wisdom study” (J. tetsugaku, Ch. zhexue) in the title and made the Masters
into “philosophers” and their teaching into neologisms such as “political theory” or
“dialectics.” Hu Shi’s #i# (1891-1962) Zhongguo zhexue shi dagang W1 B2 50 KA
(Outline of the History of Chinese Philosophy) of 1919, a fruit of his studies with the
pragmatist philosopher John Dewey (1859-1952) at Columbia University, marks the
breakthrough in China in the creation of a “Chinese philosophy” that aimed to live up
to universal claims of method, rationality, objectivity, and systematization. Together
with Feng Youlan’s {f5 & [ (1895-1990) Zhongguo zhexue shi FETTE2 (History of
Chinese Philosophy) of 1934, it laid the foundations of the modern discipline and still
impacts its present scope.

The philosophical approach has been the dominant interpretive paradigm for the
pre-Qin Masters. Roger Ames, sometimes in collaboration with David Hall, has made
the resonance between pragmatic philosophy and Confucianism inspiringly fruitful
for contemporary ethics and comparative philosophy (see for example Ames and Hall
1987). Angus Graham’s masterful Disputers of the Dao traces the unfolding of “rational-
ity” in China, and his fascination with analytic philosophy led him to direct attention
to the lesser-known Masters Texts, such as the “Sophists” and the Later Mohist explo-
rations of logic. The most radically “philosophical” reading of the Masters is probably
Chad Hansen’s A Daoist Theory of Thought, which has such high standards of “philo-
sophicality” that for him already Han Fei §3JF: (ca. 280—ca. 233 BCE) constitutes the end
of the Masters and is harshly scolded as a “nonphilosopher” (Hansen 1992: 345). The
assumptions of this paradigm have been criticized on various fronts, not least because
it tends to impose Western philosophical assumptions on Chinese thought and thereby
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threatens to distort the Masters, leading to misconceptions of their intellectual preoccu-
pations and their place in the Chinese tradition (Defoort 2001; Ge 2006: 6-11; Mollgaard
2005; Denecke 2011).

“Masters Literature”

Literature scholars, attuned to questions of genre and the unfolding of textual tradi-
tions, have studied the argumentative formats and rhetorical strategies in conjunction
with the intellectual claims in Masters Texts and coined the term “Masters Literature”
for zishu (Zhang 1996, Denecke 2011). This approach highlights the authoritative role
of the master figure as a social and rhetorical construct at the center of the genre; it ana-
lyzes the intellectual implications of the main formats of Masters Literature, such as the
“scene of instruction,” (on this see also Lewis 1999, Chapter 2) “scene of persuasion,” the
“expository essay; or the use of poetry, analogy and allegory, and anecdotes and exem-
pla (see next section); and it attempts not just to “decolonize” the Chinese Masters from
the imposition of Western philosophical frameworks, but also to free the Greco-Roman
philosophical tradition from the imposition of modern frameworks, in particular those
of Western analytical philosophy. This approach rejects the tendency of philosophi-
cal interpretations to see the Masters and their “philosophical vibrancy” end with the
Qin. Masters Texts continued to be produced in large numbers not just during the Han
but throughout the early medieval period until the fifth century cE, after which writers
began to invest their creative energies and individual concerns in more contemporary
genres, in particular shi if poetry (Tian 2006).

LINEAGES, ARGUMENTS, FORMS

Debate and argument are central to pre-Qin Masters Literature. This resonates well with
the modern assumption that the multistate system of the Warring States Period, dur-
ing which an increasingly small number of hegemonic states vanquished weaker states
and engaged in constant warfare over territory, resources, and power, fostered intellec-
tual debate, much as the city-states in Ancient Greece enabled the blossoming of classi-
cal philosophy and created political ideologies and practices like Athenian democracy.
Modern Chinese scholars have proverbially called this period a time of “A Hundred
Schools Competing In Argument” (baijia zhengming F1 2 F8); a slogan used by the
Communist Party in the “Hundred Flowers Campaign” of 1956 to encourage criticism
from the people, which later led to the identification and persecution of opponents and
enemies. In the West, the popularization of the notion of the “Axial Age” (Achsenzeit)
has further encouraged this view, as it has projected the model of the rise of Greek
philosophy unto Warring States China. The German philosopher Karl Jaspers argued
that around the “axis” of 500 BCE, the world’s foundational philosophical and religious
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systems, which still determine our present, emerged simultaneously in the absence of
direct mutual influence (Roetz 1993; Bellah and Joas 2012).

Pre-Qin Masters Texts are rife with agonistic debate. During the fourth and third
centuries BCE, a “playing field,” a rather limited set of shared and contested conceptual
vocabulary emerges. The acts of defining, redefining, sharing, and deriding keywords
come to take a central place in Masters Literature. Although the definition of key con-
cepts became a systematic philosophical enterprise and pedagogical method only with
Song Neo-Confucianism and works like Beixi ziyi JL{2F# (Chun’s Explications of
Terms) by Zhu Xi's & 7% (1130-1200) disciple Chen Chun % (1159-1223), gestures of
definition are strategic in pre-Qin Masters Texts. Confucius’s definitions in the Analects
are often elliptic, suggestive, and playful, using puns and targeting the particular inter-
locutor or situation rather than aiming for a universal statement. Definitions in Laozi,
in contrast, usually take the form of pointed redefinitions and rejections of received
wisdom; this happens through grammatical negation, so pervasive in the text, but also
through ridiculing one’s opponents’ values (Laozi 18, 19), or through rejecting the very
act of definition (Laozi 25).

Some key concepts are shared beyond intellectual contention: the way (dao 1), vital
energy (qi %), virtue (de i), or heaven (tian X); they became so central to the Chinese
tradition that the first two are now part of the English lexicon. We also know of alterna-
tives that were less successful, such as Taiyi X— (“Great Unity”), the ultimate origin of
the cosmos and a celestial deity for the pole star, a concept akin to “the way.” It appears
from the Late Warring States Period on in texts from various intellectual camps, but
failed to gain the universal appeal of Dao (Cook 2012: 324-340). Other concepts were
shared but contested, though not rejected. One example is “human nature” (xing T£):
it is a “new” term that appears only twice in the Analects but became a focal point of
contention in Mencius, Zhuangzi, and Xunzi during the fourth and third centuries BCE.
Still other keywords were dismissed as the wrong-headed ideas of one’s opponents, such
as Confucian “benevolence” (ren {—); or ridiculed and widely rejected, such as Mobhist
“universal love” (jianai %)

Confucians, Mohists, Persuaders

The Spring and Autumn Period, during which Confucius lived, saw the decline of the
Zhou royal house and the Bronze Age aristocracy and the rise of a new class of “ser-
vicemen” (shi t-). Regional rulers, who would eventually usurp titles and privileges for-
merly reserved for the Zhou ruling house, became prominent and bolstered their states
through territorial expansion and annexation, military mobilization, and administra-
tive centralization. The adoption of iron technology during the Warring States led to
the rapid growth of agricultural production and military capacity and the replacement
of the traditional warrior nobility with large mass infantry armies engaged in ever more
frequent wars between and within states. Rather than relying on birth and wealth, the
“servicemen” derived their status from the services they provided to the rulers of the
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various states. Often they constituted the lower level of the social elites, but some rose
to the highest offices. Many master figures belonged to this class of “servicemen,” which
eventually gained a reputation for moral authority and leadership.

Pre-Qin Masters Literature of all colors is marked by a discomfort with the present,
the sense of a world out of tune and in need of rectification. Ruthless pursuit of power
and wealth and acts of brazen pretense or violence on the part of local rulers and clans
were a driving force behind the debates preserved in Masters Texts. Confucius and his
followers sought remedy in the models of the Zhou founders, in particular King Wen,
King Wu, and the Duke of Zhou. Sensing a strong distance from Western Zhou institu-
tions, the Ru cherished the careful transmission and interpretation of actions and words
of kings and ministers of antiquity as guidelines for the present and future. Confucius
was born in the small dukedom of Lu, in the Shandong peninsula, which King Wu had
bestowed on his younger brother, the Duke of Zhou. It was a state particularly proud
of preserving Zhou culture. Confucius’s biography is paradoxically buried in the rich
and fanciful lore developing around his person that accompanied his canonization in
the Han. He was a teacher, especially of Zhou ritual traditions preserved in Shangshu
W2 or Shujing 4 (Classic of Documents) and Shijing &S (Classic of Poetry), and
thus embodied learning and sagehood; he was surrounded by disciples and contem-
poraries engaging him in dialogue; despite encounters with rulers of various states, he
lacked a successful official career and thus became a model for retreat from political
life during turbulent times, a choice often embraced by the unappreciated scholar who
“does not meet his time” (bu yu /i) and finds no match in a worthy ruler (see also
Chapter 27). He appears as a master beyond the world of writing, mainly of the word (in
the Analects and much of Confucius lore), but also, since at least Mencius, as a master
author, the compiler-author of the later “Confucian Classics” and in particular Chungiu
B (Spring and Autumn Annals), whose terse annalistic prose supposedly encoded the
master’s indirect praise and blame of historical events as a moral guide for the future and
amodel for textual exegesis (see also Chapters 12, 13).

Because Confucius eventually became the “Master of Masters,” he is both the most
exemplary and the most exceptional master (Fingarette 1972). By the Han, he appears as
the fountainhead of various textual traditions in the bibliographical chapter of the Han
shu, which laments the fragmentation of his legacy due to the divergent transmissions
of his disciples. Although by the Han Dynasty Confucius appears in many texts as an
established (or ridiculed) authority figure, the most canonical recension of his teachings
is the Analects, a collection of anecdotes in twenty books written in terse and often sug-
gestively cryptic style that casts the master as the center of “scenes of instruction” (except
for Book 10, which shows the master in silent action, thereby reinforcing the point that
words must match actions). It was probably compiled as an authoritative Confucius col-
lection during the Western Han in the context of the canonization of Confucius and
the establishment of a State Academy devoted to the teaching of the Classics associated
with him.

In the Analects, Confucius appears as a charismatic master blessed with vision,
wisdom, and humor, imagining the good life as structured by family hierarchies and
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virtuous state authority modeled on the Zhou past. To reach his full potential endowed
by Heaven, the “superior person” or “noble man” (junzi #¥") must cultivate himself
through ritual, study, and timely action. He becomes a useful part of society through
proper ritual performance—ranging from daily rituals to state events of cosmological
importance—and through the study of canonical texts and the understanding of his-
torical precedents. The Analects celebrate the vision of an alternative community where
individuals can lead a happy life governed by each member’s focus on the propriety of
words and effective action according to one’s social role.

The “scene of instruction” is the seminal format of Masters Literature. Not only was
it probably the earliest form of the emerging genre—unlike Greek philosophy, which
emerged from the poetry and prose treatises of the pre-Socratics—it was one of its most
influential formats. It emphasizes the master’s intimate physical presence and showcases
his teachings in the most “embodied” (though highly stylized) way possible in texts.

Mozi and his followers arguably “created” Masters Literature as they refuted
Confucius’s received wisdom with their spiteful attacks. But there are salient similarities:
the Confucians and Mohists were probably the only pre-Qin “schools” posited by Han
scholars that indeed existed as an institution and developed lineages and branches; they
both rely on retrospective ideals, however different, and frequently invoke the author-
ity of sage kings of antiquity; and they could be slandered or praised together (e.g., in
Zhuangzi or by Han Yu). We know little about Master Mo, but tradition presents him as
an expert craftsman and military strategist, and modern scholars have celebrated him
as the one master figure of lower class. Ten core doctrines, preserved in three versions
possibly representing three branches of the Mohist school (Chapters 8-39), contain the
fundamental Mohist teachings, while the “Dialectical Chapters” feature treatises on lan-
guage and logic probably produced by the school of “Later Mohists” (40-45); the last
part of Mozi includes treatises on defensive warfare and military technology, a famed
forte of the school. The Mohists were expert in taking the role of the opponent, castigat-
ing the loss of human and material resources invested in Confucian ritual and music
and exalting frugality. They believed in the use of rewards and punishment to instill
moral behavior and shared a deep anxiety over social order. They thus posited, uniquely
in Masters Literature and the Chinese tradition as a whole, the importance of absolute
standards, natural laws, and the necessity of universal love regardless of social difference.
Unlike Confucius’s vision—which relied, suggestively, on constant striving and learn-
ing, but also on the power of spontaneous, naturalized action and effect, embodied in
the sage emperor Shun of high antiquity, who supposedly ruled the realm through “non-
action” (wu wei iE4) simply by taking his ritually proper seat facing south (Analects
15.5)—the Mohist cosmos is filled with activist, even coercive, powers. Sages appear as
creators of human inventions and conveniences, and spirits and ghosts actively reward
or punish human behavior (Puett 2001). In tune with the claim to universal standards,
most of the Mohist corpus (except for the “Dialogues,” Chapters 46-51) consists of sys-
tematized treatises on statecraft and human life, though at times put into the disembod-
ied mouth of the master in a remnant form of the “scene of instruction.” The Mohists
died out in the Western Han, and Mozi was recovered from the Daoist Canon, where it



210 HANDBOOK OF CLASSICAL CHINESE LITERATURE (1000 BCE-90O0 CE)

had survived, through the painstaking work of Qing philologists. The rather repetitive
and systematic argumentative style in the Mozi corpus certainly lent itself to the philolo-
gists’ attempts to fix corrupted passages based on parallelism.

Fourth- and third-century BcE followers of Confucius took up the Mohist challenge.
Mengzi (latinized as Mencius) allegedly studied with a disciple of Zisi - &, Confucius’s
grandson. He came from Zou, close to Confucius’s hometown, and was for some time
associated with the Jixia Academy, sponsored by the rulers of the powerful state of Qi.
Many master figures were at some point associated with the academy, which became, in
later cultural imagination, a model of vibrant intellectual exchange under government
patronage. Unlike most other Master Texts, Mencius (late fourth century BCE) is less lay-
ered and more clearly datable to Mencius’s approximate lifetime and that of his immedi-
ate disciples. Mencius consists largely of anecdotes featuring the master in conversation
with rulers and other contemporaries, but the arguments are much longer and sustained
than in the Analects. We see a shift from “scenes of instruction” to “scenes of persuasion,”
a focus away from the charismatic master figure to weak and conflicted ruler figures
in need of subtle transformative persuasion for the moral good. Mencius operates in a
new intellectual milieu: he is surrounded by other master figures like Mozi, Yang Zhu
FaK, or Gaozi £ . Against this diversification of the intellectual stage, Mencius estab-
lishes Confucius as the authoritative master (and also author of Chungiu) and himself
as the second master upholding Confucius’s legacy, thus creating the concept of a “Ru-
lineage” Various Ru lineages developed strongly divergent interpretations of the teach-
ings of Confucius and engaged in debates beyond the horizon of Confucius’s teachings.

The debates about “human nature,” which only emerged in the fourth century BCE,
illustrate the novel challenges. Mencius argues that humans are endowed with an inborn
potential towards virtue rather than being motivated by self-interest, as Yang Zhu
argued. In his argument with Gaozi, he uses analogies and striking philosophical meta-
phors, such as comparing innate goodness to the grain of “willow wood,” which ful-
fills its nature by becoming a beautiful utensil, and the natural gravity of “water,” which
obeys natural law in flowing downwards. For Confucius, the match between inner
intention and outward manifestation in action was still unproblematic, but Mencius was
troubled by the possibility of a mismatch between the two. Claiming that human nature
is inherently good gave him the confidence that good inner intention would lead to vir-
tuous outer manifestation. This problem of depth and interiority occupied him also on
the level of the human body—he claimed that a person’s real intention could only be
gleaned from the pupils—and on the level of textual exegesis of the Classics—he warned
that one should not “harm” a poet’s deeper intention by clinging to the literal surface
meaning of a poem (Mencius 4A.15 and 5A.4). Although Mencius is famous for justify-
ing the assassination of tyrants, he often adopts an oblique approach of Socratic mid-
wifery (“maieutics”), guiding the ruler gradually toward understanding his mistakes
through pointed indirect analogies.

Mencius is an example of how recently excavated texts have changed our understand-
ing of the early Ru lineage in particular. The discovery of a lost text Wuxing #1.1 7 (Five
Virtues/Phases) in tombs at Mawangdui (ca. 168 BCE) and Guodian (ca. 300 BCE) has
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sparked feverish interest in uncovering the history of a Zisi-Mencius lineage, men-
tioned in Xunzi as propagators of such a theory and elaborated by Song Neo-Confucians
invested in strengthening the ties between Mencius and Confucius in their creation of
an orthodox Confucian lineage. Several Guodian texts associated with Zisi have led
some scholars to claim them as parts of a lost Master Zisi text. While debates remain
inconclusive (Cook 2012: 110-121), the excavated texts have allowed us to flesh out the
figure of Zisi (credited with the transmission of Zhongyong HJ# [Doctrine of the Mean],
one of the Four Books), to uncover a much richer and more unexpected repertoire of
Confucian intellectual stances during the Warring States Period, and to better appreci-
ate the material, bodily approaches to Confucian self-cultivation with their connection
to medical and physiological discourses (Csikszentmihalyi 2004).

Our traditional understanding of the early Ru lineage is dominated by Xunzi’s polem-
ics against Mencius. He was from Zhao, served at the Jixia Academy in Qi and obtained
high office at home in Zhao and as a magistrate of Lanling in Chu, where he lived out
his life. Xunzi, largely datable to the period around Xunzi’s lifetime, shows the diversi-
fication of textual culture in the third century BcE: for the first time, we see expository
essays in the first person working systematically through central themes such as heaven,
ritual, music, learning, names, or human nature. Xunzi’s contribution to the notion of
authorship in early China (see Chapter 24) is most evident in his famous first-person
argument against Mencius in “Human Nature is Evil” (“Xing e” E5&). Despite the pro-
vocative title, the essay makes a case for the creativity and agency of humans (Puett
2001: 64-73), giving human ritual, social, and political institutions a major role in shap-
ing human community and creating order. Yet Xunzi also appears in the guise of a tradi-
tional persuader in chapters delivering pragmatic political advice, and even couches his
praise of former kings and vision of governance in programmatic, sometimes propagan-
distic verse in “Working Songs” (“Cheng xiang pian” i){fH#) and “Rhapsodies” (“Fu
pian” fi{/7). His call for strong government lived on in Qin and Han ideology, informed
by “legalists” like Han Fei, Xunzi’s disciple. Eventually Xunzi lost out to Mencius, whose
humanistic optimism became the core of Neo-Confucianism.

The Ru lineage had conflicted connections to the world of professional persuaders
during the Warring States. Known by various names, these itinerant orators traveled
from court to court offering their persuasion skills, like many master figures. The biblio-
graphical chapter in Han shu recognized them as a “School of Strategists” (zonghengjia
HMEREZK). Their amoral, sometimes immoral use of persuasion for strategic advan-
tage and often explicit catering to the rulers’ lust for territory, wealth, and power set
them apart even from Masters Texts that reject moral rules such as Laozi, Zhuangzi,
or Han Feizi. We can grasp their world in the brilliant persuasion vignettes in Zhanguo
ce BXEXER (Intrigues of the Warring States), Sima Qian’s biographies of famous per-
suaders, essays on the art of persuasion in late Warring States and early imperial texts,
and the vast compilations of historical anecdotes serving as repertoire of exempla for
speeches (Schaberg 2011). Ru traditionalists certainly abhorred the persuaders for their
opportunistic brilliance, but both shared a belief in the power of the word. Sima Qian
emphasizes this in his biography of Confucius’s disciples (Shiji 67) by crediting Zigong’s
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extraordinary political success to his persuasions and, two chapters later, by praising the
persuader Su Qin as a man of prolific learning and pragmatic wisdom in an attempt to
save him from the bad reputation of his craft (Shiji 69.2277).

Lao-Zhuang, Huang-Lao, Statecraft Specialists

While Sima Qian connects Confucius’s legacy to the world of orality, he endows his
Laozilineage, in which he includes Zhuangzi, Shen Buhai "2, and Han Fei in a col-
lective biography, with the prerogative of writing (Shiji 63). He is unclear about who
this “Laozi” might have been, but his three suggested candidates are all associated with
scribal expertise. The legend that a border guard had Laozi jot down a book on the “Way
and Virtue” (Daodejing JETEAE) before leaving westwards fits Sima Qian’s interest in
dramatized notions of authorship under duress. For him Han Fei, a stutterer stunning
the king of Qin (and later First Emperor) with his writing skills, is the pinnacle of writ-
erly virtue, and Han Fei’s “Difficulties of Persuasion” (“Shui nan” #iff) is the only piece
of writing by a pre-Qin master included in Sima Qian’s history.

Laozi consists of eighty-one short rhythmic and rhymed sections in two parts.
Despite variants and difference in sequence from the received text, the Laozi versions
excavated at Guodian and Mawangdui show that the text was remarkably stable by 300
BCE. Though it possibly contains an ancient core of an oral wisdom tradition (LaFargue
1994), it appears as a heavily layered text that polemicizes against Confucian values on a
logical level (with frequent negations like “The Way that can be spoken of is not the con-
stant Way” JE F[3EJEH T8 [Laozi 1]); on a conceptual level (e.g., rejecting Confucian
ideas like “benevolence” [ren] and “rightness” [yi #£]); and, most importantly, on a rhe-
torical level: unlike Ru texts that abound with people, places, and historical specificity,
Laozi lacks protagonists and is a textual collage of aphorisms in which an anonymous
first-person voice utters words of gnomic wisdom on the natural way, the counterintui-
tive power of nonaction, and the art of controlling oneself and others.

The credit for creating an actual “Master Laozi” figure goes to Zhuangzi, which fea-
tures the old sage in “scenes of instruction,” alongside a new set of counterintuitive
master figures such as cripples and convicts, eloquent mythical creatures, and skulls. In
comparison to the texts in the Ru lineage, Zhuangzi is a messy text, containing “Inner
Chapters” (1-7) dating to the time of the putative master (fl. second half of fourth cen-
tury BCE); “Outer Chapters” (8-22) by his followers, including more radically “primi-
tivist” thought and Yang Zhu materials from the Qin-Han transition; and a final layer
of “Syncretist (or Miscellaneous) Chapters” (23-33) from the second century BCce when
the text was compiled (Graham 1989: 172-174). The little we know about the historical
Zhuangzi is based on the extravagant Zhuangzi figure featured in Zhuangzi and is a pro-
grammatic metaphor for the ideal recluse seeking fulfillment in exuberant, unperturbed
life. There is Zhuangzi the crazy recluse, refusing to serve as prime minister of Chu, pre-
ferring to “drag his tail in the mud” just as the 3,000-year-old turtle in the temple would
have preferred to drag his tail in the mud rather than being killed and having its shell
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honored as sacred; Zhuangzi the iconoclast who violates mourning customs and volup-
tuously welcomes death; and Zhuangzi the brilliant thinker infatuated with serious
argument and its parody (mirrored in his ambivalent friendship with Hui Shi), one who
speaks in rhapsodic effusions and indulges in fictionalized scenarios through parables,
dreams, and spirit travels.

Zhuangzi's Core Chapters are fascinated with perspective and drastic changes in
scope, moving between the limited world of frogs in a well to the cosmic proportions
of the giant peng l§ bird in no time. These sudden vertiginous changes capture a world
beyond human cognition; the implied speaker erases distinctions, praises the useless,
and delights in the counterintuitive. This anarchic streak coexists, paradoxically, with a
strong belief in positive body knowledge and a “secondary spontaneity” gained through
tireless practice, expressed in anecdotes about the sublime skill of craftsmen like
Wheelwright Bian and Butcher Ding. Zhuangzi was popular wherever intense reflection
and the absurdity of human life (and sometimes humor) met; it influenced phenomena
as diverse as medieval “metaphysical learning” or “arcane learning” (xuanxue X52),
Chan Buddhism, and Matsuo Bashd’s haiku (Qiu 2005).

Although Zhuangzi differs dramatically from Laozi in its acceptance of death and
noisy rejection of political engagement, Han scholars grouped them into a Lao-Zhuang
lineage, now commonly distinguished from later Daoist religious movements as the
philosophical underpinnings of Daoism. But the most popular form of Daoism dur-
ing Sima Qian’s time was Huang-Lao, drawing on the authority of Laozi and the Yellow
Emperor and merging Laozi’s thought with the “legalism” of statecraft specialists. This
short-lived blend of authoritarian government, self-cultivation, medicine, and Yin-
Yang cosmology was hard to grasp until the discovery of four apparently related texts
among the Mawangdui silk manuscripts, which give advice for the aspiring hegemon.

Huang-Lao and the Masters grouped under Sima Tan’s “legalism” label had similar
goals: creating a strong state based on bureaucratic structures governed by law and
embodied in the figure of a supreme ruler. Theorists of the bureaucratic state appeared
in Qin in the fourth century BcE with the figure of Shang Yang #%## (d. 338 BCE), the
prime minister of Qin whose policies initiated the centralization and militarization of
the state, which eventually resulted in Qin’s unification. In the book attributed to him,
Shang Yang propagates the rule of law through a system of rewards and punishments
and the building of a bureaucracy directed against the privileges of the nobility; even the
ruler is expected to act according to law.

The most prolific and articulate spokesman of the statecraft specialists was Han Fei,
an aristocrat from the state of Han, who studied under Xunzi, served the King of Qin,
and was later slandered and forced to commit suicide in 233 BCE (Goldin 2013). In Han
Feizi, the connection to the Laozi lineage, which Sima Qian pointed out, is evident: two
chapters commenting on Laozi passages impose a coercive interpretation of Laozi’s
“nonaction” to create a self-regulating state based on laws. Han Feizi is the longest pre-
Qin Masters Text and is remarkable for its interest in rhetoric, as evident in chapters
on the art of persuasion and the large body of anecdotes, exempla for use in argument-
making, which make up a third of the text.
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Encyclopedic Compendia

Liishi chungqiu = FCERK (Mr. Lii's Spring and Autumn Annals, 239 BCE) and Huainanzi
£ ¥ (139 BCE) transcend any school affiliation. They have been categorized as “syn-
cretic” or “eclectic” (za #£), but are actually “synthetic,” since they are carefully arranged
compendia of contemporary knowledge about mankind, governance, and the cosmos
written as guidebooks for an aspiring ruler. Both were compiled at a court that alleg-
edly gathered thousands of scholar-retainers, testifying to the monumental ambition
of the enterprise. Lii Buwei FIANEE (d. 235 BCE) was born into a merchant family, rose
to the position of minister, and was eventually forced to commit suicide by King Zheng
of Qin, later the First Emperor (r. 221-210 BCE). His compendium opens on twelve
monthly “Almanacs,” followed by “Examinations” (13—20) and “Discourses” (21-26).
The central theme is how to create harmony between Heaven, Earth, and Mankind and
how to correlate natural cycles with the actions of the ruler and his administration. It
promises to reveal the principles leading to order and anarchy, survival and destruc-
tion. Huainanzi emerged from debates at the court of Liu An B2 (ca. 179-122 BCE),
Prince of Huainan and the grandson of the founding Han emperor. He was a pro-
lific writer of rhapsodies and was also known for his commentary on “Li sao” B
(“Encountering Sorrow”), and he composed the postface to his compendium, which
he presented to Emperor Wu in rhapsody form (Kern 2014). Eight “Core Chapters”
are devoted more specifically to the Way and its workings, while the following twelve
“Branch Chapters” show applications and illustrations of the basic principles laid out in
the first part.

Most of the themes in these compendia are not new, combining Huang-Lao and
Legalist governance with Confucian values and Yin-Yang cosmology, but the system-
atic integration of knowledge and the epistemological vision of a book that promises to
encompass, and to almost embody, the cosmos is startlingly novel. Liu An puts it most
poignantly:

Place this book in a hairbreadth space: it will obstruct nothing.
Extend it to the world: it will fill it all! (Zhang 2013: 2200)

In their grasp for knowledge of the world, both compendia also represent Masters
Literature as a repository of the practical sciences of the calendar, agriculture, medi-
cine, and divination, similar to the way the Masters category expanded in post-Han
bibliographies.

Han Masters and Scholar-Officials

Han Masters Literature has received scarcer attention, because it appears less philosophi-
cally appealing and more historically specific than the body of pre-Qin Masters Texts. Yet,
we must remember that Masters Texts continued to be written into the fifth century ck,
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although the genre changed considerably during the early empires in terms of the social
position of its authors, its occasions and forms, and its place in the changing literary
landscape.

The image of the itinerant advisor associated with many pre-Qin masters gave way
to the profile of the scholar-official, who produced texts informed by the exigencies of
the court and the State Academy. Lu Jia’s %= (ca. 228-ca. 140 BCE) Xinyu HTRE (New
Discourses) consists of twelve memorials written at the request of Emperor Gaozu
=it (r. 202-195 BCE), and Jia Yi's EiaH (200-168 BCE) Xinshu ¥125 (New Writings)
contains many memorials submitted to Emperor Wen 77 (r. 180-157 BCE); Chungiu
fanlu FREEE (Luxuriant Dew of the Spring and Autumn Annals), attributed to Dong
Zhongshu E (1T (ca. 179—ca. 104 BCE) and reflecting his expertise in the chronicle and
its Gongyang commentary, represents the new exegetical literature produced by Han
scholars in the context of the rise of textual scholarship and the State Academy estab-
lished under Emperor Wu.

Thriving textual exegesis also produced distinctive forms of classicism. Yang Xiong
il (s3 BCE-18 CE), serving partly during the interregnum of Wang Mang’s T-#¥
(r. 9-23 CE) rule, modeled his Fayan £ 5 (Model Sayings) on the Analects and emulated
the Yijing 7#€ (Classic of Changes) with his Taixuanjing X3¥HE (Classic of Supreme
Mystery). Yang Xiong’s attempt to turn the rhapsody genre to purposes of political
remonstration and his later rejection of these “youthful” illusory attempts show the
changed literary landscape of the Han: many authors of Masters Texts also wrote rhap-
sodies, a novel and ambivalent genre caught between imperial entertainment and politi-
cal and moral remonstration.

With the Eastern Han and Wang Chong T-7€ (27-100 CE), a voracious polymath
who never served in higher office but was the author of the longest Han Masters Text,
Lun heng i (Balanced Discourses), the great age of sagely authors creating canonical
works for posterity was over (Puett 2007). Wang Chong saw his “discourses” (lun ifii) as a
weak form of writing compared to the creations of the sages of antiquity like Confucius,
but he believed that in his time brilliant “literary scholars” (wen Ru %) could still pro-
duce superb writing, as opposed to “mundane scholars” (shi Ru TH1%) caught in sterile
exegesis (Lun heng jiaoshi, 1150-1151).

The “discourse” genre carried the waning ambitions of Masters Literature into the
medieval period. With Cao Pi’s A~ (187-226) “Discourse on Literature (“Lun wen”
) in Dian lun Y835 (Normative Discourses) (not to forget, a Masters Text listed in
the “Confucian” category), writing became a business of labor division, with authors
endowed with individual talent but reduced to excellence in specialized literary genres.
Cao Pi singles out for praise his advisor Xu Gan’s TR¥¢ (171-218) Zhong lun H&
(Discourses on the Mean) as a comprehensive achievement and a text capable of estab-
lishing its author’s teachings and name.

Just as Yang Xiong renounced his earlier rhapsodies to write emulated Classics,
Xu Gan turned away from writing in the belles-lettres genres of his time, such as shi
poetry, eulogies, or encomia, to write a Masters Text at the end of his life (Makeham
2002: xxxv). By that time, the genre of Masters Literature had grown old, and some of
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its central themes—personal integrity, observation of the cosmos, response to injustice,
authenticity of word and action—came to be voiced in new genres for novel times.

EPILOGUE: MASTERS AS CATALYSTS

Of the four categories of traditional bibliography, the Masters have arguably catalyzed
the most influential set of intellectual debates, with public ramifications in the modern
period. They have enabled fierce debates over the existence and nature of a “Chinese
philosophy” and inspired methodological discussions about comparative and global-
ized intellectual history. Excavated texts have stimulated manuscript studies, questions
of transmission, tradition, and loss of cultural memory, as well as debates over notions
of authority, orality, and authorship.

The Masters, in particular forms of Confucianism, have also impacted contemporary
public affairs and political developments, triggering discussions about human rights,
“Asian values,” and Confucian family ethics (credited with the spectacular economic
performance of Southeast Asian and East Asian countries) and about the future of
democracy in East Asia.

After Confucius received severe beating during most of the twentieth century for
everything that was considered reactionary and destructive in the Chinese tradition, he
has recently emerged as a prime national icon of Mainland China. Rituals at Confucian
temples have been reinstated; television shows feature a new brand of popular educa-
tors like Yu Dan, bringing Confucius’s message close to viewers’ hearts and minds; the
Olympics in Beijing in 2008 showed Confucian scholars singing the opening lines of
the Analects and a supposed descendant of Confucius carrying the Olympic torch; and
the hundreds of recently established “Confucius Institutes” across the world, financed
through the PRC government, promote Chinese culture through language teaching
and research support and are considered China’s new form of soft power and global
influence. Masters Literature has become the source of national identity, cross-cul-
tural dialogue, comparative reflection, and global marketing and is alive and well at the
beginning of the twenty-first century.
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XIAOFEI TIAN

WitH ji £E, “collection,” the last of the “four-part” bibliographical scheme (see
Chapter 11), we now stand at the center of classical literature: collections of literary works.

Ji bu 555 derived from the fourth category (ding bu 1 5, literally Category No. 4) in
Xun Xu's A7 Bl (d. 289) four-part division of the imperial library collection, but Xun Xu’s
category notably includes a mixture of shi #f (poetry) and fu fi{ (poetic expositions),
encomia inscribed in paintings, and a cache of ancient books discovered by grave-robbers
(Sui shu 32.906). In the fourth century, Li Chong ZF8 (fl. 320s) defined the fourth cat-
egory as consisting of poetry and poetic expositions; according to Zang Rongxu fiZ& %
(415-488), Li Chong’s division subsequently became established as a “permanent rule” by
the imperial library (Wen xuan 46.2075). In the “Monograph on Bibliography” of Sui shu,
the ji section includes three kinds of collections. The first is Chuci FEHE (Verses of Chu), a
collection of rhymed verses attributed to Qu Yuan i /i (ca. 340-278 BCE), his “disciple”
Song Yu 7Rk, and later works from the Han in that tradition. The second is bieji fil| 5
(“separate collections” or collections by individual authors). The third is zongji #2454
(“comprehensive collections” or anthologies). In modern as well as premodern times,
Chuci and Shijing have been regarded as not only the origin but also the foundation of shi
poetry, which was the privileged literary genre throughout imperial China. Nevertheless,
Shijing had always been firmly placed under the “Classics” (jing) in the traditional cat-
egorization of texts. This small but significant fact demonstrates the complexity of the
traditional Chinese conceptualization of wen, “literature,” “literary;” or “literariness” (see
also Chapter1).

Jiis central to our understanding of the premodern Chinese conception of literature.
As zongji or anthologies and anthology-making are given separate consideration (see
Chapters 19 and 20), this essay focuses on bieji by introducing some of the basic issues
regarding bieji: how a collection was constituted, circulated, transmitted, and reconsti-
tuted; what a bieji might include; and in what ways a collection is important to a histori-
cized understanding of what constituted “literature” in the Middle Period.
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THE EARLY HISTORY

The term bieji first appears in Ruan Xiaoxu’s BeZE#E (479-536) book catalogue known
as Qi lu L% (Seven Records or Seven Lists, see Chapter 11). It forms a subsection under
“Wenji lu” SZEEEE (“The List of Literary Collections”), alongside three other subsec-
tions, “Chuci,” “Zongji,” and “Zawen” (“Miscellaneous Writings”) (Tian 2014: 318).
Presumably, the word bie is used to differentiate bieji (“individual collections”) from
zongji, “comprehensive collections” The term is used again in the “Monograph on
Bibliography” of Sui shu [ & (History of the Sui):

The name bieji was first created in the Eastern Han. From Qu Yuan onward, there
have been numerous authors of literary writings. Their aims and aspirations were not
the same; their manners and styles were all different from one another. Gentlemen
of the later times wanted to observe an author’s normative form and momentous
energy, and to bring to light [jian/xian] his heart and mind, and so assembled [the
said author’s] writings in a separate volume and named it a ji, collection. (Sui shu
35.1081)

The above passage stresses a ji’'s connection with the historical person of an individual
author; it also stresses the later readers’ desire to jian/xian }il—to see and to bring into
manifestation—an author’s “heart and mind” through compiling the author’s collection.
The passage uses the word bie twice to talk about the “difference” (bie) of the authors’
manners and styles, and about the separate (also bie) assemblage of their writings. In
the latter case, “separate” could refer to these individual collections’ distinction from an
anthology as well as to the discrete entity of each individual collection; each stands inde-
pendently from one another, just as the authors themselves were all different from one
another in terms of temperament and writing style. The historical person of an author
and his or her writings are thus seamlessly connected.

Sui shu might have had its sources, now lost, in making the claim about the emergence
of the term bieji in the Eastern Han. By focusing on the dating of the term, the Sui shu
historian wisely stayed away from the thorny issue of the origin of the bieji itself: such
knowledge likely could never be obtained with any accuracy, and indeed also largely
depends on how one defines a bieji, for various definitions have led to different theories
about when bieji first emerged. The late-Qing scholar Yao Zhenzong WKk T (1843-1906)
believes, for instance, that the “collections of poems and poetic expositions” by various
authors recorded in the “Monograph on Arts and Writings” of Ban Gu’s JIE[&] (32-92)
Han shu {%35 (History of the Former Han) constitute the origin of bieji (Yao 1995: 629).
And vyet these “collections,” marked as the “twenty-five pian f [lit. ‘bound bundle of
bamboo slips’] of Qu Yuan’s poetic expositions,” or the “four pian of Tang Le’s poetic
expositions,” seem no more than items on an inventory list of the imperial library. Upon
the death of the prestigious Eastern Han prince Liu Cang £ in 83 cE, the emperor
issued an edict that all of the prince’s writings should be gathered together and sent to
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the capital for the emperor to “look at collectively” (ji lan %), but that was more a
“package” than a “compiled/edited collection” (see Hou Han shu 42.1441).

The compilation of an individual author’s collection that includes multiple genres, as
opposed to the single-genre “collections” on Ban Gu’s inventory list, dates to the men-
tion of a female author’s posthumous collection compiled by her daughter-in-law. In
Hou Han shu 4752 (History of the Later Han) compiled by Fan Ye JUME (398-445), we
find the following passage in the biographical note on Ban Zhao i (fl. gos-110s CE), a
prominent writer and scholar:

Her poetic expositions, odes, inscriptions, elegies, inquiries, commentaries, lam-
entations, letters, discussions, memorials to the throne, and deathbed instructions
amounted to sixteen sections [pian j=| altogether. Her daughter-in-law, Madam
Ding, compiled them into one collection and also composed an “Encomium on the
Dame.” (Hou Han shu 84.2792)

Ban Zhao, Ban Gu’s younger sister, is thus the earliest known author who, shortly after
her death, had a collection of writings compiled, zhuan 3, a word indicating a measure
of editorial care. Her collection seems to have been capped with an encomium (zan &)
about her life and career. However, not only is it an isolated instance from this period,
but Hou Han shu itself came from a much later time. In the fifth century, compiling a
recently deceased author’s writings into a bieji had become an established practice. It is
impossible to evaluate the credibility of Fan Ye’s sources, or to judge to what extent his
representation of Ban Zhao’s collection might have reflected a later view of how a collec-
tion came about.

The first unambiguous mentions of compiling literary collections as a self-consciously
significant act are from the early third century. This was a time of new happenings and
significant transitions in literary and cultural history. On the one hand, the writing of a
multichapter treatise on social, ethical, and political issues, with each chapter under a
subject heading and often complete with an autobiographical “self-account” (zixu HJF),
continued to be considered the most important way of self-representation for an
early medieval elite Chinese male. On the other hand, poetry and poetic expositions
were gradually rising to the forefront of people’s consciousness in terms of their self-
representational powers. Unlike the grandiose poetic expositions of the earlier times,
such as the fu on the imperial parks, imperial hunts, or imperial capitals, many shorter,
occasional poetic expositions appeared in the third century, sometimes dashed off at
social gatherings. Many poetic expositions from this period have a narrative preface
that details a personal experience as the occasion of composition, such as the illness and
recovery of an infant son. These details of an author’s everyday life endow a poetic expo-
sition with a sense of intimate quality. Poetry, too, gradually emerged from the formal
social exchanges or the general expressions of common sentiments to become a more
individualized articulation of the experience of a historical person.

Ge Hong ‘1 (283-343), an eminent scholar and writer from south China and a cul-
tural conservative, complains that his contemporaries “all treasure shallow, diminutive
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writings such as poetry and poetic expositions, but scorn the profound, beautiful, rich,
and comprehensive ‘masters’ books’” (Ge 1997: 105). Two things are noteworthy about
this complaint: one, it is significant that poetry and poetic expositions, two central bel-
letristic genres, are defined negatively against “masters’ books,” i.e., the multichapter
treatises mentioned above; two, the complaint highlights the fact that in the cultural
stock market of the fourth century, the stock of poetry and poetic expositions was on
the rise. In another instance, Ge Hong again pits the writing of “poetry, poetic expo-
sition, and miscellaneous prose pieces” against the writing of a multichapter treatise,
saying, “When I was in my twenties, I regarded the creation of those small, fragmentary
writings as a waste of time. . . . Subsequently I began to work on a ‘master’s book’” (Ge
1997: 697). Ge Hong certainly conceived of the opposition between these two different
kinds of writings partially in terms of length, as he stresses in each case the “small and
fragmentary” (xi sui fllff) nature of belletristic writings.

The opposition may be traced back to the early-third-century preface to Xu Gan's fR%
(171-218) Zhong lun H15 (Discourses on the Mean). The anonymous preface states:

He [Xu Gan] saw that lettered men followed one another in the contemporary fad
of composing pretty writings, but there was never one among them who elucidated
the fundamental import of the classics to disseminate the teachings of the way, or
who sought the sages’ point of balance to dispel the confusion of popular contempo-
rary mores. For this reason, he abandoned such [literary] writings as poetry, poetic
exposition, eulogy, inscription, and encomium, and wrote the book Discourses on the
Mean in twenty-two chapters. (Yan 1987b: 55.1360; based on John Makeham’s transla-
tion with modifications, Xu 2002: Xxxxv)

“Poetry, poetic exposition, eulogy, inscription, and encomium” are exactly what would
be collected into an author’s bieji as the genres proper to literature.

The compilation of bieji was closely associated with the rise of literature in the early
third century. Cao Pi & 1 (187-226), the founding emperor of the Wei who acquired the
apt posthumous title Wendi (Emperor Wen or the Cultured Emperor) (r. 220-226), was
at the center of the changes. In a famous letter written in 218, he laments the untimely
death of several of his literary friends—Xu Gan, Chen Lin [k (d. 217), Ying Yang /3
(d. 217), and Liu Zhen 24 (d. 217)—who had all passed away in the great plague of 217
or shortly thereafter:

Lately, I have edited the writings they left behind into one collection; and yet, as
I looked at their names, I realize they are all in the register of ghosts. When I think
back to our roaming in days past, it is still so vivid in my mind’s eye; and yet these
gentlemen have already turned into dirt—I truly cannot bear to say anything about it
further. (Yan 1987b: 7.1089)

It is not entirely clear whether Cao Pi had compiled a joined collection of the authors
or individual collections. In either case, it was an act of tribute and commemoration,
and we have the first explicit reference to the making of a literary collection by none
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other than the compiler himself. In his well-known “Discourse on Literature” (“Lun
wen” 7 ) in Dian lun Y3 (Normative Discourses), Cao Pi famously claims:

I would say that literary works are the supreme achievement in the business of
state, a splendor that does not decay. A time will come when a person’s life ends;
glory and pleasure go no further than this body. To carry both to eternity, there is
nothing to compare with the unending permanence of the literary work. So writers
of ancient times entrusted their persons to ink and brush, and let their thoughts be
seen in their compositions; depending neither on a good historian nor on the gal-
loping messengers, their reputations were handed down to posterity on their own
force. (Yan 1987b: 8.1098; based on Owen’s translation with slight modifications,
Owen 1992: 68-69)

The pathos of the passage lies in the desire for this limited, fragile “body” (shen £) to
last forever, “entrusted” to one’s compositions. Nor is it an embalmed corpse, because it
is animated by the permanence of the author’s thoughts (yi J=) as well. A collection, ji, of
one’s compositions is thus the best embodiment of a writer’s everlasting presence.

Cao Pi’s younger brother Cao Zhi HHE (192-232), one of the greatest early medi-
eval Chinese poets, is likewise a pivotal figure in the early history of bieji. Though
showing a contrary attitude toward literary writings by calling them a trifling skill
(Yan 1987b: 16.1140), Cao Zhi nevertheless cared enough about his writings to edit
them into a collection in seventy-eight sections, and we know for certain that these
writings included poetic expositions. He also appended a preface to the collection,
calling it a “Former Record” (“Qian lu” Fif#%), implying a “Latter Record” (Yan 1987b:
16.1143). After his death, his nephew Cao Rui B &Y (206-239), then the Wei emperor,
ordered that duplicate copies be made of Cao Zhi’s writings, including poetic exposi-
tions, odes, poems, inscriptions and miscellaneous treatises, and that the copies be
stored both in and outside the court (Sanguo zhi 19.576). Cao Zhi had apparently
made a list of all his writings himself. Years later, based on the author’s own list, his
son Cao Zhi & (d. 288) was able to clarify the authorship of an essay composed by
a relative, Cao Jiong & [fi]. Cao Jiong had presumably placed his essay into Cao Zhi’s
collection because he wanted his essay to “pass on to posterity” by ascribing it to a
famous writer (Jin shu 50.1390).

The only other mention of a collection from the early third century involves a writer
from the southern Kingdom of Wu, Xue Zong E¥fx (d. 243). According to his official
biography in dynastic history, he had “composed poetry, poetic expositions, ‘challenges,
and discussions in several tens of thousands of words, and named them Sizai FA#X
(Carried with Partiality)” (Sanguo zhi 53.1254). The term sizai is intriguing. It originates
from Liji T&rC (Records of Rituals), in which Confucius says, “Heaven covers without
partiality; earth carries without partiality; the sun and moon illuminate without partiality”
(Liji zhushu 51.861). By saying that his writings are carried with partiality, Xue Zong
seems to imply that they are regarded with favoritism. Does it mean that he regarded
his own compositions with special favor? Or that his writings were produced to carry
his favorite ideas? It is difficult to tell with certainty. Some scholars assume that Sizai
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is the title of Xue's collected writings; this, too, is difficult to ascertain. It may be simply
his playful reference to the compositions as textual containers that, unlike the impartial
earth, “carry” just one individual’s words and ideas.

Over 98 percent of early medieval literary collections, bieji, are no longer extant (Lu
1995: 2788). Most pre-Tang literary collections have been reconstituted in later times
from anthologies, encyclopedias, commentaries, and other sources. Historian Chen
Shou PfizZ (233-297) edited the collection of Zhuge Liang e 55 (181-234), the Shu-
Han kingdom’s prime minister, and presented it to the Jin emperor in 274 along with a
memorial to the throne. The collection itself is now lost, but Chen’s memorial, which
preserves the collection’s table of contents, has survived. Zhuge Liang was an eminent
statesman but no literary author by contemporary standards, for which Chen Shou
apologized to the emperor in his memorial. Nevertheless, Chen’s memorial affords
us a glimpse into the process of compiling a collection. In it, Chen states that he had
“eliminated repetitions as well as overlapping titles, grouped the writings under differ-
ent subject headings, and thus made a collection in twenty-four chapters” (Sanguo zhi
35.930). The phrasing suggests that Zhuge Liang’s manuscript remains—likely all from
the Shu-Han documentary archives, since Zhuge Liang was one of its most distinctive
public figures—contains many duplicate versions. The headings of the collection are
mixed in nature: the classification does not seem to follow a consistent criterion, as some
chapters are organized in terms of genre and content, such as “Military Instructions” or
“Letters to Sun Quan,” whereas others are ordered by major events, such as “Southern
Campaigns” and “Northern Expeditions.” Nevertheless, Chen Shou’s memorial shows
that the compilation of a collection involves more than just gathering an author’s writ-
ings together; a great deal of editorial work is called for.

THE MAKING OF A COLLECTION

In the bieji section, Sui shu’s “Monograph on Bibliography” records 437 titles in 4,381
scrolls, noting that the lost books number 886 titles in 8,126 scrolls. About 70 percent
of the extant titles are from the Southern Dynasties (317-589). The Southern Dynasties,
especially the fifth and sixth centuries, saw the first flourishing of literary collections
(Tian 2007a: 100-101).

The early fifth century marked a literary renaissance in south China, with a variety of
literary and cultural activities encouraged by reigning monarchs and pursued by men
of letters. This was the time that saw the institutionalization of literary learning and
scholarship. In 439, Emperor Wen of the Song (r. 424-453) established an Academy of
Literature (Wenxue S 22) alongside the Academies of Classics (Jingxue HEER, History
(Shixue 51£2), and Metaphysical Learning (Xuanxue 32 %?), presenting an institutional
version of the four-part bibliographical system (Song shu 93.2293-2294). This also coin-
cides with the creation of a new category in dynastic history, namely group biographies
dedicated to literary authors entitled “Biographies of Men of Letters” (Wenyuan zhuan
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40fH) in Fan Ye's History of the Later Han, in addition to and in contradistinction to
the existing category of “Biographies of Ru Scholars” (“Rulin liezhuan” f#£%1/{2). This
new category was subsequently adopted in later dynastic histories.

Literary anthologies—zongji—abounded. The great aristocratic Xie clan played an
important role. Xie Lingyun 1 52H# (385-433), a famous landscape poet, compiled a
Shi ji 74 (Collection of Poetry) in fifty scrolls. It is now lost, but judging from its spin-
offs, it must have exerted a considerable influence. Most notably, his cousin Xie Hun #7
(d. 412) compiled a Ji yuan 40 (Garden of Collections) in sixty scrolls, also lost. It
seems to have been an anthology made from individual literary collections. It was fol-
lowed by a Ji lin 84K (Grove of Collections) compiled by a Song prince Liu Yiqing %75
(403-444) (Sui shu 35.1082).

A striking phenomenon characterizing this period is the boom of bieji. We witness a
dramatic increase in the frequency of mention of authors compiling their own literary
collections (see Tian 2006). Throughout the dynastic histories from the fifth through the
early seventh century, there are also numerous references to the compilation of some-
one’s literary collection commissioned by emperors and princes or voluntarily carried
out by the author’s friends and kin. That the biographical subject’s “literary collection in
X scrolls is circulating in the world” is often a standard way of ending a biography. This
demonstrates social reality as well as the discursive importance of statements regarding
a persons “literary collection”” It exemplifies the idea espoused by Cao Pi that a person
may live on through his literary work.

In the case of the prominent writer Jiang Yan VL (444-505), we see the most striking
indication of the contemporary perception of a literary collection as a crucial form of
self-representation. According to his biography in Liang shu 235 (History of the Liang),
Jiang Yan had compiled a “Former Collection” and a “Latter Collection” of his own writ-
ings (Liang shu 14.251). The current edition of Jiang Yan’s works is believed to represent
his “Former Collection” Included in this collection is a “self-account,” which was writ-
ten by Jiang Yan shortly after the founding of the Qi dynasty in 479. The autobiographi-
cal “self-account” had been a standard feature of a multichapter treatise—what Ge Hong
refers to as “master’s work”—since the Han (see also Chapter 24). In it, the author typ-
ically narrates his life history and explains the nature and purpose of his book. Jiang
Yan’s attachment of a “self-account” to a literary collection is a significant act. By using
“self-account” in a bieji rather than a zishu, he evokes Ge Hong negatively by showing a
marked difference from the earlier writer:

I, Yan, once said, “In this life a man should seek happiness by suiting his nature. Why
should he exert himself too hard for the sake of a posthumous name?” Therefore,
from my youth until maturity, I have never written a book. I only have this collection
in ten scrolls, but I consider it more than adequate. (Jiang 1984: 381)

Here Jiang Yan employs the same term used by Cao Pi, zhushu 25 (to write a book),
to describe the composition of a multichapter treatise. The tone, though apologetic,
has a pride that belies its apparent humility. Jiang Yan’s statement and his inclusion of a
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self-account in his literary collection are emblematic of the larger changes happening in
his age.

As the editors of the eighteenth-century Siku quanshu VUJEE (The Complete
Library of the Four Treasuries) observed, this period saw the emergence of many of the
forms and conventions (tili #2{5) adopted by later editors of literary collections (Siku
quanshu zongmu tiyao 148.3101). If we discount Xue Zong’s ambiguous Sizai, then
Zhang Rong TRl (444-497) was the first known writer to give descriptive titles to his
literary collections: Yuhai ji K (Jade Sea), Daze K= (Great Marsh), and Jinbo 1%
(Golden Waves) (Sui shu 35.1076). Another innovator was the eminent court poet Wang
Yun %5 (481-549), who compiled a literary collection for each of the eight successive
offices he had held (Liang shu 33.487).

The Liang 2 (502-557), a dynasty that ruled south China peacefully for the first
half of the sixth century, represents the pinnacle of literary accomplishment in early
medieval China. Consciously modeling themselves on the Cao family of the Wei,
the Xiao princes of the Liang played a crucial role in cultural undertakings. After his
canonization in the Northern Song (960-1127), the poet Tao Yuanming FiiiBH (Tao
Qian P47, 365-427) has often been considered “neglected” in the immediate centu-
ries after his death, yet Xiao Tong FEAR (501-531), the Liang crown prince, not only
compiled Tao Yuanming’s collection but also wrote a preface for it himself. This testi-
fies to the high esteem in which the poet was held in the sixth century. In 522, Xiao
Tong entrusted the famous court poet Liu Xiaochuo BIZ4e (481-539) with the task
of editing a collection of Xiao’s own literary writings, which already amounted to ten
scrolls. Liu Xiaochuo's preface to the collection has been preserved. After Xiao Tong’s
untimely death, his younger brother Xiao Gang #iMl (503-551) edited his collection
in twenty scrolls and presented it to the throne along with a biography of Xiao Tong.
Xiao Gang’s preface to the collection is extant, though apparently incomplete. Xiao
Gang also edited his sister Princess Linan’s literary collection and wrote a preface for
it. In the preface, he mentioned that he had searched for, and found, many “scattered
and lost” compositions by the princess (Yan 1987a: 12.3017). These examples demon-
strate that literary collections were compiled during an author’s lifetime as well as
after an author’s death, and that the compilation of a collection was done deliberately
and with care.

A collection often includes other people’s writings that were written on the same
social occasion or formed part of an exchange with the author’s own, most notably in
the case of poetry. Prominent court poet Jiang Zong TT#E (519-594) once wrote a poem
in one hundred lines; many contemporaries, including Xu Ling R (507-583) and Yao
Cha k%% (533-606), all composed follow-up poems on the same topic. Xu Ling explic-
itly told Jiang Zong, “I would like to find a place for my poem in your literary collection.”
When Jiang was compiling his collection, he found that he did not have Yao Cha’s poem,
so he asked Yao for a copy “to keep Lord Xu’s piece company.” Yao Cha declined out of
modesty. Jiang then said, “IfI don't have your poem, I would discard my own. If I do that,
I would fail Lord Xu’s request. How could you bear being the cause of two cases of loss?”
At this Yao Cha relented (Liang shu 27.354). The anecdote gives interesting information
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about the composition and preservation of social poetry, and about how a collection
was put together.

In the age of manuscript culture, any collection or text that was not carefully pre-
served and did not have multiple copies in multiple places could easily become lost (see
Chapter 5). Tao Yuanming famously asked his friend or friends to copy out his poems
(Lu 1995: 997). Bai Juyi HIES (772-846) deposited five copies of his own collection in
different places to ensure conservation (Quan Tang wen 675.6897). The careful compila-
tion and preservation of one’s collection became a background against which writers
could assert a casual attitude toward their writings, and such a casual attitude acquired
a cultural cachet on its own. Lu Guimeng [£45% (d. 881) said in “The Biography of
Master Fuli” (“Fuli xiansheng zhuan” F /24 {2#) that he had many draft composi-
tions in baskets and boxes, of which he “could not make a clean copy for years. When
I saw them later at someone else’s place, I did not believe they had been written by
myself” (Quan Tang wen 801.8420).

Xiao Gang spoke of seeking and gathering “scattered and lost” compositions by his
sister. Many compositions had successfully escaped from their authors and some-
times came back to them in a state beyond recognition after going through manifold
hand-copying. The care with which authors prepared their bieji is countered by stories
about the impossibility of exercising authorial control. Yang Junzhi %22 (fl. mid-
sixth century) once tried to correct errors in his poems that he saw on sale in a book-
shop, but the bookseller rudely stopped him, saying, “Who do you think you are that
you should try to revise an ancient worthy’s writings?!” Yang was so pleased by being
regarded as an “ancient worthy” that he apparently gave up his efforts quite happily (Bei
shi 47.1728-1729).

Few authors would, however, fail to feel dismayed when they saw the altered appear-
ance of their own writings. The Tang monk poet Guanxiu E{A (832-912) only “hap-
pened to get hold of” a complete copy of his quatrain set more than fifteen years after he
first composed it, and was disconcerted to see them riddled with errors, “uncouth and
vulgar” (Quan Tang shi 837.9425). Guanxiu revised his poems and made a “definitive”
version, but this version could not supplant the other versions, “wrong” and “inferior;,”
that were already in circulation. The proliferation of versions and variants presented a
serious problem in the Northern Song, when a scholar editor tried to prepare a critical
edition for circulation (often for putting into print) and found many different manu-
script versions, each different from the others. Textual variants proliferated even as the
editor was attempting to eliminate them, a Sisyphean task that was poignantly com-
pared to trying to sweep fallen leaves in autumn or wiping dust from one’s writing desk.

A bieji goes through other sorts of metamorphoses in the process of transmission in
the age of manuscript culture. Readers copy out what they like from an author’s collection
and thus make a new “selected works,” a xiaoji /N (“little collection”) (see Chapter 10).
The story about the Tang poet Wang Ji’s T-48 (590?-644) collection is instructive. Wang
Ji has been hailed as an eremitic, rustic, and ale-loving poet writing in the tradition of
Ruan Ji [JtFE (210-263) and Tao Yuanming. After his death, his compositions were edited
into a collection of five scrolls by his friend Lii Cai =¥ (600-665), who also wrote a long
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preface for this collection. Then, in the eighth century, scholar Lu Chun [%{% (d. 805)
made another collection of Wang Ji’s writings, with a preface that states:

Every time I read his collection, I imagine what he was like and regret I am not
his contemporary and close friend. Thereupon I have deleted those pieces express-
ing worldly ambitions, so as to preserve intact his aims to be a recluse [lit., untie
his official’s tassel and remove his official’s cap]. If he should rise from the dead,
I would not be ashamed of being his understanding friend from a different age.
(Quan Tang wen 618.6239)

Lu Chun’s preface shows that he has made an anthology of Wang Ji’s writings, a xiaoji.
The “Monograph on Arts and Writings” of Song shi AR5 (History of the [Zhao] Song)
records a Wang Ji collection in two scrolls edited by Lu Chun (Song shi 208.5332). This
is less than half the size of Wang Ji’s original collection. Subsequently, the most popular
editions of Wang Ji’s collection were all in three scrolls, which many scholars speculate
were expanded on the basis of Lu Chun’s two-scroll collection. Only in the last quar-
ter of the twentieth century were several Qing dynasty manuscript copies of Wang Ji’'s
collection in five scrolls discovered and authenticated. Compared with the traditionally
popular three-scroll edition in print, the five-scroll edition represented by these manu-
script copies contains nearly seventy additional poems and about two dozen extra prose
pieces. A careful examination of the various editions—Lu Chun’s two-scroll anthology
represented by a Ming manuscript copy, the popular three-scroll edition in print, and
the five-scroll edition—shows that Lu Chun was not only editing and selecting Wang
Ji’s poems on a moralistic basis but also on an aesthetic basis. He seems to have excised
poems written in a “modern” style—quatrains as well as “prototypical Recent Style
poems.” These “modern” poems were written in the tradition not of the much earlier
poets like Ruan Ji or Tao Yuanming but of the most recent court poets, most notably Yu
Xin JHi{Z (513-581) (see Tian 2007b). Wang Ji’s traditional reputation of being a latter-
day Ruan Ji or Tao Yuanming was very much built on an incomplete collection of his
works; the selection was motivated by ideological concerns that in turn impact stylistic
choices.

In the Tang, a reader might also copy down poems in a special subgenre (for instance,
quatrains) out of a large literary collection if he or she happened to be interested in this
subgenre. The reader would thus make a specialized anthology of an author in a particu-
lar subgenre, although in such a case it is less likely that the anthology would be taken
to represent the author’s whole self in the same way that Wang Ji’s “little collection” was.

INCLUSIONS AND EXCLUSIONS

What sorts of writings does a bieji typically include? It is, first of all, supposed to rep-
resent all of the author’s works in classical literary genres—poetry, poetic expositions,
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other rhymed writings such as eulogies and encomiums, and essays; but it also custom-
arily includes prose genres serving practical functions. In the case of pre-Tang, we learn
about the kinds of writing typically included in a bieji from the extant prefaces to some
of the collections. For instance, in their prefaces to Xiao Tong’s collection, Liu Xiaochuo
and Xiao Gang make it clear that the prince’s bieji contains, among other genres, poetry,
poetic exposition, encomium, letter, inscription (ming %), “seven” (gi ), stele inscrip-
tion (bei fiff), and discursive essay (yi ##%). Jiang Yan and Tao Yuanming are among the
very few early medieval writers whose collections have survived more or less intact. Even
though Jiang Yan’s extant collection is in fact the “Former Collection” from his mid-
career, a cursory look at its table of contents enables us to glimpse a concept of “lit-
erature” different from our modern notion. Besides the standard literary genres, we find
military proclamation (xiwen H{3¢), memorial to the throne (subdivided into zhang &
and biao % according to the occasions of writing), edict drafted on behalf of the emperor
(zhao &), instruction drafted on behalf of princes (jiao #{), communiqué (gi %, also
functioning as a thank-you note addressed to a social superior), letter (shu ) and infor-
mal letter (jian %), elegy (lei ), grave memoir (muzhi Fi5%), conduct description
(xingzhuang TTHK), sacrificial address (jiwen %%30), biography (zhuan %), and so forth.

Among Tang writers, Bai Juyi is well known for the care he lavished on his literary
collection, which consequently is conserved remarkably well (Bai 1988: 13). It includes,
besides several thousand poems and a small number of poetic expositions, numerous
political writings such as the edicts he drafted on behalf of the emperor. It also features
some prose genres not found in Jiang Yan’s collection, most notably ji GC. (account),
namely short essays on sites, artworks, or experiences; cewen [t (civil examination
questions); and pan | (legal verdicts, written in strict parallel prose). A particularly
interesting inclusion is Ce lin TRk (A Grove of Examination Questions), which includes
seventy-five mock questions and answers on governance and policies.

The question of what authors include and, more important, exclude in their liter-
ary collections is directly tied to the question of what is considered “literature,” and the
answer to the question must be historicized just like the notion of literature itself (see
Chapter 1). The letter proves an interesting object for consideration. People have written
letters in many cultures from past to present, but when does a written note serving the
practical aim of communication become part of “literature”? This question is intimately
related to the issue of preservation and survival when textual fragility and destruc-
tion were the norm: numerous ordinary letters fulfilling a useful purpose—inquiring
after the health of a loved one; conveying news about oneself—must have been writ-
ten and lost except in serendipitous cases of excavation. We can count on the fact that
a vast number of such letters never made their way into an author’s literary collection.
They may be exemplified by Wang Xizhi’s 2§72 (303-361) notes, which were casu-
ally dashed off on the most mundane and domestic subjects imaginable, and often bor-
der on incomprehensibility because of their intimate references known to few beyond
the recipients and their colloquial style. Those notes are preserved solely because Wang
Xizhi was the most renowned early medieval Chinese calligrapher (see Chapter 6). In
other words, any letter or letter fragment we see today has been consciously saved by
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either the writer or the recipient or both for a reason beyond its immediate objective of
communication. More often than not, they were included in an author’s “literary col-
lection” A pair of letters in exquisitely crafted parallel prose, written by eminent court
writers Wang Bao %8 (513-576) and Zhou Hongrang J&5A3% (fl. mid-sixth century),
are preserved in Wang Bao’s biography in dynastic history (Zhou shu 41.731-733). They
are most likely from either Wang’s or Zhou’s literary collection, or both.

The history of grave memoir illustrates the making of a literary genre. Unlike the
tomb stele inscription (beiwen f#3Z), which is above ground, the grave memoir is usu-
ally buried underground; its concerns range from offering basic information about the
identity of the deceased to presenting more elaborate narration and a eulogy of the life
of the deceased. The latter became increasingly common, perhaps partially in response
to the repeated bans on the erection of commemorative stelae at the gravesite in the
third century as well as in the early fifth century. Many grave memoirs produced prior
to the fifth century have been excavated in modern times; however, grave memoirs with
known authors that were preserved as texts apparently did not begin to appear until the
first half of the fifth century. In a ritual discussion held in 480 on whether to place a
grave memoir in the mausoleum of the Crown Princess Pei Huizhao ZEEEMT (d. 480),
the officials in charge memorialized the emperor:

In a precedent established in the Daming Era [457-464], a grave memoir inscribed
on stone was placed in the mausoleum of the deceased Crown Princess. According to
our deliberations, grave memoirs are not from the ritual canon. During the Yuanjia
Era [424-453], Yan Yanzhi BHAE.Z [384-456] composed a grave memoir inscribed
on stone for Wang Qiu 3K [393-441]. Members of genteel clans do not have stele
inscriptions or lamentations [reserved for the royalty], so a grave memoir is used
instead to record the virtue of the deceased; yet, since Yan Yanzhi’s time, from princes
and dukes on down, all have adopted the practice. (Nan Qi shu 10.158)

Yan Yanzhi was the leading court writer of his day, and Wang Qiu was a famous mem-
ber of one of the top aristocratic clans; the two were fast friends (Song shu 73.1893). It
is easy to imagine that Yan Yanzhi fashioned an exquisite grave memoir to be buried
with his deceased friend while keeping a copy of it to be circulated above ground. Social
standing and literary prestige were crucial factors in the rise of the grave memoir from
a merely functional genre to a literary genre, which quickly became a form of cultural
capital enjoyed by both the author and the family of the deceased. Yiwen leiju 25 FHERE
(Classified Extracts from Literature), the early-seventh-century encyclopedia, includes
excerpts from about forty grave memoirs, the earliest of which is the grave memoir com-
posed by Emperor Xiaowu of the Song (r. 454-464) for his beloved brother Liu Hong
27 (434-458). The majority of these grave memoirs were, however, from late fifth
and sixth century. Since Yiwen leiju was compiled on the basis of, among other sources,
individual literary collections available to the compilers, we may assume that writers
first began to keep copies of grave memoirs they composed to be included in their bieji
around the mid-fifth century.
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Last but not least, we should mention an author’s “specialized collection” outside the
author’s literary collection, a phenomenon that had become increasingly common from
the eighth century on (Owen 1997: 306-309). These subcollections include, among other
kinds, exchange collections or special theme collections that sometimes were “explicitly
meant to be excluded” Han Wo's ¥ (ca. 844-923) Xianglian ji ¥ & £ (Collection of the
Aromatic Cosmetic Box) is a fascinating case. This specialized collection, as indicated by its
title, contains poems of gentle eroticism, which are all excluded from Han Wo’s “regular”
literary collection known as Han Hanlin ji 351K (Collection of Hanlin Academician
Han). This practice continued and was sometimes taken to an extreme in later times.

THE AFTERLIFE OF A LITERARY COLLECTION

Most pre-Tang bieji had, as mentioned before, become scattered and lost. While Tang
writers took the Six Dynasties literary legacy seriously, Song writers by and large ignored
pre-Tang authors except Tao Yuanming (see Chapter 21). This situation changed dra-
matically in the Ming, which saw a revival of interest in early medieval literature. Most
of the pre-Tang literary collections we have today were reconstituted from encyclope-
dias, commentaries, and anthologies by Ming editors (see Chapter 22). The process of
scattering and loss had already started during the sudden collapse of the Liang dynasty
around the mid-sixth century. Reportedly, only one copy of Xiao Gang’s complete lit-
erary collection had survived the chaos and, after the fall of the second Liang capital
Jiangling to the Western Wei army, was presumably taken to Chang’an and deposited in
the imperial library of the Wei. Xiao Gang’s youngest son Xiao Dayuan i K[& (d. ca.
581 or after) did not see his father’s collection until he was appointed an academician in
the northern court in the early 560s and immediately set out to make a copy of it (Zhou
shu 42.757). When the Tang historian Wei Zheng Zi# (s80-643) remarked disapprov-
ingly that Xiao Gang’s poetry was all about boudoir life (Sui shu 35.1090), he most likely
had never read Xiao Gang’s collection in its entirety. In fact, his knowledge about Xiao
Gang’s poetry might very likely have come from Yutai xinyong K2 #T17k (New Songs of
the Jade Terrace), a wildly popular Liang anthology of poetry about women and roman-
tic love that includes many of Xiao Gang’s poems on these topics.

In contrast with their disregard for the pre-Tang literary legacy, Song literati spent
considerable energy searching for and collating manuscript copies of Tang writings (see
Chapter 21). While they recognized that each copy was different, they nevertheless pas-
sionately sought the one and only “true” version representing an author’s “original intent”
(see Chapter s5; also see Tian 2005: 9-55). They rebuilt Tang literary collections from par-
tial versions, from “little collections,” and from specialized collections. In the meanwhile,
however, the practice of compiling specialized collections continued, and new complica-
tions arose. A new kind of poetry, ci or song lyrics, fully emerged into view in the world
of letters. Although the topics of ¢i did expand to embrace many of the conventional
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literary subjects, the genre was often associated with romance, wine, and women due to
its roots in popular culture and its frequent performance at parties and in the entertain-
ment quarters in its early history. Gradually, from its humble beginning as popular songs,
ci acquired prestige and importance as a major literary genre after the eleventh century, yet
ci lyrics were not normally included in an authors literary collection and were circulated
separately until the late twelfth century, and even then, only in selected cases.

In late imperial China, the same happened with works of vernacular literature: sto-
ries and vernacular songs (sanqu HXH) tended to be excluded from an author’s literary
collection, and in the latter case, certainly not out of length concerns. Plays, too, often
circulated separately, though there were a few exceptions. In the meanwhile, under the
pressure of ci, classical shi poetry became increasingly “serious.” In the notable case of Yao
Xie k%, (1805-1864), a famous late Qing poet, it has been noted that the Yao Xie in his
shi collection and the Yao Xie in his ci collection seemed to be two different persons even
when the shi poems and the ci lyrics were composed in the same period (Yao 1986: 222).
Yao Xie also made a specialized collection celebrating local courtesans at the same time
that he was writing poems expressing grave concerns about the British invasion and
about the worsening health of his wife (Tian 2015). Only two quatrains from the special-
ized collection, Shizhou chunyu +#7H, made their way into Yaos shi poetry collec-
tion, Fuzhuang shiwen 1H1:7511. The chronologically arranged shi collection includes
poems about national crisis, social sufferings, and personal woes; it was carefully edited
and prepared for printing by Yao Xie himself. Segregation of genres coincides with that of
experiences; writers would carefully compartmentalize their lives into many partitioned
areas that were impossible to reconcile, and they accomplished this by separating these
compartmentalized life experiences into different genres and different collections.

One may justifiably say that Yao Xie's model is Han Wo, who also compartmentalizes his
experiences into two collections. Nevertheless, the contradiction between Yao Xie’s differ-
ent selves is more radical, dramatic, and troubling because of the immediacy and intensity
of the national and family crises he found himself confronting. The clear dating of his writ-
ings highlights their incompatibility when we place them side by side. If the early medi-
eval “Masters’ works” showcase a consistent voice throughout the book, then a bieji has an
innate problem because it contains various textual genres that can channel different voices
of the author. When an author compiled different collections, these collections could, and
often did, function as textual containers that enabled the neat segregation of an author’s
multiple selves. A modern literary scholar is often tempted to study these distinct textual
containers—genres and collections—separately, but in the final analysis, it would behoove
us to piece back together the parts and examine them in juxtaposition as a whole.
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THE past is a foreign country. To navigate such unfamiliar terrains, one can choose
either the vantage point of the past or that of the present—to understand a text from the
past, one can “restore it to history” and reconstruct its frames of reference, or one can
reclaim its “relevance” by bringing modern conceptual categories to bear on it. Of course
these two perspectives are often intertwined. The previous section, “Traditional Genre
Spectrum,” explores views from within traditional notions of genre and textual order.
In order to do so, however, Chapters 12-15 also bring in perspectives of comparative
culture (e.g., the Greek word historia in Chapter 13, Greek philosophy and Hellenistic
traditions in Chapter 14) and questions traditional definitions (e.g., “Classics” as the
embodiment of immutable values [Chapter 12] and “Collection” as the summation of
a persons literary character [Chapter 15]). The next three chapters will explore modern
perspectives on genre, but they will test the heuristic value of these categories by map-
ping them against formulations of relevant genres in the tradition.

Modern discussions of genres in the Chinese tradition sometimes become a hunt
for “missing genres.” The idea that all traditions should have some sort of epic has led
some scholars to identify the poems about early Zhou leaders and the founding of the
Zhou dynasty in Shijing 45 (Classic of Poetry) as “epic” (translated as shishi J15¥) in
ambition if not in form (Chapter 17). Others (e.g., Li Changzhi B2 [1910-1978])
claim the mantle of epic as foundational narrative for early historical writings like
Shiji S1EC (Records of the Historian). With a focus on metrical qualities, length, and
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narrative sweep, Chen Yinke P 5% (1890-1969) compares the woman writer Chen
Duansheng’s FimAE (1751-ca. 1796) tanci FHam] (prosimetric narrative), Zaisheng
yuan 4% (Love in Two Lives), to epic in the Greek and Indian traditions (Chen
1980:1). Likewise, the relatively late rise of drama in the Chinese context (as compared
to the Greek, Roman, and Sanskrit traditions) might have compelled Wang Guowei
TEHE (1877-1927) to define pre-tenth-century antecedents when he wrote Song
Yuan xiqu shi RTCEKHISE (History of Drama During the Song and Yuan Dynasties,
1915). Wang sought the roots of Chinese drama in ritual and shamanistic performance
in Shijing and Chuci 8#&F (Verses of Chu); in the verbal, musical, and acrobatic per-
formance of jesters and entertainers noted in early historical writings and rhapsodies
or poetic expositions (fu fiX); and in “proto-drama” such as “masked play” (daimian
AXIH), “adjutant play” (canjun Z2E5), and “head moves” (a literal translation of botou
F3UA, a transliterated term sometimes written with different characters) from the
Tang dynasty (Wang 1996: 1-13). Sporadic references are thus fashioned into a geneal-
ogy. The immense prestige of tragedy in the Western tradition has also inspired many
Chinese scholars to look for Yuan, Ming, and Qing plays worthy of the label as they
valiantly tailor Aristotelian, Hegelian, or Nietzschean definitions of tragedy.

One may be tempted to dismiss such endeavors as manifestations of a kind of “me-
too” cultural inferiority complex. But to do so would be to underestimate the lure
of the universalist claims of the poetics and aesthetics rooted in German Idealism.
When Aristotle describes how “the poet may imitate by narration—in which case
he can either take another personality as Homer does, or speak in his own person,
unchanged—or he may present all his characters as living and moving before us”
(Poetics ITI, Adams 1971: 49), the implied differentiation of epic, lyrical, and dramatic
modes still seems empirical. Distinctions come to be essentialized “as an opposi-
tion of ontological categories or moments in a dialectical process” in the writings of
Schelling (1775-1854) and Hegel (1770-1831). Thus Schelling identifies the lyric with
“difference,” the epic with “identity,; and drama with the dialectical unity of iden-
tity and difference. “For Hegel, the epic corresponds to an object in pure being, the
lyric to a subject in a mood, the drama to a synthesis of object and subject in an act
of volition” (Averintsev 2001: 17). Emil Staiger (1908-1987), the phenomenological
heir of German Idealism, treats epic, lyric, and drama as modes of consciousness,
with hidden temporal structures pertaining to, respectively, the present (presenta-
tion), the past (remembrance), and the future (tension) (Staiger 1991). Since object,
subject, the past, the present, and the future are abstract, ontological categories of
supposedly universal validity, “application” to the Chinese context may be forgiven
as an exercise in logical categorization, even if it now seems hopelessly unfashion-
able. Furthermore, reflections along these lines can be fruitful. Instead of yielding
only epic or drama manqué, they can raise important questions, e.g.: Does a culture
need a foundational narrative? What forms may it take? How is direct utterance
opposed to playacting? How is the author’s voice mediated through rhetorical and
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representational contexts? What should be the frameworks for addressing narrative
or performative elements in poetry and prose?

Universalism has ceded ground to the discourse of cultural difference. In the case of
epic and drama, for example, their absence in Chinese literature in the period under
consideration simply draws attention to the fallacy of regarding epic, lyric, and drama
as necessary components of a logical system rather than as historically related genres
from ancient Greece. Genre theory is balanced—or perhaps stranded—between his-
tory and theory, and the mapping of historical instantiations is an obvious way to
articulate theoretical genres. In the 1920s and 1930s, writers and scholars legitimized
the new vernacular literature and reinterpreted tradition through the literary his-
tories of several genres that sometimes sounded familiar but were in fact reinven-
tions; examples include Zhongguo shi shi X5 (History of Chinese Poetry, 1931)
by Lu Kanru FE(R A (1903-1978) and Feng Yuanjun HHUTE (1900-1974), Zhongguo
xiaoshuo shi lue FHEX/NGREIWE (Brief History of Chinese Fiction, 1923) by Lu Xun
i (1881-1936), Baihua wenxue shi 155 L5252 (A History of Vernacular Literature,
1928) by Hu Shi A3 (1891-1962), and Zhongguo suwenxue shi RSB S (A
History of Chinese Popular Literature, 1938) by Zheng Zhenduo B #ik## (1898-1958).

The quotation marks we put around “Chinese poetry” are meant to highlight the
maneuvers and reconceptualization implied by that category. “There is no one word
that incorporates all of the genres we tend to associate with the ‘poetic’” in the Chinese
tradition, hence an overview of the verse forms that come under the rubric, each with
its own aesthetic vocabulary and evaluative criteria, is necessary (Chapter 16). When
Lu Kanru and Feng Yuanjun wrote Zhongguo shi shi in the late 1920s, they were self-
consciously redefining shi i+, a word that traditionally refers only to the more elevated
verse forms (old-style poetry, regulated verse, quatrains, etc.). Although shi originally
designated the poems that came to be collected in Shijing, the latter’s status as “Classic”
meant that it was usually discussed separately from the belletristic tradition (with the
exception of some late imperial shihua #fafi [Remarks on Poetry]). Chuci with its dis-
tinct metrical qualities also stood apart. Lu and Feng broaden the definition of shi to
include Shijing, Chuci, and verse forms such as yuefu %&f (Music Bureau poems),
song lyrics (ci 7), and vernacular songs (qu H1) by appealing to Bai Juyi's [/ 7} (772-846)
famous definition of poetry as “being rooted in emotions, sprouting shoots as words,
flowering as sounds, and bearing fruit as meaning” #R{%, [ 5, #E, B, as well as
Alexander Bogdanov’s (1873-1928) notion that poetry is the language of living images
(Lu and Feng 1996: 1:6). It is perhaps no accident that Bai Juyi’s formulation appeared
in his letter to Yuan Zhen JCHE (779-831) justifying the aesthetics of his colloquial
“new Music Bureau poems” (xin yuefu #H1EE/T) or that Bogdanov theorized about
proletarian poetry. If emotion is the wellspring of poetry and imagery the principal
mode of literary expression and communication, and if the goal is to communicate
effectively with a broad audience, then the traditional hierarchy of poetic forms can
no longer hold sway.
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This redefinition of poetry valorizes “naturalness” (ziran F19X), excludes the for-
mal and the grand (e.g., rhapsodies), and facilitates a “history” based on a succession
of poetic forms that flourish and decline. Vaguely echoing Hegelian dialectics, Lu
and Feng divide their history into “poetry’s history of freedom” &Y H FH 52 (begin-
nings to the end of Han), “poetry’s history of bondage” FFHIHFEE (Six Dynasties
and Tang), and “poetry’s history of transformation” #fJ%{L5 (Southern Tang,
Song, and Yuan). The idea that each era has its own representative literary form,
most famously articulated by Wang Guowei in Renjian Cihua N[E7fz5 (Remarks on
Lyrics in the Human Realm, 1910) but also already evident in Zang Maoxun’s f# {21
(1550-1620) preface to his anthology of Yuan plays (1625), justifies the exclusion of a
great swath of the extant corpus (Ming and Qing poetic genres) and implicitly affirms
vernacular New Poetry (xinshi #Ti+f) as the representative genre of modern times.
Zhongguo shi shi may seem anachronistic, but some of its ideas, including the focus on
poetic imagery; organic, biological metaphors for genres; and an emphasis on “lyrical
self-expression, political awareness, and spontaneity” (Chapter 16), still infuse broad
conceptions of “Chinese poetry.”

Lu and Feng end their book with songs from the Yuan dynasty, implying (through
omission and distortion) a trajectory of “vernacularization.” This was also the avowed
goal of the literary histories by Hu Shi and Zheng Zhenduo, who both posited an
opposition between elite and popular literature. In this vision, elite literature is peri-
odically revitalized by the orality, creativity, and transparency of popular literature.
This binary division depends, however, on the exclusive identification of “the popu-
lar” with the vernacular, with oral transmission, and with performance and entertain-
ment, problematic propositions in all cases. The retrieval of popular literature for our
period may be impossible, because such works “could only survive to the extent they
were incorporated into elite culture and adapted to its needs” in the age of manuscript
culture (Chapter 17).

What is to be gained by the formulation of “elite versus popular literature”? For Hu
Shi, whose history of vernacular literature started off as lecture notes in 1921, the idea
is instrumental for his advocacy of the “literary revolution.” In some ways, his strategy
is not very different from those of political reformers who tried to “change the system
by appealing to antiquity” (tuo gu gai zhi EH ). Hu Shi rebranded sections of
classical literature from early Han to mid-Tang (the chronological span of his book)
as “vernacular” based on his somewhat subjective judgment of their language as “clear
and comprehensible” (mingbai BA) or “pure and unadorned” (gingbai %5 1). In
doing so, he forged semantic connections between the vernacular language (baihua
F15) and the qualities of “clarity” and “purity” The modern vernacular thus gained
a classical pedigree beyond its obvious filiation to late imperial vernacular fiction. In
the process, Hu also drew attention to hitherto neglected works, such as translations
of Buddhist stories or “vernacular” poets like Wang Fanzhi F-5{7& (seventh century)
and Hanshan #€[1| (Cold Mountain, ca. seventh—eighth century). Zheng Zhenduo,
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a more serious collector and researcher of folk literature, went further in reclaim-
ing major works of classical literature (including Shijing and “Nine Songs” in Chuci)
as “popular” He also expanded the terrain of Tang literature by studying the newly
discovered Dunhuang “transformation texts” (bianwen %) and “vernacular rhap-
sodies” (su fu {AIK). Perhaps for scholars like Hu and Zheng, such a vision of “recu-
perating” popular literature from the tradition also reflected their ardent hope that
the new vernacular literature could overcome the divide between the “elite” and the
“popular” and fulfill its mission of moral and social transformation.

The quest for the “popular” in classical literature directs attention to narrative
genres (e.g., narrative poems, Buddhist stories, “transformation texts”) because
of their supposed ties with folklore and storytelling. The term “narrative genres”
applies to a range of disparate materials with a dizzying array of labels for the period
covered in this volume (Chapter 18). The idea of narrative plays a necessary part
in the “narrative-dramatic-lyrical” spectrum, a tripartite division of literary modes
that, thanks to Aristotle and Hegel, continues to hold sway. It also serves to cir-
cumvent the shifting and amorphous history-fiction divide in the Chinese tradi-
tion. Modern histories of traditional Chinese fiction regularly seek its beginnings
in early historical writings. Nor is the Chinese case unique; Walpole (1717-1797)
quipped that history was “a species of romance that is believed,” while romance was
“a species of history that is not believed” (cited in Gossman 1990: 3). By focusing
on history and fiction or their disputed respective Chinese equivalents, shi 5! and
xiaoshuo /NGft, as “two contrasting focal points that have shaped the perception and
interpretation of Chinese narrative over time,” we can see how different categori-
zation schemes and descriptive accounts registered commonalities and differences
(Chapter 18).

The teleological framework of Lu Xun’s immensely influential history of Chinese
fiction (xiaoshuo) implies a trajectory of increasing length and complexity as well as
heightened self-consciousness. The demarcation of “fictional self-consciousness” is,
however, irrelevant for the traditional classification of xiaoshuo (and related genres)
under “Masters” or “Histories,” categories that emphasize its function to instruct or
entertain and its usefulness as historical information. (For this period, there was dis-
cussion of artistry and self-conscious craft, but not of “fictionality””) By contrast, fic-
tional self-consciousness is a necessary signpost in the “evolutionary path” pointing to
the masterpieces of Ming-Qing fiction (sometimes translated as “novels”) and (beyond
the chronological frame of Lu Xun’s book) their modern heirs, the short stories and
novels produced by Lu Xun and his contemporaries. From its humble beginnings as
the least important of the subcategory in “Various Masters” in the “Monograph on
Arts and Writings” (“Yiwen zhi” 283K in Han shu & (History of the Former
Han), xiaoshuo would rise to become the harbinger of modernity because of its puta-
tive, though tenuous, association with the modern novel (also called xiaoshuo) and
short story (duanpian xiaoshuo Fif=/INift).
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PAUL ROUZER

DEFINING what constitutes “poetry” in early China is not an easy task. There is no one
word that incorporates all of the genres we tend to associate with the “poetic” (in the
case of classical Chinese writing, the “poetic” includes set line lengths, the employment
of rhyme, and attention to tonal patterns and their euphonic effects). Modern Chinese
often employs the word shi #f as a general, globalized term for “poetry;” a word that
is rooted in Western post-Romantic conceptions of the poetry genre and is connected
as well to the capitalist forces shaping the publication market (this is sometimes rec-
ognized through the application of the term xinshi ¥Tif—“New Poetry”—to modern
“art” poetry). In premodern times, however, this word had a more limited range generi-
cally, though its role in Chinese cultural production was arguably much greater. It might
also be pointed out that the composition of traditional shi continues as a modern tradi-
tion, just as haikai and tanka composition remains a vital part of the Japanese poetry
scene (though it is not taken quite as seriously by the establishment as those genres are
in Japan).

From the premodern perspective, shi as a formal genre was certainly the most impor-
tant of the different kinds of “poetry;,” but it was by no means the only one. In particu-
lar, it was often contrasted with the genre of fu i or “rhapsody”—a significant form of
poetic writing through the imperial era. Yet even here, seeing shi and fu on the one side
as examples of “poetry” as opposed to “prose” on the other is a somewhat modern dis-
tinction. Traditional literary taxonomies classified fu as an example of wen S or “orna-
mented prose” (see Chapter 22), which often included genres that showed none or only
a few of the traits associated with the poetic. And to make matters even more confusing,
the fifth century saw the rise of pianti wen B2 or “parallel prose”—a form of essay
that also employed set rhythmic patterns and rhyme.

The following discussion will focus primarily on the evolution of the shi genre, with
some consideration of the fu; it will also touch on the popularity of traditional shi forms
in genres of writing not considered canonical by the tradition—for example, Buddhist
sutras and popular narratives.
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EARLY SHI

The term shi first emerges in the Spring and Autumn era to describe a body of memo-
rized poetry that circulated among the educated classes (see Chapters 1, 12). Citations in
Lunyu Gt (Analects) and Zuozhuan }e{% (Zuo Tradition) indicate that the memoriza-
tion and employment of these poems in public speech was an essential mark of the edu-
cated individual, especially in Confucian circles (Van Zoeren 1991: 17-51; Schaberg 2001:
57-95). The examples of shi quoted in early texts tend to show similar metrical qualities:
four syllables per line of verse, with the employment of rhymes at the end of even-num-
bered lines (though there was considerable flexibility to these rules). Since lines of shi
were quoted as an adornment to public speech or as an aid to diplomatic exchanges, it
is difficult to form any sense of their original context, or to determine the social ori-
gins of their original authors. Twentieth-century commentators have often favored an
anthropological folk-reading of the original shi and have attempted to associate them
with festivals, courtship, and other life-events that would have been typical in pre-impe-
rial China (e.g., Granet 1919); however, such readings are highly speculative and, with
a few exceptions, are largely alien to premodern traditions of early shi interpretation
(Chapter 17).

There are indications that members of the Confucian school organized this body of
anonymous shi into an anthology by the third century BcCE, attributing its compilation
to Confucius himself (Allen 1996). This is the work (with some textual variations) that
became the canonical Shijing 545 (Classic of Poetry) during the Han dynasty (Chapter 12).
With the codification of the Confucian canon during the Han, the task of determining an
orthodox interpretation of the poems became paramount. Gradually, the commentar-
ies associated with the Mao “& family of commentators (beginning ca. 150 BCE) won out
over their competitors, and defined the later hermeneutics of Shijing through the Tang
(Chapters 8, 9, 12). To summarize briefly, the Mao commentaries interpreted each Shijing
poem as the expression of a specific author reacting emotionally and intellectually to his-
torical events in his or her own life; to read the poems with the commentaries was thus to
read a history of the Chinese world from its earliest days until the time of Confucius. And
since it was piously believed that Confucius was responsible for editing the text, the Mao
interpretations elevated the poems as morally paradigmatic responses to social and polit-
ical events (Van Zoeren 1991: 52-115; Chapter 23). This belief would have profound impli-
cations for the history of Chinese poetry, especially in its assumption that a shi inscribes
the personality and ethical dispositions of its author at a precise moment of history. The
Mao family tradition would also contribute some crucial terminology that would influ-
ence traditional poetics—for example, the distinction made between bi Lt (explicit meta-
phor) and xing it (evocative association).

From the time of the compilation of Shijing, the poems within the collection were
considered canonical, and thus their style signified orthodoxy and archaism. Poets
did continue to write in the style of Shijing, with its rhyming couplets of four-syllable
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lines; however, they usually employed it for formal or ceremonial occasions. It may be
found in later state temple hymns, for example, or as concluding postscripts to prose
genres such as epitaphs, biographies, or memorial inscriptions. Occasionally, poets did
write expressive, lyrical four-syllable poetry that has been admired by later readers, but
because such usage was divorced for the most part from what came to be seen as the
“mainstream” of shi development (as will be outlined in the following sections), it has
tended to make us forget its continuing widespread presence in medieval Chinese writ-
ing, particularly in the pre-Tang era.

FroM HAN TO TANG

In spite of the elevation of pre-imperial poems in the form of the canonical Shijing, the
term shi remained a common appellation for poetry of various sorts, and examples of
such shi are often quoted in texts dating from the Han. However, it is not until the end
of the dynasty that we see the gradual emergence of this newer verse as a more stable
genre. Speculation on its origins is rendered difficult by its method of preservation—
largely through the compilation of sixth-century anthologies, especially Wen xuan 3 i3
(Selections of Refined Literature) edited by Xiao Tong #iffi (501-531), a prince of the
Liang dynasty (Chapter 20). Xiao Tong’s (and other anthologists’) acts of curatorship
to a certain extent imposed a canonizing narrative onto the past—one that we cannot
entirely escape (Owen 2006b: 23-72).

For example, Wen xuan includes a collection of nineteen anonymous poems that
are simply labeled gushi 177+ (“old poems”). All of them share the same structure: they
range from eight to twenty lines long, each line is composed of five syllables, and every
two lines (a couplet) form a complete sentence or thought. Even lines rhyme with each
other, and one rhyme tends to hold through the entire poem, though rhyme changes
may occur in longer poems. Couplets often employ simple parallel patterns, as can be
seen in this famous couplet from the first of the nineteen: “The Tartar horse leans into
the north wind, /The Yue bird nests in southern branches” B {1t A, B S S Y.
The same themes tend to occur repeatedly, and suggest a formulaic style of composi-
tion suitable for popular song: celebrations of the pleasures of this life; laments for the
inevitability of aging and death; evocation of female beauty; laments over separation
from friends or lovers. The flexible couplet-structure tends to allow for condensation or
expansion at the improvisatory will of the composer, and nothing suggests a biographi-
cally specific authorial consciousness behind the generalized themes. These poems have
usually been dated to the second century cE, but there is no proof that they predate other
poems attributed to known authors of this style of shi (who begin to emerge at the end of
the second century; Diény 1963; Diény 1968; Owen 2006b).

Many of the earliest nonanonymous poems come from intellectuals attached to the
literary salons associated with the Cao family: the warlord Cao Cao I (155-220),
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who laid the groundwork for the Wei dynasty, and his sons, Cao Pi ({1 187-226)
and Cao Zhi &Hl (191-232). The Cao circle poems rely heavily on the formulaic
methods seen in the Nineteen Old Poems, though a number may attempt to describe
specific events in the poets’ lives and seek to express their particularized responses.
Later Chinese readers have attempted to read these poems as more intensely auto-
biographical than they are likely to be (Frankel 1964). In particular, the poems of Cao
Zhi were later read as allegorical illustrations of his tragic struggle with his jealous
brother, Cao Pi.

For several centuries, it was unclear just how the shi genre would develop and what
role it would play in Chinese literature as it evolved after the Han. Though the tropes of
the Cao circle continued to be elaborated, shi also became a medium for philosophical
elaboration, connected specifically with the form of metaphysical speculation known
as xuanxue XE2 (“metaphysical learning” or “arcane learning”). The surviving exam-
ples of poetry in this style give little evidence either of the generalized lyricism of the
earlier tradition or of the autobiographical self-expression that would come to domi-
nate the later shi tradition. This metaphysical turn largely ends with the work of two
poets: first, Tao Qian P (365-427; also known as Tao Yuanming F&ii{HH), who used
the shi form to combine his own philosophical attitudes with a discussion of his life
as a gentleman-farmer and recluse (Ashmore 2010), and second, Xie Lingyun #{ %2 &
(385-433), a wealthy aristocrat who wrote shi that combined detailed description of
landscape and of the scenic beauties of his mountain estates with his own emotional
responses to his life as a courtier (Chang 1986: 47-78; Swartz 2010). Though Tao would
prove the more important figure in the Chinese literary tradition overall, Xie was more
immediately significant in founding a form of shi composition that combined personal
expression with the increasingly elegant use of language suitable for the refined literary
salons that were forming at the courts of the southern emperors of the fifth and sixth
centuries. Specifically, Xie inspired a series of courtier-poets who came to define shi
composition before the founding of the Tang: Bao Zhao fifIHA (414?-466), Shen Yue
TUHY (441-513), Xie Tiao Bk (464-499), Yu Xin Ji{Z (513-581), and the members
of the Liang royal family (Chang 1986; Mather 1988; Mather 2003; Tian 2007). This
explosion of shi composition elevated the form to one of the most important literary
genres of traditional China. Perhaps just as importantly, it made literati self-conscious
about the form, and drove them to conceptualize a history for the shi form and to pre-
serve (and possibly partially rewrite) surviving examples of it, which they canonized
in anthologies (see Chapter 19). This may make the standard interpretation of early shi
development somewhat problematic (Owen 2006Db).

The new court poetry maintained the same basic metrical pattern characteristic
of the earlier popular verse: five-syllable lines structured in couplet form, rhyming
of even-numbered lines, and an indefinite number of lines for each poem. However,
these basic structures were refined and tailored for elite aesthetics. Parallelism
became more complex and elaborate; numerous literary and historical allusions were
employed; diction became more refined, while vulgar and commonplace vocabulary
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was eliminated; and poets began paying attention to the tonal nature of the Chinese
language and sought to codify ways to make lines of verse more euphonically pleas-
ing. This change is associated particularly with innovations introduced by Shen Yue
(Mather 1988), but there is some evidence that writers became conscious of this ele-
ment in writing through exposure to Sanskrit—this being the age of Buddhist sutra
translations—and their awareness of the rules of Sanskrit metrics and its patterning
of short and long syllables (Mair and Mei 1991; Chapter 32). Buddhism may also have
had an effect on the way that poets described phenomena; its philosophy may have
made them more conscious of the shifting and illusory nature of sensual appearance
(Tian 2007: 211-259).

The gradual codification of poetic decorum was in keeping with a competitive, pres-
tige-oriented courtier culture; such restrictions tended to discourage idiosyncratic com-
position and facilitated the witty constructions of poems in the competitive atmosphere
of banquets and drinking parties. It is in this environment that we see the emergence
of one of the defining dynamics of the Chinese poetic tradition: the tension between
stylistic sophistication and elegance on the one hand and the desire for self-expressive
lyricism on the other (Chapter 23). While courtiers refined poetic language and created
amore versatile tool that greatly surpassed the simplicity of early popular verse, the sus-
picion arose that its artificiality betrayed the ideal that poetry was a largely spontaneous
and sincere response of the poet to social circumstances. The hostility to courtly refine-
ment did not become as strong as it would among later critics, but there was a sense that
elegance needed to be tempered with sincerity of expression, lest poetry become merely
a frivolous indulgence. Such a view could already be seen in the writings of Zhong Rong
P (ca. 468-518) and Liu Xie /i (ca. 460s-520s), and it surfaces again in Tang
attacks on ornamentation (Chapter 26).

It is true that the role of poetry as a form of elite performance in courtly salons
tended to limit its versatility. Most surviving poems from the era were composed in
the context of social exchange, usually at a banquet or on similar occasions; themes
were chosen beforehand, and poets were evaluated on their ability to compose ele-
gant and euphonious verse of limited length (eight to twelve lines). Compositional
games flourished, including the composition of poems to set rhymes and rhetorical
explorations of certain aesthetic objects (a kind of flower, for example, or a paint-
ing). Poems written outside of court (of which epistolary poems exchanged between
friends were the most common) tend to show a greater balance between elegance
and self-expressive lyricism. We also see a persistent strain of earnest and critical
engagement, often associated with a set of eighty-two enigmatic poems written by
Ruan Ji ffE (210-263) entitled “Singing My Cares” (“Yong huai” #k{%), which gave
poets a precedent for expressing their feelings in a tone of moral satire and out-
rage (Holzman 1976). Carried on significantly by the last great poet of the pre-Tang
era, Yu Xin (Graham 1983), this form of verse would continue to exist as a mode of
expression among Tang poets who wished to employ a voice of high morality and of
deliberate archaizing virtue.
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It should also be mentioned that a separate form of manuscript transmission seems to
have coexisted with the shi tradition described so far; by the sixth century, it was associ-
ated with a form of sung poetry termed yuefu $4/if or “Music Bureau [songs]” The tra-
dition of yuefu is particularly murky. The Music Bureau was actually a Han bureaucratic
office in charge of composing ritual music for state occasions. Later on, a legend devel-
oped that one of its functions was also the collection of popular songs that would serve
as a sort of referendum on current imperial policies—based on the belief that the moral
health of a state could be found in the music and poetry that state produced. As a result,
yuefu became a general term applied by the later Chinese tradition to anonymous bal-
lads and songs of popular origins as well as imitations of such verse by members of the
educated elite. Eventually, the term was used even more broadly for any form of verse
perceived as “musical” The gradual expansion of the term over centuries of Chinese lit-
erary history makes the description of what might be called a “yuefu poem” particularly
complicated—Dby the Tang dynasty, at any rate, it can be applied to many different forms
of verse that may seem radically different from each other. Traditionally, Chinese read-
ers have considered yuefu as a subgenre of shi, yet also somehow distinct from it.

The yuefu poems that are generally held to be earliest are found in sources that
already date from the late fifth century; they are characterized by often wildly uneven
line lengths, strong tendencies toward narrative, and occasionally incomprehensible
passages that may reflect their origins as song lyrics. Traditional Chinese literary his-
torians, who often see elite poetry as growing out of anonymous folk traditions, have
tended to locate these poems in the Han dynasty, sometimes even arguing that they
predate the anonymous gushi collected in Wen xuan (Birrell 1988). But there is no way
to be sure that these early examples represent early “folk songs,” especially granted the
unreliability of manuscript transmission (Egan 2000). The importance of these early
examples, however, is largely surpassed by educated poets’ composition of song-style
verse. Many of the poems produced by the Cao salon seem to be named for preexist-
ing titles. Such poems seem largely indistinguishable from the early anonymous “old
poems,” and are sometimes preserved in early sources as both yuefu and gushi. As poetic
diction became more elegant in the fifth and sixth centuries, a distinct category of yuefu
emerges, perceived as a genre somewhat distinct from mainstream shi. As with shi, court
poets tended to write yuefu of a refined nature, smoothing over the rough edges of ear-
lier verse. Only occasionally did a poet write yuefu in plainer style.

The next generation of popular song verse, arising in south China in the fourth cen-
tury, consisted of simple quatrains. These provide later poets with a number of sig-
nificant tropes that would underlie erotic verse, and end up elevating the quatrain as a
significant literary form—a form that would be perfected in the Tang dynasty and would
sometimes continue to be associated with popular song. For later readers, this poetry
was considered yuefu also (Egan 1993).
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THE TANG

Later literary historians have tended to divide shi composition during the Tang into four
periods: the “Early Tang” (Chu Tang f]j#, seventh century); the “High Tang” (Sheng
Tang %, the reign of Emperor Xuanzong 32775 [r. 712-756]); the “Mid-Tang” (Zhong
Tang FRFE, roughly from 756 to 820); and the “Late Tang” (Wan Tang /&, 820-907)
(Chapters 2, 21, 22). As with any periodization, these categories can (and frequently do)
mislead, particularly in the way they have been associated with a moral reading of lit-
erature: a gradual rise of the genre culminating in the first half of the eighth century,
followed by a decline in creative powers and in moral seriousness. However, these cat-
egories have become so prevalent in conceptualizing Tang shi that one must inevitably
deal with them. It may be best to continue to use them as a conceptual frame while at the
same time pointing out their flaws.

The “Early Tang” is in many ways a continuation of the culture of court poetry; most of
the surviving verse continued to be produced by a relatively small group of writers who
frequented the salons of the first Tang emperors (Owen 1977; Chen 2010). Again, one has
to turn to unofficial occasions to find verse that breaks free of courtly restrictions: epis-
tolary verse exchanged between friends, and verse written w