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Introduction

Seven Masters of the Jian’an Era, refer to seven literati
who gathered under Cao Cao’s (155—220) patronage during
the chaotic period at the end of the Han Dynasty (Jian’an
was the reign name of Emperor Xian, covering the period of
196—220). They are Kong Rong (153—208), Chen Lin (160—
217), Wang Can (177-217), Xu Gan (170-217), Ruan Yu
(-217), Ying Yang (~217), and Liu Zhen (?-217). Cao
Pi (187—-226), who later became Emperor Wen of the Wei
Dynasty, was the first to name them together as a group in his
“Essay on Writing,” where he praised their vast knowledge and
outstanding writing skills. The Seven Masters all served on
various posts at Cao Cao’s government. We have provided
brief accounts of their lives at the beginning of each individual
section in the book.

Cao Pi’s “Seven Masters” became a standard nomenclature
in Chinese literary criticism. His portrayal of their relations with
him and of their literary activities at the City of Ye (the head-

quarters of the Cao government, in modern-day Hebei Province)
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also became a standard account in the study of the Seven Masters
and their poetry. In the twenty-second year of the Jian’an era
(217), Wang Can, Chen Lin, Xu Gan, Ying Yang and Liu
Zhen all died in a plague. A year later, in a letter to his literary
friend Wu Zhi, Cao Pi offered an affectionate account of his

interactions with them:

During the plague last year, many of our relatives and
friends succumbed. Xu Gan, Chen Lin, Ying Yang, and
Liu Zhen all passed away at the same time. How pained 1
am to speak of this! During those old days we would go
on outings together. As we traveled, our chariots touched
one another; as we sat, our mats joined. We were never
separated even for a moment. We passed around goblets,
listened to music. Whenever our cars became hot from

drinking, we would look up and compose poetry.

Cao Pi was Heir Apparent and Central Commander of Five
Guards at that time, and three of the Seven Masters, Xu Gan,
Ying Yang, and Liu Zhen, served as his “Instructor” (wenxue),
which is an honorary position often offered to renowned
scholars at the Heir Apparent’s establishment. Cao Pi describes
his relations with them as both intimate and equal, and the
poetry produced during these allegedly carefree occasions

1s presented by him as a natural, spontaneous expression of



heartfelt emotions. Needless to say, this romantic, idealized, and
one-sided account reflects the vision and perspective of a royal
patron, but it was often taken up by later studies of the Jian’an
poetry. Thus, Liu Xie (?=520), in his magnum opus, Wenxin

diaolong or The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons, writes:

When Emperor Xian was moved around, those literati
were like tumbleweed. At the end of the Jian’an era, the
arca in the north became peaceful. Emperor Wu of the
Wei [Cao Cao], who was then the Chancellor-in-Chief
and Prince, loved poetry; Emperor Wen [Cao Pi], who
then held the positon of Heir Apparent, was well versed
in composing rhapsody; the lofty Prince Chensi [Cao
Zhi] dashed out words like sounding pearls and jade.
They were all courteous to distinguished literati, hence
outstanding talents all gathered around them like clouds.
Wang Can came from Hannan, Chen Lin from Hebei, Xu
Gan from Qingzhou, Liu Zhen from the seashore; Ying
Yang drummed up his brilliant thought, Ruan Yu spread his
elegant joy. People like Lu Cui, Fan Qin, Handan Chun,
and Yang Xiu, all gracefully sauntered about while feasting.
They composed songs over wine, dipped their brushes in
ink with laughter. When we observe their writings of the
time, we find that they are all deeply emotional, caused as

they are by the chaos of their world, by the decline of the

aononpoauj



customs and suffering of the people; their meaning is deep,

their style is far-reaching, teeming with vital force.

Liu Xie here not only has inherited Cao Pi’s romantic
account of the poetic activities of the Seven Masters at Ye City,
but expanded its scope by including Cao Cao, who, according
to historical sources, was “prone to suspicion by nature” and
executed several renowned scholars, including Kong Rong.
However, Liu Xie was after all writing several hundred years
later, and this allowed him to more or less view Jian’an poetry
from a historical distance and perspective. In comparison with
Cao Pi’s account, Liu Xie’s is broader because it has expanded
the context of the Jian’an poetic production. Jian’an poetry
is no longer portrayed as simply and only the product of
convivial drinking and partying, but includes those “writings
of the time” which demonstrate their writers’ deep concerns
with socio-political reality, as well as their profound emotional
engagement.

Indeed, although the supposedly carefree outings and par-
tying fondly described by Cao Pi and Liu Xie did produce
some poems of Jian’an quality, they seem to have occasioned
more poems of superficiality and mediocrity, especially
those that bear the titles of “At His Lordship’s Banquet”
and “Cockfighting. " Moreover, the outing and the partying
fondly described by Cao Pi and Liu Xie might not have been



as carefree and convivial as they claimed. A poem by Chen

Lin, titled “Excursion,” may illustrate this:

B2 B A2, At grand occasions I often feel disconsolate,
# E M 0, itis hard for a sojourner to have his wish.
B i )L %,  Deep feelings rise from the heart of me,
R F & . this distinctive tune stirs melancholy.

i = A A4, 1 put aside my cup to quit the amusement,
#H#% # K #. androam around in the lush forest.

71 4 X, The wind is sighing in the valley,

22 KA. the heavenly road is dark and dim.
4 K, Inmydespondence I forgetto go back,

Bk AR iE#E . weeping, sighing, and letting tears soak my robes.

The “grand occasions” hosted by Cao Pi and his father only
make the poet “disconsolate”; they remind him that he is
merely an outsider, a “sojourner”, rather than someone who
saunters about and interacts intimately with his patrons as Cao
Pi’s account claims. To relieve himself of the “melancholy”
caused by this situation, he quits the “grand occasions” to seek
freedom in nature, but to no avail. In the end, all he can do
is “weeping, sighing, and letting tears soak my robes.” Here,
we can indeed sense the poet’s “deep feelings” (kangkai), a
trademark quality of Jian’an poetry, but this is achieved through

a contrast, rather than identification, between the “sojourner”
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