Prologue

Shengse: Sound and Sight

The Chinese word s.fﬂfng_cf (“sound and sighr”) essenri::lly refers to all ob-
jects of the five senses. However, it has a 1ong history of negative con-
notations. Zhonghui, a minister pivoral to the Founding of Sh:mg (ca.
1600—-ca. 104§ B.C.E.), for example, once proclaimed that the virtues of his
king included “not going near sound and sight” (biter 5;?:??235:?).' A simi-
lar sense of the word was again invoked when Kuang Heng, the Western
Han (206 B.c.E.—C.E 8) scholar and minister, admonished Emperor Cheng
to “refrain from ‘sound and sightm (jie sfj‘fngsf).: In these two examples,
_nf:'f?zgsf connoted sensual pleasure, which was considered a distraction—
even a threat—that had ramifications not only for the individual, but for
the state as a whole as well Therefore, it is not surprising that the first
definition listed for _cf?fng_cf in the major dictionaries of classical Chinese is
“unorthodox music and the beaury of women” (_yimbfrzg it niise).? These,
however, are only two of the items on a long list oFs.Gmg;f. Rich foed,
strong fragrances, and ornate decoration, among others, were all consid-
ered potentially dangerous sensual pleasures, and they had provoked serious
warnings in anecdotal stories, historical commentaries, and philosophic:ﬂ
discourses.* Even _cfﬂf?zg_cf disp l:lyed in the context of moral instruction were
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discoumged at times. In the Liji (Record of Rites), for ex:u'nple, Confucius
(§51-479 B.C.E.) is cited as saying,

“Sound and sight” are not the means by which [a ruler] transforms the com-
mon people. The Shi states, “The carriage of virtue is as light as a feather.”
Yet a feather still has markings. “The manner in which Heaven on the High
propagates [its virtue] is soundless and odorless"—that is perfect.

Tn this statement, 5;?:??2356 is simply appearance: the surface form that can be
seen, heard, touched, smelled, or tasted. From the Confucian perspective,
the ideal state of moral influence is “soundless and odorless™ (wn s.é'erzg Wit
xit), that is, a state void of s.fj‘c'ngsc'. The imperative to be wary of, avoid, or
even eliminate ij'c'ngsf revealed in the Chinese textual tradition is funda-
rnenrally a moral one and was often inrerprered to guide polirical rule.

Tn hght of the discussion thus far, what does it mean when poetry is
said to exhibit “sound and sight”? T have borrowed the word 5;?:??235:? from
the Qing dynasty poet and critic Shen Degqian (1673-1769), who made
this comment about the trajectory ofpoetry at the onset of the Southern
Dynasties (420-589): “By the time of the Seng dynasty [420-479], ‘nature
and f:eeling’ were gr:ldu::lly eclipsed in poetry, while sound and sighr’ were
completely unleashed. This was a turning point in the course of'poetry.”"
The Song dynasty and the following dynasties, the Qi (479—502), the Liang
(so2—557), and the Chen (557—589), are collectively called the Southern
Dyn:u;ties. The group ofpoets to be discussed in this book lived right in
the middle of this f:u;cinaring _period and has been regarded as the main
“instigators” of its poetic trend in “sound and sight.” When Shen Degian
discussed 5;?:??2356 in opposition to xingging (“nature and feehng”)—a poetic
qualiry he _probes and emphasizes throughout his Shoushi zuiyn (An As-
sortment of Comments from T:leing about Poerry)—he obviously did not
intend to use it for 311:)1:)1“3&5311.'T By sbfmgsf, Shen Degian was referring to a
broad range ofpoetic traits that he observed in Southern Dynasties poetry,
including the descriptive landscapes of Xie Lingyun (385—433), the uncon-
ventional imagery of Bao Zhao (c.a. 414—466), the elegant diction of Yan
Yanzhi (384—456), and much more. Ulrimately, he was ma_king the point
that Southern Dynasties poets had shifted their attention to the “surface”
or “exterior” forms of poetry, and, as a result, had “eclipsed” the genuine
expression of “nature and Feeling,” which _presumably came from “within.”

Shen Deqian’s disapproval of the poetic trend in “sound and sight” is
more obvious when he compares Tao Yuanming (Tao Qian; 365—427) side-
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by—side with Xie Lingyun. Tac Yuanming, known fora rr:mquii and natural
styie, is the oniy Southern Dynasties poet whom Shen Degian unequivo-
cally celebrates:

Tao Yuanming’s poetry immediately feels natural and others cannot surpass
its genuineness and truthfulness. ¥ie Lingyun's poetry came from manipula-
tion and went against that which was natural; but others cannot surpass its
novelty and gracefulness. Tao Yuanming’s poetry exceeds others for it has no
crafting, whereas Xie Lingyun’s exceeds others exactly because of its crafting

If we pay attention to Shen Deqian’s tone, we will hear that the difference
between Tao Yuanming’s and Xie Lingyun’s poetry is not a simple contrast
between a bland and gasy styie and a more styiized and expiicit one. Their
difference has moral and phiiosophicai implications about “genuineness,”
“truthfulness,” and “naturalness.” qu:liiries that are opposed to “cr:li:ring,”
“manipuiation,” and “unnaturalness.” Funda_menm.iiy, Shen Degian was
concerned about the overt dispi:ly of artistry, which he obviousi}' treated
with great caution and suspicion. His evaluation of Southern Dynasties po-
etry continues:

Among Qi writers, few were good. . . . During the Liang of the Xiaos, the
“Exchange Poems” of the rulers and their subordinates were quite skillfully
composed, but their description of beautiful women and romantic love had
caused the literary style and taste of their day to become more and more
decadent. . . . From the Liang to the Chen and then to the Sui [$81-518],

poets were only interested in embellishing their lines ®

Like a historian commenting on the fall of 2 kingdom ora phiiosopher re-
Hecting on the moral decline of a society, Shen Deqian portm}'ed the trajec-
tory of Southern Dynasties poetry as a fatal degeneration. He warns at one
point “When it comes to arricuiating ohe’s aim and ma_i«'.ing known the wor-
thy teachings and yetone relies oniy oh coioring and _poiishing, then one has
lost the true meaning of being apoet from the start” (_yafm:.éf :.b;mg;'ida, wet =i
tuze, xian shi shiren =hi =hi).'"° Once “sound and sight” were com_pieteiy un-
leashed, it became a downward sio_p e, the moment it headed in the direction
of “sound and sighr,” Southern Dynasties poetry J.ire:ldy lost its way.

It is not unusual that Shen Degqian should conflate literary criticism with
moral judgmentand political interpretation. More than a millennium earlier,
the prince-poet Cao Pi (187—226) had declared that “iiremry composition is
a great achievement that concerns the ruiing of a state” (wem:fmng Jingzue
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=hi a’d;yf).” This statement is widely viewed as a landmark recognition of
literature as literature in modern scholarship', but it is equﬂly, if not more,
signiﬁcant in its clear articulation of the political and didactic relevance of
literature. Shen Degians remarks about Southern Dynasties poetry only
highlight the attention paid to the moral and _polirical im_phcations of litera-
ture in the case of our Particular subject. In the Chinese collective memory,
the Southern Dynasties were at their best “a stable time [presided over by a
court] at a corner” (Piﬂndn) and, at their worst, plagued by the “illegitimacy”
of their rule, they were an era of political dysﬁmction and militﬂry weak-
ness.'? Lasting more than 150 years, the Southern Dynasties saw the succes-
sion of the four dyn::sries whose capit:ll city,ﬁ:mkang (modern Nanjing), was
located just south of the lower Yangzi delta, while the Northern Dynasties
(420589 )—themselves constituted by more than ten states over the course of
the period—loemed large to the north. In §89, when the Chen dynasty was
conquered by Yang Jian (later Sui Wendi, s41-Go4), who had consclidated
his power in the north, this period of north-south division was broughr to an
end. Casring the period’s pohrica.l flilings onto its culture and literature—or,
rather, seeking to expl:lin these Failings rfymﬁgb its culture and literature—the
Tang minister Zheng Tan (d. 842) blunrly :1rgued that “the reason the North-
ern and Southern Dynasties had failed in their rule was that they allowed
literary splendor to surpass real substance.”'? In this case, the “sound and
sighr” that originared from literature had caused the demise of an entire age.
This is not only the imagination of “premodern” commentators, The hero of
modern Chinese literature, Lu Xun (1881-1936), for exa_m_ple, once character-
ized pre—Han and Han writers ofﬁf, a poetic form famous for its verbose
and ornate style, as “pl:lythings among sounds, sights, dogs, and horses” (wes
Zai sfjwzgsf gouma :fj'.'_';'i‘:m de wanmwen).'* And as I'ecently as 2007, at a talk on
Southern Dynasties poetry, 1 heard criticism of the period’s poets for their
“narrow” and “materialistic” lifestyle, which was assumed to be the source of
their formalistic pursuits in _[::oerr)-r.'5

Without doubt, the central ﬁgures in this srudy were well versed in the
litemry tradition suffused with meral and politicﬂ meaning, That makes the
Following questions even more signiﬁcant What did “sound and sight” mean
to these poets? How did they come to guide the poetic trend in “sound and
sight”? Ttis a mistake, T believe, to see their poetics only as surface or exterior
forms, or to assume that the environment within which they pursued “sound
and sighr” was simply “narrow” or “materialistic.” This srudy will highlighr
their idenrity as courtier-poets by situating their poetics within the courtier
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culture of the day. That perspective draws on a broad range of issues that col-
iectiveiy will produce a more com_piex image of the courtier-poet, Uirimateiy,
this book argues that their pursuit of “sound and sight,” which em_ph::sized a
process of grasping the phenomen::.i world in a meticulous manner, reflects
a hybrid concept of _persona.i worth that was unique to their time and far
more signiﬁcant in Chinese iiterary and cultural history than critics have
1cknowiedged. Seen rhrough this lens, the issue of “sound and sighr” can be
defined iitera_iiy—it is about bew one sees and hears. Tracing their unique
way oi:seeing and hearing, this book will reveal how a group of e:lriy medi-
eval courtier-poets ushered in a rruiy new and influential poetics.

Due to their activities during the Yongming reign period (483—493) of
Qi Wudi (Xiae Ze; 1. 483—493), this group of courtier-poets is called “the
Yongming poets.” In Chapter One, I will outline two contexts important
to their poetics: the sililcting socio—poiiticai environment and the growing
influence of Buddhism in Southern Dynasties courts. The merging of the
two contexts, this ch:lprer argues, resulted in a hybrid concept of person::.i
worth that was channeled increasingly into poetry.

Chapter Two focuses on the issue of “sound.” The Yongming poets are
best remembered for inventing a new form ofpoeric prosody, which used
the concept of “four tones” (sisbfng). To expi:lin what their prosodic in-
vention meant to them, I will look at how the Yongming poets pursued,
dispi:lyed, and received poetic sound patterns within their courtier com-
munity. From that perspective, we will see how they created a hew notion
of cultural excellence,

ChaprerThree looks at “poerns on rhings” (yongwn i), a poetic sub—genre
popularized by the Yongming poets, Earlier studies view these poems as a
kind of social verse written out of exp ediency, while, for instance, arrending
a garhering at a prince’s mansion or waiting on the emperor at a b:mquer.
I"v'[y discussion will reveal a keen interest in observing things, such as a drizzle
or a negiected _pismt, that are difficult to grasp or are easiiy overloocked in
these poems. Cynthia L. Chennault has suggested that these poems were a
means for the courtiers to present and negotiate their “_p ersonal merit” be-
fore their pattons and fellow courtiers. ' Buiiding on her suggestion, T will
discuss how the freshness ofseeing had become a crucial part in that process,

The issue turns to the perception of space in Chapter Four. The Yong-
ming poets wrote about the “garden” (_ym:.fm) more prominenti}' than earlier
poets. During the Southern Dynasties, rhe_ymm wWas being porrr:lyed more
and more as a private space that one “returned to” (gm' or bian), signa.iing
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a withdrawal from officialdom and an inward turning towards ones “true
nature.” In that context, the Yongming poets’ depictions of gardens further
reflected a unique spati:ﬂ expetience, wherein wilderness became organized
“nature,” which in turn is transformed into the Buddhist veid. In this Auid
space, they contemp late the practical issue oFself—preseh-'ation, the aesthetic
imitation of nature, and the srruggle for Buddhist enhghtenment.

Chapter Five observes the Yongming poets as they take leave of the capital
city on official assighments, The petception of morion—riding on a carriage
out of the city or sailing oh a beat into the distant unknown—takes center
stage in their travel poems, F:lrefully bound to their idenriry as courtiers, rhey
conflate the idea ofxi‘:mg or guxiang (“hometown” ) with that ofj'ingyi (“ca_pi—
tal city”), sometimes successfully, sometimes in tortured ways, The most in-
teresting moment is when the place where they have taken up a post suddenly
seems more like “hometown” than the c:l_pit::.l city they have left behind.

Chapter Six follows them in and out of the natural landscape. Contrary
to popular imagination, their idenriry as courtiers did not confine the vi-
sion of the Yongming poets only to rare things, ornate objects, or artificial
settings within the court, as evidenced by their large corpus of hndscape
poems. Writing after Xie Lingyun, the first master of landscape poetry, rhey
offer a much-needed op portunity for undersmnding the changes in land-
scape representation during the Qi-Liang period Engaging with natural
landscape as courtiers, they also pose the question of whether or not “moun-
tains and rivers,” an antithesis to officialdom, can be “obtained” (de)—and,
if s0, how to obtain it

This book pursues two p:lrhs. It follows a series of:s.fﬂmgm—sound, sighr,
space, and motion—in the poems of the Yongming poets. At the same time,
it trails them as they take the center stage of their courtier community, ne-
gotiate their self:—image before their princes and emperors, retreat temporar-
ﬂy to their private gardens, take leave of the ca_pim.l city, and move in and
out of the natural landscape. By overlapping the two paths, so to speak, I
present the issue of “sound and sighr” ina cornplerely new lighr, ch::.llenging
the old perception of the Yongming poets and their courtier culture and,
Fundamenmlly, the commeon practice of reading classical Chinese poems for
semantic meaning only.



