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Jen-chien Tz'u-hua

Introduction

‘In general, Chinese works of literary criticism have been written for
sharp-witted men to read. With one point made, all becomes immediately
clear with no need to waste words. Western critical essays, on the other
hand, have been written for the dull-witted and so there is a need to explain
clearly the principles involved’.* No doubt it was with tongue in cheek that
Hsia Tsi-an made this comment, but his words cannot be dismissed with a
mere smile of appreciation for a phrase well turned. Expressions of criticism
on literature, particularly poetry, are to be found in the works of countless
literary figures in China for the past two thousand years, as well as
criticisms of and commentaries on the works of others. Some have been
didactic in approach, others have stressed art for art’s sake. Impressionists,
formalists, symbolists and many others can find their counterparts in China.
Wordsworth’s  ‘Spontaneous overflow’, would find ready acceptance
among many Chinese critics in past ages.

Similarities exist, but one of the most noteworthy points of dissimilarity
is the assumption on the part of a Chinese critic that his reader knows what
is in his mind and that a few words are therefore all that are needed to
enlighten that reader. Pithy comments, arbitrary judgments, poetic
expressions using the vaguest, most mystical, highly ornate and flowery
language are the commonplace in this esoteric field. Chinese compilers of
dictionaries have tended to throw up their hands in dismay or disgust at the
thought of finding lexical equivalents for many of the descriptive terms that
are the stock-in-trade of critical writers, with the result that the uninitiated,

even though an educated Chinese, finds himself wandering in a Kind of

@ Hsia, ‘Liang shou huai shih’ (Two bad poems), Wen-hsiieh tsa-chih, 111, 3(Nov. 1957), 18.
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Jen-chien Tz’u-hua l

never-never-land with no guideposts to help him along the way. The
Westerner, spoiled by the verbose, clucking, solicitous critics of his own
culture, is left even more bewildered.

Yet more understanding of the remarks on poetry contained in the most
prevalent form of critical writing, the shih-hua, which are talks on the shik
form of poetry, and #z’u-hua, which are talks on the tz’u form of poetry, is
indispensable for students of Chinese literature. Some help has been
provided by modern Chinese scholars who have striven to clarify the work
of earlier critics both through extensive commentaries as well as through
formal histories of literary criticism. Studies and translations by Western
scholars have understandably lagged far behind, but the efforts of both
Chinese and Westerners have made possible the beginnings of an
understanding of how the Chinese viewed their literature and, in turn, what
that literature is.

Typical of the Chinese critic’s treatment of poetic theory and judgment
is Wang Kuo-wei’s (1877-1927) Jen-chien tz’u-hua A\ |53 3E (Talks on
tz’u in the human world). I was introduced to this slim volume of
eighty-nine pages (including commentary) by the late Professor P’u
Chiang-ch’ing during the many hours I spent with him as my teacher at
Tsinghua University in Peking in 1949. ‘If you want to understand the true
nature of zz’u as a form of poetry, you should read Wang Kuo-wei’s
Jen-chien tz’u-hua’, he said by way of introducing the book to me. Other
friends and teachers also referred to Wang Kuo-wei from time to time in
their discussion of poetry. They all considered him one of the greatest
Chinese scholars of the twentieth century, not only because of his
contribution in the field of poetry but in drama, history, etymology, and
classical studies as well.

Having acquired a copy of the book, I found, indeed, that it opened

a
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many windows. Wang Kuo-wei comments on the development of 1z’u in the
history of Chinese poetry, analyses methods of poetic expression, passes
judgment on various poets and critics of poetry, and makes statements
revealing his own poetic theory. Maddeningly terse though the comments
are, they form a consistent pattern representative of the intuitive or mystical
approach to poetry. It seemed, therefore, that an annotated translation into
English would be helpful to Westerners both as an example of the form of
Chinese poetic criticism and as a representative of a significant approach to
poetry. Both aspects of the work, as well as its subject, 1z’u, are treated in

this book in the notes.

In my intermittent work on the translation from 1949 to the present, 1
have received assistance, gnidance, moral support, and encouragement from
a great number of people in China and the West, too many to mention all of
them by name. However, in recognition of the hours spent in reading my
initial translation in Peking back in 1950-1, 1 should like to thank Professor
and Mrs Chien Chung-shu and Professors Chou Ju-ch’ang and Wu
Hsing-hua. More recently in the United States I am particularly grateful to
Professors Chow Tse-tsung and Hans Frankel for their suggestion and
corrections and their continued encouragement. Finally I wish to thank
members of the East Asian Division of the Oriental Studies Department,
especially my teacher, Professor Derk Bodde and my husband, Professor W.
Allyn Rickett, for their tireless help in correcting points of translation and
style in the original version of this work.

Adele Austin Rickett

University of Pennsyivania
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PART 1

1

The most important element in a consideration of #z’u is ching-chieh. If
a tz’u has ching-chieh it will naturally achieve a lofty form and naturally
possess eminent lines. The unique excellence of #z°'u of the Five Dynasties
and Northern Sung periods rests precisely on this point.

2

There is a creative state (tsao-ching) and there is a descriptive state
(hsieh-ching). This is the basis of distinction between the idealists and
realists. However, it is difficult to make a differentiation between the two
because the state which the great poets create must accord with what is

natural, and the state which they simply describe must approach the ideal.

NOTE: It is a common Chinese practice to refer to a man in many
different ways and Wang Kuo-wei has not deviated from the custom. He
may refer to a poet by his surname, by his tzu (styled name), by his hao
(courtesy name), or by his official title, sometimes using two different
designations in one comment. Since this is confusing to the Western reader I
have taken the liberty of making all references uniform by using each man’s

hsing (surname) and ming (given name).
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