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Poets of the Ch’i_.a >onfucian1§n; v

(A Summary)

Dang Shu-leung

It is generally agreed that the Southern dynasties are a dark age in Chinese history.
Historians tend to attribute this to the collapse of Confucianism from the last days of the Han
dynasty. Yet the two dynasties represent a most brilliant and fruitful period in poetry. This
paper is an attempt to investigate the attitude of the poets of this period towards
Confucianism. It is also hoped that a careful analysis of their poe peféeption could help

r the folloy nts:

- that Confucianism was totally discarded during the Ch’i and Liang

-al sources point to the fact that Confucianism was in high regard in
the Liang dynasty. The interpretation of the classics in the Southern dynasties
definitely had an influence on northern scholars.

2. In an age of ornate style, allusions were extensively used in poetry. Nobody could
afford to ignore the Classics if he wanted to be considered competent in poetry
writing. In fact, all the poets were well versed in Confucian Classics which were still
looked upon as the fountainhead of moral norms.

3. However, it can be easily observed that the content of the poems written during the
two dynasties had little to do with Confucianism. There is practically no trace of
Confucian teaching even in the poems of Wang Chien, the leading Confucian scholar
of the Ch’i dynasty. Surprisingly enough, in Wang’s poems, is.a touch of Taoism and
Buddhism instead. o r

4. The poems written during, the t:wo-'?ilyh by the poetic concepts

tellectuals' usually: took ucianism as a guide in moral values, but
they apparently\‘“helieved that Confucianism and poetry had different functions and
purposes. Chung Hung equated the technique in writing poems to that of playing
chess. The idea clearly illustrates that poetry is isolated from politics and moral
teaching. One of the most striking literary concepts of the Southern dynasties is that
poetry should be looked upon as an art in its own right. Contrary to the prevalent
trend, Confucianism had not been taken into account in the evaluation of poetry.

5. The main content of the Ch’i and Liang poems is the expression of emotions and
description of the physical world. There is hardly any room for philosophical
discussion about Taoism or Confucianism. Yet the poets were not totally different
from their counterparts in the Eastern Chin in writing poems entitled Hsiian-yen, or
metaphysical poems, in which the writers’ main concern was to depict the zao of Lao
tzu and Chuang tzu. According to Chuang tzu, tao exists in everything. A detailed
description of the physical world might in fact serve as a differeit app oach to the rao
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1}n ‘w‘h ; pbets of the ,h’i' and Liang
atment of the physical world without any

The study of the Rites was much emphasized during the Liang dynasty. It is probably
this trend that brought about a shift of aesthetic criteria. A natural style eventually

gave way to a much more elaborate style, which is actually a characteristic feature of
the poems of these two dynasties..




