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Foreword

Victor H. Mair

University of Pennsylvania

The three papers in this collection were written for my seminar on Middle Vernacular Sinitic (MVS).
They cover a wide variety of topics, from epistolary style to social mores, to philosophy and religion.
They reveal how a vernacular ethos informs the thought and life of men and women from different
social classes and distinguishes them from those who adhere to a more strictly classical outlook.
Although they are on quite dissimilar subjects, this trio of papers harmonize in their delineation of the
implications of vernacularity for belief and perception. Taken together, they compel one to consider
seriously what causes some people to tilt more to the vernacular side and others to cling to classicism.
While the authors of these papers do not aim to arrive at a common conclusion on the meaning of the
vernacular-classical divide, the readers who probe beneath the surface of all three papers will
undoubtedly find facets that refract and reflect themes that bind them into a unified body of inquiry.

In the first paper, Jack Lu examines an enigma that has long puzzled historians of art, since the
individual who is generally considered to be the greatest calligrapher in Chinese history, Wang Xizhi
(fourth c.), is also famous for having written countless notes and letters in vernacular language. Not only
are the notes and letters in vernacular, they are also often about the most mundane of subjects, such as
the minor ailments of himself, his family members, and friends. Lu plumbs Wang’s motives for this
seemingly bizarre behavior and explains how it makes a certain kind of sense.

Xinyan Chen delves into the elusive notion of yuan %%, which started out more than two
thousand years ago with the meaning of “beautiful woman,” developed during the early middle ages
into the idea of a woman who is both beautiful and admirable, but somehow during the modern period
has taken on the rather negative nuance of a privileged, pampered woman. Chen focuses particularly

on yuan % as portrayed in A New Account of Tales of the World (Shishuo xinyu 1350 #15), a remarkable


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wang_Xizhi
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work of social anecdotes and commentary of the second-fourth centuries that was compiled and edited
during the first half of the fifth century and is conspicuous for the large proportion of vernacular usages
it has for that period.

The third paper, by Ming Sun, is about the core Chan / Zen concept of the negation of language,
particularly written language. Of course, this presents a contradiction in terms, since the Chan masters
who promoted this doctrine could not but talk and write about it. Sun investigates ineffability from a
range of standpoints: philosophical, religious, literary, and so forth. Early on in the paper, the author
introduces us to some of the means Chan masters adopted for dealing with the problem language in a
system of thought that was skeptical of the efficacy of language in arriving at truth: Chan poetry
(chanshi #5F), public cases (gongan /A %8), recorded sayings (yulu it #%), incisive dialogue (jifeng 1
#%), beating and shouting (banghe %), and even silence.

Coming to grips with exquisite mundanity, virtuous beauty, and ultimate truth— all within the
realm of linguistic vernacularity—ensures that readers of this collection will come away from it with

the gray matter between their ears buzzing.



Analyzing the Reasons behind Wang Xizhi’s Use of Vernacular Chinese in Letters

Jack Lu

University of Pennsylvania

“Wang Xizhi £ 3§Z (321-379) is responsible for a great many middle vernacular Chinese dictionary
entries.” Wang Xizhi is widely recognized as the paramount figure of the history of Chinese calligraphy,
but his role in the study of middle vernacular Chinese attracts far less attention compared to his artistic
achievements. The precursor of the written vernacular Chinese, medieval period Buddhist texts
contained more vernacularizations than any other texts of the same period.” It is commonly understood
that classical Chinese was the designated written linguistic form in early medieval China and that
incorporating vernacular language into writing rarely occurred in non-Buddhist texts.

The surviving works of Wang Xizhi, especially his personal letters and notes, however, are
vernacularized to an unusual extent. As a result, many middle vernacular phrases survived owing to his
use of them in his writings. This essay will attempt to tackle the question why he chose to write in such
amanner. Or to phrase it more precisely, how did it come about that most of the surviving texts of Wang
Xizhi are vernacular and informal?

This essay examines the nature of Wang Xizhi’s letters, considering them in four sections. While
explaining the probable reasons behind Wang’s choice of a vernacular, informal, and expressive writing
style, the first two sections will also discuss whether his epistolary writing style was unique in his time.
Is it possible that the extant sampling of Wang Xizhi’s writing is biased toward such letters? Is it possible

that many people contemporaneous to Wang Xizhi were also writing in vernacular Chinese, but that

1 Victor H. Mair, in class discussion in February 2023.

2 Victor H. Mair, “Buddhism and the Rise of the Written Vernacular in East Asia: The Making of National Languages,” The

Journal of Asian Studies 53, no. 3 (1994): 709—712. https://doi.org/10.2307/2059728.
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only Wang Xizhi’s letters survived, because of the calligraphic values of his writings? The third section
will examine the possible bias of the sampling of Wang Xizhi’s extant works. The last section will center
on the relationship between the originality of the calligraphy and the authenticity of the text. Through
close study of the context of his works, hopefully this paper will be able to explain why the history of
Chinese calligraphy is poignantly yet beautifully held together by slips of papers about trivial matters.

A major challenge of this research is the absence of a sample of the authentic handwriting of
Wang Xizhi. At one time, during and shortly after his lifetime, there were probably tens of thousands of
his works in circulation. However, the contents of only about seven hundred texts, mostly addressed to
his family and friends, survive today.’ Tragically, none of the original copies of these texts survived. All
we have today of his works are engravings and traced copies. Furthermore, the evidence of the
provenance of the works of Wang Xizhi is scarce. Often there is no clue to the context of the letter and
who the intended recipients were.* Wang’s letters contain a large variety of themes, and the precise
dates of the letters are now impossible to investigate.®

These issues pose a concern not only for this paper but also for any study of Wang. Not being
able to see a single character written by Wang Xizhi almost completely prevents us from making any
firm claims about the calligraphic quality of his original works, while it also invites a wide range of

hypotheses regarding his vernacular writing style.

INFORMALITY IN WANG XIZHI'S LETTERS

The exquisiteness of the works Wang Xizhi, known as the Saint of Calligraphy, can never be stressed
enough. Beside the use of vernacular language in his letter, there are a couple of aspects outside the
linguistic quality that are unique and that must be taken into account. Compared to those of his
contemporaries who passed down to us only a few examples, the contents of an immense number of

Wang'’s letters have survived until today. What is more remarkable is that almost all of Wang’s writing

3 Antje Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy: Reading Wang Xizhi's Letters,” T"OUNG PAO, no. 96 (2o11): 372. www.brill.nl/tpao.
4 Ibid.

5 Danping Sun #/M}5f, “The Study of the Epistolary Essays in Jin Dynasties % 15 JUEE SC 548 42, CNKI (dissertation, 2006),

44. https://kns.cnki.net.
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was passed down as calligraphic works, while other people’s correspondences are incorporated into
other literary works.’ While these notes written by Wang Xizhi are precious sources for the studies for
his biography, broader historical events, and Chinese calligraphy, scholars largely have ignored the
significance of the literary form of these short letters.’

Wang’s most expressive and artistically creative calligraphic works were written in a literary
form called chidu JXJiE. Chidu, literally translated, is a wooden slip one foot long. Before the invention
of paper, people wrote on bamboo and wooden slips as a method of communication.® One precursor of
chidu is the Junshi 7 58 chapter of Book of Documents 1 15.° In the Warring States period, chidu was
mainly intended for official affairs and only rarely functioned as personal correspondence.” Most of the
surviving chidu from this era mainly featured diplomatic and political debates and persuasions.”
Starting from the Qin dynasty, chidu concerning personal affairs gradually gained popularity.” Then
people living in early medieval China experienced an important change in the medium of writing when
the use of paper became prevalent. Although it was a long process that stretched for dynasties, paper
gradually replaced bamboo, wood, and silk for writing.”

While multiple media coexisted, bamboo slips were used for more formal and official
documents and books, and wooden tablets were used for personal correspondence. Silk is lighter in
weight and can be employed to create calligraphy with much more aesthetically pleasing effects, but it

is also more expensive and requires better writing skills.” Until the Eastern Han dynasty, paper gradually

6 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 374.
7 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 375.

8 Tao Yang 4%, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy in the Eastern-Jin Dynasty 78 & S 44512
FRIBEFL,” CNKI (dissertation, 2010), https://kns.cnki.net pp. 56.

9 Sun, “The Study of the Epistolary Essays in Jin Dynasties,” 7.

10 Tao Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy in the Eastern-Jin Dynasty,” 56.

11 Sun, “The Study of the Epistolary Essays in Jin Dynasties,” 7.

12 Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy,” 56.

13 Antje Richter, Letters and Epistolary Culture in Early Medieval China (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2013), 20.

14 Ibid.
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replaced bamboo and wood as the writing medium for both private and public settings.” In comparison
to silk, paper is lighter, easier to transport, and significantly more affordable. Epistolary culture
flourished, and people produced chidu more frequently than ever. It was the spread of paper that
enabled Wang Xizhi to send a large quantity of letters. Paper provided people like Wang Xizhi a way that
was free of financial concerns of sending letters that are calligraphically valuable.

The extant personal correspondence of Wang Xizhi can best be characterized as
unconventional, informal, and sincere. This section will analyze the factors that contributed to the
heavily informal character of Wang’s letters. While his own personal preference is without a doubt the
primary cause of Wang Xizhi’s writing style, there are also other aspects almost equally influential, such
as his political position and the possible bias shown in the surviving sample of his writings.

While Wang’s letters have the conventional opening and ending sections, his letters also contain
unconventional aspects, such as frequently having an incomplete framework, in that they lack a main
body, notably any concrete information. The opening section of his letters at times smoothly transitions
to the closing,” and the letter is hollow in meaning, almost without the function of transmitting a
message. This note from volume twenty-four of Quan Jin Wen 4= 3 exemplifies such letters’ lack of

substance:

On the 15th day of the 7th month [Wang] Xizhi lets [you] know:

In these autumn days, I am deeply moved by my longing for you. Having
received your note of the 5th I feel greatly comforted. Recently the heat has been
extreme. Have you been fairly well lately? I am waiting for further communications, and
am in fairly good health. Despite all my efforts, I cannot be more detailed.

[This is what] Wang Xizhi lets [you] know."”

15 Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy,” 56.
16 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy.” 380—81.

17 Ibid.
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MR, FhHE, SR, wvg, BHA? BREEN, M 4
FAR—— EHRZH. *®

The phrase li bu yiyi 77 2 /~—— is a vernacular usage meaning “my vitality is not enough for me to go
into detail” Similar phrasess used by Wang are li bu yi yi 77— and li bu ci 7J/AX.° In this letter,
the intention of the writer is quite unclear. The entire letter feels like “small talk.” It contains all elements
of modern quotidian “small talk.” Wang discusses the weather, inquires about the well-being of the
recipient in a general sense, and casually mentions that he himself was in good health. Neither
demanding or purposeful, it seems purely demonstrative of Wang Xizhi’s desire to maintain contact
with his friends and family. Such informal letters may achieve the goal of cultivating good and close
relationships more effectively than polite and formal letters, which might provide a more distant effect.

This writing style was deliberately chosen by Wang Xizhi as a way to express sincerity, but the
choice might also have been influenced by the contemporary trend of treating pieces of personal
correspondence as art objects. It is possible that Wang wrote these letters as a courtesy, to provide his
friends with valuable art objects. Famous calligraphers have the expectation that their writings will be
admired. Wang Xizhi’s son Wang Xianzhi F#kZ (344—386) once wrote a letter to Xie An ¥ % (320-
385), expecting him to keep it, but Xie An simply wrote his reply on the back of Wang Xianzhi'’s letter
and sent it back. Wang Xianzhi was upset about the dismissive treatment he received.”” The fact that
Wang Xizhi’s personal correspondence was passed down to us confirms the fashion for considering
these letters as art objects worth saving. There are other examples of letters’ being appreciated as
artistically pleasing objects in early medieval China. Liang dynasty poet Xu Ling %% % (507-583) once

described how visually and aesthetically pleasing he found his addressee’s handwriting to be:

18 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 381.

19 Xiaoshen Wang -/ 3 and Xiaochun Guo #B/]NF, “Wang Xizhi fuzi shutie zhong de Wei Jin xisu yuci 32 52+ 10
W A B 2R ) AR 18 A Jowrnal of Guangxi University (Philosophy and Social Science) 22, no. 2 (2000), 82.

https://doi.org/10.3969/j.issn.1001-8182.2000.02.016.

20 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 396-97
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... The two Attendants-in-ordinary Liu and Fu have returned and again brought me a
letter [shuzha] from you. The silver hooks [of your handwriting] are utterly beautiful,
and your jade script is still the same as it used to be. As soon as I had opened the
envelope and unfolded the paper, my worries were shattered and turned into smiles.
White autumn has just arrived, and the sweltering heat has abated a little. How is your

21

health? Take good care of your excellent fortune! ...

LB (=) () WAFE, XOREMN. REERE, EHiKA
BH B M AR, BRNASE. RO, JRE M. BT, HeRoTE .

One aspect of this letter offers an uncanny resemblance to the writing of Wang Xizhi. Xu Ling in this
reply did not even mention the content of the other’s letter he received that he deemed aesthetically
pleasing. That implies that the content of the letter he received did not demand a proper response and
that the letter was probably as empty in meaning as some of the letters of Wang Xizhi. Another example
is a letter written by Xiao Ziliang 7 T R (460-494) to Wang Sengqian T f F£. Wang Sengqian was a
descendant of Wang Xizhi, so this example is especially relevant to the cultural context of the letters of
Wang Xizhi. Like Xu Ling, Xiao Ziliang also elaborately described the wonderfulness of the other’s

handwriting:

I was honored to receive your letter [gao, note] along with five sheets of paper. The
whole layout shows a rich essence and a profound numinosity. Again and again I held

[your writings] to cherish them; I would not let them out of my hands....”

21 Richter, Letters and Epistolary Culture, 24.
22 Ibid.

23 Richter, Letters and Epistolary Culture, 24—25.
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B, FPhAR. BREORSERER, MbusE, AREEET.

In this example, the content of the five papers that Xiao Ziliang received from Wang Sengqian also was
not revealed, and this reply from Xiao Ziliang might be just as empty of meaning as the five papers that
he received. Xiao Ziliang provides no information in this letter other than how much he appreciated the
letters he received. These examples from Xu Ling and Xiao Ziliang may provide us some insights about
why certain letters of Wang Xizhi are lacking concrete information. While being sincere, Wang Xizhi’s
letters are defective in terms of communicative efficacy.” Why did he make these letters empty and
incomplete to such a great extent? Why could he not achieve communicative efficacy at the same time
he was creating artistic objects for his friends and family? Would not including specific information in
the letter create an even more genuine atmosphere?

The letters of Wang Xizhi, Xu Ling, and Xiao Ziliang together can provide a possible answer to
these questions. In the case of Xu Ling and Xiao Ziliang, both claimed that viewing the calligraphy of
the letters brought them great joy. Xiao Ziliang repeatedly held the letters from Wang Sengqian to
appreciate the calligraphy written on them. Judging by their degree of obsession with and appreciation
of the letters, it is highly likely that they would desire to share this pleasure with others. It is not difficult
to imagine scenarios in which the owners of the letters would casually show the letters to their close
friends, inviting them to appreciate the calligraphy and discuss it together, or even just to flaunt the
collection of handwritten samples from famous calligraphers that they possessed. Such letters
presumably could be shown at gatherings. In these situations, presenting a letter that contains
information about private affairs might be embarrassing.

Given the unparalleled fame he enjoyed during his lifetime, Wang Xizhi was undoubtedly aware
of the culture of the preservation of personal correspondence. According to an anecdote from Lunshu

Biao & 153K, Yu Yi J§i 2 (305-345), a calligrapher contemporary with Wang Xizhi, once saved

24 Richter, Letters and Epistolary Culture, 2s5.

25 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 396.

10
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handwritten notes by Zhang Zhi 5K 2, a calligrapher from the Eastern Han dynasty, for reasons of

artistic appreciation:*

In the beginning [Wang] Xizhi did not excel in calligraphy; he was no match for Yu Yi or
Xi Yin. Toward the end of his life, however, he reached the highest peak of this art. Once
he wrote a letter to Yu Liang in “draft cursive” script which Liang showed to Yu Yi.
Admiring it, Yu sent a letter to Xizhi and said, “I once owned ten sheets of ‘draft cursive’
writing by Boying which were lost when I fled north China across the Yangzi River. I
deeply regret that such excellent works are gone forever. When I happened to see your
letter to my brother, however, as brilliant as if written by a god, my former pleasure and

appreciation were revived.”

BLBWBARAT, WABBERE. #05. BHARFE G, B EEE R,
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Yu Yi saw the letter Wang Xizhi wrote to Yu Yi's brother Yu Liang J8i 5% (289-340) and was
impressed by his calligraphy. Yu Yi wrote to Wang Xizhi to express his admiration of the calligraphy in
Wang’s letter to Yu Liang, free of the concern of Wang Xizhi’s construing it as an act of intrusion of
privacy. This anecdote reflects people’s openness toward divulging the content of personal
correspondences during Wang Xizhi’s lifetime. Yu Yi and Yu Liang considered sharing personal letters

with one another proper behavior, and, on receiving Yu Yi’s reply, Wang Xizhi was surely aware of the

26 Xiaochun Qi /%, “Sangluan tie’ yexu shi yi jian digao buzheng &L ) HF & —FFIKFFMIE Art Work 2K
TAE, no. o1 (February 15, 2023): 56-58, https://kns.cnki.net.

27 Mengfu Zhao, “Zhao Mengfu: Four Anecdotes from the Life of Wang Xizhi: China: Yuan Dynasty (1271-1368),” The

Metropolitan Museum of Art, accessed January 19, 2024, https://www.metmuseum.org/art/collection/search/40509.

28 Ibid.

11
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fact that his letters were not viewed solely by the recipient nor were they only appreciated in private
settings.

Wang Xizhi himself participated in the practice of collecting personal correspondences.
According to the Book of Jin % 15, he saved the letter he received from his uncle Wang Dao F ‘.
Famous calligraphers like Wang Xizhi, being fully aware of the artistic value of their letters and
anticipating the future scenarios of their letters’ being presented to others, might deliberately create
letters that lack actual information to free the recipients from the dilemma of wanting to flaunt their
collection of letters but at the same time worrying that their privacy may be compromised. For instance,
a letter that contained detailed symptoms of one’s disease would be far less presentable than a letter
that is empty, that is, without the body of the letter. But the possibility that Wang Xizhi simply wanted
to maintain friendship and family relations through these concise letters should not be ruled out. Wang
Xizhi’s awareness of the letter appreciation culture and his intention of sending letters simply to
maintain contact with friends and family both are contributing factors to the absence of concrete
information in his letters.

The last factor that contributed to the informality of Wang Xizhi’s letters that we will consider
is his political position. His political power and social status might have enabled him to address his
friends in just such an unconventional and intimate manner. Wang Xizhi was born into a prominent
clan, and he and other members of his clan held important posts in the government. Wang Xizhi’s
relationship with Xie An best demonstrates his mode of interaction with social elites at the time. Wang
Xizhi taught Xie An calligraphy, and he frequently traveled in natural scenes with him. Xie An was also
a figure with a prominent background, and the Xie clan and the Wang clan were united by marriage.*
If Wang Xizhi had had a humbler background, he would not have been able to interact with people like
Xie An. Enjoying such high social and political status might have exempted him at times from the need
to use a formal tone in his writing.

Wang Xizhi slightly modified his writing style, however, when he addressed a recipient in a

29 Xiaochun Qi, “Sangluan tie,” 57.

30 Chongyue Ren fT.5%{% and Rongji Li 4% %%, “Xie An and Wang Xizhi i %5 3 2" The Central Plains Culture

Research " J& SCAUH AT, 2019, 7, no. o4 (August 6, 2019): 111-15, https://doi.org/10.16600/].cnki.41-1426/c.2019.04.015.

12
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superior position. For instance, while addressing a superior, he refers to himself as chen F (a humble
form of 1) or zhoumin M [ (commoner of the prefecture).” While addressing an inferior, Wang Xizhi
used actual names or the pronoun ru % (you).” Zeng Weijun ¥4 T2 % has pointed out that, judging by
the extant texts, Wang Xizhi only used wu & as first person pronoun in his letters, while his
contemporaries were mostly using wo X in their writings.** Zeng then explained that the reasons
behind Wang Xizhi’s use of wu £ was probably the vernacular nature of the epistolary language. While
the more serious texts of the Jin dynasty mostly used wo 3%, wu & frequently appeared in more informal
writings. When writing to an inferior, Wang Xizhi used bai [ for the verb to speak, in contrast to yan
5, used when addressing a superior.** Furthermore, he also used the common set phrases dunshou
dunshou 1 B 1 & (to knock one’s head on the ground) and huangkong huangkong 2 %% 5 %
(terrified) when addressing a superior. In addition, when writing formal subject matter such as
recommendation letters, letters of gratitude, and letters offering condolences, Wang Xizhi’s letters tend
to be more formulaic and conventional. The reason his letters are dominated by two different tones is
also probably attributable to his social status. It enabled him to address most of his recipients as
inferiors, and only on some occasions did he feel it was necessary to render his letters in a more formal
manner. In one letter Wang thanked a friend for the presents he received—but he also asked for more.*
This letter demonstrates that Wang Xizhi was comfortable with the environment in which he was
situated. As a government official and a member of a prominent clan, he must have enjoyed great
respect and kindness from people surrounding him, and he presumably felt that a little frankness would

not offend the recipients of his letters.

31 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 382-8s.
32 Ibid.

33 Weijun Zeng 4 T.7, “Personal Pronouns in Er Wang Zatie = 2=ty (1) AFRAIA],” Journal of Mianyang Teacher’s

College i ATt 2% Pt 5% 4, November 30, 2005, 106, https://doi.org/10.16276/j.cnki.cn51-1670/g.2005.06.024.
34 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 388.

35 Ibid.

13
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THE EXPRESSIVENESS OF WANG XIZHI

While the informality and concision mentioned above are two significant traits of the content of letters
of Wang Xizhi, considerable expressiveness also characterizes his writing. His informality also manifests
in the elaborate emotions he expresses. He used phrases that refer to the genre of letters and how the
limitations of letters are inadequate to express his overwhelming emotions. For instance, Wang used
the phrase naihe 7% i to express the idea that there was nothing he could effectively say or do because
he is communicating merely through a sheet of paper. A more emotional example would be Wang
Xizhi’s use of the phrase linzhigengye Ifi 4G/ FH, meaning “leaning over the paper, I am choking with
grief”* Two examples of Wang Xizhi'’s explicitly complaining about the inadequacy of letter writing are
his use of the phrases zhishou t\F and cuxi (/& Zhishou literally translates to “clasp hands,” and in
the context of the Jin dynasty, zhishou refers to a particular courtesy of farewell. By saying “bu de zhishou,
ci shen he shen AT, ILIRATIR” in one letter, Wang Xizhi was expressing his deep grief in not
being able to send off the recipient personally.® Cu xi literally translates to “sitting side by side with
knees pressed closely,” referring to meeting in person. In one letter he states, “cuxi wei jin, dongwang
kairan fRIEARIT, ZR BEESR,” meaning “it is still unclear when we will meet in person; I gaze toward
the east with deep feelings.” By depicting his interaction and struggle with the medium of letter writing,
Wang showed he was not afraid of or shy about sharing the sensitive and soft side of his nature. He also
expressed his lamenting of separation. He frequently used the word xuan %, meaning “to worry.”*
Wang combined xuan & with characters having similar meanings to form compound words such as
xuannian %, meaning to worry and to have concern.? He acknowledges the letter’s inability to
relieve the reader’s longing. His letters concerning separation demonstrate the paradoxical situation of

people constantly hoping for replies while knowing that the replies are inadequate to fulfill one’s

36 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 390—-96.

37 Junzhi Zhang 7K {2 Z, “Er Wang zatie cihui yanjiu — F % I 5 5 B 51" CNKI (dissertation, 2013), 63-64.

https://kns.cnki.net.
38 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 399—402.

39 Xiaoshen Wang and Xiaochun Guo, “Wang Xizhi fuzi shutie zhong de Wei Jin xisu yuci,” 82.
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emotional needs.* It is precisely the uncontrollable need to express his emotions that drove Wang to
adopt a vernacular writing style. The use of vernacular phrases in letters can be interpreted as his
attempt to simulate meetings in person, perhaps his method of coping with the unattainability of such
meetings in the near future.

Wang Xizhi was extremely elaborate when sharing his health conditions. He frequently
discussed the health of his addressees, speaking less often about his own health. In some cases, however,
he discusses his own poor health in his letters. By divulging such information, such letters demonstrate
the intimate relationship between Wang Xizhi and the addressees. The condition of his health was
complex: he suffered from restlessness, insomnia, loss of appetite, diarrhea, digestive disorders, and
other acute diseases and aches. While some of Wang Xizhi’s notes have the motive of sharing symptoms
in order to obtain a correct diagnosis and adequate treatment of a disease, most of the notes simply
express his misery to a sympathetic addressee, as a way of coping with it.* What Wang’s discussion of
his health reflects is his willingness to share private information with his friends. He was not
embarrassed by such medical conditions as diarrhea. In these letters, he seems to enjoy the freedom of
letting out his true feelings. This expressiveness, combined with his unconventional writing style,
enabled him to discuss subjects that would be difficult to discuss with a more formal tone. This
expressiveness in terms of sharing private information and emotion do not contradict the previous
hypotheses of Wang Xizhi’s deliberately making letters “empty” to avoid divulging personal information
and embarrassing the recipient. It is only when the letter contains the intention of communicating
specific information that he writes expressively. When there is no compelling need of communication,
Wang Xizhi probably would be more inclined to write empty letters for the convenience of such of the
recipients as would like to save the letters as art objects. In sum, Wang Xizhi’s letters can be divided into
two subcategories according to whether they were intended to function as a medium of communication
or a matter of art.

Eugene Wang observed the conflict between different personas of Wang Xizhi demonstrated by

40 Ibid.

41 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 402—407.
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lantingji xu =5 4EJF and sangluan tie ¥ HLM5.* He describes lantingji xu as being “smooth and
refined,” and he states that the sangluan tie demonstrates “raw energy or archaic plainness.” He claims
this is an aspect that has fueled a modern debate about the authenticity of lantingji xu. While people’s
general impression of Wang Xizhi as constructed by anecdotes is refined and artistic, historical records
suggest otherwise. Eugene Wang recognizes Wang Xizhi as a strong and upright person, which is the
personality that matches the sturdy and masculine propensity of his characters, “like dragons leaping
through Heaven’s door and tigers crouching across the phoenix’s gateway,” as described by Emperor Wu
of Liang Z2 I\ (464-549). Wang Xizhi's personality and calligraphic style demonstrated by lantingji
xu and the sangluan tie contain significant discrepancies. While the calligraphic style of lantingji xu
corresponds to the sensitivity and expressiveness shown by the personal correspondence of Wang Xizhi,
the calligraphy of sangluan tie contributes to his image as an upright person who detested injustice and
corruption, in accordance with Book of Jin £ 1. Taking all these examples into consideration, Wang
Xizhi appears to be an extremely complicated person with a double personality. But does that not hold
true for every human being in existence? Is anyone’s personality that simple and formulaic, like
characters in soap operas? The inconsistency of Wang Xizhi’s calligraphic and writing styles is indeed a
rather ordinary phenomenon. The real issue is people’s oversimplifying historical figures, assigning a
label or two to them. Who is to say that the elegant and upright Wang Xizhi was not a humorous and
vulgar person in private? Ignoring the complexity of human personality and emotions can narrow our
understanding of the literature of people like Wang Xizhi. One has to take all manifestations of Wang
Xizhi’s personality into consideration when evaluating his writings.

The dual character of Wang Xizhi can be analyzed through the time dimension. He spent a
significant portion of his life as a state official. He never cowered from having to criticize his colleagues.
After realizing the restrictions of serving in the government and experiencing the turmoil of society,

Wang Xizhi decided to resign from his post and spend his time traveling and embracing nature.* It is

42 Rebecca M. Brown, Deborah S. Hutton, and Eugene Y. Wang, “Taming of the Shrew: Wang Xizhi and Calligraphic

Gentrification in the Seventh Century,” in Asian Art (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2006), 252—53.

43 Yuechuan Wang T 1% )11, “Wang Xizhi's Vigorous Style and Calligraphic Realm 2§ 2 )20 X 5 FEIR AL Journal

of Peking University (Philosophy and Social Sciences) 48, no. 6 (November 2011), 130—31. https://kns.cnki.net.
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crucial to remind oneself always of these two distinctive stages of Wang Xizhi’s life while analyzing his
writing style. Even though information about the provenance of his letters is scarce, the context of his

letters should be taken into consideration as far as his personality is concerned.

THE BIAS OF THE SAMPLE OF WANG XIZHI’'S OEUVRE

Besides all the hypotheses mentioned above about the reasons Wang Xizhi’s letters are dominated by
vernacular language, an alternative interpretation of the vernacular nature of the extant oeuvre of Wang
Xizhi is the bias of the sample that we possess. Richter points out that Wang Xizhi’s calligraphic works
mostly consisted of short personal letters, so his works are representative of the merge of calligraphic
and epistolary culture. He also quotes Robert Harrist: “This connection is not coincidental but necessary,
since many of the most coveted features of Wang Xizhi’s handwriting, and that of the elite calligraphers
who were his contemporaries, such as “sudden changes of speed and brush direction that vividly
recorded the impulses of the writer’s hand ... would have been unacceptable in more formal types of
writing or in the work of professional scribes.”** Harrist shrewdly observed the distinct calligraphic style
that was associated only with the informal type of writing. Most commentaries throughout history do
not specify which genre they are referring to when they comment on Wang Xizhi’s calligraphy. When
characterizing Wang’s calligraphy the words expressive, spontaneous, and creative naturally come to
mind. However, his works were not limited to expressive writings. In his surviving works there are also
regular script calligraphy pieces such as The Yellow Court Classic ¥ §E%¢. There is also a noticeable
difference between the calligraphic style of lantingji xu and the personal letters of Wang Xizhi. While
the personal letters use a more unrestrained style of calligraphy, lantingji xu is more refined. It is most
likely that Wang Xizhi was famous for the expressive and creative handwriting in his letters and people’s
desire for his works then extended to his pieces in other genres. The existing oeuvre of Wang Xizhi is
dominated by his expressive personal correspondence written in vernacular Chinese. However, the
currently surviving oeuvre of Wang Xizhi may not be representative of the nature of the original and
more complete oeuvre of Wang Xizhi back in the Jin dynasty.

The sample of Wang’s works that we have access to today is almost certainly a biased one. The

44 Richter, “Letters and Epistolary Culture in Early Medieval China,” 24.
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rulers from the fourth to the sixth centuries demonstrated great passion in collecting writings of the
great calligraphers. The most exemplary cases are Emperor Xiaowu of Song A% 77 (430-464), Huan
Xuan fH % (369-404), and Emperor Wu of Liang Z2 7 (464-549).% Given the political power these
individuals possessed, the formations of their collections of calligraphic works may have been collective
efforts at the regional or even national elite level. If these collections concentrated the exquisite
calligraphy works of the time into a few sites, it would have made the oeuvre of the renowned
calligraphers prone to the threat of being wiped out entirely. It takes only one fire or one war to destroy
the imperial collections of fragile calligraphy works. Unfortunately, warfare in China often concludes
with the ignition of the imperial palace or the residence of the ruler. Therefore, compared to being
scattered around the nation, the rulers’ decision to concentrate the works calligraphy in one place is to
a large extent responsible for the extinction of the original works of Wang Xizhi.

There were two major catastrophic events that altered the nature of the oeuvre of Wang Xizhi.
In the Eastern Jin dynasty, the usurper Huan Xuan, while escaping from pursuers, dumped hundreds of
volumes of works of Wang Xizhi into the Yangtze River. The second event is the burning by Emperor Wu
of Liang’s collection of Wang Xizhi. When Jiangling {I.F% was about to be seized, Emperor Yuan of Liang
Z2I67, the son of Emperor Wu of Liang, decided to set the imperial library on fire, destroying more
than a dozen thousand volumes of texts along with Liang Wudji’s entire collection of Wang Xizhi. Both
Huan Xuan’s and Liang Wudi’s collections had taken decades to form. While emperors from the Tang
dynasty were too desperate to search for any authentic texts written by Wang Xizhi, collectors who lived
in earlier time periods, such as Huan Xuan and Emperor Wu of Liang, probably had the luxury of being
selective when they were constructing their collections. It is reasonable to think that collectors such as
Huan Xuan and Emperor Wu of Liang would be attracted by the more complete, refined, and time-
consuming works of Wang Xizhi, and that personal letters concerning Wang Xizhi’s diarrhea were more
likely to be overlooked. In these two catastrophic events, therefore, Wang’s more lengthy and formal
writings probably suffered the most. So the question arises, is it possible that Wang Xizhi’s vernacular
writing actually did not form the majority of his oeuvre, but rather the vernacular writings were more

likely to survive because of their informal and incomplete nature.

45 Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy,” 55.
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It is also possible that the descendants of the recipients of his informal letters deemed the
correspondence between their ancestors and Wang Xizhi to be precious to the family, so the letters in
this case would circumvent the collecting activity of the rulers, avoiding being destroyed along with
other works of Wang Xizhi.

Furthermore, the recipients of Wang Xizhi’s letters also played a crucial role in shaping his
surviving oeuvre. As previously discussed, the fame of Wang Xizhi decided that his letters were almost
certainly saved by the recipients for artistic reasons. Apparently, the recipients would also preserve
Wang Xizhi’s letters for monetary reasons. One example that demonstrates the monetary value of
calligraphy works is Xiao Ziyun 7 ¥~z (487-549)'s encounter with envoys from Baekje (modern-day
southwestern Korea).*’ Xiao Ziyun’s fame had spread overseas so Baekje sent envoys specifically to seek
writings from him. Xiao Ziyun stopped his boat for three days to produce writings, and he exchanged
his works for money and goods. The monetary value of Wang Xizhi’s writings increases the chances of
his personal correspondence being traded and exposed to a larger audience. In other words, Wang Xizhi
might not be the only person who incorporated vernacular Chinese into his writing, but the monetary

value attached to his correspondence motivated his contemporaries to archive them.

THE ORIGINALITY OF THE CALLIGRAPHY AND THE AUTHENTICITY
OF THE TEXT

In her essay “Beyond Calligraphy: Reading Wang Xizhi’s Letters,” Richter claims that the fact that none
of the transmitted pieces of Wang Xizhi’s calligraphy are originals does not as such have any
consequence for the authenticity of their texts.”” Calligraphy is certainly a field that requires talents
from many disciplines. The authenticity of a calligraphy work can be refuted based on calligraphic
quality, seals of the collectors throughout history, and the content of the text. While it is true that the
text cannot be deemed inauthentic solely based on the originality of the calligraphy, Richter’s use of the

word “any” is too extreme.

46 Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy,” 57.

47 Richter, “Beyond Calligraphy,” 372.
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Emperor Wu of Liang, constructing his collection in the sixth century, already had problems
authenticating the works of Wang Xizhi and Wang Xianzhi, and he frequently had to consult Tao
Hongjing P 5. 5% (456-536) about the matter of authentication.* Emperor Wu of Liang’s subordinates
Xu Sengquan {5 #X and Tang Huaichong J& $£ 7 were in charge of the imperial collections, and both
of their signatures are found on the traced copies of Wang Xizhi’s works.* Xu Sengquan developed a
method to cope with theft and forgery. He would attach an extra sheet of paper to the original copy and
sign his name right where the edges of the two sheets meet. The extra sheet of paper containing only
half of the signature would then be removed and kept as a tool to verify whether the original copy had
been replaced by a counterfeit. In the Tang dynasty, Emperor Taizong K> trusted Chu Suiliang ##i2
R (596-658) to authenticate Wang Xizhi’s works. Emperor Taizong was accepting submissions of works
of Wang Xizhi from all over the state, and Chu Suiliang was the connoisseur who determined whether
these submitted pieces were actually written by Wang Xizhi. Chu Suiliang certified two hundred and
sixty-six of Wang Xizhi’s pieces.”” Most of the works we are looking at today were the ones that were
filtered by Chu Suiliang. Emperor Taizong of Tang commissioned exact copies of the works of Wang
Xizhi functioned as templates for the officials to imitate the style of the master.” Scholars nowadays are
inevitably at the mercy of the connoisseurship of Chu Suiliang. Since a significant portion of the works
of Wang Xizhi that are available to us today are the ones that were authenticated by Chu Suiliang and
codified by the Tang court, and again by the Song court (Chunhua ge tie 744 /& ili, Xuanhe shupu &
FH451E), there is almost no way to think outside of the logic of connoisseurs like Chu Suiliang. If the
texts of Wang Xizhi that we are looking at today have undergone two devastating disasters, gone through
the multiple screening processes of connoisseurs from different dynasties, and were copied by
generations of transcribers, how can we still claim that the originality of calligraphy gradually wiped

away by this thousand-year-long process does not have any consequence for the authenticity of the text?

48 Yang, “A Research on the Evolvement of the New Style Calligraphy,” 55.

49 Lothar Ledderose, “Characters as Art and Characters as Evaluation: Three Letters from China in the 4th Century: The

Spread of Fengju Tie,” trans. Yi Qu, Journal of Nanjing Arts Institute (Fine Arts & Design) o1, no. 2019 (2019), 2—3.
50 Ledderose, “Characters as Art and Characters as Evaluation,” 3.
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It takes only one mistaken authentication or one transcription error to alter the content of the received
text, and the probability that such mistakes took place more than once since the Jin dynasty is not to be
neglected.

Contemporary scholars have already noted possible corruptions that occurred in the process of
transcribing letters written by Wang Xizhi. Many such discussions centered around shigi tie -5, a
collection of twenty-nine of Wang Xizhi's letters.”” The received version of zhanjin tie BEIT, one of
the twenty-nine letters included in shigi tie, contains the phrase “xi chi bu ke yan ZiE A 1] 5 It was
once considered that this phrase means “the joy cannot be expressed by words.”* Songchang Chen [
FA{K: claims that the first two characters in this phrase, xi = and chi iR are synonymous compound
words both meaning “joy.” However, Zhou Duwen Jif] 2 3 observed that the character chi iR in the
excavated copy of zhanjin tie from Dunhuang has two dots written on its right, indicating that the
character is meant to be deleted by Wang Xizhi.** Zhou Duwen believes the two dots are absent in the
received copies due to the one-thousand-year-old process of copying and engraving. He also states that
eliminating the character chi J& would make the phrase more smooth and coherent. Zhou Duwen’s
argument was then refuted by Cai Yuandi %% 1#,% who noted that Zhou Duwen’s opinion was
influential and many had agreed with him. Cai quoted Nishikawa Yasushi I )/| % and Liu Tao XI|#% to
establish that the character chi I8 from the Dunhuang copy is incorrect in terms of the form of the
cursive script. Cai proposed that the most plausible explanation is that the character chi 12 was not
deleted in Wang’s original text, and the two dots next to the character were purely the work of the

transcriber; the transcriber of the Dunhuang copy made a mistake while writing chi I8, and after putting

52 “The Dragon of Calligraphy: Select Examples of ‘Shigi Modelbook’ Through the Ages & HHEH-FEAL 1Lk 44 i

J& ” National Palace Museum, 2016, https://theme.npm.edu.tw/exhios/dragon_calligraphy/ch/index.html.

53 Songchang Chen [ K, “Er Wang zatie ciyu sanshi — F 41715 #UBE,” Research in Ancient Chinese Language X

ST 1 (April 2,1991): 52, https:/ /kns.cnki.net

54 Duwen Zhou J# % 3, “Dunhuang juanzi zhong faxian de Wang Xizhi er tie gulinben &% T H R I T 22 ik
WA, Cultural Relics SC¥) o3 (March 31,1980): 50, https://kns.cnki.net.

55 Yuandi Cai %%, “Guanyu Dunhuang ben ‘shiqi tie’ linben de ji ge wenti J¢ T ZUEA (M) IHAR LA A,
Bainian Dunhuang wenxian zhengli yanjiu guoji xueshu taolunhui lunwenji (xiace) 1 - BUHE SR B ERHT 72 [ PR 2 R i8
2w CRM) 2 (April 9, 2010): 827-31, https://kns.cnki.net.
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two dots next to the incorrect chi iR, the transcriber rewrote the character right after the incorrect
version. The rewritten chi 18, however, Cai suggests, is lost because the upper half of the Dunhuang
copy was damaged. Chi i is the last character of the third line of the Dunhuang copy, and, if Zhou
Duwen is right, the fourth line should start with bu ke yan /~F] & . However, only the bottom half of the
character yan 5 is still visible, and Cai claims that the blank left by the damage is too big for the missing
two and a half characters. Therefore, Cai believes the rewritten chi 15 was the first character of the
fourth line. Cai also provided the example of the usage of the compound word xi chi iR in other
letters of Wang Xizhi. Cai also referred to Sanxitang fatie — 77 i 7% and Fashu yaolu 7215 % 5% to
prove the nonexistence of the deletion mark. Furthermore, Cai criticized Zhou Duwen for using modern
habit and sense of language to judge whether the phrase “xi chi bu ke yan =32 /1] 5" is coherent or
not. Cai states that it cannot be assumed that Wang Xizhi, who lived one thousand five hundred years
ago, had the same linguistic habits as modern people.

Another letter from shigi tie called gingyan tie iF Z: 5 also offers controversy over a possible
deletion mark. While Qi Xiaochun f[$/N#5 agreed with Akirou Fukuhara 4@ i 2% EfS on the following

normalization of gingyan tie:

I know your place is clear and peaceful with plenteous harvest. Things produced here
are not deficient. This place is renowned, and so are the mountains, rivers, and other

scenery. How can one resist traveling to such a place?

KR 2 % F, O (B) B Z oe 44k . HibIDES TSR, el al DAIANEE H

Qi Xiaochun and Akirou Fukuhara put the character you £, meaning to have or to exist, from the phrase
“you suo chu (you) wu fa X It Hi(H5)JC =" in parentheses, implying that it was meant to be deleted by
Wang Xizhi. However, Qing dynasty scholar Wang Hongzhuan T 5.4 and Wang Shu F-# considered

56 Donggqin Liu XI| R /T, “Wang Xizhi ‘shiqi tie’ shiwen kaoyi T3 (1LY B R Chinese Painting & Calligraphy
i [E] 51, October 5, 2014, 7071, https:/ /kns.cnki.net.
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the character you fi to be part of the text.” After analyzing other examples of Wang Xizhi’s cursive

script writing of the character wu G, Liu Dongqin decided that between the character wu JJC and fa =

there is a character yi —. Liu also agreed that the character you i should be included. Liu confirmed

that Wang Shu’s normalization “you suo chu youwuyi fa X i 4, Jo— =" is accurate and coherent.
There is a similar issue in fushi tie IR B i, also a letter from shigi tie -HM:

I have been consuming this medicine for a while, it is quite ineffective. My general
condition, compared to past years, is considerably more acceptable. Take care and

treasure yourself. I write this letter with an air of melancholy.

EREA, WAHS. KRELZER, MEAW. 2 RENLE, Ikt H
AT,

Examining the way the character dang >4 was written in cursive script, Chen Kunyi [%:3# — believes
the phrase lielie %55, should indeed be normalized to dangdang *4>4.% Chen also states that the first
half of the traditional normalization of this letter is contradictory to the second half. Chen proposes
that if lielie %555 is substituted by dangdang 44, meaning “suitable,” this letter would read more
coherently.

A modern debate about the authentication of the most prestigious piece lantingji xu took place
in the 1960s (== 52 1 ¥). This debate was triggered by Guo Moruo’s doubts about the authenticity of

lantingji xu. He argued that the second half of lantingji xu had a much more sorrowful tone as compared

57 Ibid.

58 Zhengcheng Liu XI| IE /i and Tao Liu X%, H [E 57524 FE 2 Tk — (M £ IK—17) Zhongguo shufa quanji.
Wang Xizhi Wang Xianzhi er ( fu wangshi yimen), vol. 19 (Beijing: Rong Bao Zhai, 1991), 373.

59 Kunyi Chen [%:3#—, “Wang Xizhi ‘shigi tie’ zhong ‘fushi tie’ shiwen yu yiyi xintan £ (F-Libh) & CAREMB)
B BERUHIR) Chinese Calligraphy W 1E 453, no. 304 (March 4, 2017): 121-25, https://kns.cnki.net.
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to the rather pleasant and positive poems composed by people who attended the gathering at Lanting.*
Guo Moruo referred to the Qing dynasty scholar Li Wentian 2% 3 H’s doubts about the origin of the
text of lantingji xu. Li Wentian argued that the received version of lantingji xu was originally named
linhe xu i7" J¥%, and it was included in A New Account of the Tales of the World 1581 1. A New
Account’s version of linhe xu shares a textual parallel with the received version of lantingji xu. More
importantly, the titles “/inhe xu” and “lantingji xu” both appear in A New Account, confirming that the
author of A New Account considered them to be two different texts. In A New Account, lantingji xu was
being compared with jingu xu %:4¥)¥, and Li Wentian assumed this comparison must consist of two
texts of similar length, arguing that the received lantingji xu is significantly longer than the received
version of jingu xu; therefore, he believed the text of lantingji xu was edited or expanded by later
generations.” What Li Wentian was suggesting is that the received lantingji xu is not the same as the
lantingji xu in A New Account, and people from later generations might have expanded linke xu to
produce the received lantingji xu that we see today. Judging by Li Wentian’s argument, the term lantingji
xu had certainly undergone a change of meaning through time. Song Zhanli &% claims that Guo
Moruo ignored the fact that the title lantingji xu appeared in A New Account and it was imprudent to
conclude that the title linke xu and lantingji xu are interchangeable.®” However, as mentioned previously,
Guo Moruo’s article included the complete commentary of Li Wentian, which includes Li Wentian’s
mentioning the appearance of both “linhe xu” and “lantingji xu” in A New Account. As a supporter of Li
Wentian’s argument, it is unlikely that Guo Moruo missed such a critical detail from a text that he
quoted. Instead, Guo Moruo and Li Wentian’s argument may just be supported by the occurrence of the
title lantingji xu in A New Account. While Song Zhanli states Guo Moruo and Li Wentian overlooked
that lantingji xu and linhe xu refer to two different texts in A New Account, Li Wentian explicitly

acknowledged that those two titles represented two different texts in the Jin dynasty, and he used this

60 Moruo Guo, “You Wang Xie muzhi de chutu lundao lanting xu de zhenwei H1 T 22 £ 1 H 18 222 5P [ E AR, in
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situation as evidence to argue that the term lantingji xu had undergone a change of meaning throughout
time. It is possible that Song Zhanli did comprehend Li Wentian’s argument that the lantingji xu
mentioned by A New Account and the received lantingji xu are two different texts with different contents.
There are other scholars that deny the authenticity of the received lantingji xu. Qi Gong /& 2] pointed
out that Bada Shanren /\ K 1l A\ (1626-1705)’s imitation of linkhe xu contains only a few minor
differences from the A New Account’s version of linhe xu, so he considered this text to be the original
from Wang Xizhi.” Li Changlu 2= % firmly denied the authenticity of the received lantingji xu, and
he asserted that linke xu is without a doubt a work of Wang Xizhi.** On the other hand, scholars who
deem lantingji xu an original Wang believe A New Account trimmed lantingji xu. For Instance, Gao Ershi
/51 1% and Shang Chengzuo P 7K +E believed linhe xu from A New Account to be an excerpt of the
received lantingji xu.”

If we examine the controversy encompassing lantingji xu alongside the debates on the
normalization of the letters of Wang Xizhi, a narrative of how the originality of the calligraphy and the
authenticity of the text can have joint influence on a calligraphy piece manifests itself. The discussion
about the originality of Wang Xizhi’s work is the largest obstacle to studying Wang Xizhi. Wang Xizhi’s
era was simply too long ago. Any claims we are making are based on distant and possibly corrupted
sources. More importantly, how can we make any certain statements about Wang Xizhi while nobody
in this world has ever laid eyes on a single character written by Wang Xizhi? We are just chewing the
leftover food from the people that made these traced copies and connoisseurs like Chu Suiliang. Our
understanding of Wang Xizhi is limited by the calligraphic competency of these transcribers and Chu
Suiliang’s connoisseurship. Even though it is up for debate whether the originality of Wang Xizhi’s works

really does not have any consequence of the authenticity of his text, Richter’s argument, the fact that

63 Yafei Chen 7 K, “A Review of the Authenticity Debate over the Calligraphy Model of Preface to the Orchid Pavilion
Collection in China’s Mainland H'[E K (2255 ) EARIRHERIE Journal of Zhejiang University (Humanities and
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we are dealing with copies does not mean that these notes are false®, is surely a valid one. There can
hardly be any absolute proof of the authenticity of any transmitted texts. Even if there is an
archaeological excavation, its results would prove only the authenticity of the document but not the
reliability of the content nor its authorship.” Richter’s attitude toward the texts of Wang Xizhi is to
encourage considering the notes as sources, unless we have clear indication that their authenticity is
questionable.” Richter is not choosing a stance in this issue, rather, she is choosing the only possible
stance there is. All we have are copies of copies of writings that were attributed to Wang Xizhi. We have
no choice but to utilize the evidence that is available to us. However, just because contemporary people
have lost the capability to firmly authenticate the works of Wang Xizhi, it doesn't mean the topic is
irrelevant to the study of Wang Xizhi. All we can do as scholars is acknowledge the issue and the possible
influence of this obstacle on our studies. There is no need to downplay the importance of the originality
of Wang Xizhi’s works, and at the same time there is no need to feel hampered by this obstacle, since

there is no way to circumvent it.
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An Exploration of the Semantic Shift and Cultural Significance of “%%”
in the Shishuo Xinyu and Contemporary Chinese Context:

A Comparative Analysis

Xinyan Chen

University of Pennsylvania

ABSTRACT

This paper explores the semantic evolution of the Chinese character “%%.” Through comparative
analysis of its use in A New Account of Tales of the World (Shishuo xinyu HERH75E) and contemporary
contexts, the paper addresses several key research questions, elucidating this character’s
transformation from a symbol of beauty to a modern polysemy. The research also examines the traces
of social media’s guidance in shaping public discourse about “#%” and the role of collective body
symbolism in this semantic shift. The character “U%” serves as a lens for viewing the ongoing dialogue
between tradition and modernity, offering insights into the cultural significance of language and its

transformative power.

INTRODUCTION

The character “4%” has a longstanding significance in Chinese cultural history. The earliest Chinese
dictionary, Discussing Writing and Explaining Characters (Shuowen jiezi 7% S fiE“F), denotes “B%” as a
beautiful and esteemed woman, composed of the elements “Z.” (woman) and “%” (support). This

character also appears in the classical text The Book of Odes (Shijing F4%):
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JEIZz Ny, 2kt

With a woman such as this, how few can vie! The beauty of the land, she charms the

gazing eye. (Legge, p. 95)

The radical of “%%%,” depicting “#” (female), originally signified the grooming of virtuous women
in early and medieval Chinese history, a meaning that remained relatively stable over time. However, in
modern China, the semantic landscape of “%%” holds heightened complexity, with connotations of
stigmatizing women. This transition in polysemy is associated with societal attitudes toward female
groups.

Thus, this essay is dedicated to uncovering the semantic transformation of the character “4%.” It
employs a comparative analysis of “f%”s usage in historical textual records, such as A New Account of
Tales of the World (Shishuo xinyu 155355 ), with its modern usage.

This research was guided by three key research aspects: the cultural significance and usage of “I%”
in the Shishuo, the multifaceted connotations of “%%” in the contemporary context, and the similarities
and differences of “U%”’s definitions between the two contexts, alongside the influencing factors. By
meticulously examining the semantic evolution of “#%,” this study deepens understanding of Chinese
gender dynamics, enriches knowledge of Chinese linguistic and cultural evolution, and establishes a

solid foundation for future analyses.
SEMANTIC ANALYSIS OF “%%” BEFORE MODERN CHINA

Premodern China saw the semantic usage of “/%” bifurcated into two categories. When functioning as
a noun, it primarily denoted a beautiful woman, exemplified in the Erya B}t dictionary: “A beautiful
woman is “UE” (meinii wei yuan 3= #51%)” (Kaiyun Wang, p. 135).

When the word “I%” refers to a beautiful woman, it primarily appears in combination with the
Chinese words “ming %" and “xian & . The phrase “mingyuan % %% (the socialites) is perpetuated
today. It refers to an upper-class woman with good qualities. The term “4 %" first appeared in the Ming

dynasty novel The Secret History of the Two Jin Dynasties (Liangjin Mishi P £ Fib 52):
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The empress must select from the virtuous and renowned beauties in the world,
choosing those who possess virtues such as tranquility, elegance, and kindness. (Yang,

p. 3082)

In the late Qing dynasty, Shen Shanbao JL.3% 1, a female writer, compiled Remarks on Poetry by
Notable Women (Mingyuan shihua % W% w555 ). It captures the lives and literary achievements of the
era’s gifted women. Shen redefined the criteria for “the socialites” (mingyuan % %%), prioritizing talent
and virtue over considerations of appearance and lineage.

The phrase “Xian Yuan & %" means a virtuous beauty, exemplified in the New Account of Tales of
the World (Shishuo xinyu 1H 5 #7 #5). Its nineteenth chapter is titled “E #%” (Worthy Beauties).
Additionally, the Ming dynasty’s legendary play The Garden of An Irrigation (Guanyuan ji #EEFC)

includes the following entry:

B RASNE B, BBURSFKAE g, Sk TR .

Loyal ministers, good generals, and worthy beauties built their states and inherited
fiefdoms in the more abbreviated writings, leaving their names a thousand years of fame

alone. (Zhang, p. 65)

Furthermore, “4%” connotes “beautiful postures” and frequently manifests in women’s names.

Notably, the Book of the Later Han (Houhan shu 1% 1% ) documents the name Zhao Yuanjiang 1% %

in the Western Han dynasty:

fAEIEEE, FAE R Zd, FERE.
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The wife of Shengdao from Qianwei was a daughter of the Zhao family from the same

county, with the courtesy name Yuanjiang. (Fan, p. 1065)

As “I%” became an adjective, its positive connotations for women are evident in the Biographies
of Exemplary Women (Lienii zhuan 3| 2. 1%), in the Book of the Later Han (Houhan shu 1% 1% 3). This

text provides instances of employing “%%” to laud women:

FWIRAHRIEZ N, RGeS LLES I

If a woman came from a privileged background and was beautiful, humble, and
obedient, then she could follow righteousness to get along with her husband’s family in

harmony. (Fan, p. 1061)

The character “I%” signifies “beautiful” in this context. Throughout pre-modern China, its usage
exhibited a discernible consistency, conveying a positive assessment of certain women. This semantic

stability underscores its role as a linguistic artifact, reflecting societal perceptions of female attributes.
TONE DIFFERENCES OF THE “I&”

A dictionary in Eastern Han dynasty, Discussing Writing and Explaining Characters (Shuowen jiezi it 3C
fit ), presents the word “#%” with dual pronunciations. Subsequently documented in the Kangxi
Dictionary (Kangxi zidian J§ 557 #) and the Sea of Words (Ci hai &F), namely the second tone (yang
ping F5%~F) and the fourth tone (qu sheng %% ). The second tone denotes a graceful posture, primarily
observed in the phrase “U#i % (chan yuan)” as an aesthetically pleasing pose.

The character “%%” in the fourth tone refers to a “beautiful woman.” The Ming dynasty novel, The
Secret History of the Two Jin Dynasties (Liangjin mishi P& Fi 5), introduced the term “the socialites”
(ming yuan % %) to describe an upper-class beauty. Although the historical usage favors the fourth-
tone pronunciation, contemporary Mandarin Chinese speakers commonly utilize the second tone to
pronounce “mingyuan % %%” in the twenty-first century. This prevalent deviation from the traditional

phonetic standard remains unrecognized in formal lexicons.
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE USAGE OF THE CHINESE CHARACTER “ﬁ%" INA NEWACCOUNT OF TALES

OF THE WORLD

Exploring the semantic nuances of “4%” in early Chinese historical texts necessitates an examination of
A New Account of Tales of the World (Shishuo xinyu HFUETEE). This literary work is a hallmark of the
Six Dynasties. It meticulously documents eminent scholars’ words, deeds, and anecdotes, spanning the
late Eastern Han dynasty to the Wei and Jin periods. Liu Yiging £/ 3% & led a scholarly group to compile
it, and Liu Xiaobiao 2/ Z% 42 annotated the extant version. Additionally, as a beacon in Western
scholarship, Richard Mather’s English translation has guided researchers to the intricacies of the Six
Dynasties period. It provides a broader academic perspective on the cultural milieu of the Six Dynasties,
shaped by the evolution of politics, education, wars, and the economy.

Unique for its period, Shishuo Xinyu's vernacular nature primarily manifests in its use of
appellations, regional colloquialisms, and extensive quotations and dialogues (Ai, p. 21). Firstly, the
Shishuo employs appellations rarely seen in historical texts but extensively in daily communication. The

following entry is a classical example:

Nz EWEMME, ZT RN E AR

Yu said affably, “Gentlemen, stay awhile. The old chap’s pleasure in this spot is by no

means slight.” (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 336)

Yu refers to “the old chap” (Lao zi % ¥°) as himself. In vernacular speech, “Laozi % ¥~ is common
among elders for self-reference. For instance, the poet Xin Qiji 3% #£J% of the Song dynasty follows this
usage: “As an old chap, today I am going to inspect my skeleton and body one by one” (Tang, p. 783).!
Furthermore, “Laozi %1 persists in contemporary regional dialects as a self-referential term.

Secondly, The Shishuo contains dialectal vulgarities rarely seen in traditional textual records. Many

of these terms are coarse insults such as “blankety-blank idiot” (hui wa diao J& FL ) ):

1ETF45, B8 comes from Song lyrics “Spring in the Garden of Qin” (Qin Yuan Chun i %), written by Xin
Qiji 3 FEJX. It was included in the “Complete Song Lyrics” (Quan Song Ci 4= %< 7i]) compiled by Tang Guizhang J# F-J.
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FAZER, KEE: =15 5Re8E, WERMHFILITH!

On hearing of it, Wang Youjun cried out in great indignation, “A priceless musical
instrument which has been a family heirloom for three generations, that blankety-blank

idiot son of the Sun family has smashed and broken!” (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 471)

The term is seldom found in historical texts. Mather explained it as a colloquial swear word for
which no standard characters existed. Additionally, the Shishuo’s vernacular traits are epitomized in
numerous conversations and quotations. As in the two previous cases, it excels in character portrayal
by presenting people’s words. This faithful document includes great amounts of vernacular speech,
fostering its vernacular nature and adding to its vivid portrayal of the era.

Furthermore, the Shishuo dedicates a chapter titled “Worthy Beauties” (“Xian yuan” & %) to
portraying women in the Six Dynasties. This chapter examines the images of women with four criteria:
wisdom, virtue, ability, and temperament.

In the intellectual realm, the story within the “Worthy Beauties” chapter narrates wisdom:

BRFVIOLEHE, E: “RBEEE AL BEEAR. ¥, HAEX,
ANERMIN, WETGRE; EFZOH, ANNREL, LH “4,
THE, BRaH. sy, 58S,

When Sun Hsiu first wanted to establish prestige and power, everyone said, “Someone
less important than Li Chung isn’t worth killing.” So he compelled Chung to take his own
life. Earlier, while Chung was at home, someone ran in through the gate and showed it
to Chung, taking a memorandum from inside his topknot. As Chung read it, his face
paled. Entering the inner quarters, he showed it to his daughter, who immediately cried,
“It’s all over!” Understanding her meaning, Chung went out and took his own life. This
daughter was extremely high-minded and intelligent, and Chung always consulted her

about every situation. (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 374)
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The case unveils the sagacity of Li Chong’s 2= H daughter within the context of courtly intrigues.

When a ruler seeks to consolidate authority through executions, Li Chong becomes a target due to his

esteemed standing. His daughter relies on her astute handling of a perilous letter to showcase her

intelligence. Li Chong’s trust in his daughter corroborates her foresight. Thus, the Shishuo extolls the

girl’s wisdom.

Moreover, Tao Kan's [%]ffil mother also presents her wisdom in the chapter:

BN DHE KRGS, FEEE, BEHRKERE. FEERmA, BERE, BirnE.
PRSI, g, miEBeEE2. EHRIREE MR ikEd s
W, BHEBE. EERM, TR TE, HABUEK. e RiE, B
PR RREEURER. HA, B eE, RSBz,

When Tao Kan was young he had great ambitions, but his family was desperately poor,
and he lived with his mother, Lady Chan. A native of the same commandery, Fan Kui by
name, had always been well known, and when he was recommended for the degree
Filial and Incorrupt, he stopped at Kan’s house for the night (on his way to the capital).
At the time sleet and snow had been falling for days, and Kan’s house was “bare as
hanging stone chimes,” yet Kui’s horses and servants were extremely numerous. Kan’s
mother, Lady Chan, said to Kan, “You just go and see to it that the guests stay. I'll think
of something.” Since Lady Chan’s hair reached all the way to the floor, she cut it off and
made it into two switches, which she sold for several Au of rice. She then chopped the
pillars of the room, removing half of each for firewood, and ripped up the straw bed
mats to make fodder for the horses. As the day drew toward evening, she served an

exquisite meal, and no one in the company had any lack. (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 375)

Lady Zhan recognizes the potential advantages with which the guests can reward her son and

offers dedicated hospitality. Amid material dearth, her wisdom is evident in the generous reception she

provides. Consequently, the guests help spread Tao Kan’s (M fjil) reputation, aiding his ascent from

humble beginnings to becoming a distinguished minister.
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Furthermore, as elucidated in the “Worthy Beauties” chapter, virtue emerges as a second criterion

for evaluating women. Noteworthy exemplars include the narratives of Lady Zhong and Lady Hao:

Er b, BRI, REEER, PARALE. 8. RO, HEHBE.
SACLEBM, ISR M. RGN, AR ZIEL: 5REN,
RN

Wang Hun’s wife, Chung Yen, was the great-granddaughter of the grand tutor, Chung Yu,
and in her own right possessed outstanding ability and womanly virtue. Lady Chung
and Lady Hao, as the wives respectively of the elder and younger Wang brothers, Wang
Hun and Wang Chan, always treated each other with affectionate respect. Lady Chung
did not, because of her noble origin, act condescendingly toward Lady Hao, nor did Lady
Hao, because of her lowly origin, act obsequiously toward Lady Chung. Within the
household of Wang Chan’s son, Wang Cheng, they followed the rules of Lady Hao, and
within the household of Wang Hun they took as their model the etiquette of Lady

Chung. (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 373)

Lady Hao’s alliance with a noble family was founded on her virtuous reputation. After her marriage
across class lines, her dignity was recognized despite her humble origins. Simultaneously, Lady Zhong,
of aristocratic lineage, transcended class biases, demonstrating her virtue by respecting Lady Hao. This
reciprocal dynamic underscores the virtues of both women.

The third criterion is ability. The Shishuo highlights the valuation of female prowess, particularly
in politics. One example is when Wei Emperor Ming (%£ B #7) apprehends Board of Civil Office clerk
Xie Yun (# f0). Lady Ruan, his wife, instructs Xie Yun on how to handle the emperor, exemplifying

composure amid unforeseen political upheaval:

1, el BRI, BuBilmE Ay, = 8, wiE.” EEkfr. HZ,
RE.
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When Yun was first apprehended, his entire household was weeping and wailing, but
his bride, Lady Ruan, said with complete self-composure, “Don’t worry. After a while,
he’ll return.” Whereupon she cooked some millet gruel and waited for him. In a short

time Yun arrived. (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 367)

Lady Ruan’s insight into the emperor’s disposition is manifested in her poised and calculated
conduct. She proved her competence in political affairs and navigating challenging circumstances,
which ensured Xie’s official standing and familial safety.

Temperament, as a fourth criterion, prompted the inclusion of women like Xie Daoyun {18 #ii in

the Shishuo:

AWEE, WK, Bz, WEEE: ERAMER, #aik R

Ho

A certain Chi Ni went to visit both the Chang and the Hsieh families. When people asked
him which was superior and which inferior, he replied, “Lady Wang’s (i.e., Xie Daoyun’s)
spirit and feelings are relaxed and sunny; she certainly has the manner and style of (the

Seven Worthies) beneath the (Bamboo) Grove.” (Liu, Liu and Mather, p. 380)

The essence of “Linxia Zhifeng” #& T~ Z Jil emanates from the distinguished temperament of the
“Seven Sages of the Bamboo Forest” 77 #k -1 . Revered by contemporaries, this clique’s ethos became
abenchmark. Consequently, Xie Daoxuan’s (141 fiil) exceptional acclaim, transcending societal gender
norms, garnered praise beyond traditional expectations.

In exploring the cultural and historical significance of “4%” in the Shishuo, the chapter titles
featuring the character “U%” are particularly revealing. The term is combined with “&” (xian) to denote
virtuous beauties. This chapter sets criteria that include wisdom, virtue, talent, and temperament while
minimizing the emphasis on physical appearance. Including “Z%” in this context underscores its positive

connotation and public recognition. The Shishuo’s depiction of women named “4%” reflects societal

esteem in that era.
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AN ANALYSIS OF THE CONTEMPORARY USAGE OF THE CHINESE
CHARACTER “f%”

Premodern China saw the meaning of “%%” as a positive and uniform association with femininity.
However, it has multi-dimensional connotations in contemporary China. Firstly, modern authoritative
dictionaries, such as the twelfth edition of the Xinhua Dictionary published in 2020, have retained the
traditional positive interpretation of “4%.” Its explanation aligns with what the Sea of Words (Ci hai &%
JF) analysis previously discussed.

Additionally, the character “¥#%” still appears in an individual’s name with a positive connotation
in contemporary China. The prominent instance is the name of Peng Liyuan 32 [Ilj %, the wife of the
present General Secretary of the PRC. “%” conveys the essence of beauty in her name. The conjunction
of “Li #” and “Yuan #&” contains a parental expectation of her aesthetic qualities.

However, the character “4%”’s derivation occurred in October 2020. An article about “female
socialites in Shanghai” appeared on the WeChat platform, suggesting that the word carries pejorative
overtones in digital media. The article discussed women’s articulating methods for displaying affluence
and upper-class status, including cost-sharing and rotating the use of luxury items, such as designer
stockings. The article’s spread significantly caused public resentment against such women.
Subsequently, Chinese social media saw a series of movements using “4%” to stigmatize women by
creating new phrases. This usage starkly contrasts with the character’s historically positive

connotations (Deng, p. 1).
BUDDHIST SOCIALITES

“Buddhist socialites” (fo yuan %) classicly exemplifies a new phrase formed on the word “%&. It
initially described a group of women posting photos of themselves with Buddha statues or worshipping
in temples. They, however, dressed provocatively and in seductive poses. After gaining public attention,
some initiated deceptive marketing, offering “enlightened” products at prices ten to one hundred times
higher than those of comparable items.

Buddhism, now recognized by China, has faced commercialization issues, leading to a 2017 ban on

profiting from religious activities. Consequently, influential Chinese media have united to denounce
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women exploiting Buddhism for profit, with China Central Television labeling such actions as
“undermining the sanctity of religious sites” (Luo, p. 1). The Workers’ Daily also weighed in on the
“Buddhist socialites” controversy. The article begins by referencing the “Shanghai socialite” case,
drawing parallels between it and the “Buddhist socialites” (fo yuan #i%%), characterizing them as the
same female group. This article, titled “The Tail of the Fox Can’t Be Hidden by Wearing a Robe,” draws a
comparison between the so-called “Buddhist socialites” and the fox demons in Journey to the West (Xiyou
Jji PHIEED). It condemns their moral failings, particularly their pursuit of economic gain through deceit.
This media narrative has primarily shaped the public perception of the issue.

Chinese official media employ the term “Buddhist socialites” to refer to a specific group of women,
tacitly allowing this term to permeate public discourse. Subsequently, the “Buddhist socialites”
indiscriminately labeled any woman captured alongside a Buddha statue. A notable case involved a
cultural ambassador for Shanxi province, a female blogger specializing in Han-style fashion. Her
participation in a government-sponsored photo shoot with a Buddha statue led to criticism. Although
having no connection to Buddhism for personal profit, she was labeled a “Buddhist Socialite” for

standing next to a Buddha statue.
SICK SOCIALITES

Following the Workers’ Daily’s 2021 commentary on “Buddhist socialites,” the Health Times, part of the
People’s Daily, published an article titled “After the ‘Buddhist Socialites,” there are ‘Sick Socialites.” The
article criticized a woman with delicate makeup who took photos in the hospital to sell products. She
falsely claimed to have thyroid cancer and to have made a quick recovery to sell illegal drugs. Thus,
official media labeled her as a “sick socialite (bing yuan 5 1%).”

After the media revelations, several women refuted the allegations, verifying their illnesses and
denying any product sales. While their clarification ended the attacks on them of being “sick socialites,” no
apology was forthcoming from the media outlet.

Beyond “sick socialites Jj5 %" and “Buddhist socialites {3 %%,” modern Chinese society has coined
many derogatory terms for women, such as “frisbee socialites (feipanyuan #&##%),” which describes
young women posting photos of themselves playing frisbee. Also, “Covid-testing socialites (hesuanyuan

% 2 1%)” refers to women volunteering for nucleic acid stations while wearing makeup. With the
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situation that all women can be “I%,” the “yuanyuanbuduan Wz 1% A B (unending stream of socialites)
has also emerged. It is a play on the Chinese idiom “yudnyudn biduan IR Wr” (a steady flow). ?

Despite its semantic shifts, “ming yuan % %" maintains its traditionally affirmative connotation
in modern China. A case in point is the translation of “Le Bal des Débutantes” to “Bali mingyuan wu hui
AL 7 U 5% & (Paris Socialite Ball), where “ming yuan % 1%” portrays an upper-class woman with
distinguished attributes. This contemporary usage of “f%” mirrors that in the Shishuo, signifying
elegance and nobility, informing its current relevance.

Overall, the character “#%” is considered polysemous in contemporary Chinese vernacular
contexts, a usage not yet included in official dictionaries. While it retains its traditional positive
meaning, it involves a skepticism towards women who feign wealth for financial gain, with its derivative

form “x g

CONTRASTING THE USE OF “4&” IN TWO CONTEXTS

Upon examining the character “#%” in the Shishuo and its modern Chinese usage, the third research
question surfaces: How does the application of “U%” in the Shishuo compare with its current
connotations in China?

The character “f%” consistently conveys a positive image of women, symbolizing beauty in both
contexts. The Shishuo includes “4%” in the chapter title “Xian Yuan W #%” to praise women. Although no
female name with “#%” appears in the Shishuo, historical and contemporary examples, such as Zhao
Yuanjiang (#1%% %) and Peng Liyuan (8% RE%%), demonstrate its use to designate a female with the
meaning “beautiful.”

However, in modern vernacular contexts, the character “4%” has acquired a more pejorative
meaning than in the Shishuo. In addition, the term “ming yuan % %" currently signifies socialites with
exceptional qualities, but it’s also employed derogatorily in terms like “x #%,” which tarnishes women'’s

reputations. This additional layer of meaning is absent in the Shishuo.

2 Xinyu Deng 5[5, “Socialite,” China Media Project, December 7, 2022.

42



MAIR, “STUDIES IN VERNACULAR ASPECTS OF MIDDLE PERIOD CHINESE CULTURE”

FACTORS INFLUENCING THE SEMANTIC SHIFT OF “#%”

The semantic evolution of “%%” is related to multiple factors. First, the rise of social media reshaped the
semantic contours of “4%.” WeChat and Little Red Book, for instance, are involved in this semantic
deconstruction. The 2020 “Shanghai socialites” case led to labeling women’s groups with “%%.”
Subsequently, these media have broadened its definition, adding negative implications for women.

Groups profiting from such “pretend socialites” have increased the complexity of “%%.” They
borrow “@%”s traditional image to drive consumer behavior. This group’s emergence coincides with a
shift from conventional perspectives on the symbolism of women’s bodies. For instance, on social media,
provocative poses clash with the solemnity of Buddhist, challenging conventional Chinese moral values.
This conflict’s negative association has permeated a broader group of women, stigmatizing them with
the term “x 1%.”

Furthermore, official Chinese media, such as the People’s Daily, have further employed “x #%” to

denounce this group as deceptive, expanding the character’s semantic range.

CONCLUSION

This paper explores the semantic shift and cultural significance of “U%” in A New Account of Tales of the
World (Shishuo xinyu 1 557 #5) and modern China, answering several research questions and
providing insights through comparative analysis.

The first research question examines the historical significance of “4%” in the Shishuo. The term
denotes a beautiful woman and is combined with “xian &, describing commendable women of the Six
Dynasties, in the chapter “Xian Yuan & 1% However, “U%” does not appear in the chapter’s content. The
Shishuo’s definition of “%%” embodies women’s evaluation criteria in wisdom, virtue, ability, and grace.

The second question concerns the contemporary usage of “%%.” In modern Chinese, the character
“UR” retains its traditional significance, referring to beauty, feminine grace, and female names. But
within sinological discourse, the expression “x #%” satirizes a specific cohort of women.

A commonality in applying “@%” across the Shishuo and modern Chinese contexts, as examined by
the third research inquiry, is its association with the concept of feminine beauty. However,

contemporary usage introduces semantic layers that diverge from this traditional connotation,
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encompassing positive and negative nuances.

The fourth question delves into the factors contributing to the semantic evolution of “#%.” The rise
of social platforms, the guidance of Chinese media, groups profiting from the traditional image of “%%,”
and the transgressive use of body symbols have all significantly altered “4%”s meaning from its
conventional sense in the Shishuo to its modern Chinese multiple interpretations.

In conclusion, exploring the character “f%” is a journey of cultural reflection. It shows how social
media and values shape human understanding and exploitation of language. The semantic shift of “/%”
mirrors broader cultural transformation, as epitomized in the interplay between tradition and
modernity. This exploration also illuminates the continuous renegotiation of gender roles and societal

expectations. The semantic evolution of “f%” manifests language’s power in shaping a civilization.
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Speaking What Cannot Be Spoken:
Poetry as a Solution to the Ineffability in Chan Rhetoric

Ming Sun

University of Pennsylvania

INTRODUCTION

Chan Buddhism is known for maintaining a negative stance toward human language, as it is rooted in
the Madhyamika ontology that the ultimate truth (paramartha-satya) transcends linguistic expression.
Its doctrine on the negation of (particularly written) language, namely “no establishment upon written
words” (buli wenzi N 3.3 F), is well conceptualized in the Platform Sitra, the scripture of the Sixth

Patriarch Hui Neng’s 2 i€ hagiography and teachings:

The master said, “When it comes to the writings, I cannot read them. But when it comes
to the meaning, please feel free to ask.” The nun asked, “If you cannot even recognize
the writings, how can you understand the meaning?” The master replied, “The

wondrous truth of the Buddhas is not concerned with writings.”

fET: TRIAG, REDEERM. | EH: TmAe, HReeR? | M.
[FEPRADEE, ARRISCT . | °

3 Liuzu dashi fabao tanjing 75 K HfiZ 8 JEAL, in Taisho Shinshd Daiz okyo K IE BTG KiRES, vol. 48, no. 2008, p. 345.

T2008_.48.0355a16.
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Paradoxically, many consider Chan to be the Buddhist sect most prolific in literary production and
inventive use of language. Despite Chan’s emphasis on the ineffability of the ultimate in its
metaphysical construction, its adherents believe that the understanding of the truth could be triggered
by certain strategic applications of language in praxis. Christoph Anderl keenly grasped this tension
between speaking and non-speaking, writing that Chan “adepts navigate between a feeling of deep
distrust toward the capabilities of language concerning its capacity to express the ultimate truth on the
one hand, and a huge literary output and great creativity concerning the invention of genres and the
use of language on the other hand.”* Admittedly, to address the challenge of speaking what cannot be
spoken, Chan masters adopted a variety of approaches, encompassing practices such as Chan poetry
(chanshi #5F), public cases (gongan /A %8), recorded sayings (yulu it #%), incisive dialogue (jifeng 1
%), beating and shouting (banghe ¥&"), and even silence.

Poetry has long been recognized by Chan Buddhism as a particularly potent medium for
transferring the transcendental and private into the accessible and public sphere. Scholars trace the
significant merging of Buddhism and poetry back to the mid-Tang period with the emergence of the
“poet-monk” (shiseng ## i) group.’ Further integration of Chan and poetry during the Northern Song
dynasty marked the maturation of the “literary Chan” (wenzi Chan S F-4#) tradition, signifying Chan’s
transformation from “no establishment upon written words” to “no separating from written words” (buli

wenzi /N SCF). Yuan Haowen JG4F [ (1190-1257), a celebrated Jin dynasty poet, offered a colorful

4 Christoph Anderl, Zen Buddhist Rhetoric in China, Korea, and Japan (Leiden: Brill, 2012), 3.

5 For the historical accounts offering details about the poet-monks, see Thomas J. Mazanec, Poet-Monks: The Invention of
Buddhist Poetry in Late Medieval China (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 2024). See also Sun Changwu 4 & I, Tangdai
wenxue yu fojiao JEXCEEL{# 2 (Shaanxi People’s Publishing House, 1985), 126-171; Cheung Wai-kwan 5% 2%, “The
Monk-Poets of the Mid-Tang Period HJ# & 4 fiff 71" (master’s thesis, University of Hong Kong, 1999); Lucas Rambo Bender,
“Why the Mid-Tang Poet-Monks (Shi-seng i1 ) Chose Shi #-Poetry” (presentation, University of Colorado, Boulder, Asian

Studies Graduate Association Online Conference, Boulder, CO, February 19, 2022).

6 Zhou Yukai il #45%, Wenzi Chan yu Songdai shixue 3L 78 BL AR A5, di1ban 5 1 /i), ed. Gaoxiao wenke boshi wenku
(Beijing: Gaodeng jiaoyu chubanshe, 1998).
On the problem of Chan's overuse of poetry in the Song dynasty, see Jason Protass, The Poetry Demon: Song-Dynasty

Monks on Verse and the Way (Honolulu: University of Hawai'‘i Press, 2021).
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description of the interplay between Chan and poetry as two complementary entities, thus: “Poetry is
the flower-embellished brocade for Chan practitioners; Chan is the jade-cutting knife for poets” (7 4%
PR UNACSR, MEFER YU E J])." It is thus evident that Chan monks employ poetry as a linguistic
and soteriological solution for the ineffability in Chan rhetoric.

Rather than recounting the historical convergence of Chan and poetry, the goal of this paper is
to investigate the internal compatibility between this religious body and literary style. It examines the
ideological and philosophical rationales underlying their close relationship, offering three explanations
for their synergy. The first section analyzes the genre features of poetry, suggesting that, viewed as gatha
(ji 16, “verses”), the Chan poetry tradition has roots in its Indian origins, which legitimized Chinese
monks’ self-expression through poems. The second section interrogates how the fuzziness of poetic
language acts as an effective upaya (fangbian J7 {#, “expedient means”) that satisfies the philosophical
premise for readers and listeners to enter the state of enlightenment. Finally, the third section argues
for poetry’s literary plasticity through its openness to other linguistic strategies endorsed by Chan,
showing how these seemingly disparate linguistic practices mutually inform and interact with each

other within Chan rhetoric.

THE PERFORMATIVE FEATURES OF POETIC GENRE: POETRY AS
GATHA

Rhythmic, metrical verses are commonly associated with religious activities due to their performative,
memorializable, and transmittable nature. In Bronze Age China, for instance, the performance of
hymns classified as ya #f in the Classic of Poetry (Shijing 7§ %%) was an integral part of ancestral
sacrificial ceremonies. Similarly, in India the Buddhist penchant for oral chanting of verses manifested
in the tradition of gatha. The Sanskrit term gatha initially signified a “song” intended for singing. In
Buddhism, it specifically refers to the verse sections of a siitra, distinguishing it as one of the two
fundamental compositional styles of a siitra, the other being prose. Gatha and prose typically alternate
in a stra, with gatha regarded as the core. Tradition holds that gatha is enriched with the wisdom of

the enlightened, thus being attributed greater soteriological value. Chanting these verses is believed to

7 Yuan Haowen JGUF [, Zeng Songshan juanshizhe xueshi W & 111 85 RF 35 S5,
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facilitate the practitioners’ acquisition of merit in a direct and mystical manner. Consequently, it is
widely accepted by modern historians that, in early Buddhist scriptures, gathas were composed first for
oral transmission, with the prose sections subsequently developed to elaborate on the contextual
details derived from the gathas.

The concept of gatha was introduced into China with the successive translations of Buddhist
scriptures. An Shigao % 1H: 1], the earliest translator, from Parthia, opted to translate gatha as jue 48 in
the second century CE. Later, the Indo-Scythian native Lokaksema > 21l 3 first rendered gatha as ji
& in Banzhou sanmei jing = WK & (Pratyutpanna-samadhi sitra), while some of his
contemporaries chose song 2H as an alternative. Until the fourth century, the vast influence of
Kumarajiva’s 5 B & 11 work solidified ji as the preferred translation.® However, it is crucial to note that
Indian gatha and Chinese poetry were never identical concepts in their respective cultural contexts.
The changing of Chinese understanding of gatha or ji as strictly from the sacred verses in Buddhist stitra
to a broader definition of Buddhist poetry was a gradual process, involving both the poeticization of
gatha and the gathaization of poetry. Thomas J. Mazanec pointed out that there was an attempt to
poeticize gatha in the early medieval translations. He noticed that when Kang Mengxiang 5 71+ by
the end of the second century domesticated gatha verses into the form of Chinese poetry, he
intentionally incorporated additional rhymes at the end of each line, reflecting the greater emphasis on
rhyme in Chinese poetry.® Concurrently, gatha also reshaped the Chinese conception of poetry. Victor
H. Mair and Tsu-Lin Mei have demonstrated that Sanskrit tonal prosody like gatha, inspired Shen Yue
7144 and his followers in the fifth century to establish the theory of Chinese poetic tonality known as
the “four tones and eight defects” (sisheng babing V4 )\ Ji%). Shen’s theory has provided the theoretical
foundation for regulated verse ((iishi f#5F), or recent style poetry (jintishi T &5F), a new poetic form

favored by the literati in the Tang dynasty.”

8 For an account of the earliest translators and their dealings with gdthd, see Jan Nattier, A Guide to the Earliest Chinese
Buddhist Translations: Texts from the Eastern Han and Three Kingdoms Periods (Tokyo: International Research Institute for
Advanced Buddhology, Soka University, 2008). See also E. Ziircher and Jonathan A. Silk, “A New Look at the Earliest Chinese

Buddhist Texts,” in Buddhism in China: Collected Papers of Erik Ziircher (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 427—430.
9 Thomas J. Mazanec, “The Medieval Chinese Gathd and Its Relationship to Poetry,” Toung Pao 103, no. 1-3 (2017): 105-115.

10 Victor H. Mair and Tsu-Lin Mei, “The Sanskrit Origins of Recent Style Prosody,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 51, no. 2
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Whether it was the poeticization of gatha or the gathaization of poetry, deliberately or
unconsciously, ji and poetry became indistinguishable. A vernacular poem attributed to the legendary
Chan poet Shide 573 (“Picking up”) illustrates that people had completely blurred the distinction

between ji and poetry by the Tang dynasty:

FEFHAZEF My poetry is indeed poetry,
A NAE{E  Some call themji.
A fE A — Poetry and ji are always the same,

FEIRFZH T4 You need to read them with great care.”

Shide’s case encapsulates how ji evolved into a form synonymous with Buddhist poetry, and effectively,
a subset within the category of poetry. Furthermore, as Chan Buddhism rose to prominence, the terms
“Buddhist poetry” and “Chan poetry” came to be used interchangeably in practice. Notably, early
representative “poet-monks” like Hanshan 7€ 11| (“Cold Mountain”), Shide, and Pang Jushi i J& 1
(“Layman Pang”) were all recognized as Chan monks. Henceforth, it became a common practice to write
poetry on Buddhist or Chan themes and call it ji, or vice versa, to compose Buddhist or Chan ji in the
style of Tang poetry.

The verses in the Platform Sitra well exemplify this trend. When the author(s) who were deeply
immersed in the Sinicized Chan tradition crafted their sacred text in alignment with the gatha tradition
of Indian Buddhism, they composed ji in the same way as Tang poetry. The stitra comprises ten chapters,
filled with twenty-nine verses categorized as either ji or song. While three are labeled as song, the
remaining twenty-six are introduced explicitly as ji or begin with phrases such as jiyue &1 (“the ji
says”). The majority of these verses maintain the pentasyllabic structure typical of recent style poetry,
organized in four or eight stanzas. The first two cases narrate the well-known competition between

Shen Xiu #1175 and Hui Neng. When the Fifth Patriarch, Hong Ren 54 7%, proclaimed that the disciple

(1991): 375-470.

11 This anonymous poem is considered to be the Shide Poetry no. 9, compiled in the Cold Mountain Poetry FE1lI5. See
Hanshan shizhu fu Shide shizhu F€ LI M H51555E, ed. and annot. Xiang Chu JH%£ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2000),

844-845.
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who composed the best ji would receive the “heart seal” (xinyin {»El), indicating his appointment as
the Sixth Patriarch, Shen Xiu, the most promising disciple, made the first attempt:
(Shen Xiu) wrote his ji on the wall of the south corridor, presenting what was seen in his mind.

The ji says:

2448 The body is a bodhi tree,

O UTEASEE  The mind is like a bright mirror stand.
RERF 4L Constantly brush it clean,
JIMHiZEEEYR  Lest dust should alight upon it.”

Shen Xiu’s work was conveyed to Hui Neng, then a new convert, through a child’s recitation:

Two days later, a child passed by the threshing room, reciting Shen Xiu'’s ji... The child
said, “...The great master has instructed everyone to chant this. By cultivating according
to this ji, one may avoid falling into the evil path; By cultivating according to this ji, one

may gain considerable merit.”

B H, BB R, EEEE. BT, (L, KA N K
sefE R EEE, KEea AR, | o

Upon hearing Shen Xiu'’s ji, Hui Neng, though illiterate, orally made his reply:

FHEAR M Bodhi originally has no tree,

BI85 /R dEE  The bright mirror also has no stand.

12 T2008_.48.0348b22.

13 T2008_.48.0348c18.
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ARME—Y) Fundamentally there is not a single thing,
Al BE%BER  Where could dust alight?*

Hui Neng’s verse is among the most celebrated in the history of Chan literature due to its successful
conveyance of the true understanding of sinyata (kong 7%, “emptiness”). It is often cited to elucidate
the core principles of sudden enlightenment (dunwu tH1E), countering Shen Xiu's advocacy for gradual
cultivation (jianxiu i 1&). Beyond the sudden/gradual paradigm, this narrative enhances our
understanding of the function of ji in Chan practice. Like Indian gatha, chanting ji authored by eminent
monks is believed to gain spiritual benefits for practitioners. Yet, the poetic nature of these ji is
showcased by their typical features of Tang recent style poetry. Both Shen Xiu’s reflection and Hui Neng’s
response, though formally recognized as ji, are embodied in the language of poetry, and have been
widely circulated in the long tradition of Chan poetry over time. This brought up an intriguing
tension—Chan monks ideologically participated in the Buddhist tradition of i on the one hand, while
practically engaging in the art of Tang poetry on the other hand.

Chan,ji, or Chan poetry, is the result of the sinicization of Indian gatha. It is a Chinese endeavor
of poetic creation that is bolstered by the underpinnings of Buddhist doctrine on the theoretical level.
Composing poetry in the name of ji is not only advantageous for monks within the Buddhist framework,
but it also enables them to venture into artistic expression like their literati contemporaries do. Poetry,
thus featured in both religious devotion and literary artistry, has found its place in Buddhist tradition,

enhancing the richness of monastic life.

THE FUZZINESS OF POETIC LANGUAGE: POETRY AS UPAYA

Fuzziness is the opposite of precision. Bertrand Russel initiated the modern discourse on fuzziness with
his 1923 speech, “On Vagueness,” drawing attention to the absence of clearly defined criteria in the real

physical world.” In 1965, Lotfi A. Zadeh introduced fuzzy set theory in mathematics, highlighting the

14 T2008_.48.0349a06.

15 Bertrand Russell, “On Vagueness,” The Australasian Journal of Psychology and Philosophy 1 (1923): 84.
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nuanced and non-binary decision-making processes in human cognition.™ Short thereafter, the
substantial impact of this fuzzy logic reached beyond logic, philosophy, and cognitive science, shedding
new light on various linguistic-related fields with the emergence of fuzzy linguistics. When fuzzy
linguistics was introduced to Chinese academia in the 1980s, it sparked intense discussion in literary
theory, translation studies, and rhetoric. Some overly generalized the discussions on this concept,
asserting that Sinitic languages exhibit greater fuzziness than Romance languages to account for
cultural phenomena such as euphemisms in Chinese pragmatics or to address the Needham Grand
Question. However, these expansive reflections on “fuzzy linguistics” exceed the scope of this chapter.
My argument here is rather straightforward: the language of ancient Chinese poetry is distinguished by
its fuzziness, which enables Chan devotees to employ it as a tool for exploring the limit of language and
preaching the ineffable doctrine.

Fuzziness in linguistics refers to the indefinite and imprecise nature of human language.” It is
a common feature in literary works, crossing cultural and language boundaries. Chinese poetry is
particularly noted for its favor toward fuzzy language, which forms a significant aesthetic proclivity
towards the implicit, indirect, and subtle expressions that invite open interpretation. This prominent
characteristic of Chinese poetry has received consistent affirmation from modern translators and
comparative literary scholars. For example, the lay Buddhist Wang Wei T4 (600759 CE) is renowned
for his masterly incorporation of Chan themes into his poetry.” His poem “Deer Enclosure” (“Luzhai” &

%) is both admired and notorious for the challenges its fuzzy syntax and semantics pose to translators:

AN On the empty mountain, seeing no one
HE ANFEZE  only hearing the echo of human voices

RFEAVREM returning light enters the deep forest

16 L. A. Zadeh, “Fuzzy Sets,” Information and Control, 8 (1965): 338—353.

17 L. A. Zadeh, “A Fuzzy-Set-Theoretic Interpretation of Linguistic Hedges,” Journal of Cybernetics 2, no. 3 (1972): 4—-34; Wu

Tieping 5881, Mohu yuyan xue #5555 [Fuzzy Language] (Shanghai waiyu jiaoyu chubanshe, 1999).

18 See Regina Wai Kwok Chui, “Wang Wei: Road to Emptiness. The Buddha Poet’s Chan Belief and Vimalakirti” (PhD

dissertation, University of Toronto, 2003); MQ84254.
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Vi=: == S . o .
RHEH & 9 again shining upon the green moss

Wang Wei uses simplistic language to craft a spacious and profound scene. Each stanza here resists a
rigid subject-verb-object (SVO) structure, with most morphemes able to function as more than one part
of speech. Eliot Weinberger, in 1987, published a collection comprising nineteen different translations
of this poem, each offering a new reading.”” The variety of translations, while free from factual errors,
convert an otherwise vague and open text into a relatively definitive writing, thus constraining the
boundless interpretive potential dwelling inside the original work. Many of them attempt to impose
grammatical structure in order to figure out the concrete situation that the poem depicts, such as
inserting the subject T’ to complete a sentence, or attempting to determine the singular and plural of
nouns and the active or passive mood of verbs. Unfortunately, such translations fail to preserve the
absence of self, the purity of natural imagery, and the sense of emptiness. Even though there is no direct
evidence that Wang Wei had himself identified his works as Chan poetry, his restrained expression of
the state of emptiness serves as a model for those from the Tang to the Ming dynasty who aspired to
infuse Chan into poetry.” During his lifetime, Fan Xian lauded him as “a contemporary master of poetry
who was also proficient in Chan teachings” (& AT, A& ##3H).” The Northern Song Chan master
Juefan Huihong % # B ¥ praised the aesthetic virtue of “purity” (ging i) in Wang Wei’s writings and

integrated it into his own construction of “literary Chan,” which elevated the unity of Chan and poetry

19 Wang Wei 4, “Lu Chai” JlE4€ [Deer Enclosure]..

20 Eliot Weinberger, Nineteen Ways of Looking At Wang Wei: How a Chinese Poem Is Translated (Mount Kisco, N.Y.: Moyer Bell,
1987).

21 Note that while Wang Wei himself was obsessed with Chan and Buddhism in general, it is not clear whether he held the
same conception of Chan poetry that we do. The direct association between Wang Wei’s poetry and Chan Buddhism is
probably a later construction; see Yang Jingqing, The Chan Interpretations of Wang Wei’s Poetry: A Critical Review (Hong Kong:
Chinese University Press, 2007). I take Wang Wei as an example here not based on his self-identification but on the

significant historical influence he had on the theory of Chan poetry.

22 Fan Xian i, Chou Wangwei xu i T4 [Response to Wang Wei's Preface]. 4% F #f 5 — /L
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to a new level.” These endorsements ultimately contributed to Wang Wei’s posthumously earning the
title of “Buddha of Poetry” (shifo & 1#) during the Ming dynasty.

Yan Yu /& F] in the Southern Song dynasty was acutely aware that the polysemy and ambiguity
inherent in the works of the best poets allow them to generate infinite meanings from very subdued

poetic lines. In his poetic criticism work, Canglang Poetry Talks (Canglang shihua ¥ 1R 57 ), he said:

Therefore, their subtle realm is clear and exquisite, which cannot be forced together. It
is like the sound in the air, the form (ri@pa) in the portrait, the moon in the water, and

the image in the mirror. Words have their limits, but meaning is infinite.

WMOLObER, IEAECHE, ANAEH. bz, bz, Kb H, Bt
2%, sAHNEEE.

Although he would not have used the term “fuzziness,” Yan Yu reached a similar conclusion that the
essence of Poetry and that of Chan lie in the audience’s comprehension. His assertion that “Words have
their limits, but meaning is infinite” (yanyoujin er yiwugiong & A i 11 = #: 55) became an important
literary theory in the discussion of the “Relationship between Word and Meaning” (yanyi zhibian & =

Z #%). When comparing poetry with Chan, he further said:

Generally speaking, the Chan path lies only in the subtle comprehension, and the

poetry path also lies in the subtle comprehension.

23 There are multiple poems in the collection titled Shimen wenzi chan £ '] 3L 7 #& that reference the purity of Wang
Wei's poems. Juefan Huihong 5 il B 1t, Shimen wenzi chan 471"} 3L ## [Literary Chan of the Stone Gate]. Sibu congkan
chubian PU 2 1 47] 4w

24 Yan Yu i}, Canglang shihua jiaoshi 8 1Rt L F%, ed. Guo Shaoyu S84 (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1961),

23—24.
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KARFEMEE LT, FFEEDE.

According to Yan Yu, the evocative language of poetry resonates with the Chan emphasis on intuitive
understanding and sudden enlightenment. The instrumental use of words by a Chan master or poet can
facilitate a listener or reader’s transition from a worldly realm to an enlightened state via such tacit
inspiration. This notion aligns with the Mahayana teaching of upaya.

” «

Upaya is typically translated into English as “expedient means,” “skillful means,” or “mediating
devices.” It is an adaptive pedagogical approach aimed at translating the ineffable “ultimate truth”
(paramartha-satya) into the expressible “conventional truth” (sanwvrti-satya). Upaya adopts a listener-
or reader-oriented mode of thinking, requiring that the speaker adjust his preaching pedagogy based
on the specific circumstances to enlighten specific audience. Instances of such skillful modes of speech
can be found in the dialectical treaties written by Nagarjuna, the use of parables in the Lotus Sitra
(Saddharma Pundarika Sitra), and the silent teachings of non-duality in the Vimalakirti Sutra
(Vimalakirti-Nirdesa-Sitra). Looking back to the high-Tang period, Bo Juyi )& % was one of the

earliest writers to recognize the upaya quality in Chan poetry. When he commented on the poet-monk

Daozong iH 7%’s works, he made this very clear:

(He) first used poetic lines to draw you in, then led you to Buddhist wisdom.

SELARFRIE, RONBIE.

This is to say, for the truly venerable monks like Daozong, poetry is not merely an artistic end, but a
means for directing attention toward Buddhist realization. It is the same analogy as the mirror reflecting
the image, as described by Yan Yu, and aligns with the Chan metaphor of a finger pointing to the moon.

It is the direction the finger indicates, not the finger itself, that one should look toward. In this vein, Bo

25 Yan Yu, Canglang shihua jiaoshi, 10.

26 Bo Juyi F1/% %, Ti Daozong Shangren shiyun 838 5% 1=\ 1§ [Ten Rhymes to the Venerable Daozong].
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Juyi believed that the master Daozong wrote poetry not for the sake of poetry, rather, for people’s self-

realization and discovery of their Buddhist nature:

I began to know that the Venerable Daozong’s writings were composed for
righteousness, for the Dharma, for the wisdom of upaya, and for the nature of liberation.

He did not write it for poetry.

TR EAZS, B3R, RkfE. AT, BRI, 2R

Around the same period, Yu Di J~#H also pointed out that the famous poet-monk Jiao Ran f%A served
his poetry as an embodiment of upaya. For Yu Di, the miao % (subtle, exquisite) nature of Jiao Ran’s
poetry make this literary medium an effective upaya for conveying an internal understanding of

emptiness in a way that is externally accessible and appreciated by a broad audience:

(He) internally holds the secret of emptiness and stillness and externally opens for

expedient means (upaya). The subtle words are spoken through writing...

PR, AMBATE, W EEUA ST

Yan Yu, Bo Juyi, and Yu Di acknowledged that exemplary poetry not only reflects the natural
world but also conveys a state of mind. This seems to suggest that explicit, direct, and referential
language is inadequate for Chan learners, who attempt to pursue a transcendental realm that
fundamentally rejects any conceptual and linguistic definition. Thus, the rationale behind poetry as
upaya is that the core of Chan teaching is incompatible with classical logic or conventional use of

language, so that one needs to appeal to the implicit, indirect, and figurative language—what I refer to

27 Bo Juyi, Ti Daozong Shangren shiyun.

28 Yu Di T, Shi Jiaoran shushanji xu FERZIRFT LT [Preface to the Literary Collection of Jiaoran).
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here as fuzzy language. In Fuzzy Thinking: The New Science of Fuzzy Logic, Bart Kosko writes that if
Aristotle’s binary logic speaks of “A OR not-A,” then the fuzzy logic of Buddhism “breaks through the
black-and-white world of words,” offering the possibility of “A AND no-A.” Burton Watson also notes
Chan masters’ preference for “brief, highly compact poetic expressions that are suggestive rather than

expository in nature.”* In this regard, Yan Yu's assessment is right on the point, namely:

Poetry has its unique interests, not related to /i [principle/reason].

A AR, ARRER. *

The meaning of /i ¥ in Yan Yu's time was expanded by the Neo-Confucianists from its etymon of
“pattern” or “texture” into “principle” and “reason,” orientating it towards a rational investigating of the
objective order of the universe. In Yan Yu'’s theory, however, poetry in Chan Buddhism went toward the
opposite of this. Chinese poetry, with its linguistic characteristic of fuzziness, aligns with Chan’s
requirement for upaya in an alogical manner and has thus become an aid to the path of Chan, fostering

a strong tradition of Chan poetry.

THE PLASTICITY OF POETIC RHETORIC: POETRY AS AN EMPTY

VESSEL

Following our foregoing exploration of the gatha origins of Chan poetry and its upaya quality of
fuzziness, this section focuses on the plastic nature of poetry and how it promotes a reflection on Chan
language in a broader context. Rather than proposing any new hypothesis, this section aims to invoke a
perspective on the relationships between the various linguistic solutions that Chan accesses to the

problem of ineffability. By plasticity, I refer to the amazingly malleable potential that poetry exhibits in

29 Bart Kosko, Fuzzy Thinking: The New Science of Fuzzy Logic (Flamingo, 1994), 6.
30 Burton Watson, “Zen Poetry,” in Zen: Tradition and Transition, ed. Kenneth Kraft (New York: Grove Press, 1988), 106.

31 Yan Yu, Canglang shihua jiaoshi, 23.
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the Chan context. In the horizontal dimension, poetry often crosses the scholarly classifications of Chan
literature, expanding its usage in Chan communications on different occasions typically deemed
separate linguistic practices. Vertically, this plasticity is further evident in its literary compatibility with
diverse rhetorical devices favored by Chan pragmatics within the poetic compositions.

Previous scholarship on Chan language has studied various linguistic strategies that Chan
monks adopt when they endeavor to speak the ineffable doctrine. The connotation of these so-called
linguistic strategies ranges from poetry and recorded sayings in textual traditions to broader semiotic
performances, such as drawing the symbolic ensé circle (yuanxiang [B]#H) and engaging in acts of
beating and shouting. Poetry, under such methodology, is categorized and discussed as one or several
independent forms of linguistic practice based on different criteria. Yugu /A %X divided the transmitted
Chan writings into five main classes according to literary genre: records of the lamp (denglu ¥& &%),
memoirs (zhuanji {4 7C), recorded sayings, instruction on public-cases verses (niansong #ii2H), and
poetry.* Zhou Yukai J& #} % organized his book Chan Language (Chanzong yuyan # 5% & 5)
chronologically, tracking the evolution of different Chan sects and associating each with some signature
use of language.” Ji, for example, is discussed in the late-Tang division of the five Chan schools in the
third chapter; niansong $ifi25, or instruction on public-cases verses, is addressed in the fourth chapter,
under the discussion on the various forms of public cases; and poetry is re-examined in the fifth chapter
under the framework of “literary Chan,” focusing on its growing significance in the monastic life starting
from the Song dynasty.

Yugu and Zhou Yukai’s categorization undoubtedly provides insight in locating poetry among
the rich applications of Chan language. However, as one might imagine, the boundaries between these
allegedly different practices are not clear cut. Ji, as discussed in the previous section, is entangled with
poetry both ideologically and practically throughout Chan history. Poetry and public cases are similarly
intertwined rather than parallel categories. A public case, in short, might manifest as a tacit guidance
from a master, a meaningful dialogue between any two speakers, a poem or ji designed to be unpuzzled,

or an instructive conversation on a specific poem—the latter being what the term niansong $ii2H

32 Yugu JA 7%, Chanzong yuyan he wenxian #5558 5 A1 3CJ§k [Chan Language and Texts] (Jiangxi renmin chubanshe, 1995).

33 Zhou Yukai A #45%, Chanzong yuyan #7555 [Chan Language] (Zhejiang renmin chubanshe, 1999).
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essentially refers to. Therefore, public cases, poetry, ji, and niansong may be less helpful when
understood as exclusive performances. Instead, they are interconnected notions that showcase the
diversity and complexity of Chan’s unconventional use of poetry. The making and studying of poetic
verse have been generalized and applied across many aspects of Chan'’s daily cultivation, such that the
holistic power of poetry cannot be fully appreciated if we break it down into more segmentary
discourses or discuss it in isolation from other linguistic solutions.

If the applicational integration between different forms of speech demonstrates the external
plasticity of Chan poetry, then a closer look at the language of poetry itself reveals an even greater
literary plasticity regarding rhetoric and pragmatics. In his study of Chan’s indirect communication,
Wang Youru delves into the Chan pragmatics for deconstructing the Buddha nature.* From his
analytical investigation, paradoxical language, tautological language, and poetic language are three
types of indirect strategies that exemplify the Chan’s use of “living words” (huoyu i 7% ) and the idea of
“never tell too plainly” (bushuopo ASE ). Though Wang Youru didn't extract poetry as a literary body,
he defines poetic language further as figurative, imaginative, and suggestive.* The terminologies that
Wang employs are seriously justifiable, and all justifiable interpretations are equally valued in
understanding the Chan philosophy of language. Nevertheless, like the ineffable teaching that Chan
language intends to signify, “poetic” itself may be too abstract a term, one that allows various ways of
expounding. It would be necessary to further such analysis by noting that the rhetorical strategies that
Chan poetry draws upon tend to be more expansive and open-ended. The second section of this paper
highlights the fuzziness of Chan poetry, yet the language of Chan poetry can never be summarized in
just one way. My point here is that poetry is like an “empty vessel,” capable of incorporating a wide range

of specific linguistic strategies, thereby broadening the definition of “poetic language.” This section

34 Youru Wang, Linguistic Strategies in Daoist Zhuangzi and Chan Buddhism: The Other Way of Speaking (London:

RoutledgeCurzon, 2003).

35 The Linji [ Chan master Baizhang Huaihai F1 L% in the Tang dynasty made the first distinction between “living
words” (shengyu “£5%) and “dead words” (siyu L E). For the use of living words and the compilation of recorded sayings in
the Linji Chan tradition, see Albert Welter, The Linji Lu and the Creation of Chan Orthodoxy (New York: Oxford University

Press, 2008).

36 Youru Wang, 183.
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carefully frames Chan poetry in terms of its inclusiveness and malleability without involving more
detailed definitions because it rejects generalization by any single model and resists any rigid rules of
language usage.

Due to space limitations, I will concentrate on a single poem and discuss its use of vernacular
language and paradoxical language, two rhetorical strategies that are favored by and widely applied in
Chan pedagogy. A compilation of Chan poetry from the Tang dynasty known as the “Mind Ocean
Collection” (Xinhai ji L34 ) is circulated in the Dunhuang Z{J& area. An excerpt from the “Chapter

of Arriving to the Way” (zhidao pian 18} ) reads as follows:

%ET;E%?E*H%E Bodhi has no appearance

SISk Crimson, white, black, blue, and yellow
fEJE5 % Formless, yet skilled in questioning and reply
fif 55 ZX 45 Comprehensible, yet has no homeland

Philosophically, the poem challenges traditional views on the wisdom of the Buddha and
resonates with Chan’s advocacy of emptiness. The most striking linguistic feature of this poem is its
vernacularity and the resulting accessibility, in contrast to the works written in the Classical or Literary
Chinese (wenyan 35 ). For instance, the second line is a pale listing of the “five colors” (wuse 1.{%),
which describe the myriad appearances/forms in the world. Another noticeable vernacular element is
the negation méi ¥ in the fourth line. It is pronounced with the second tone in modern Mandarin and
probably as muoat in Middle Chinese, meaning “not have” or “there is not.”* This is a typical middle
vernacular word that is distinct from the verb mo V%, the classical usage of the same character,
pronounced with the fourth tone in modern Mandarin and probably mfaj-s in Old Chinese, meaning

“submerge” or “dive.”*® Unlike the refined verses of Wang Wei, these colloquial and earthy expressions

37 Wang Fanzhou V.72 £, Dunhuang shiku sengshi jiaoshi 35547 i 4 5 £ FE (Hong Kong: Peace Book Co. Ltd., 2002),164.

38 For this Middle Chinese reconstruction, see Axel Schuessler, ABC Etymological Dictionary of Old Chinese (Honolulu:

University of Hawai'l Press, 2007), 376—-377.

39 For Old Chinese reconstruction, I use Baxter-Sagart Old Chinese Reconstruction, version 1.1 (20 September 2014), 77. The
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are more readily accepted by a broader group of non-literates, allowing everyone to get a taste of
otherwise esoteric Dharma. In history, Buddhism has always played a key role in facilitating the
vernacularization of written Chinese.* Substantial vernacular elements were found in the earliest
Chinese translations of Buddhist scriptures from as early as the end of the second century CE.* Later, a
systematic use of written vernacular was exemplified in the transformation texts (bianwen % 3()
excavated in Dunhuang.* Within the Chan corpus, recorded encounter dialogues are particularly noted
for their vernacular style, yet it's often overlooked that poetry, too, participated in this linguistic
transformation. One of the earliest instances of writing poetry in vernacular dates to Wang Fanzhi T+
F & (“Brahmacarin Wang”), a legendary monk believed to have lived during the early Tang dynasty.
This tradition continued with Hanshan, Shide, and Pang Jushi. Each of these names enjoys both the
attribution of a collection of vernacular poetry and orthodox recognition as a prominent Chan master.*
These underscore poetry’s remarkable capacity to embrace vernacular expression, so that poets skilled
in this strategy are honored and studied through the ages.

In addition to its vernacularity, the use of paradoxical language in this Dunhuang poem well

demonstrates another salient feature of Chan communication. The stanza consists of four paradoxical

table is a later-released index to the book Old Chinese: A New Reconstruction by William H. Baxter and Laurent Sagart (New

York: Oxford University Press, 2014).

40 Victor H. Mair, “Buddhism and the Rise of the Written Vernacular in East Asia: The Making of National Languages,” The

Journal of Asian Studies 53, no. 3 (1994): 707—-751.

41 E. Ziircher, “Late Han Vernacular Elements in the Earliest Buddhist Translations,” Journal of the Chinese Language Teachers

Association 13.3 (1977): 177—203.

E. Ziircher, “Vernacular Elements in Early Buddhist Texts: An Attempt to Define the Optimal Source Materials,” Sino-Platonic

Papers 71 (1996 ): 1-31.

42 Victor H. Mair, Tang Transformation Texts: A Study of the Buddhist Contribution to the Rise of Vernacular Fiction and Drama

in China, Harvard-Yenching Institute Monograph Series, 28 (Harvard University Press, 1989).

43Regarding their attributions of collections of poetry, it should be noted that these collections were likely written by
multiple authors from the seventh to ninth centuries. As to their recognition as Chan masters, taking Han Shan as an
example, his biography is chronicled in the thirty-seventh volume of the Jingde Record of the Transmission of the Lamp (Jingde
chuandeng lu 588 & %), and tales of his interactions with other Chan monks are included in the Anthology of the

Patriarchal Hall (Zutang ji #1542 and the Recorded Sayings of Ancient Venerables (Gu zunshu yulu 1 %15 st 8% ).
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propositions. The first proposition is that the wisdom of Buddha lacks existential entity, alluding to Hui
Neng’s verses about the non-existence of both the Bodhi tree and the mirror. The second line, however,
negates the nihilistic position in the first line, suggesting that even if there is essentially nothing, the
manifestation of the five primary colors of the external world persist. Moving deeper, the third line
posits that truth, though formless and nameless, can still be pursued through the wenda [+ (question
and answer) dialogue. Yet again, this premise is challenged in the fourth line, which reminds the
audience that although comprehensible language can be a valid instrument for querying the ineffable,
ultimately there is nothing to be articulated. The first two paradoxes deal with ontological questions,
grasping the non-dualist reality of the universe as being both existent and non-existent. The final two
are of epistemological concern, affirming both the upaya approach of language and the ineffability of
the ultimate. Ingeniously, both the second and fourth lines build on the previous paradoxes and offer
them additional skepticism, rejecting any attachment to either stance. Through its consistent negation,
the poem breaks in the logic of the conventional mind flow, indicating the paradoxical nature of the
middle path being both “A AND B” and “no-A AND no-B.” This sort of bold and experimental use of
paradox is one of the representative pieces of rhetoric in Chan’s making of “living words,” and it has
been favorably popularized by the “Observing-dialogue Chan” (kanhua Chan &7 ##) school.* Such
expressions are more frequently found in colloquial encounter dialogues, but if one pays attention, they

are also skillfully employed in Chan poetry, revealing the internal plasticity of poetic language.

CONCLUSIONAL REMARKS

The inherent inadequacy of language in expressing the ineffable has long been a soteriological and
pedagogical challenge for religious and philosophical traditions. Chan Buddhism, being both
philosophically sophisticated and religiously profound, persistently sought solutions to speak the

unspeakable. Scholarship delving into these solutions to the ineffable often falls into the similar

44 Wang Youru and Robert H. Sharf have offered comprehensive discussions on the paradoxical and negational phrases in
Chan language, particularly in public cases. See Youru Wang, 176-180. Also see Robert H. Sharf, “Chan Cases,” in Yasuo
Deguchi, Jay L. Garfield, Graham Priest, and Robert H. Sharf, What Can’t Be Said: Paradox and Contradiction in East Asian

Thought (New York: Oxford University Press, 2021), 80-104.
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predicament. This article is based on the historical fact that Chan and poetry are already well integrated
into the strong tradition of Chan poetry, offering possible rationales and mechanisms that may have
driven their historical integration. As developed across the three focal points previously outlined, this
discourse evolves from tangible genre features to more abstract analysis on fuzziness, ultimately leading
to complex considerations through the lens of poetic plasticity. In short, at first poetry inherits the role
of gatha as a practicing theory within the Buddhist system, which makes the genre of Chan poetry
formally possible and promoted. Secondly, from the linguistic characteristics of Chinese poetry itself,
its fuzzy expression is deeply appealing to Buddhism, especially Chan, as it closely coincides with the
pedagogical philosophy of upaya. Last but not least, we have examined here the twofold dimension of
plasticity. On the one hand, poetry functions in different contexts, showing that Chan practitioners are
less concerned with differentiating linguistic practices than we tend to realize in our conceptualization
today. On the other hand, the striking rhetorical diversity displays in its poetic language remind us that
poetry adapts to various linguistic strategies as needed, without strict prohibitions. Perhaps studies
examining the relationship between Chan and poetry should likewise adopt an open-minded approach,
mirroring Chan’s rejection of fixed linguistic rules and poetry’s openness to the innovative use of Chan

language.
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