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A Brief Introduction

A leading figure in the poetic circle during the reign of the
Emperors Qian Long and Jia Qing, the backbone of the Aerial
School (or the Xingling School ) as well as a writer of prose in the
classical literary style and fiction, Yuan Mei devoted most of his
life to literary creation. Although he based himself on the philoso-
phies of Confucius, Meng Ke and Zhuang Zhou, Yuan Mei inher-
ited the customs of the Enlightenment in the late Ming Dynasty,
doubting Confucianism which he worshiped and transcending the
worldly affairs which he was engaged in. He did not get rid of all
the old bad habits, yet he liberated his mind and became a distin-
guished literati and critic in ideology and learning of the transi-
tional period from the flouring feudal age to modern times. The
former part of this book mainly probes into the critical periods of
Yuan Mei’s life and traces the development of his mind, interwo-
ven with some comments; whereas the latter part focuses on the
exposition of Yuan Mei’s ideological intent, his outlook on life and
literature, the ideological significance of his literary creation and
its profound influence. This critical biography is characterized by
its amplitude of materials, clarity of discussion, breadth of con-
tent and novelty of insight, and therefore can be said to be the
first academic monograph dealing with Yuan Mei’s life and ideolo-

gy in a thoroughgoing and penetrating way.
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