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“Aesthetics” Within and Without:
On Kao Yu-kung’s Scholarship

Chan Kwok Kou Leonard

An astute, charismatic scholar of classical Chinese literature, Kao Yu-kung (Gao
Yougong, 1929-2016) expounded on Chen Shih-hsiang’s idea of the Chinese lyric
tradition into an “immense cognitive system” and “an impeccable world view”, as other
scholars have it. His explorations into Tang poetry and literary aesthetics once generated a
“Kao’s shockwave” in the Taiwan academia. His three articles on the issue in 1988, 1991,
and 2002 lay the foundation for his theory of “Chinese Lyric Aesthetics”. His profound,
but no less thorough, arguments opened up a brand new avenue for the studies of Chinese
literature. In a previous article, I have examined the scale and underlying logic behind
Kao’s scholarship. This paper, on the contrary, approaches it from the perspective of his
life and work, investigating his experience, intellectual upbringing, and the academic
path that he had chosen for himself. Through a combined analysis of his formative life
experiences and the conception of his ideas in aesthetics, it studies Kao’s turn from
linguistics to literature, the development of his thoughts in literary criticism and humanity
education, as well as his transition from life’s “experience” into its “realm”. Going beyond
the theoretical framework of “lyric aesthetics”, it discusses Kao’s use and deviation from
neo-Confucian and analytic philosophy methodologies, shedding light on his unswerving
emphasis of the social construction of reality and the significance behind the manifestation
of humanity.
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