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Commentary on the Kan-yi Poems of Ch'en Tzu-ang
by Richard M.W. Ho, Ph.D.

Ch'en Tzu-ung (661-702) is known to have been the first poct in
the T'ang dynasty who openly expressed discontent over ef-
feteness in poetry and advocated the return to the seriousness of
the Han-Wei style, His precepts proved very influential and were
greatly appreciated in the whole of the dynasty.

The major part of Ch’en Tzu-ang’s poetic reputation is related to
his cycle of thirty-cight poems entitled Kan-yii, which was seen by
Tu I'u as a paragon of “loyalty and righteousness”. However, the
mystical presentation and uncommon diction of many of these
poems have made the contents appear very obscure. With the close
of the T’ang dynasty, the poems were gradually overlooked of
their topical allusions and were mainly appraised in terms of the
style in which they had been written, which eventually prompted
some critics to dismiss them as little more than meaningless
utterances. It was not until the Ch’ing dynasty that the scholar
Ch'en Hang once more acknowledged the allegorical qualities of
the poems and attempted to decode the whole cycle in his Shik

/pi-hsing chien. Without attaining an overall success, Ch’en Hang
at least opened the eyes of the readers of the Kan-yii poems to the
existence of deeper layers of meaning and offered a glimpse of the
spirit dominant in the cycle.

In this book, Dr. Richard M.W. Ho makes the most detailed study
ever of the Kan-yii poems, revealing the veiled criticisms they
contain of Emperor Kao-tsung’s indulgence in Empress Wu and the
empress’ usurpation of the T’ang empire, and putting the poems in
the politico-social context in which Tu Fu and other T’ang masters
once saw them.

Appended to Dr. Ho’s study is a learned article written by Pro-
fessor C.C. Chan. in it are analysed two controversial memorials
of Ch’en Tzu-ang, together with the equally controversial writings
of Yang Hsiung (53 B.C.-A.D. 18), which are alleged to have
inspired Ch’en to write his. The article puts Ch’en Tzu-ang in the
proper moral perspective, and is essential to our understanding and
appreciation of the poet’s works.
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