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Preface

The word “beginning” in the title refers to a fresh start. How-
ever, my interest in beginnings is not — shall I say — archaeologi-
cal, but that of a literary or cultural historian, mainly concerned
with links between past and present and interactions between one
culture and another. False starts, discontinuities and misunderstan-
dings are also inquired into. Thus there are papers about why liter-
ary history as such started so late in China, why Chinese mod-
ernism, inspired by European models, achieved so splendidly and
yet did not come to a full flowering, why and how Chinese readers
have been attracted by some English-language poets but not others,
as well as a sort of sketch map plotting the ups and downs of
Shakespeare’s fortunes in China.

There are also papers on translation. To my mind, nothing is
more crucial in cultural contacts, not to say cultural interactions,
than translation, particularly in a country that for long periods
closed its door to the outside world, like China. Every translation
of a literary work is a beginning. Verse translation in particular can
lead to the cultivation of a new sensibility and the revivification of a .
language and a culture, as I have tried to show in the paper “Some
Observations”.

An essay on compiling a Chinese-English dictionary is also in-
cluded, partly because of the translation problems involved, partly
because the project was the first of its kind in the People’s Republic
— hence also a beginning.

Most of the papers collected here were first read before audi-
ences at universities abroad and I have benefited from the questions
and discussions that followed the presentations. Friends, colleagues
and students at home have also helped with comments and criti-
cisms. To all of them my heartfelt thanks. Most of all I owe an ev-
er-mounting debt to my wife Xu Xu for her unfailing assistance and
sweet encouragement.

Wang Zuoliang
Beijing, November 1990
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Literary History:
Chinese Beginnings

Presumably there is more than one tradition of literary histori-
ography in the world. The Western tradition is, of course, familiar
to scholars. Is there also a Chinese tradition? On the face of it,
hardly. For the first History of Chinese Literature,so-called, was
published only in 1904.! And what has happened since then seems
mainly a tale of succession of foreign influences—Japanese, Eng-
lish, French, American and, finally, Soviet—that Chinese literary
historians have been subjected to, so that to this day there is no his-
tory of Chinese literature published in China—or elsewhere in the
world, for that matter—that is found generally acceptable to most
Chinese scholars. Their main objection to many of these “histories”
is that there is little that is distinctly Chinese in them.

This is a curious situation. For the Chinese have never lacked a
historical sense. On the contrary, their historical writings have
been among the most distinguished in the world. Neither have they
lacked a critical sense. If anything, they have often been hyper-
critical, reaching a high stage of subtlety and sophistication in the
‘6th century, if not earlier. There have also been available other fac-
tors conducive to literary history, including para-compilations and
precursors. It is the purpose of this paper to discuss some of these
factors and explore a little the question why such favorable condi-
tions did not yet reach their consummation in a Chinese literary his-

tory.
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The survey of literary works of a past period has been an old
established practice among Chinese historians, which can be traced
back to Ban Gu (BE[E ), the first-century Imperial Historiographer.
He initiated the Chronicle of Arts and Letters ({ .3 &), a superb
annotated bibliographical record, which subsequently became a reg-
ular feature of many dynastic histories. This was supplemented, or
substantiated , by the “lives” of writers among the notables, also in
the official histories. These “lives”, resembling entries in the
DNB, are still incorporated as appendix in nearly every standard
edition of a classical author’s works published in China today.

Several developments occurred at the beginning of the 6th cen-
tury which were conducive to literary historiography. There was a
treatise written by Zhong Rong (#1#) entitled Poetic Ranks ({iF
) which ranked poets according to merit. T'wo anthologies were
also compiled. One, the massive Selected Writings edited by the
Prince Zhao Ming ({ BEBAX ¥ )), was to remain the standard com-
prehensive anthology for a millennium and more, giving rise to nu-
merous glosses and commentaries in the interval. The other, New
Poems from the Jade Pavilion ({ E G H W) by Xu Lin (), a
large miscellany of mostly love poems by princes, courtiers and
court ladies, also set a fashion, being the first of many specialist an-
thologies to come.

Now any attempt at ranking the poets meant an act of criticism
involving evaluation and classification. Zhong Rong’s treatise also
showed a historical sense, for the poets examined ranged from an-
cients down to the author’s own contemporaries. It is clear that
work along these lines was excellent preparation for literary history.
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The connection with anthologies is also not far to seek. Many early
literary histories, so-called, were really anthologies in disguise, the
only difference being that the quoted passages were arranged
chronologically—hence there was some attempt at periodization—
and linked up with critical remarks of one sort or another.

But the work that more than anything else pointed forward to
literary history was Liu Xie’s Wen Xin Diao Long (X|#R:(3C0 B
F)), a title which has been translated as The Literary Mind and
the Carving of Dragons. * It is a book of literary theory which treats
systematically—as few other books have done in classical China—of
nearly- every aspect of literary creation. To this day Chinese and
Japanese scholars, meeting at numerous symposia, wonder at its
scope and depth. Literary historians will also find it a rich quarry.
There is for instance a chapter entitled “Time Sequence” ({ B} JE ))
which is an admirable miﬁi—history of Chinese literature from the
earliest times to the 5th century. In it the author reviews the main
literary achievements in this wide span of time, ending with the ob-

servation ;

G HAE, MERPRF.
(Literary changes are colored by the social situation,

and artistic growth or decline depends on the times. )

In other words, literature evolves with society. Trite enough to-

day, no doubt, but Liu lived at a time (c. 465—c. 520) when

people’s minds were still clouded by mythological and other arcane

interpretations of literary works and their origins. In that context

his was a surprisingly modern view. This is followed by a chapter

entitled “Talented Spirits” ({4 B&») which gives a rapid survey of
4
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94 authors through 9 dynasties in an attempt to establish a relation-
ship between tradition and individual talent, again a modern con-
cern.

The bulk of the book, 20 chapters in all, is given over to a dis-
cussion of various types of writings. Liu is able to enumerate and
comment on 33 of them, beginning with poems, folk songs, fu,
moving on to historical and philosophical writings, ending with
memorials, petitions, notes and letters. In between there are some
curious types, such as pledges, oaths, jests, queries, repartees and
“sevens,” the last a kind of prose poem which sets out to raise seven
questions or make seven points. This classification may strike us as
a little too elaborate, but it also testifies to the enormous wealth of
material, both in verse and prose, available at the time.

More to our purpose is the historical approach used by the au-
thor. Each of these 20 chapters contains a brief survey of important
past works of the type of writing under discussion. Below is part of

such a survey .

BREZZV AEEBE.OCT R ABEY; £ %,
X, BB A KA, RS, R B SR, AR
MLUER, BEUFES  ERESE, ARG H215; K
F5 MERU BB 2 Bl . SLE BRI, THIE SR IE S AL
D ATRZRE, BERER R RER, BB, MR
. BNB(E—), BT E. & S UL AR 8E
. CHREN '

(By the early years of the Jian An period, five-character
lines became popular. The Cao brothers, emperor and
prince, rode gallantly together. Wang, Xu, Ying and Liu
raced along in their wake. They all loved wind and moon,

5
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frequented ponds and parks, gloried in honors, made
merry at parties, generous of spirit, open in displaying
talent, caring not for ingenious minuteness in description,
striving only for clarity in expression. These were their
common characteristics. Coming down to the Zheng Shi
period, under the influence of Taoism, poetry became
tinged with spiritual yearnings. Ho Yan and his ilk were
mostly shallow, only Ji and Ruan stood out, the former
with his austere purity, the latter with his great profundi-
ty. Ying Qu’s cautionary poems, too, showed an indepen-
dent spirit by being enigmatic in language but bold in
thoughts, a legacy from the Wei era. )

Packed with names and epithets, the writing yet moves on at a
great pace and has a clear line of development, mainly by grouping
the writers and bringing out the contrasts between the two periods.
David Nichol Smith once said, “When poets are grouped by families
and clans and when their descents are traced, History is coming. ™3
Certainly here we have a history of Chinese poetry in embryo.

There are other things in Liu’s work which a literary historian
might study with profit.

First, his use of terms. On the whole, Liu used terms sparing-
ly, but of the handful he did use a few were capable of expressing a
whole theoretical position in one short, telling phrase, such as
fenggu (A&). He didn’t exactly coin the phrase. Other critics had
used the two words before, though generally in connection with
painting or calligraphy. * Liu made the phrase a key term in his sys-
tem, not only applied to individual literary works, but also used to
denote the dominant character of the literature of a whole period.

6
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Thus he spoke of the fenggu of the Jian An period (BtZXH), a
judgement that was to be repeated by countless later critics. As to
what fenggu exactly means, interpretations vary to this day. Nev-
ertheless there can be little doubt that as applied to the writers of
the Jian An period, who included the statesman-poet Cao Cao (&
#) and his sons, it stood for something akin to the Western con-
ception of “sublimity”. The interesting thing is how the Chinese
critical mind preferred to think in metaphors: thus feng, literally
“the wind”, refers to uninhibited movement or imaginativeness,
while gu, literally “backbone”, denotes strength of character, or
nobility. Combined,the term fenggu came to designate the kind of
spare, sinewy, hig-toned, but nonetheless beautiful poetry associat-
ed with the warriors and eccentrics of the turbulent Jian An period.

Second, his concise way of writing. Conciseness has been a
distinguishing mark of traditional Chinese critical writing up to the
beginning of the 20th century, when long-winded tediousness set
in. Liu managed to say a lot in a few words and these few pointed-
ly. His comments were built into the very texture of nearly every
sentence, which, besides making for great economy, also gave the
writing a greater critical sharpness. Thus when he wrote concisely,

mentioning two writers almost in one breath

R RO LA I, P E S AR, (KBS
(In essays Ji Kang aired his stubbornly held views,

In poems Ruan Ji gave his passions free rein. )

he was doing a lot more than merely giving the facts. Not only was
there admiration behind the words, but the words were propelled

by the combined force of the strong diction and the emphatic

7
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rhythm.

Third, his extensive use of comparisons. Liu loved to place
two writers or two works side by side, for comparison and contrast,
as in the example cited above. He did it consistently, sentence after
sentence, throughout his long book. This was partly because the
antithetical style he was writing in, the Pian Wen (3t30) prevalent
at the time, lent itself to comparisons. But his comparisons were
never pro forma. They always made good sense and were striking,
even dramatic. Sometimes he paused for an extended comparison,

- as in the following passage:

P ZA . HHEE, BRMZ EEETERATFRER
A B, FmiNRSE: FERBFT LR, AAETED,
AR R, e B, ARERK, FEER. ERH0
V. BR—W, BLXHU LHERA, FEURERN,
KAGRE. (AN

(The emperor Cao Pi’s talent was like a clear broad
stream, yet past opinion was unfavorable, putting him a
good way below Cao Zhi, his brother. This was because
Zhi had a ready wit and an easy grace, so that he could ef-
fortlessly turn out beautiful poetry and brilliant essays,
while Pi liked to consider things carefully and applied his
strength by degrees disdaining to shine before the others.
Nevertheless his yuefu songs are strikingly fresh and his
treatise Dian Lun pithy and well-argued. To avoid mis-
judgment, the proper thing to say would be that the
brothers complemented each other. Yet such is the

world’s custom that one word of praise or censure invari-

R



ably draws a thousand echoes from the vulgar crowds.
Thus Pi’s literary fame suffered because of his royal posi-
tion, while Zhi’s soared because he had been at a disad-

vantage at court. This cannot be considered fair. )

This is very good criticism, perceptive, judicious, common-sensical
and forcefully but gracefully put.

Finally, his general literariness. We have already touched on
the grace of his writing. In fact, all the specimens we have cited
show this. Plain statement is generally livened up by figures. The
key term fenggu is itself a metaphor. Contrasts and comparisons
not only abound, but are invariably expressed in a pair of balanced
sentences, with the two halves neatly contrasting in sound and
sense, almost Popeian in poise and polish.  Of course, in doing this
Liu was also meeting the requirements of Pian Wen,that curious,
half-prose, half-verse style he used, that being the only learned
style available to him, but he never allowed it to hamper his com-
munication of ideas. On the contrary, he performed the feat of
writing a long learned treatise throughout in this artificial style
without blunting his theoretical edge or, as one can testify even

fourteen centuries later, tiring out his reader.
11

Thus, in some important ways, Liu Xie’s The Literary Mind
and the Carving of Dragons anticipated literary history.

A later development, occurring in the 8th century, contributed
elements favorable to the rise of a history of a literary genre, name-

ly, poetry.
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This was the introduction of a new literary form—poetic sur-
vey of poetry—and the person who'introduced it was Du Fu.

Du Fu (712-770), one of the two greatest poets in the whole
history of Chinese literature, the other being Li Bai, had used verse
to express his critical views before. He had written the famous

lines;

BEFHEFR . REMSE,
(Pure and fresh as Yu Xin,
Spirited and free as Bao Zhao. )

More succinct and more penetrating than Liu Xie or anybody before
him, the master poet showed how he could sum up a writer’s whole
quality in just one striking epithet. But he had meant these epithets
as a compliment to a friend, for the lines appeared in a poem enti-
tled “Thinking of Li Bai in Springtime” ((# H 4221 )), which
mainly expressed his yearning for that other great poet. There had
been equally quotable lines marked by great critical acumen in his
other poems, but these too were isolated utterings mixed up with a
lot of other matter. ’

In 761, however, he did something different when he wrote a
sequence of “Six Quatrains Composed in Jest” ({X% 7~ 484 ).
For these six poems were new both in matter and manner, unlike
any of the quatrains written before that date, by himself or others.
Wholly devoted to the discussion of poetic art, they were in fact the
first sustained poetic survey of poetry.

They combined to give an overview of the poetic situation in
the past two centuries. Significantly, Du started by once again dis-
cussing Yu Xin of the 6th century. But the erstwhile “pure and

10
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fresh” poet now appeared as an old master;

BEXEEER  BRoBETHH.
(As Yu Xin grew older, he wrote still better,

Soaring and sweeping like a true master. )

The second quatrain was a comment on current poetic taste. This
was written in a vigorous, forthright new manner, something un-

usual for a poet hitherto noted for his Confucian gentleness:

E % 5 8% 4 ek,

%M h W R K.

RE B S5 ZHEKXK,

AN BEALF T R

(Wang, Yang, Lu, Luo wrote the style of their time,
Have since been sneered as vulgar and shallow.

Ye scoffers shall perish body and name,

While rivers pursue their eternal flow. )

The poets under discussion were “the four masters of the early
Tang”, active in the opening years of the dynasty. They had writ-
ten a rather ornate, sentimental poetry favored by the court. By the
middle of the 8th century, however, a revulsion against them had
set in. People became harshly critical of their work. The point Du
Fu was making in this quatrain was that the “four masters” did
what was expected of them by their contemBurSHfESHWEE Grhate-
ness was chiefly the legacy of a still earlier peplde=TH5 Wis.an émi-
nently sensible view,® showing a historich>Seassfthag-would dé
honor to any historian, literary or otherwiser What sulpfisesus a



little is the forcefulness of the retort in the last two lines, which in-
deed have since become a kind of proverb quoted and requoted by
countless people of the later times in wit combats and political con-
troversies, not excluding the Red Guards in their heyday in the
1960s.

In the other poems of the sequence, Du Fu made two general

observations, equally sensible, equally quotable.

R4 NEH AR a8 R4,
(Despising neither ancients nor moderns,

Chaste words and fair lines will knock at your door. )

HEK O A 5 RURE , ¥ 3 2 U R v U
(Weed out the false, cherish the pure and noble.

Learn from all, and your teachers multiply. )

When Du Fu wrote these lines, he was getting on. Like his admired
Yu Xin, he too had had long years of soaring and sweeping behind
him. But he was also looking ahead a little, eager to pass on his ex-
perience to the up and coming men.

Du Fu’s example was followed by many poets in later ages, in a
line stretching from the Song to Qing Dynasties (10th to 19th cen-
tury). In fact, a tradition has since been set up within a tradition,
that of poetic survey of poetry within the general canon of Chinese
classical poetry. One poet in particular played an important part in
carrying this tradition forward and he was Yuan Haowen (U],
1190-1257) of the Jin Dynasty. He also wrote a sequence of poems
to discuss the state of poetic art from the Wei Dynasty onwards,
but on a much larger scale—instead of Du Fu’s six quatrains, he

12
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wrote thirty, under the general title “On Poetry”.
Yuan opened his sequence by announcing that his self-appoint-

ed task was to restore true poetry:

WiERMNAGD %=,

E& T NS AR,

RSP HRY P

HHREESHERE

(Han songs and Wei rhymes have been lost in strife,
True poetry looks for skilled defenders.

Where can master dredgers be found,

To separate the clean from the muddy?)

Thus determined, Yuan set out to discuss some 30 poets, from the
Jian An period (which had fascinated, we remember, nearly all
critics and poets, Liu Xie among them, with their quality of
fenggu), all the way to the Song Dynasty, in a rough chronological
order.

Yuan was a good poet himself and had many perceptive things

to say about individual poets. Thus:

AERENLESE,

o] ¥ BE B¢ B & ¥

£ AR K2 B

] — % KT #.

(Bold brushes display the force of high passion.
What can quench the bitterness in the heart?

Could there be anyone madder than old Ruan?
Laughing, he strode out to meet the river. )
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