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ABSTRACT

This essay takes a close look at the state of Chinese poetry in the late
twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, as defined by the on-going debate and
interaction between two aesthetic schools: poets who emphasized substance,
clear classical style and scholarship, and those who emphasized original style
and expression, startling diction and the importance of poetic form. Repre-
sentatives of the first group include Chao Ping-wen and Wang Jo-hsu, and of
the second, Li Ch'un-fu and Lei Yuan. One way to interpret the aesthetic
and literary critical issue here is as a productive tension between late T'ang
Hsi-k'un style poetry, stressing originality for its own sake and striking turns
of phrase, and the Chiang-hsi style of composition, initially inspired by the
precepts of Huang T'ing-chien. Poems written in the latter style, with their
clean classical form, tended however to degenerate into mechanical, formulaic
exercises in versification.
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The late twelfth and early thirteenth century was an age in which the
Chiang-hsi tL ffi style of poetic composition was at its height. Although
initially inspired by the precepts of Huang T'ing-chien JtUIB (1045-1105),
such poetry often degenerated into formulaic versification. Moreover, the
tradition of late-T'ang Hsi-k'un style poetry H Jifl^f -in which unusual
and startling tums-of-phrase, as well as originality for its own sake, were
prized—persisted into Sung and Chin times.1

In his monumental history of Chinese literary criticism, Kuo Shao-yii
outlines two schools of critical thought in the Chin dynasty, distinguished in
terms of the diction deemed appropriate to poetic expression. One group,
represented by Chao Ping-wen Jg !| Jt (1159-1232) and Wang Jo-hsii I % Jjj
(1174-1243), is said to have emphasized substance'over expression, the use
of less flowery language in comprehensible, classical style, and the importance
of scholarship. The other group, said to include Li Ch'un-fu -^^^ (1185-
1231) and Lei Yuan H $3 (1184-1231), advocated original expression,
unusual style, and startling and rough diction, while setting much store on
form.2 Among these writers, only the critical views of Wang Jo-hsii are
available in other than fragmentary form.

An emphasis on content as opposed to beauty of language is evident in
the advice given to Wang Jo-hsu by his uncle and teacher, Chou Ang Jl §(d.
1211):

When writing is well-constructed externally but poorly put
together internally, then even though it may be good enough to
astonish a group gathered at a banquet, it cannot survive the
lone reader; it may be praised in public lip-service, but it will
not prompt the reader 's head-nodding in private.

Chou also taught Wang:

Writing should make idea its master and language its servant.
When the master is strong and the servant is weak, there is no
command that will not be obeyed. But people nowadays often
make their servants haughty , to the point where insubordination
is difficult to control . In extreme cases, the master becomes
servant. Even if one employs the utmost skill in phrasing, such
writing can never be true literature.3

The dichotomy between content and form is one that goes back to the
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roots of the critical tradition.4 Here it is Chou Ang's contention that con-
temporary poets, under the influence of Huang T'ing-chien's literary precepts,
do violence to true literature by paying undue attention to literary form.

It is clear from Wang Jo-hsu's own writing that he agreed with this
assessment:

Poems of antiquity, although differing from one another in
aim and manner of composition, were all products of poets'
own attainment. Whenever words were appropriate and thought
followed accordingly, it was sufficient to make one a creative
poet. Never were there any rules of composition to hamstring
one.

Huang T'ing-chien pronounced his method of versification.
In this it is evident that he does not measure up to the ancients.
And his disciples and relatives pass on his 'apostolic succession.'5
Can this be the t rue essence of poe t ry? 6

Elsewhere, Wang Jo-hsii is even more critical of Huang T'ing-chien and his
school:

The poetry of Huang T'ing-chien is striking but not exquisite.
It is narrowly disciplined, lacking freedom of movement. He
considers a display of scholarship as enrichment, and a trans-
mutation of the stale and spoiled as freshness. But complete
naturalness, like that flowing from the innermost part of a man,
is deficient in him. This explains why he pursues but never
overtakes Su Shih H& [1037-1101].

Some argue, ' In prose, the choice is Su Shih; in poetry,
Huang T'ing-chien.' Such a partisan view, coming from Huang's
camp, has become common talk among literary men. Those who
agree simply follow in Huang's steps without knowing they are
going astray. Those who disagree, being cowed by his name, do
not dare to criticize him.

How excellent is the argument of my. uncle, Chou Ang, who
said, 'When Sung writing reached Huang, it was already askew;
after Ch'en Shih-tao |$ Bffi ii [ 1053-1101 ], it is hopelessly bad.'7

Wang Jo-hsu's critique, moreover, is clearly of Huang himself and not just of

his school:

If Huang T'ing-chien achieves a good line when writing poetry,
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he usual ly ends without a good match for it. If he should manage
a couplet, he simply cannot make a stanza. If by chance he gets
all of it right, he doesn't know whom to send it to. Did you

ever see a writer from the past like this?

It is instructive to compare these views with those of the foremost critic
of the age, Yuan Hao-wen5cff- f$ (1190-1257). Yuan shared the opinion
of Chou Ang and Wang Jo-hsu that the Chiang-hsi school's influence on
poetic writing was pernicious. This is clear from his well-known series in
verse, "Thirty Poems on Poetry" JM JNf H. + H , specifically Poem 28 about
the poetry of Huang T'ing-chien and his Chiang-hsi school of followers:

In classic elegance, hardly comparable to Tu Fu tt $? [712-770] ,
And in ref ined pur i ty , completely missing Li Shang-yin's 5£Sjlli

[812-858] trueness-
Yet in poetry , be t te r to bow to Huang T'ing-chien,

Wi thou t joining the ranks of his Chiang-hsi followers.'

And the indictment of Ch'en Shih-tao noted above, ascribed to Chou Ang by
Wang Jo-hsu, finds its complement in Yuan Hao-wen's criticism of the poet in
Poem 29:

'Spring grasses on the bank ' — t h e Hsieh family springtime;

How eternally fresh this single line!
Proofreader Ch'en behind his locked gate should be told,

'Too bad there ' s nothing gained, wasting so much effort
-r • i l Overs i fy ing .

It is not so clear, however, to what extent Yuan Hao-wen shared Wang
Jo-hsii's negative view of Huang T'ing-chien's poetry. Huang is paired with
Su Shih in Poem 22, in what is surely a double-edged statement about
the two poets' verse:

From the singular beyond compare comes still more singularity;
'one wave no sooner stirs than countless lesser ones follow.'

With Su Shih and Huang T'ing-chien poetry reaches an end;

In the face of the 'present 'inundation,' who is there [but me to

revive i t ] ?"
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And Poem 28, cited above, remains ambiguous as to whether Huang is as

much under attack as are his followers.
Further, Wang Jo-hsu's wholehearted endorsement of Su Shih's poetry

(quoted above, to which one might add the view attributed to Wang by Liu
Ch'i flJfpB [1203-1250]: "Wang Jo-hsu put Su Shih at the head of all writers
since antiquity."12) is an opinion not fully shared by Yuan Hao-wen. The
ambivalence Yuan feels toward Su Shih emerges clearly in Poems 21 through
25 in his thirty-poem series, as well as in his prose critique of the writer.13

Suffice it to say that the influence of Huang T'ing-chien and his school
was an issue during the Chin dynasty. Yet, Huang was not without his

advocates. Liu Ch'i describes Lei Yuan as follows:

Lei Yuan preferred unadorned ancient style. He modeled
himself completely on Han Yu & & [768-824], even in poetry;

and he also liked the innovative skill of Huang T'ing-chien. When-

ever he wrote either poetry or prose, he liked to discuss it with

friends. If there was something which was not just right, they
would point it out to him and he would immediately change it.

This is something difficult for most people.14

Li Ch'un-fu was also in the camp that Kuo Shao-yii describes as
advocating strange and unusual diction. Liu Ch'i relates the following about

Li:

Li Ch'un-fu told his disciples to create their own style when
writing. He would always tell them, 'Turn to a new path. Do not
follow upon the heels of others.' So he was very fond of the

strange and unusual . But Ids prose did not depart from that of
Chuang-tzu jTf-f- , the Tso chuan /£<§ , Liu Tsung-yiian $Pzr<7D
[773-819], «r Su Shih; and his poetry did not depart from that
of Lu T'ung fa£ [d. 835] or Li Ho ̂  g [791-817], In later

life he especially loved the poetry of Yang Wan-li Wi Hi M [1127-

1206], regarding its splashing liveliness as hard to equal.15

Yang Wan-li, who started out as a Chiang-hsi adherent, is not specifical-
ly discussed by Yuan Hao-wen, but Lu T'ung and Li Ho are. In Poems 13
and 16 he displays apparent acceptance of their idiosyncratic verse, while
expressing dismay at its influence on later imitators. The former reads:
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Always has literature had its broad, level pa th;

But for going every which way, none can compare with Lu T'ung. '
Simple standard-script does not appeal to people nowadays,
So children end up drawing exorcists' strange signs.16

Liu Ch'i contrasts the styles of Wang Jo-hsu and Li Ch'un-fu as follows:

Wang Jo-hsii prefers that discussional writings have a defined
style; he dislikes startling diction in writing. He wished to
employ the kind of language one hears at home, and he went to
particular pains with particles of speech. He was very different
from the school of Li Ch'un-fu. He once said, 'Although Li
Ch'un-fu's talent is great, he likes creating daring sentences and
startling phrases; these are lacking in meaning and taste.'

The picture of Li Ch'un-fu given in Liu Ch'i's account is partially contra-
dicted by a preface written by the former to the work of a contemporary
writer by the name of Liu Chi §!l &. . Li's preface, which is cited by Yuan
Hao-wen in his Choung-chou chi biography of Liu Chi, contains discussion
of the inadequacies of principles of composition of the Chiang-hsi school:

Men's minds differ, as do their faces. The 'sounds of the
mind,'1 when expressed, become language. When one's language
is commensurate with reason, it is termed letters. And letters
having rhythmic measures are poetry. Yet poetry is a transforma-
tion of let ters; how can it have a set style!

After all, in the three hundred Odes, a poem has not set
stanzas; a stanza has no set lines; a line no set words; and a word
no set tone. In matters of size, length, texture, or weightiness, so
long as expression conveys intent, even the embittered or the
grateful utterance of a corvee laborer or a maid may stand along-
side that of a saint or sage. Each merely expresses feeling; tha t is
all.

How unjust have been later generations' critical discussions
of poetry! Since Ch'i and Liang times, such discussion has
been afflicted with [Shen Yueh's ft #3 (441-513)] rules of
tonality; they savor of a vaudeville show. Since the time
of Shen Ch'iian-ch'i j ± f e # j [ d . 729] and Sung Chih-wen
^^Pe>l [d. 712], natural grammatical syntax has been cut

up; this is vulgarity in the extreme. Critics claim they hold a
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secret unknown since the time of Ch'ii Yuan JJ3 )M [343-277
B.C.]. This is one absurdity.

Li Shang-yin enjoyed using obscure allusions and unusual
diction. Late-T'ang poets mostly imitated him in what is known
as 'Hsi-k'un style' poetry. They were completely lacking in
the spirit of classic elegance and in broadminded generosity.
Instead, they mocked Tu Fu, calling him a village pedant. This
is a second absurdity.

Huang T'ing-chien was outstandingly gifted. Dismissing
literary guidelines, he made the ordinary elegant and the old new.
So long as orthodoxy was not violated, he resembled a dhyana
concentrating on a final line for insight. The various Chiang-hsi
poets were at one in promoting Huang's method and
have formed a separate school of verse. The better ones chisel
and carve, while lesser ones imitate and steal. They commonly
say, 'The poetry of Han Yii is really prose.' This is just as false
as when an actor like [the famous artiste] Ambassador Thunder
is on the stage dancing. They also say, 'Falling short of success
in imitating Han Yii, one will become a mere Po Chu-i fr3 fjR
g, [ 772-846], '21 This is a third absurdity.

Alas, af ter such talk gains currency, how can poetry
survive!2

Yuan Hao-wen largely agrees with Li Ch'un-fu's contentions. The first
absurdity Li enumerates finds its complement in Yuan's Poem 17, where
excessive attention to rules of prosody is frowned upon:

In the observance of level and oblique tones, expressive clever-
ness may be profound,

But for what purpose, the laborious polishing of poetic lines?
Dear Yuan Chieh's jcfe" [719-772] water music ignored tones

of the musical scale;
It was simply 'divine sound 'mid mountains and clouds.'23

Yuan Hao-wen expresses complete agreement with Li Ch'un-fu's assessment
that Hsi-k'un verse is a second absurdity, as illustrated by the opening couplet
from Poem 27: "Only with a century's passing does one sense the return of
ancient style; / Yiian-yu period [1084-1094] poets, one after the other, come
to the fore."24 And in Poem 28, already cited, Yuan shares the view of
Chiang-hsi poetry outlined as Li's third absurdity.
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Yiian Hao-wen was not only in agreement with Li Ch'un-fu's critical
views, he also had high regard for the man. The following poem, the first
of "Two Funeral Songs for Li Ch'un-fu," was composed by Yiian Hao-wen
in 1231:

Worldly laws constrain men, like lice in one's trousers;25

Yet you were a startling dragon, jumping over the heavenly gate.
Your writing reveals the expansiveness of Tu Mu life [803-

852]
And your drinking c u p s t h e s t y l e o f L i P o ^f^J [699-762] .
Long have we known you to stand alone, not compromising for

easy sociability;
Great you stand, because basically you are immortal.
[Bu t now that you are gone,] Who can we look to as a hero of the

Centra l Plain?
I'd like to summon a shaman to wake your bacchant soul.

In view of these citations and the discussion above, Kuo Shao-yii's
placement of Li Ch'un-fu in the camp of those advocating unusual poetic
diction, and hence ultimately in opposition to Wang Jo-hsu, Chao Ping-wen,
and Yiian Hao-wen, seems an overly pat simplification.

No assessment of the period would be complete without reference to
Chao Ping-wen, the literary lion of the time. He was the first to remark
Yiian Hao-wen's talent,27 and he was in charge of the imperial examinations
the year Yiian passed. His own aphoristic advice concerning writing was as
follows:

In writing one should not keep to a single style — a t times be

unusual and archaic; at times ordinary and flat. Why confine
oneself?2 8

Chao Ping-wen's approach to poetry met with the approval of Liu Ch'i,
who was acquainted with the main literary figures of the period and who
recorded their views on Literature in his Kuei-ch 'ien chih:

In the Hsing-ting and Yiian-kung reign periods [1217-1224] ,
while in the southern capital, 1 associated with Chao Ping-wen,
Li Ch 'un-fu , Wang Jo-hsu, and Lei Yiian. The wri t ing of prose
and the composition of poet ry were o f t e n discussed.
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Chao was most meticulous in regard to the composition of
poetry; he esteemed pregnant statement and craftsmanship. But
he was rather inat tent ive to prose composition, paying heed
only to general atmosphere.

Li Ch'un-fu was very meticulous in regard to prose composi-
tion; he ' analyzed primary and secondary members, the
mechanisms that brought them together, and rhythm. But he was
r a t h e r inattentive to poetry writing, discoursing only on diction
and skill.

So I have adopted Chao's method of composing poetry and
Li's method of writing verse.

The fact that Chao Ping-wen greatly admired young Yiian Hao-wen's
poetry might be partly owing to the compatibility of their views concerning

correct poetic composition.
Yiian Hao-wen's series, "Thirty Poems on Poetry," was written in 1217,

so it is not clear which of the above-cited opinions were in fact known to
him by that time. Regardless of whether or not specific views were known to
him, they illustrate topics of current literary discussion. To the extent that
poets like Lei Yiian were supportive of Chiang-hsi poetry and writers like
Li Ch'un-fu were in practice (though not in theory) followers of the late-
T'ang style of Li Ho and Lu Tung, Yiian's remarks on these subjects in his
thirty-poem series may be partially motivated as a critique of such current

views or practice.
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