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Abstract 

Kenneth Rexroth (1905-1982), the 

American poet, critic, and translator, had a 

great passion for Chinese culture. He 

translated many ancient Chinese poems 

and was greatly influenced by „a kind of 

Chinese rule” which is to put the reader in 

a poetic situation by using images. This 

paper outlines the historical narratives of 

„image” and „poetic situation” in Chinese 

classic literary criticism, gives a textual 

analysis to present the images that Rexroth 

borrowed from classical Chinese poems, 

and explores the techniques and style that 

Rexroth learned from ancient Chinese 

poetry. 

 

Key Words 

Kenneth Rexroth; classical Chinese 

poems; image; poetic situation;  

 

Kenneth Rexroth (1905-1982), an 

American poet with a great love for 

Chinese culture, produced many works on 

Chinese culture, including „Sung Culture,” 

„Science and Civilization in China,” „The 

Tao of Painting,” „The Chinese Classic 

Novel in Translation,” „Lao Tzu, Tao 
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TeChing,” „Ssu-ma Ch’ien, Records of the 

Grand Historian of China,” and „Tu Fu, 

Poem” among others. He also translated a 

large number of classical Chinese poems, 

including 100 Poems from the Chinese (1956), 

Love and the Turning Year: 100 More Poems 

from the Chinese (1970), The Orchid Boat: 

Women Poets of China (1972), and Li Ch’ing-

chao, Complete Poems (1979). Because of his 

long-term practice in the field of classical 

Chinese poetry translation, Rexroth was 

strongly influenced by the techniques of 

this tradition, such as the rule of parallelism 

and the employment of poetic images. This 

paper mainly focuses on some images in 

classical Chinese poetry which were 

adopted in Rexroth’s poems and provides 

a textual analysis to explore their special 

meanings. 

 
1 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/ 

bamboo, 2023/7/21. 

 

1. Historical Narratives of „Image” in 

Classical Chinese Poetry 

Images were the basic units of 

classical Chinese poetry, which entailed the 

use of words to represent feelings, ideas, 

states of mind, and sensory experiences. 

Images accumulated certain moral or 

emotional connotations through long-term 

usage. In a poem, the images were usually 

words that integrated direct visual 

information and rich connotations. For 

example, in the poem „Bamboo among 

Stones”(《竹石》) by Zheng Xie(郑燮), 

the word „ bamboo” denotes „a tall 

tropical plant that is a member of the grass 

family and has hard hollow stems”1, but 

may additionally have many connotations 

in Chinese culture such as integrity, 
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humility, and tenacity. For many Chinese 

poets, bamboo is an image that symbolizes 

noble spirits. In „Bamboo among Stones,” 

Zheng implicitly expresses the noble 

thoughts and sentiments of never going 

with the tide by chanting about the 

bamboo growing among stones. 

In classical Chinese poetry, the 

selection and arrangement of images was 

always the focus of many poets. The 

images could help the poets to describe 

things by supplying a photograph in words 

and indicating the points which seem the 

most vivid and subtle.  

In Chinese culture, there was an early 

saying about „inventing images to express 

thoughts in full,” as mentioned in the Zhou 

Book of Change（《周易》）: 

 
2  Fu Huisheng tr., The Zhou Book of Change 

II,ChangSha: Hunan People’s Publishing House. 

2008, p403. 

Confucius said, „Writing cannot 

record a language in full and a language 

cannot convey man’s thought in full.” Can 

the thoughts of the sages not be expressed 

in full? Confucius pointed out: „The sages 

invented images to express his thoughts in 

full, designed sixty four[sic] hexagrams to 

represent true and false states of all things 

of creation in full, attached the hexagram 

and linear judgments to expound what they 

wanted to say in full, made all the lines 

changeable and transformative to benefit 

all things of creation, and encouraged all 

people under heaven to elaborate in full the 

miraculous principles of The Zhou Book of 

Change.”2 

Language is organized by concepts 

and logical thinking, the former of which 

present the essence and commonality of 



10 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 13 (2022) 

 

things. However, some specific and partial 

aspects of things are rarely incorporated 

into concepts. Therefore, language 

organized by concepts cannot adequately 

present some characteristics of these 

special and individual things. The human 

mind is complex and subtle and often 

contains feelings that cannot be expressed 

in language. The Zhou Book of Change 

believed that „inventing images expresses 

thoughts in full” because images contain 

very rich visual information and could 

serve as a bridge to convey the complex 

and subtle thoughts and feelings of people. 

So, it is widely accepted that The Zhou Book 

of Change promoted the emergence of the 

theory of the image in classical Chinese 

poetry.  

 
3 Liu Xie.Yang Guobin tr., Dragon-Carving and the 

Literary Mind, Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching 

and Research Press.2003，p377. 

The term „image” was first used in 

literary theory in Liu Xie’s Dragon-Carving 

and the Literary Mind （刘勰 

《文心雕龙》）, which was written in 

the Six Dynasties period: 

With a mind of unique perception,  

One can wield the writing-brush to 

capture the images in one’s vision.  

This is the foremost art of writing  

And a main feature of composition3. 

By taking the woodworker’s use of 

marking ink lines and axe work to select 

materials as a metaphor, Liu Xie vividly 

revealed how poets carefully chose images 

with unique ingenuity to express their 

thoughts, making the image one of the 

most critical elements of poetic art. Liu Xie 
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said, „The spirit enters the world by way of 

images, thus the multitudes of feeling and 

emotion are born in literary writing.”4 He 

believed that images were the bridges 

connecting the poet’s spiritual world and 

the objective world, and could nourish 

wonderful literary thoughts. For poets, 

visual inspirations were important sources 

in poetry writing, and many poets could 

create poems to express their feelings or 

sentimental reflections at the sight of 

beautiful scenery. Thus, images with rich 

visual information were the primary 

concern in writing poems for many poets. 

 Liu Xie’s discussion about the image 

made it an important term in the theory of 

classical Chinese poetry. The spatial 

pictures constructed by poetic images were 

not only the simple reflection of objective 

 
4Ibid.387. 

scenery but also the integration of the 

poet’s thoughts and emotions. Images were 

the key elements to build the artistic realm 

that revealed the poet’s mental state. In 

modern times, some Chinese scholars 

discussed the relationships among feeling, 

scene, image, and poetic situation in 

classical Chinese poetry. Zhu 

Guangqian（朱光潜）said, „Scenes and 

feelings should be intertwined and fit 

seamlessly. In the situation, feelings can be 

described as scenes, and scenes can also 

convey feelings. This is a kind of ‘poetic 

situation’（诗境）, and the ‘poetic 

situation’ of each poem must have two 

elements: ‘feeling’ and ‘image.’” 5  In 

the“poeticsituation,”feelings and images fit 

together perfectly; feelings can be precisely 

projected into images, and images can 

5朱光潜：《朱光潜全集》第三卷，合肥：安

徽教育出版社，1987年, p 54. 



12 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 13 (2022) 

 

properly convey feelings.Therefore, the 

„poetic situation” is the perfect match of 

feeling and image, and the creation of the 

„poetic situation” relies on images which 

generate scenes and feelings perfectly. 

 

2. Classical Chinese Poetic Images in 

Rexroth’s Poems 

Having translated many classical 

Chinese poems, Rexroth was familiar with 

the writing skills required in classical 

Chinese poetry which greatly influenced his 

own poetry writing. He was especially 

talented at employing the images of 

classical Chinese poems to convey feeling. 

In The Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth, 

there are hundreds of Chinese-style short 

poems which are concise and precise and 

typically have only four to eight lines of 

three to six words per line. Some classical 

Chinese poetic images are used in the 

poems to establish a kind of Chinese 

„poetic situation.” 

The following discussion provides some e

xamples of how Rexroth uses  the images 

of classical Chinese poems to convey the 

subtle feelings of the narrator.  

 

(1) Cricket 

As early as the 11th to 6th centuries 

BC, crickets were depicted in The Book of 

Odes (《诗经》the earliest collection of 

poetry in China):  

 

The cricket appears in the hall, 

And towards its close draws the year.  

Then let us today to pleasure give way,  

https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=following&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=discussion&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=provides&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=example&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=example&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=of&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://cn.bing.com/dict/search?q=how&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
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Ere the days and months disappear.6 

When the weather grew cold, and the 

crickets moved from outdoors to inside the 

house, the ancients often used the reaction 

of the insects to climate change to indicate 

the passage of time and the alternation of 

seasons. In the preceding verse, the poet 

used the image of the cricket to indicate 

that time is fleeting, and life is precious. 

 In ancient China, crickets were also 

called „cu zhi” (prompt sb. to weave) 

because the chirping of crickets was similar 

to the sound of the handloom in ancient 

China, so the cricket in classical Chinese 

poems was sometimes associated with 

weaving and urged people to prepare their 

winter clothes. For example: 

Cricket urges winter clothes,  

 
6 James Legge tr., The She King, or, The Book of Ancient 

Poetry. London: TRUBNER & CO., 57 & 59, 

LUDGATE HILL.1876, p147. 

Cornus officinalis drips dew. 

- Li Yi, „A Couplet with Xuan Monk 

in the Lanling Residence on the Double 

Ninth Festival Night” （李益 

《重阳夜集兰陵居与宣上人联句》） 

During late summer and early autumn 

nights, the lingering chirping of crickets 

sounded sorrowful and made people feel 

lonely and desolate. Therefore, crickets 

were also used in classical Chinese poems 

to express homesickness and loneliness. 

For example, we see this association in the 

following verse of Du Fu: 

Cold autumn in the South resonates 

with the sound of pestle and mortar,  

The sun is setting and gradually 

sinking into Xijiang River.  
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The melancholy of the guests, 

accompanied by the chirping of crickets,  

The ancient pavilion is surrounded by 

the reeds. 

- Du Fu, „Poem with Amusement at 

the Accommodation for Officials with the 

Jian Yanshi County Lieutenant” （杜甫 

《官亭夕坐戏简颜十少府》） 

The above verse depicts an elderly 

person tasting tea alone at dusk. This figure 

is in the south and uses a cold pestle to beat 

the leaves to make tea. He sits by an ancient 

pavilion, listening to the rustling of reeds 

and grass. The sun is setting and gradually 

sinking into the Xijiang River, as the sound 

of crickets around him constantly reminds 

him of his loneliness.  

Du Fu also wrote a poem titled „Cu 

Zhi”(《促织》）: 

 

The cricket’s cry is faint and thin,  

Its sadness moves the heart of mine.  

Not happy in the cold grass of the field,  

Chirping under the bed arouses the 

sandness in my heart. 

A long time away from my dear hometown, 

My tears are falling down by the touching 

sound, 

Abandoned women keep awake till dawn. 

The mournful and sorrow instruments’ 

sound , 

 Cannot compare with the innocent whine.  

 

Rexroth had read many of Du Fu’s 

poems and Bernhard Karlgren’s translation 
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of The Book of Odes. 7  In his Love and the 

Turning Year: One Hundred More Poems from 

the Chinese, Rexroth also translated a poem 

containing the image of a cricket: 

 

THE MONTHS GO BY 

The months go by like water in a waterfall. 

Now the Autumn is fading away. 

A cricket in the stillness. 

And I am sad and lonely.8 

 

In this poem, the cricket was an image 

expressing the poet’s loneliness and 

desolation and helped create a kind of 

sorrowful „poetic situation.” Benefiting 

 
7Kenneth Rexroth, trans. Love and the Turning Year: 

One Hundred More Poems from the Chinese. New York: 

New Directions, 1970, p. 136. 

8Ibid.23. 

from his study and translation practice of 

classical Chinese poems, Rexroth was very 

familiar with the connotations of the 

cricket in that context. He also adopted the 

image of the cricket into his own poetry, 

such as the fifth of „The Love Poems of 

Marichiko” where he linked crickets with 

mending old clothes: 

 

Autumn covers all the world 

With Chinese old brocade. 

The crickets cry „We mend old clothes.” 

They are more thrifty than I am.9 

 

9  Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, 1972, p716. 
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In Rexroth’s Complete Poems, sample 

lines are also found that use cricket to 

express farewell and a spirit of pining and 

deep longing, such as in the 15th poem of 

„The Silver Swan:” 

 

In the month of great heat 

The first bell cricket cries. 

It is time to leave.10 

 

We find the same usage in the sixth 

poem in „The Silver Swan:” 

 

On the forest path 

The leaves fall. In the withered 

Grass the crickets sing 

 
10Ibid. 736. 

Their last songs. Through dew and dusk 

I walk the paths you once walked, 

My sleeves wet with memory.11 

 

This poem portrays the bleak scene in 

late autumn: the path in the woods is 

covered with fallen leaves, and the crickets 

chirp mournfully in the withered grass. By 

presenting a scene of deep wilderness 

amidst autumn decay, the poet laments that 

all the past has gone with wind, and only 

memories remain. The cricket’s chirps 

arouse infinite sorrow in the poet who 

mourns for his beloved. The cricket in the 

poem has the same connotation as in 

classical Chinese poems which evokes a 

sense of sadness and helps to form a kind 

of melancholy „poetic situation.” 

 

11Ibid. 733. 

https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=of&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=deep&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=wilderness&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=amidst&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=autumn&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
https://www.bing.com/dict/search?q=decay&FORM=BDVSP6&cc=cn
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（2）Cuckoo 

Cuckoos are a widespread family of 

birds throughout the world. The range of 

symbolic meanings for cuckoos varies 

across cultures. In Christian traditions, 

deception and adultery are serious sins. The 

tendency of some cuckoos to engage in 

brood parasitism would strongly associate 

them with deceit. Additionally, the 

association of cuckoos with cuckoldry 

furthers their association with sin. For the 

Iroquois, the cuckoo is associated with 

laziness. This association is a result of the 

Iroquois observing brood parasitism in 

cuckoos.12  

In China, the cuckoo is called „Du 

Yu”（杜宇） or „zigui” （子规） 

because of an ancient legend. It was said 

that there was an emperor named Du Yu 

 
12 https://www.worldbirds.com/cuckoo-

symbolism,2023/7/28. 

who was the ruler of Shu kingdom in the 

late Zhou Dynasty. After his kingdom was 

destroyed, he died of grief and transformed 

into a cuckoo, crying day and night in the 

spring until blood flowed from his mouth; 

therefore, the cuckoo’s mouth was as red 

as blood. The legend was widespread in 

ancient China, and in classical Chinese 

poems cuckoos were often associated with 

melancholy and sadness. The urgent, 

plaintive, and touching chirps of cuckoos 

were used to evoke many ancient poets’ 

feeling of homesickness and sadness.  

An example is found in Gu Kuang’s 

poem  

 

„Homesickness ”（顾况《忆故园》）:  

https://www.worldbirds.com/cuckoo-symbolism,
https://www.worldbirds.com/cuckoo-symbolism,
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There are many sorrows, and only a few 

people. 

The chirping of cuckoos, making tears wet 

my clothes. 

More than a thousand miles away from my 

hometown,  

I often dream of returning home in spring 

nights. 

 

Another example is found in Bai 

Juyi’s poem „Farewell to a Guest on the 

River”（白居易《江上送客》）: 

„Cuckoo’s chirping is like weeping, 

bamboo’s spots are like blood.” In these 

poems, the cuckoo’s chirping is associated 

with the feeling of sorrow. Du Fu, a 

Chinese poet that Rexroth admired, also 

wrote some poems about cuckoos, for 

 
13Xing（行）: a kind of writing style in classical 

Chinese poetry. 

example, „Cuckoo 

Xing” 13 （杜鹃行）and „Cuckoo” 

（杜鹃）. In these poems, Du Fu wrote: 

„In ancient times the emperor called Du 

Yu, his soul turned into a cuckoo that is 

weak and tiny.” („Cuckoo Xing”); „The 

cuckoo comes in late spring, and cries with 

sorrow.” („Cuckoo”); „Cuckoos dart 

deeply in the trees, crying in April and May. 

Their voices are full of sorrow and their 

mouths flow with blood. What they often 

complain about is just their own plight.” 

(„Cuckoo Xing”)  

Rexroth had read classical Chinese 

poems extensively and very carefully, and 

Du Fu was one of his favourite poets. The 

cuckoo in these poems impressed him so 

much that the image of the cuckoo also 

became an expression of a mournful mood 
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in his poems. An example is the 54th poem 

in The Love Poems of Marichiko: 

 

Did a cuckoo cry? 

I look out, but there is only dawn and 

The moon in its final night. 

Did the moon cry out 

Horobirete! Horobirete! 

Perishing! Perishing!14 

 

The Love Poems of Marichiko consists of 

60 short poems. The beginning and middle 

parts mostly describe the pain of 

Marichiko’s lovesickness and the joy of her 

reunion with her lover, and the ending part 

mostly describes her sadness and the 

 
14  Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, p. 729. 

despair of disappointed love.The preceding 

poem, the 54th poem in the series, depicts 

the sadness, confusion, and despair when 

Marichiko was abandoned by her lover. 

She tossed and turned at night, unable to 

sleep, and in a trance, she seemed to hear 

the mournful cry of the cuckoo. Looking 

outside she only saw the dawn light and the 

fading moon which seemed to be crying 

out, „Horobirete! Horobirete! Perishing! 

Perishing!” The image of the cuckoo in the 

poem is a symbol of melancholy and 

sorrow as it was used in classical Chinese 

poems which helped create a kind of 

melancholy „poetic situation.”  

The following poem written by 

Rexroth also describes the cuckoo’s cry: 
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Hototogisu-horobrirete 

The cuckoo’s call, though 

Sweet in itself, is hard to 

Bear, for it cries, 

„Perishing! Perishing!“ 

Against the Spring15 

 

In Rexroth’s poems, the cuckoo’s 

calling „Horobirete” is always presented 

with the word „Perishing”and is associated 

with death, which conveys strong feelings 

of sorrow. The image of the cuckoo and its 

connotations are obviously related to 

Chinese culture, and share similarities with 

this image in classical Chinese poems. 

Rexroth was adept at projecting feelings 

into images and making images appear to 

 
15 Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, p. 736. 

be infused with emotions, which helps to 

create a kind of „poetic situation.”  

 

(3)  Qixi Festival, the Cowboy, and the 

Weaving Girl 

In China, the Qixi Festival, also 

known as the Chinese Valentine’s Day, 

is the most romantic of traditional Chinese 

festivals, which originated from the legend 

of the Cowboy (Niulang 牛郎) and the 

Weaving Girl (Zhinu 织女). The Cowboy 

was a poor and kind-hearted young man. 

The Weaving Girl was a fairy, the seventh 

daughter of a goddess. With the help of the 

Cowboy’s ox (the demoted cattle god), the 

Cowboy and the Weaving Girl fell in love 

with each other and got married without 

the knowledge of the goddess. They lived 
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happily and had two children. When the 

goddess found out the truth, she was 

furious and returned the Weaving Girl to 

heaven, and separated them by the River of 

Heaven (the Milky Way). The Cowboy and 

the Weaving Girl were very sad and wept 

bitterly every day. At last, the goddess was 

moved by their love, and allowed them 

a meeting on the Magpie Bridge on the 

seventh day of the seventh lunar month 

(Qixi 七夕) each year. The legend was told 

from one generation to the next in China, 

and the love story of the Cowboy and the 

Weaving Girl traveling through time and 

space became beautiful and eternal sources 

for literary works. 

In Yuan Zhen’s „A Rupture”（元稹 

《决绝词》）, he wrote:  

 

I would like to be Altar and Vega, a year for 

a while,  

Rather than the red hibiscus flowers before 

the courtyard.  

Reunite on the seventh day of July,  

My heart will follow with you forever.  

In China, „Cowboy Star” （牛郎星） 

is another name for „Altar,” which is a 

symbol of the Cowboy, and „Weaving Girl 

Star” （织女星）is another name for 

„Vega,” which is a symbol of the Weaving 

Girl. By using the images associated with 

the Cowboy and the Weaving Girl, the 

narrator of the preceding poem expresses 

her unwavering love. The phrase „the 

seventh day of July” in the poem is a 

symbol of the lovers’ reunion. The tragic 

love story of the Cowboy and the Weaving 

Girl became a rich source of inspiration for 

numerous ancient Chinese poets and 

formed the basis for creating hundreds of 

verses associating with „Qixi.” For 

example, in „Nineteen Ancient 
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Poems”（《古诗十九首》）, there is 

the poem „Far Far Away The Cowboy 

Star”（《迢迢牵牛星》）: 

 

Far, far away the Cowboy star; 

Bright, bright riverside weaving maid. 

Slender, slender her fingers are; 

Clack, clack her shuttle’ s tune is played. 

She weaves all day, no web is done; 

Like rain her tears drip one by one. 

Heaven’ s river’s shallow and clear. 

The two stars are not far apart. 

Where brimful, brimful waves appear, 

They gaze but can’ t lay bare their heart. 

(Translated by Xu Yuanchong 许渊冲) 

 

The first two lines of this poem 

describe the scene of Altair and Vega 

separated by the River of Heaven (the 

Milky Way) in the night sky, and in the 

following lines, the poet portrays the 

Weaving Girl missing her husband during 

her weaving work and the sorrow of 

separation caused by the „brimful waves” 

between them. The images and the theme 

in this poem are typically related to the 

legend of The Cowboy and the Weaving 

Girl. In the history of Chinese literature, 

many poets have written poems about the 

Cowboy and the Weaving Girl, including Li 

Bai, Du Fu, Bai Juyi, Du Mu, Li Shangyin, 

and Li Qingzhao, to name a few. With the 

continuous chanting of Chinese poets 

about the Cowboy and the Weaving Girl, 

the related special cluster of images (The 

Cowboy, the Weaving Girl, the Milky Way, 

the River of Heaven, July 7th, Qixi Festival, 

Double-seven, Altar and Vega, etc.) and 

their connotative meanings were 
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accumulated and fixed. Their cultural 

energy also inspired many foreign poets. 

For example, Rexroth once wrote a short 

poem titled „Seven Seven:” 

 

Seven Seven 

Can I come to you 

When the Cowboy comes to the  

Weaving girl? No sea is as 

Wide as the River of Heaven.16 

 

Chinese readers will readily identify 

the situation being depicted in the poem 

from the poem’s title „Seven Seven.” In 

Chinese, „Seven Seven” is equivalent to the 

seventh day of the seventh lunar month 

 
16  Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, p. 734. 

(Qixi) on which the Cowboy and the 

Weaving Girl meet each other. The poem 

consists of a question and an answer and 

carries passionate emotions. From the 

images used in the question, we feel the 

narrator’s strong emotions of missing his 

lover and his inner pain and bitterness. The 

great sorrow contained in the legend of 

The Cowboy and the Weaving Girl is 

expressed in the images of The Cowboy, 

the Weaving Girl, and the River of Heaven 

in these lines. 

In Rexroth’s poems, Altair and Vega 

are often associated with the Cowboy and 

the Weaving Girl, taking his „A Song at the 

Winepresses” as an example: 

 

Altair and Vega are at 
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The zenith in the evening 

The cowboy has gone back 

Across the Cloudy River. 

The weaving girl is pregnant 

With another year. The magpie 

Wing bridge of dreams has dissolved17 

 

In „The Heart’s Garden, The 

Garden’s Heart,” Rexroth again uses the 

images associated with the legend of the 

Cowboy and the Weaving Girl: 

 

...... Altair 

And Vega climb to the zenith. 

A long whistling wail on the flute, 

 
17  Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, p. 682. 

The drummer makes a strangling cry. 

And to the clacking of the sticks, 

The weaving girl dances for 

Her cowboy far across the 

Cloudy River. Wings waver 

And break. Pine boughs sigh in the 

Dark ······ 

A rainy night, dreaming of 

The past, and my tears starting 

At the cry of a mountain cuckoo 

Her bracelets tinkle, her anklets 

Clink. She sways at her clattering 

Loom. She hurries to have a new 

Obi ready when he comes - 
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On the seventh day of the seventh 

Month......18 

 

Here the reader finds that the images 

associated with the legend of The Cowboy 

and the Weaving Girl (such as Altair, Vega, 

the Weaving Girl and her Cowboy, the 

Cloudy River, Loom, and the seventh day 

of the seventh) in Rexroth’s poems convey 

similar emotions as in ancient Chinese 

poem „Far Far Away The Cowboy Star.” 

By employing the classical Chinese poetic 

images, Rexroth creates a kind of Chinese-

style „poetic situation” in his poems. 

 

 
18  Hamill, Sam., and Bradford Morrow, eds. The 

Complete Poems of Kenneth Rexroth. Washington: 

Copper Canyon Press, 2003, pp. 679-680. 

3. Conclusion 

The choice of images in poetry 

writing is a kind of spiritual activity, and the 

images usually come from the poet’s past 

personal experiences or perceptions, from 

his knowledge, or from the combination of 

knowledge and experience. Rexroth had 

translated many classical Chinese poems 

and his translation practice provided him 

with a rich source of images, and provided 

new inspiration for his creative process, 

which enabled him to blaze a new trail in 

his poems.  

 Rexroth once said, „I believe that the 

influence of Chinese poetry on me is far 

greater than that of other poetry. When I 

write poetry myself, I mostly follow a kind 

of Chinese rule.” The so-called „Chinese 
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rule” is to use vivid images to create a 

„poetic situation” to express emotions. He 

explained the concept of the „poetic 

situation” as follows: 

I wrote poetry mostly according to a 

kind of Chinese rule, that is, it is a certain 

place at a certain time. . .“A gong sounds 

far off among the pines”—it is a monastery 

in the mountains. What this does is to put 

the reader in a poetic situation. It puts him 

in a place, just like it puts him on the stage, 

makes him one of the actors. He is in the 

poetic situation...This is the fundamental 

technique of Chinese poetry.19 

 

Rexroth also believed that a poet 

should create in their poetry an emotional 

 
19 Odell, Ling Chung. Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese 

Poetry Translation, Imitation, and Adaptation. 

Madison: University of Wisconsin--Madison, 

1972, pp. 70-71. 

situation with which to directly involve the 

reader in the drama of life.20 

The „poetic situation” mentioned by 

Rexroth is similar to what Zhu Guangqian 

discussed in his Poetics（《诗论》）. Zhu 

took a deep dive into the poetic situation 

of Chinese poetry in this book by writing: 

„Every poem has its own poetic situation. 

When an author or a reader appreciates a 

good poem, there must be a picture or a 

scene of drama that appears vividly, 

fascinating him and making him feel 

thrilled. If an independent and self-

sufficient scene couldn’t be formed 

intuitively (by images), it is still not a 

perfect situation and cannot become a 

poetic situation... To create a poetic 

20Odell, Ling Chung. Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese 

Poetry Translation, Imitation, and 

Adaptation..Madison: University of Wisconsin--

Madison, 1972, p70. 
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situation, the images must be able to 

convey emotion.”21 

 Comparing the comments made by 

Rexroth and Zhu, we can see that Rexroth 

had a profound understanding of the 

theory of classical Chinese poetry, which 

was a deep source of influence for him. 

Classical Chinese poetry is important not 

only in his experiments of translation, and 

in his techniques and resources for writing 

poems, but it also helped him find a way 

out of his dilemma in his poetry creation.  

When Rexroth began writing his first 

long poem in the early 1920s, T.S. Eliot 

published The Waste Land, and Eliot’s 

reputation rapidly rose, and his influence 

also extended rapidly. Soon, Eliot became 

an authoritative figure in the English 

 
21朱光潜：《朱光潜全集》第三卷，合肥：安

徽教育出版社，1987年，pp.  49-53. 

poetry circle and was followed by many 

young poets. Rexroth was also one of the 

followers of Eliot when he was young. He 

learned how to use allusions in his poetry, 

quoted lines from other writers, and even 

imitated the tone of despair in Eliot’s 

poetry. The quotations in Rexroth’s long 

poems were taken from a great variety of 

literary works of many different countries. 

In „The Phoenix and the Tortoise,” for 

example, he quoted from Aristotle’s 

discussion of poetry and history, Paul 

Valéry’s French poetry, Sir John 

Mandeville’s The Travels, the Welsh epic 

Mabinogion, and from Dostoevsky, the 

American thinker Randolph Bourne, 

Chaucer, Catullus, and more than thirty 

Japanese poems. 22  In „Dragon and 

22 Odell, Ling Chung. Kenneth Rexroth and Chinese 

Poetry Translation, Imitation, and Adaptation. 

Madison: University of Wisconsin, Madison, 

1972, pp, 197-198. 
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Unicorn,” there are also citations in Latin 

and French. The extensive use of cross-

cultural citations, allusions, and many 

different languages in poetry posed 

difficulties for ordinary readers. Gradually, 

Rexroth realized that his imitation was 

unsuccessful. Rexroth once said: 

I would say that the influence of The 

Waste Land on myself was entirely for the 

bad. I was writing my long poem, and a lot 

of Frazer and Jane Harrison and Jessie 

Weston crept into it and didn’t do it any 

good. Eliot’s tone of weary, disillusioned 

withdrawal crept in as well. This came from 

Remy de Gourmont to Eliot, but in Remy’s 

prose it’s tinctured with irony. By the time 

I’d got it at second- or third hand it had 

become extremely infectious and the irony 

had evaporated. I am afraid that The Waste 

Land temper was a serious disease of young 

 
23Kenneth Rexroth, An Autobiographical Novel.New 

York: New Directions, 1991, pp. 257-258. 

writers of my time. We all wrote things like 

it, from Nancy Cunard to Sam Beckett to 

Louis Zukofsky. I think that most of us, 

particularly people like Zukofsky and me, 

were able fairly rapidly to write ourselves 

out of Eliot’s idiom, possibly due to the 

fact that we had more wholesome 

examples in French verse.23 

In his practice of poetry writing, 

Rexroth found that the excessive influence 

of Eliot became a major drawback for 

American poetry in his time. The 

popularity of the theory of impersonality 

led to the subtraction and diminishing of 

the poet’s personality and emotions. In 

addition, the excessive use of allusions in 

poems would cause difficulties in reading. 

Rexroth wrote in his poem „Codicil,” 

„Most of the world’s poetry/ Is artifice 

construction./ No one reads it but 
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scholars./ After a generation/ It has grown 

so overcooked,/It cannot be digested. 

There is little I haven’t/ Read, and dreary 

stuff it was.”24 

  For Rexroth, Eliot’s theory had 

constrained the imagination, restricted the 

expression of subjective emotions, and 

made poetry lack individuality. Rexroth 

realized the problem in his own writing. 

From the 1950s to the 1970s, Rexroth 

translated a large quantity of classical 

Chinese poetry, and their images were 

vividly embedded in his soul, deeply 

influencing his aesthetic consciousness in 

poetry creation, and endowing him with a 

new way of expression. 
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Abstract 

An over-eager fascination with 

Chinese characters has been very suspect 

for a very long time within Anglophone 

Sinology.  There is good reason for this: the 

supposed oddity or exoticism of 

ideographic script as compared with the 

supposedly „normal” alphabetic scripts of 

the world has been cause for a lot of 

Orientalist fantasy about China.  It has, in 

earlier ages of Sinology, the idea of the 

mystical or historically determinative 

Chinese character has also been the cause 

of a lot of sloppy generalizations about 

Chinese civilization that run counter to the 

actual historical record.  Since the 

mainstreaming of postcolonial studies was 

finished three decades ago, these kinds of 

fantasies have been muted, if not altogether 

driven out of the profession.  There are a 

few subfields that still do pay close 

attention to the formal development of 

Chinese characters—most prominently, 

historical linguistics, and calligraphy studies.  

But these are relatively small sub-fields, and 

are not well-known by most working 

scholars in Chinese studies outside of 

China. 

 Without any longing to revive old-

fashioned Orientalism, or the futile attempt 

to locate large-scale historical movements’ 

genesis in the rarity of Chinese script, this 

paper will argue for the importance of a 

renewed attention to the written form of 

Chinese language.  A new, interdisciplinary 
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script studies would not need to interrogate 

the actual nature, form, or evolution of 

characters: historical linguistics and 

calligraphy studies already do that well.  

Instead, it could ask how cultural actors 

throughout Chinese history were 

themselves sometimes fascinated by the 

nature of Chinese script, and the various 

ways in which they attributed to characters 

certain cultural, moral, medicinal, or 

spiritual powers.  This paper will briefly 

touch upon an extended sampling of such 

historically-grounded examples of 

fascination with Chinese characters, and 

from them suggest common lines of 

interest that run throughout, as well as 

suggest important unanswered questions. 

 

Key Words 

script studies, sinograph, philology, 

calligraphy, talismans, tattooing, 

lexicography 

 

 In Western-language Chinese 

studies, there is a well-established suspicion 

of analyses that foreground the importance 

of Chinese script as culturally 

determinative.  Foreign fetishization of 

Chinese characters has a long and 

fascinating history, and well-worth study, 

but not continuance or emulation.  This 

kind of fetishization now is a central 

hallmark of an Orientalist attitude, or 

presuppositions, and is generally used to 

make sweeping and unsupportable 

generalizations about the inner essence of 

Chineseness.    

However, almost all foreign scholars 

working in Chinese studies in the 21st 

century realize how irresponsible it would 

be to attribute the large-scale forces of 

Chinese history to the determinative 

Otherness of the sinograph.  Scholars do 

generally understand that the feeling of 
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reading Chinese, for someone fluent in the 

language, is more or less identical to the 

feeling of reading alphabetic languages.  

When one knows all of the words on the 

page, the words usually become 

transparent.  In most situations, readers 

stop thinking about what the forms of the 

ink look like, and engage instead with the 

content. As Zhuangzi famously put it: 

Nets are used for fish, one gets the 

fish and forgets the net.  Snares are used for 

hares, one gets the hare and forgets the 

snare.  Words are used for thoughts, one 

gets the thought and forgets the word.  

How can I find a person who has forgotten 

words, so that I may have a word with him? 

荃者所以在魚，得魚而忘荃；蹄

者所以在兔，得兔而忘蹄；言者所以

 
1  Zhang Qiqun 章啓群, ed., New Commentary on 

Zhuangzi 莊子新注 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju 

中華書局, 2018), 2: 648. 

在意，得意而忘言。吾安得忘言之人

而與之言哉？1 

So, although this paper will suggest 

the value of a new kind of interdisciplinary 

attention to Chinese script, it is in no way 

trying to fight a reactionary battle on behalf 

of some kind of vaguely racist, 19th-

century style of cultural determinism.  

 Because Western scholars have 

long since learned the anti-essentialist 

lessons of postcolonialism, extended 

attention to Chinese script was for decades 

largely confined to those in two small sub-

fields: that section of historical linguistics 

devoted to characters’ evolution, and 

known commonly in Chinese as 

wenzixue 文字學; and the study of 

calligraphy, purely from within the 
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disciplinary boundaries of Art History.  In 

the US and Canada, these are small 

subfields of Chinese studies, with no more 

than a handful of active scholars doing 

work in each.  To take a simple metric: at 

the most recent annual meetings of both 

the Association for Asian Studies, and the 

American Oriental Society, both held in 

March 2022, there was exactly one paper at 

each focused on Chinese calligraphy, and 

none on historical linguistics approaches to 

character evolution–that is fairly 

representative in the 21st century.  

European Sinology still has somewhat 

more scope for these topics, as it is less 

subject to neoliberal market revisions to 

the structure of the university.  Yet only in 

China proper are there robust research 

communities built up around these fields. 

 Within Anglophone scholarship, 

the relative specialization and small size of 

those sub-fields has prevented them from 

being well understood by scholars working 

in the main line of wen-shi-zhe type topics.  

Nevertheless, there have continued to be 

scholars working more in the 

methodological mainstream of Chinese 

studies who have continued to centre 

Chinese writing in their analyses, in 

historically responsible, non-essentialist 

ways.  Mark Lewis’s monumental and 

influential Writing and Authority in Early 

China, published at perhaps the nadir of 

Western Sinological attention to Chinese 

script, is now over two decades old, 

perhaps allowing us to canonize it as a 

contemporary scholarly classic. 

 However, at least within Euro-

American scholarship, there has been a 

noticeable increase in the pace of 

publication of major works about Chinese 

script within the past decade.  Thomas O. 

Höllmann’s 2015 scholarly survey of the 

history of Chinese script, Diechinesische 

Schrift: Geschichte, Zeichen, Kalligraphie, was 

translated into English and published by 
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Columbia in 2017. Thomas Mullaney’s 

2018 Fairbank prize winning The Chinese 

Typewriter broke new ground in thinking 

about the ways in which Chinese script 

encountered technological modernity, a 

question long wrapped up in very old May 

Fourth debates.  Moreover, most recently, 

Jing Tsu’s just-published Kingdom of 

Characters has noticed and pushed forward 

Mullaney’s approach, investigating seven 

anecdotes in the modernization and 

digitization of Chinese script. 

 Even among those works newly 

interested in the nature and uses of 

characters, however, there is still a strategic 

wariness and suspicion, as if Orientalist 

analysis was a constant threat to return at 

any mention of the importance of 

characters.  For example, in her 2014 book, 

 
2 Bachner, Andrea. Beyond Sinology: Chinese Writing 

and the Scripts of Culture (New York: Columbia 

University Press, 2014) 16-17. 

Beyond Sinology: Chinese Writing and the Scripts 

of Culture, Andrea Bachner writes: 

My analysis of sinographic script 

politics in different cultural contexts and 

media shows that there is no „natural” link 

between national identity or cultural 

otherness and any one language or script. 

Rather, the privileging of a specific medium 

or language as a carrier of cultural identity 

obeys heavily conventionalized, codified, 

and overdetermined symbolic economies, 

both transcultural and culturally specific 

ones.2 

The implication seems to be that 

„Sinology” is that which does believe there 

is a natural link between national identity 

and cultural otherness and the Chinese 

script, even though it would be difficult to 
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find a self-identified Sinologist in the 21st 

century who believes that. 

 Nonetheless, without getting hung 

up on terms, Bachner’s point is well-taken: 

as long as one makes clear that there is 

nothing essentializably Other in the 

sinograph, it is indeed worth detailed 

investigation how script can become a 

conventionalized carrier of these 

„overdetermined symbolic economies”.  

Because recent scholarly works such as 

Bachner’s, and the others mentioned above, 

have been already breaking new ground in 

the study of Chinese script, the present 

essay will rely on their precedents.  A new 

subfield of Sinology has been forming that 

is worth thinking through, and theorizing.  

The present essay will not review and 

characterize those works in the new script 

studies mentioned above–they have all 

already received extensive notice and 

comment.  Instead, it will attempt only to 

propose possible anti-essentialist directions 

that such a field could take. 

As mentioned above, for fluent 

readers, the form of script usually becomes 

transparent, and one sees only the content.  

That is true–usually.  And occasionally it is 

not.  We do not ourselves need to fetishize 

the form of Chinese characters to 

recognize that, historically, there are many 

cases in which Chinese readers have 

themselves become heavily invested in the 

nature of those characters.  Discussion of 

the origin, shape, style, and aesthetics of 

the Chinese written language has been a 

frequent and broad-based interest of 

cultural actors for millennia, in ways that 

cannot be reduced to the precincts of 

linguistics or calligraphy.  Although the 

vast majority of reading and writing that 

occurred in traditional China was reading 

for the sense, Chinese textual engagement 

has been so voluminous that in any age we 

can find many examples of readers who 
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paused in their reading, to let themselves 

become fascinated, entranced by the 

physical form of characters.  Chinese 

cultural actors have at times mystified 

Chinese script.  They have historicized it, 

aestheticized it, commodified it, and 

medicalized it.  Purposes, methods, and 

outcomes have been vastly different.  

Conceptions have been askew, if not 

directly at odds.  In order to merit a 

phenomenon being given sustained 

scholarly attention, however, it is not 

necessary to have uniformity of the 

materials, only a common concern among 

sources with very different approaches.   

A brief review of a relatively large 

number of examples of Chinese fascination 

with the nature of Chinese script is 

appropriate.  Accustomed by decades of 

justified distaste for script-centered 

approaches to Chinese culture, it cannot 

hurt to be reminded of the length, breath, 

and variety of moments of script-based 

speculation to be found in the historical 

record.  However, a survey of possible 

exemplary materials for a script-studies 

analysis is also valuable in being a way to 

examine what sorts of questions such a 

field might profitably investigate, as well as 

what the stakes are in asking such questions.  

Materials gathered into a thematic set can 

produce their own resonances, making 

certain kinds of questions easier to 

formulate.  Therefore, below are offered 

seven brief descriptions of disparate 

materials scattered along the length of the 

Chinese tradition, followed by seven 

questions that the materials raise about 

how the nature, form, and function of 

Chinese script was understood by 

contemporaries.  Some of these materials 

will be very well known to most readers; 

others are perhaps more obscure.  All of 

them are chosen for review based upon 

two criteria: clear emphasis on Chinese 

script, in ways that belie the notion that 
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such emphasis must be a product of 

Orientalist fantasy, and ability to suggest 

broader resonances in their respective 

historical moments that would justify a 

script-centric approach. 

 

1. The Myth of Cang Jie 

 Cang Jie is well known as a culture 

hero credited with the invention of Chinese 

characters.  Although named in much 

earlier sources, the most frequently-

referenced version of his invention of 

characters comes from Xu Shen’s original 

postface to the ShuowenJiezi《說文解字》： 

The Yellow Emperor’s Archivist 

Cang Jie saw the tracks of birds and beasts, 

and understood the mutual distinctions 

that could be drawn between patterns.  

 
3  Xu Shen 許慎, Shuowen Jiezi Modern 

Edition 說文解字現代版, ed. Wang Hongyuan 

This is when he first began to make 

characters… When Cang Jie first started to 

create writing, he more or less formed their 

shapes according to categories, and this is 

why they are called „patterns”. 

黃帝之史倉頡，見鳥獸蹏迒之跡，

知分理之可相別異也，初造書契...倉

頡之初作書，蓋依類象形，故謂之文。

3 

In later cultural memory, Cang Jie’s 

invention of script is sometimes mis-

remembered as an imitation of birds’ tracks 

alone, with the implication being a 

borrowing of the physical resemblance of a 

claw-impression for direct use in the 

construction of characters.  That seems to 

be a mistake that should have been easier 

to make later in the tradition: kaishustrokes 

王宏源 (Beijing: Chinese Academy of Social 

Sciences Press, 2005), 841. 
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and structures look innately closer to bird-

tracks than do lishu or zhuanshu. 

 Here, however, a close reading of 

the initial passage suggests that the creation 

of characters is not the product of a direct 

resemblance of the character to the tracks.  

Sometimes, interpreters have laid stress 

upon the forming and shaping in the 

second half of the passage cited above, and 

it is possible that that passage is hinting at 

pictographic characters (象形字). 4  

Nonetheless, distinguishability seems at 

least as important as resemblance.  Cang Jie 

notes the tracks of both birds and beasts.  

Like any skilled tracker, he notes that they 

 
4  The created graphs attributed to Cang Jie are 

imitations of objects, but they are not elaborate 

pictures. The principle for imitation is not one of 

copying, as in the cave paintings by primitive 

people. It is one of capturing the „resemblances” 

or essential features of objects to be represented.” 

Ming Dong Gu, „Reconceptualizing the 

Linguistic Divide: Chinese and Western Theories 

can be clearly distinguished from each 

other: 知分理之可相別異也.  This is the 

opposite of a quasi-magical assumption of 

meaning innate in a given pattern.  Like 

Saussure, it understands that writing, to be 

useful, has to be systemic, and has to be 

founded upon a principle of mutual 

distinction.  Timothy O’Neill has offered a 

convincing account of the purpose of Xu 

Shen’s preface as „furiously engaging in the 

project of restoring language that has been 

lost, broken, misrepresented, and 

misunderstood” 5  through a series of 

linguistic changes, including evolution of 

scripts.  However, this does not require 

of the Written Sign,” Comparative Literature Studies 

37, no. 2 (2000): 103. 

5 Timothy O’Neill, „Xu Shen’s Scholarly Agenda: A 

New Interpretation of the Postface of the Shuowen 

jiezi,” Journal of the American Oriental Society 113, no. 

3 (2013): 415. 
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that the originary meaning of characters 

had to be conceived of by the Eastern Han 

as inherently natural, logocentric, or even 

as fundamentally pictographic at its core, 

despite the obvious presence of some basic 

pictographic characters. 

 Question: Given the common 

continuities drawn between natural and 

cultural „patterning” (wen 文) in early 

Chinese texts, is it safe to assume that script 

is thought to embody cosmological 

correspondences, or is it merely thought of 

as an analogical parallel to nature, subject 

to its own internal rules and structure? 

 

2. Bird and Bug Scripts 

 Also in Xu Shen’s preface is a quick 

rundown of the calligraphic styles that 

remained in use following the Qin 

 
6 Xu, 842. 

unification of scripts.  Among these, the 

most fanciful and odd is perhaps „bug 

script” 蟲書, referring to a form of writing, 

in general form and line aesthetics similar 

to normal seal script, but formed into the 

shape of insects, birds, or fish.  This did not 

start with the Qin; it dates back to at least 

the late 6th century bronze inscriptions on 

ceremonial spears.  Originally ornamental, 

it later evolved into a kind of security font: 

„The sixth script [in use during the mid-

Han] was Bird and Bug Script, used for 

writing communiques.” 

六曰鳥蟲書，所以書幡信也.6  He does 

not elaborate, but scholars have generally 

understood this to mean that the form of 

Bird-and-Bug Script was both unusual and 

pictorial enough to resist falsification in the 

event that an official letter fell into the 

wrong hands.  It is, in effect, parallel to the 
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complex numerical characters used in 

modern financial transactions, to prevent 

fraud. 

 After the Han, the security-based 

use of the Bird and Bug Script fell into 

disuse, but was kept alive by calligraphers 

during the centuries of the Six Dynasties 

and the growing interest in and 

experimentation with alternate fonts and 

styles.  A much-transformed use occurs in 

the headpiece to the 升仙太子碑, a stele 

written personally by Wu Zetian, and only 

unearthed in the late 1990s.  The headpiece 

is likely not the Empress’s personal carving, 

but it is striking: the bodies of the six title 

characters, 升仙太子之碑, are formed out 

of groups of individual bird-figures of 

different sizes.  The stele itself is in honour 

 
7 Sun Yinggang 孙英刚, „A Fluid Political Vision–

the ‘Shengxian Taizi Stele’ and the Luoyang 

Political Situation of the Wu Zhou and the Court 

of the Zhou 6th century BC crown prince 

Ling 周靈王太子, and was set up at a 

temple previously founded in his honour. 

 In the context of the place and the 

text–concerned with the apotheosis of the 

prince–the use of a radically altered form of 

bird script suggests both a historical 

continuity (the 6th century is the best 

approximation of an origin period for the 

script) and a religious usage.  The actual 

text of the stele, after the title, is itself 

highly political, including a politics of script: 

Wu Zetian’s new characters are replaced by 

standard characters in a later addition 

dating to the reign of Zhongzong (705-

710). 7  Nevertheless, there is certainly no 

need to assume that Wu Zetian saw politics 

and religion as separable realms, and here 

of Zhongzong,” 流动的政治景观--

《升仙太子碑》与武周及中宗朝的洛阳政

局 Humanities Journal 人文杂志, no. 5 (2019): 103. 
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the birds seem to have a spiritualizing 

function.  Along with the apotheosis of the 

Zhou crown prince, the birds seem well 

placed to carry Empress Wu’s text aloft as 

well. 

 Question: In the critical period 

from the Han through the Six Dynasties 

when consciousness of distinct writing 

styles was being transformed from a 

communication problem to an aesthetic 

opportunity, how was the relation of form 

to function understood, and was it 

common to see multiple functions for a 

given style of characters? 

 

3. Standardization of Style 

 In 241, the third Wei Dynasty 

emperor, Cao Fang, decided that an 

 
8 Association of the two sets of stele is so strong 

that they are occasionally confused, even by 

accomplished scholars. For example: „Another 

extension of the Xiping Classics 

熹平石經 was needed.  Those tablets, of 

course, had been finished near the end of 

the Han dynasty, completed almost sixty 

years earlier, and had put in stone seven 

Confucian classics: the Odes, Documents, 

Changes, Annals, Gongyang Zhuan, Rites, and 

the Analects.  Cao Fang’s new tablets, 

eventually set up right beside the Xiping 

classics, included the Documents, Annals, and 

a small portion of the Zuo Zhuan.  The 

major difference in the second set of 

tablets, and what prevents them from being 

a puzzling redundancy, is that each line is 

carved in three distinct font styles: ancient 

script (古文字), seal script, and clerical 

script.8 

relevant episode is the creation of the so-called 

Xiping Stone Classics (Xiping shi jing熹平石經), a 

series of stone stele with inscriptions of the 
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 Especially next to the Xiping 

Classics, expressly set up for the purpose of 

fixing the text in stone, and providing 

reliable copies for students and scholars, 

the Three-Font Classics steles would seem 

to be immortalizing style, rather than 

content.  By the time of the Northern Wei, 

roughly two centuries later, that is exactly 

how they were being used: 

Formerly during the age of the Han, 

there were created the Three-Font Stone 

Classics and placed in the Hall of Great 

Learning.  Students whose characters were 

 
Confucian Classics in three different scripts, 

namely the „ancient” (gu 古), „seal” (zhuan 篆), 

and „clerical” (li 隸) scripts.” Vincent S. Leung, 

„Bad Writing: Cursive Calligraphy and the Ethics 

of Orthography in the Eastern Han Dynasty,” in 

Behaving Badly in Early and Medieval China, ed. N. 

Harry Rothschild and Leslie V. Wallace 

(Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2017), 

not correct, went there in numbers to 

correct them. 

昔漢世造三字石經於太學，學者

文字不正，多往質焉。(juan55)9 

The problem with this apparently 

obvious decision to foreground style is that 

it cannot be directly attributed to Cao Fang.  

There are no historical records attesting his 

motives.  The only near-contemporary 

reference to the Three-Font Classics is 

from Xun Song 

荀崧（262 年－328 年）a Righthand 

117. Nonetheless, the Xiping Classics were also 

sometimes referred to as the 一字石經 by way of 

comparison with the later triple-script carving. 

9  Wei Shou 魏收, ed., History of the [Northern] 

Wei 魏書 (Beijing: Zhonghua Shuju, 2018), 4: 

1334-5. 
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Grand Master of the Palace 右光祿大夫 

under the Jin.  Xun writes: 

As for the initial construction of the 

Hall of Brightness, establishment of the 

Circular Academy, court ceremonies and 

imperial instructions, libations and 

appointments, the Western Library and the 

Eastern Academy, the River Chart and other 

secret and prohibited books–the 

Directorate has the Ft. Jin stories of the 

temple accounts-keeper, and the Hall of 

Learning has the Ancient Script Stone Classics. 

經始明堂，營建闢雍，告朔班政，

鄉飲大射，西閣東序,《河圖》密書禁

籍，台省有宗廟太府金墉故事，太學

有《石經古文》(juan31)10 

 
10  Yan Kejun 嚴可均, ed., Complete Prose of the 

Ancient Three Dynasties, Qin, Han, Three Kingdoms, 

and Six Dynasties 全上古三代秦漢三國六朝文 

Although the Xiping Classics were 

also moved to the Hall of Great Learning 

to be next to the Three-Font classics, it 

does seem safe to assume that the „Stone 

Classics” here refer to those ordered by 

Cao Fang, as the Xiping steles were carved 

in clerical script only, not the ancient script 

to which Xun refers.  But, of course, his 

focus in the above-quoted passage is not at 

all on the font, but on the Confucian 

content that is being passed down.  He 

does not seem to note or care that the same 

text is reproduced on the same steles in two 

other fonts. 

 Question: What is the relationship 

between the standardization of canonical, 

orthodox texts and ideas, and the 

(Shijiazhuang: Hebei Jiaoyu Publishing, 1997), 4: 

314. 
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standardization of canonical forms of 

writing used to carry those texts and ideas? 

 

4. Talismanic script 

 Daoist talismans (fu 符) are some 

of the most visually striking examples of 

Chinese scriptic imagination.  Growing out 

of Lingbao sect traditions, the use of 

talismans did spread to general use by other 

sects, and eventually became a general 

feature of popular religious practice.  In 

form, talismans are usually long paper 

rectangles, oriented vertically, with 

mixtures of different kinds of divine 

writing, drawings, and abstract designs 

upon them.  The most common style of 

divine writing appears to be a sort of false 

seal-script, sometimes used to write real 

 
11  A good introduction to some of the major 

talisman collections, as well as their history and 

use, is available in Catherine Despeux, „Talismans 

and recognizable characters, other times 

used to write characters difficult to 

interpret and sometimes-likely imaginary.  

However, there are also wide varieties of 

visual forms that appear on the talismans: 

real and imaginary constellations, strange 

or crazed squiggles, and occasionally large 

shaded sections or simply inkblots.  The 

Daozang holds many examples, some of 

which are in reproductions of works 

dedicated to collecting talismanic forms.11 

 The talismans had–and still have–

many uses.  A former student noted that 

she kept a small talisman inside her cell 

phone case, as protection against having 

her phone damaged or stolen.  More 

common traditional usages included 

general luck or protection charms, that 

could be pasted to a wall or door, or worn 

and Diagrams,” in Daoism Handbook, ed. Livia 

Kohn (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 498-540. 
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on the body, as needed.  In addition, there 

was a long and widespread use of talismans 

for medical purposes.  These were not a 

normal part of what is now considered 

Traditional Chinese Medicine–only 

medical books written from an explicitly 

Daoist frame of reference generally 

referred to the talismans, and by the late 

Ming, scorn for the dubious practices of 

Daoist medicine had led mainstream 

doctors to identify explicitly as 

„Confucian”.12 

 Scholarship on the medical uses of 

talismans is not robust, either in Chinese or 

Western languages.  Such uses are known, 

and mentioned frequently in scholarly 

literature that touches upon the existence 

 
12  Conflict between mainstream and Daoist 

medicine in the Ming is explained by Peter 

Engelfriet, „Linked Faiths, Divergent Paths? 

Some Remarks on Taoism and Medicine in Late 

Ming and Early Qing China,” in Linked Faiths : 

Essays on Chinese Religions and Traditional Culture in 

of the talismans, but it is rarely the focus of 

investigation.  That may have to do with 

the lack of clear evidence: most of the 

sources collected in the Daozang contain 

practical instructions on their preparation 

and use, but little on their theory or how 

practitioners or patients understood them.  

Consider, for example, a Tang talisman 

collection, the Supreme Cave of Obscurity 

Numinous Treasure Whitesnake Spirit True 

Talismans 太上洞玄靈寳素靈真符, 

attributed in a Du Guangting preface to the 

Daoist saint Di Qianyou in the 

Qianyuanperiod (758-60) of Suzong’s 

reign. 13   Five separate categories of 

talismans are reproduced, for different 

kinds of illnesses.  In the section dedicated 

Honour of Kristofer Schipper, ed. Jan de Meyer and 

Peter Engelfriet (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 248-68. 

13  Despite that attribution of the talismans, the 

edition of the text reproduced  in the Daozang is 

credited simply to a „Mr. Lu“ 陸先生. 
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to plagues, the notes underneath the 

talismans indicate specific usages such as 

„For chronic sickness, swallow in water” 

時病水中吞之 or „When wishing to enter 

the house of a person with plague, swallow 

it.” 欲入殟病人家吞之. 14   The set of 

talismans is concluded with this story: 

On the first day of the heavenly cycle, 

the Duke of Heaven would regularly come 

to see the divine court and the Emperor of 

Heaven. The Emperor asked why the 

people of the world are often suffering 

bitterly from plagues and poisonous airs, 

and more than one have been brought 

guiltless unto death.  The Emperor told the 

Duke and the assembled gods, „Lead the 

God of Herbs to the great epidemics and 

 
14殟 is used throughout for 瘟, although here it 

would make sense in its standard meaning of 

„fainting”, context elsewhere indicates a character 

substitution. 

let him swiftly gather the families and send 

the Yellow Emperor to the doors of the 

faithful, putting a red word upon the door, 

and making the sick drink six-word 

talismans, and they will immediately sweat 

it out, and can avoid death.” Thereupon he 

told him, and sent him as a messenger to 

tell the people of the world to put this into 

practice. 

天公常以甲子日，見諸神朝元始

天尊，天尊問天下人民，常苦殟病疫

毒之氣，而致死亡枉橫非一。天尊告

天公諸神曰：寅芒至大疫劇合家作黃

帝到天門，赤字著門戶上，病者飲六

字 符 ， 立 汗 出 ， 可 得 不 死 耳 。

故告之，使世人行之。15 

15Zhengtong Daozang正統道藏 (Taipei: Yiwen 藝文, 

1964),  6: 345. 
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Magical thinking in response to 

pandemics is a familiar phenomenon in the 

age of covid-19.  The distinction from 21st-

century medical disinformation is not in 

the spiritualization of medicine, but in 

locating the source of magic in script.  This 

is a two-part prescription: one letter to be 

painted upon the door, and six more to be 

taken with water.  Note that the nature of 

the words, or their meaning, is not 

explained: in the talismans accompanying 

these texts there are plenty of identifiable 

graphs common to talismans: 日, 月, 天, 

鬼, 吉, 目, and 開, plus several other 

nonsense characters.  However, the 

meaning might be beside the point: it is 

likely that the recipients of these folk 

remedies were often functionally illiterate–

and if they possessed low levels of literacy, 

the simplicity of the elements used may 

have been able to communicate the idea of 

sensibility more than any actual message.  If 

so, the popularity and long centuries of use 

may suggest that sinographs also fascinated 

those who could not use them for 

communication–and that in the absence of 

literacy, they took on other uses, their 

physical form assumed to have direct 

efficacy. 

 Question: What did writing 

represent to those who were outside the 

system of literacy that made it susceptible 

to theological fetishization–innate power, 

heavenly authority, or something else 

entirely? 

 

5. Tattooing 

 Tattoos in Chinese script are in 

Sinophone regions still often associated 

with gangland criminal connections.  In the 

rest of the world they are more benign but 

also more ridiculous, often acquired by 

those who hope to have something 

grandiose like „Dragon Warrior” etched 
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into their skin, but instead end up with 

„Chicken Soup” or pure nonsense 

assemblages of lines.  Nonetheless, tattoos 

have a long and resonant history in 

premodern China that speaks to the 

changing values associated with both script 

and the body. 

 Consider the famous case of Yue 

Fei’s tattoo.  The case of the famous 

general, betrayed by court intrigue, is as 

close to a dolchstossmyth as one can find in 

medieval Chinese history.  Moreover, at a 

climactic moment, the story features a 

tattoo: 

Qin Hui 秦檜 (1090–1155) sent a 

messenger to arrest Yue Fei and his sons so 

they could testify about the Zhang Xian 

張憲 affair. When the messenger arrived, 

 
16 Tuotuo 脫脫 et al., ed. History of the Song 宋史 

(Shanghai: Zhonghua Shuju, 1977) 33: 11393.  

Yue Fei said: „Heaven and Earth can make 

manifest what is in my mind.” At first, they 

ordered He Zhu 何鑄 (1088–1152) to 

interrogate him. Yue Fei tore the shirt off 

his body and showed his back to Zhu. 

There were four big characters [on his 

back]: „Exhaust one’s loyalty in service of 

the state” (jinzhongbaoguo 盡忠報國) 

written in lines that were deeply carved into 

his skin. And since the investigation 

brought no proof [against Yue Fei], Zhu 

realized Fei was not guilty. 

檜遣使捕飛父子證張憲事，使者

至，飛笑曰：「皇天后土，可表此

心。」初命何鑄鞠之，飛裂裳以背示

鑄，有「盡忠報國」四大字，深入膚

理。既而閱實無左驗，鑄明其無辜。

(juan365)16 

Translation adapted from Elad Alyagon, „Loyalist 

Tattoos and Tattooed Generals in the 
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The historical narrative plays with 

notions of depth and concealment versus 

revelation.  This is, after all, a pre-trial 

hearing, presumably intended to make the 

truth manifest.  The general speaks of 

cosmological manifestation of his 

innocence to the arresting officer.  He then 

uses the tattoo to express to He Zhu the 

depth of his loyalty.  The author of these 

lines understood the paradox of tattoos: 

they are literally but not metaphorically 

skin-deep.  To emphasize Yue’s 

commitment, the narrative emphasizes the 

depth of the lettering, 深入膚理, clearly a 

literary flourish rather than anything with 

historical evidence behind it.  Presumably, 

this is indeed the manifestation of the 

unshakeable loyalty in his mind. 

 
Song Dynasty.” Frontiers of History in China. 2016, 

11(2): 247-8. 

 Except that any such tattoo Yue 

Fei actually had, would have been evidence 

of no such thing, nor understood to be 

such by the literati who tried him.  In a 

fascinating study of Song military tattoo 

culture, Elad Alyagon has demonstrated 

that instead of heroic loyalism, the tattoo 

would actually have „revealed a lower-class 

masculine martial subculture hostile to elite 

values and institutions.”17  By comparison 

with military figures such as Di Qing (狄青, 

1008-57), as well as various prisoners and 

rebels, Alyagon argues that tattoos are 

almost invariably considered shameful 

markers of lower-class status.  Even 

military tattoos expressing loyalty were not 

necessarily true signs of loyalty: they were 

often forcibly imposed upon conscripts. 

17 Alyagon, 249. 
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 Question: How did the relationship 

between script and the body in tattooing 

change over time, and how might this have 

been related to broader cultural questions 

about psychology, signification and the 

knowability of political actors’ intentions? 

 

6.  Calligraphic theory 

 Calligraphic theory is a subfield 

within a subfield: well-explored enough to 

have good primary source collections and 

good Sinophone introductions to most of 

the major writers, poorly-known enough to 

be rarely read except by art historians 

already invested in the history of 

calligraphy as an artistic practice.  There are 

plenty of works in that tradition that are 

indeed of little use to anyone except 

specialists: extensive descriptions of 

materials and techniques, discussions of 

the proper practice of different types of 

style, critical evaluations of the aesthetic 

merits or failings of different historically 

significant calligraphers, and so on.  There 

is also considerable and significant overlap 

with other significant discourses from the 

Chinese tradition: whether aesthetic, 

historical, or cosmological.  Particularly 

noticeable are the same theories of 

language, psychology, semiotics, and 

communication that also animate other 

discourses such as classical theories of 

literature and music. 

 As one example among many, 

consider the following brief excerpt from 

the Elegant Words on Calligraphy 書法雅言 

of Ming writer Xiang Mu 項穆 (~1550-

~1600).  This work is strongly reminiscent 

to the Wenxin Diaolong in both style and 

structure, and it is not surprising that it 

echoes early literary theory in its concern 

for the psychology of expression: 

I have heard it said that virtue is 

rooted in the mind and becomes visible in 
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one’s bearing, if one gets something in the 

mind, it is answered in the hands, and 

writing is also this way.  As human 

characters are distinct, so natures differ, 

and as that which is put in motion by the 

force of a brush, deviance or uprightness 

will form themselves.  The mind of writing, 

whether in advocacy and calculation, or 

fancy and transformation, keeps the 

concept at the tip of the brush, in the 

unformed image.  For the image of writing, 

with its twirls and reverses, dignified or 

divine, the brush sets out following the 

concept, and is thus become the form of 

the mind… 

Liu Gongguan said, „If your mind is 

upright, then your brush will be upright.”  

Now I say: „If your person is upright, then 

your writing will be upright.”  The mind is 

the teacher of the person, if the mind is 

upright than the person will be upright.  

The brush is the supply of writing, if the 

brush is upright then the writing will be 

upright.  The person being upright from 

the mind, and the writing from the brush, 

this is what the Odes meant by „Thought 

without perversity” and what the Rites 

meant by „Nothing without respect”.  This 

is the great rule of calligraphy summed up 

in a single sentence. 

蓋聞德性根心，睟盎生色，得心

應手，書亦云然。人品既殊，性情各

異，筆勢所運，邪正自形。書之心，

主張布算，想像化裁，意在筆端，未

形之相也。書之相，旋折進退，威儀

神采，筆隨意發，既形之心也... 

柳公權曰：“心正則筆正”，余今

曰：“人正則書正”。心為人之帥，心

正則人正矣。筆為書之充，筆正則書

正矣。人由心正，書由筆正，即《詩》
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雲“思無邪”，《禮》雲“無不敬”，書

法大旨，一語括之矣。18 

Uprightness (zheng 正) is a major 

category in Xiang’s work; elsewhere he uses 

it to indicate the „moral fortitude”19 that 

provides a necessary balance to novelty (qi 

奇). Nevertheless, here the word refers just 

as much to the literal position of the hand 

and brush, perpendicular to the page, as it 

does to the character of the calligrapher. 

Such ideological motions of the text will be 

familiar to anyone who remembers the 

dictum in the Great Preface to the Mao 

Odes that „The poem is that to which the 

intent goes; in the mind it remains an intent, 

when sent forth in language it becomes a 

poem.” 

 
18  Yang Fan 楊凡 et al., ed. Chinese Historical 

Calligraphic Theory, Annotated: Ming Volume 

中國歷代書法理論評註: 明代卷, (Hangzhou: 

Hangzhou Publishing 杭州出版社, 2015) 267.  

詩者，志之所之也。在心為志，發言

為詩。The uses of this kind of rhetoric 

within calligraphic criticism and theory are 

usually tied closely enough to the concerns 

of calligraphic practice that it is clear that 

the author is directly referencing a field 

knowable as „calligraphy” rather than one 

knowable as „poetry”.  But such language 

is also not so distinct from related 

discourses that one comes away with a 

strong sense that calligraphy is hermetically 

sealed away from literature or psychology 

in ways that our contemporary discipline 

structures would seem to enforce.  For that 

matter, from the other side, anecdotes of 

poets, such as those in the Tang Shi Ji Shi, 

will commonly stress both the speed of 

composition and the elegance of 

19  Katherine P. Burnett, Dimensions of Originality: 

Essays on Seventeenth-Century Chinese Art Theory and 

Criticism (Hong Kong: The Chinese University 

Press, 2013), 190. 
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calligraphic style as a holistic part of the act 

of masterful composition. 

 Question:  What is the relationship 

of script-centric discourses such as 

calligraphic theory to other kinds of 

cultural texts, especially those focused on 

the content of expression, and to what 

degree are divisions between form and 

content modern impositions on 

premodern texts? 

 

7. Classical Lexicography 

 Serious, thoughtful, and evidence-

based philology is not a modern 

phenomenon.  Although contemporary 

historical linguistics is an established 

discipline that has been deliberately set 

aside here in order to outline a new set of 

concerns for possible investigation, it is 

impossible to miss the historical 

importance of classical lexicography.  

Chinese has one of the oldest, richest, and 

most varied traditions of premodern 

lexicography of any language, with literally 

dozens of major extant works focused on 

the meaning and form of characters.  (In 

addition to more dozens of works on other 

areas of linguistics, such as phonology.)  

These are concerned with defining words, 

but also real linguistic inquiry, such as the 

change in both form and meaning of words 

over time, their internal structure, and the 

dynamics of the language system they 

inhabit. 

 The lexicographical tradition was in 

fact so rich and vast that its size eventually 

became a source of self-sustaining 

discourse, a spur to further research and 

publication, and even an obstacle to 

information management and exegesis.  To 

understand this last point, consider the 

original postface to the Kangxi Dictionary:  



FRIED: TOWARDS A NEW SCRIPT STUDIES, EJSIN 13 (2022) 31-61 55 

 55 

Whenever I read broadly in the 

classics and biographies, pronunciations 

and meanings are profuse and abstruse.  If 

one relies on one person’s opinion, or 

holds to one school’s theory, one will not 

necessarily be able to gather all within the 

gaps of one’s net.  Therefore, I ordered my 

ministers to go through all old records, 

arrange and edit them, labelling sounds and 

glossing meanings, taking the whole of the 

Shuowen and Yupian, and also using the 

Guangyun, Jiyun, Yunhui, Zhengyun, and 

taking from other dictionaries a sound or a 

meaning, without leaving out any.  As for 

gaps in the evidence in all of those books, 

they went and collected such from classics, 

histories, philosophers, as well as the poets 

and prose masters of the Han, Jin, Tang, 

Song, Yuan, and Ming, exhausting all of the 

evidence from them all.  After that, they 

addressed the change in word forms from 

ancient to modern times, the differences in 

pronunciation among dialects, arranged 

into sections, from start to finish, not one 

meaning but explained, not one 

pronunciation but provided. 

朕每念經傳至博，音義繁𧷤，據

一人之見，守一家之説，未必能會通

罔缺也。爰命儒臣，悉取舊籍，次第

排纂，切音解義，一本《說文》、

《玉萹》，𠔥用《廣韻》、《集韻》、

《韻會》、《正韻》；其餘字書一音

一義之可採者，靡有遺逸。至諸書引

證未備者，則自經、史、百子以及漢、

晉、唐、宋、元、明以來詩人文士所

述，莫不旁羅博證，使有依據。然後

古今形體之辨，方言聲氣之殊，部分
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班列，開卷了然，無一義之不詳、一

音之不備矣。20 

If one did not know that this was an 

imperially commissioned work, one might 

suspect the overt bragging about the quality 

and completeness of the work to be a 

simple commercial strategy, the kind of 

postface that in other books did in fact 

serve to entice book buyers in open 

markets.  Here, it reads instead as imperial 

self-congratulation, the expression of 

complete possession of the intellectual 

tradition to go along with territorial 

mastery. 

 What the claims–and, frankly, the 

project itself–inadvertently reveal is the 

chaos of managing the scriptic heritage of 

China by the early 18th century.  It is not 

simply the length of the tradition that is a 

 
20  Hanyu Da Cidian Editorial Department 

漢語大詞典編纂處, ed. Kangxi Dictionary 

problem, although the instruction to search 

for usages through all the poetry and prose 

of the major dynasties since the Han does 

show a consciousness of the forking 

evolution of both sound and meaning over 

time.  The problem was compounded, as 

much as ameliorated, by the vastness of 

lexicographical traditions–which had 

themselves grown wide enough not just to 

admit of different individual 

interpretations, but of schools of reading.  

The construction of the Kangxi Zidian as a 

master-dictionary is figured as a way to 

reduce this chaos to order, in arrays of 

possible readings.  Moreover, safeguards 

were added to the structure (such as 

mandated extensive use of an按 to denote 

newly proposed and speculative 

康熙字典 (Shanghai: Hanyu Da Cidian 

Publishing 漢語大詞典出版社, 2002), n.p. 
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readings), 21  in order to make the new 

dictionary a solution to the chaos, rather 

than merely the next addition to it. 

 Question: At what point in the 

tradition did China’s native linguistic and 

lexicographical thought become entwined 

with words themselves, and how did such 

traditions affect readers’ relationships with 

sinographic script? 

  

The questions proposed in each of 

these seven miniature case studies above go 

in seven distinct directions: cosmological 

correspondence, aestheticization of fonts, 

form and content, script and social class, 

the psychology of personal expression, 

commonalities with other discourses, and 

the problem of information management.  

These are certainly not the only questions 

 
21 Feng Fengfeng 丰逢奉, „Exploratory Theory of 

the Editing of the Kangxi 

that could have been asked of any of these 

seven moments in script history; they are 

probably not the best questions that an in-

depth study of any one might seek to 

answer.  Analyses of hundreds of other 

potential moments of script-centric 

phenomena that stand out over the course 

of Chinese civilization might find hundreds 

of other potential directions in which to 

take this kind of research.  I do not propose 

a correct kind of question that an attention 

to script ought to ask, much less an answer 

to expect. 

Rather, in arraying these seven 

moments with seven attendant questions, I 

hope to focus attention on an internal 

dynamic of script that makes its 

interdisciplinary investigation in the 

Chinese context both justified and fruitful.  

Dictionary,”《康熙字典》编纂理论初探 Lexico

graphical Studies 辞书研究, no. 2 (1988): 79-80 
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Despite their very different orientations 

and subject-content, all seven questions 

proposed have started from an assumption 

of the dual nature of script as both a 

medium and an object of conceptualization.  

Language in all its forms possesses this 

unique duality, sinographs no more than 

any other, and there is no practical way to 

ground any argument that this duality is 

more or less important to Chinese history 

than it is to any other civilization.  It is both 

possible and necessary to note that the 

ability to conceive of script as an object of 

speculation, whether aesthetic, 

cosmological, semiotic, psychological, or 

whatever, is historically well and 

thoroughly grounded in the records left 

behind by cultural actors throughout the 

length of Chinese history.  Although it 

remains true that in most cases, for most 

uses, script has been experienced primarily 

as a medium of knowledge, it retains the 

constant potential for self-defamiliarization.  

At any period, a Chinese reader or writer 

had the potential to stop, point to one or 

more sinographs, and recognize that they 

carried a conceptual surplus over and 

above the meaning that they signified. 

Wherever such a surplus may be 

identified in the historical record, a script-

centric analysis is justified. 
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Abstract 

China has a tradition of erecting stone 

steles, as people believethat inscriptions on 

stone are enduring, and the 

wordsengraveduponthemwillperpetuallyen

dure. In medieval China, prominent clans 

often chose to inscribe their family 

histories on stone to ensure the 

preservation of their lineage’s legacy. This 

article, through a comparative analysis of 

the different copies of inscriptions found 

in Dunhuang documents from three 

prominent Tang Dynasty clans, reveals the 

external forces that shape the alteration of 

family histories after the construction of 

these lineages. Therefore, the completion 

of self-created family histories does not 

mark the end of lineage history 

construction; rather, it represents the 

process by which individual memories of 

family members transform into collective 

familial memory. Subsequently, external 

influences engage in a secondary 

reconstruction of family histories, a 

process that transforms familial memory 

into historical memory. There exists 

significant tension between the original 
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construction and the secondary 

reconstruction, with the former driven by 

contemporary interests and the latter 

motivated by historical aesthetics. The 

interplay between these two constructions 

centers around the timeless themes of 

„history, oblivion, and memory” in human 

society. 

 

Key words 

family history, collective memory, 

historical memory 

 

In the year 862 AD, a monk passed 

away in Shazhou. His disciples and secular 

relatives erected a stone monument within 

his Merit Cave (gongdeku, 功德窟), bearing 

inscriptions of three commendatory 

documents bestowed upon the monk by 

 
46Luo (1980), p.11042. 

the central imperial court. The inscription 

reads, „Engraving the stone based on the 

original documents, may it endure for 

endless ages, eternal and undamaged” 

(依本鐫石，庶使萬歲千秋不朽不壞矣

). 46  This conveys an ancient belief that 

people have in the enduring nature of 

inscriptions on stone. They believe that 

inscriptions carved into stone will 

perpetually endure. During the Pre-Qin 

period, the philosopher Mozi stated: 

They fear that future generations will 

not know, thus they write on bamboo and 

silk, transmitting to later generations. They 

also fear that these materials will decay and 

vanish, and that future generations will not 

be able to remember. Therefore, they 

engrave them on plates and carve them on 

stones to preserve them. 
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恐後世子孫不能知也，故書之竹

帛，傳遺後世子孫。咸恐其腐蠹絕滅

，後世子孫不得而記，故琢之盤盂，

鏤之金石以重之。47 

During the Yin (c. 16th-11th century 

BCE) and Zhou (c. 1046-256 BCE) 

Dynasties, inscriptions of merits and 

events were cast onto bronze artifacts. The 

concept of „stele” first appeared during the 

Zhou Dynasty, representing upright stones 

without inscriptions, serving merely as 

markers. Later, people began to carve such 

inscriptions on stone. The unification of 

the six states by Emperor Qin Shi Huang 

(259-210 BCE) marked the beginning of a 

proliferation of stone inscriptions, 

particularly during his imperial tours and 

the ceremonial offering at Mount Tai. 

Following the Han Dynasty (202 BCE- 220 

 
47Mozi, pp.261-262. 

48 Zhu (2019), p.1. 

CE), significant events were often 

commemorated through stone inscriptions, 

serving as public declarations and making 

commemorative steles the „earliest 

category among functional classifications 

of stone inscriptions.” 48  This practice 

gradually shifted from the public to the 

private sphere,  

Disciples and former officials, 

eulogized the virtues of their masters by 

carving inscriptions on stone, spreading 

throughout the counties and cities, and this 

trend became extremely prevalent. 

門人故吏，為其府主，刻石頌德

，遍於郡邑，風氣極盛。49 

The Tang Dynasty (618-709 CE) was 

the golden age of ancient Chinese stone 

inscriptions. During this period, there were 

49 Zhu (1996), p.214. 
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divine steles praising deities, temple steles 

recording ceremonies, tombstones 

extolling individual virtues, 

commemorative steles for completed 

projects, and other miscellaneous 

inscriptions like portrait inscriptions and 

stone sutras. With the development of 

gentry politics, the emphasis on noble 

lineage became increasingly important. 

Consequently, a notable inclusion of 

emphasis on familial heritage can be 

discerned within the creation of the 

aforementioned inscriptions. The use of 

stone inscriptions for recording family 

histories became a common practice. 

During that era, a common practice among 

prominent clans for constructing family 

history was the compilation of genealogies. 

A more secure approach was to inscribe 

family history onto stone, with the aim of 

achieving enduring perpetuity. The 

establishment of stone steles marked the 

culmination of constructing the family 

history during a certain period. While 

bamboo and silk are susceptible to decay, 

and gold and stone are durable, there are 

always exceptions. The merit cave of the 

aforementioned monk, now known as the 

Cave of Scriptures in Mogao Caves, was a 

treasury of this sort. In the early 20th 

century, a Taoist priest inadvertently 

opened this repository and discovered over 

50,000 artifacts dating from the 4th to the 

10th century, including numerous copies of 

inscribed stone inscriptions, Buddhist 

scriptures, and social documents. Although 

many of these stone inscriptions are no 

longer extant, the inscriptions transcribed 

onto paper have endured across centuries, 

presenting themselves before us. 

 

1. Transmitted and copied inscribed 

stones  

In order to ensure the perpetual 

transmission of their family histories, 
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during the Tang Dynasty, three prominent 

clans in the Dunhuang region, the 

Zhangs 張氏, Yins 陰氏, and Suos 索氏, 

chose to incorporate the narratives of their 

family histories into commemorative 

inscriptions that recognized local officials’ 

achievements (virtue steles, 

dezhengbei 德政碑) and inscriptions 

commemorating the construction of family 

caves (merit inscriptions, 

gongdebei 功德碑). The inscription of the 

Yin clan states, „Enduring perpetually, 

recorded for the future” 

(遠垂不朽，用記將來). These 

commemorative steles erected by these 

families are referred to as carriers of 

collective memory, where individual 

memories are selected and fixed on. As 

 
50 Halbwachs(1992). French sociologist Maurice 

Halbwachs first put forward the theory of 

collective memory. In this book, the author 

analyzes the social memory of family, religion and 

family members continuously peruse the 

same text and engage in the same rituals 

within the family cave, the solidified 

individual memories transform into the 

collective memory of the family.50However, 

when these prominent clans were 

constructing their family histories, they 

might not have considered that the erection 

of stone steles was not the culmination of 

family history construction, but merely an 

intermediary station. Once the solidified 

words on the stone steles were transcribed 

by hand, the family history entered an 

uncontrollable process of dissemination 

and transformation, passing the torch of 

family history construction into the hands 

of individuals outside the family. Those 

outside the family do not hold the purpose 

of inheriting family memory; rather, they 

class to answer the question of“how does the 

society remember”. 
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selectively record the collective memory of 

the family purely from literary and 

historical aesthetic perspectives. These 

selections also come with considerable 

randomness, as the transcribers need not 

consider the family’s own objectives. Thus, 

the family’s collective memory transforms 

into a randomly existing historical memory, 

and the call of collective memory for 

identity recognition ceases to exist, 

replaced by historical memory that serves 

as corroborating evidence for ancient 

societal knowledge. The underlying force 

behind all this is the nature of the 

manuscripts. 

Traditional Chinese manuscript 

studies generally fall into the following two 

dimensions: textual content annotation and 

material form research.51 The latter is not 

within the scope of this article and will not 

 
51 Yu (2015), pp.79-83. 

be discussed here in depth. The former is 

greatly influenced by classical philology. In 

the field of historical research, manuscript 

studies often focus on tracing the original 

text by comparing different versions, thus 

providing more reliable research materials. 

This process is referred to as textual 

criticism in philology. Discussions about 

different versions belong to the realm of 

textual criticism, and differences between 

different versions are referred to as errors, 

omissions, and so on. These negative terms 

often lead researchers to prioritize the 

pursuit of „correctness” and overlook the 

value of differences. Focusing solely on 

restoring the „authentic version” while 

neglecting the significance of ordinary 

versions diminishes the value of research. 

Some studies also emphasize the 

importance of differences between 

manuscripts from the perspectives of 
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linguistics, phonology, and other 

disciplines.52 However, these studies often 

treat manuscripts merely as texts and 

overlook the vitality behind the 

manuscripts. As Tian Xiaofei pointed out 

in her research, „ just underneath the 

smooth, fixed surface of a modern printed 

edition is a chaotic and unstable world. 

This is the world of manuscript culture, a 

few of whose traces remain in these 

variants.”53 Many scholars have attempted 

to delve into this chaotic yet alluring world. 

For instance, Rong Xinjiang’s study on the 

copying and transmission of epitaphs in 

Dunhuang manuscripts holds significant 

value. He points out that Dunhuang 

manuscripts provide us with vivid 

examples of how epitaphs are copied and 

 
52 Very classic ones, such as: Shao (1963), pp.193-

217. 

53 Tian (2005), p.7. 

54Rong (2017), pp. 307-324. 

re-copied. The contents of Dunhuang 

copies sometimes change, which is 

precisely the characteristic of manuscript 

copying. While this study briefly introduces 

three epitaphs to be discussed in this paper, 

it does not provide an in-depth analysis.54 

This article will approach the world of 

manuscripts from the perspective of family 

history, exploring the interactive 

relationship between flowing ink and 

solidified stone carvings. It selects virtue 

stele of the Zhang’s member Zhang 

Huaishen (敕河西節度兵部尚書張公德 

政之碑), 55  merit inscription of Yin’s 

construction of Cave 231 (大蕃故敦煌郡 

陰處士公修功德記), 56  and merit 

inscription Suo’s condtruction of Cave 12 

55 Zheng (2019), pp. 154-213. 

56 P. 4640 see Zheng (2019), pp. 214-225. P.4638 

see Zheng (2019), pp.621-646. 
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(沙州釋門索法律窟銘).57For the sake of 

convenience in the text, the following will 

be referred to as the Zhang’s Inscription, 

Yin’s Inscription, and Suo’s  Inscription 

respectively. Through a comparative 

analysis of different copies of the same 

stone inscription, this study discusses how 

family collective memory is modified by 

external forces and shaped into historical 

memory. 

 

2. How does eternal immortality 

become reality 

Before discussing the cases of these 

three inscriptions being transcribed, it is 

necessary to first explore why these 

inscriptions were transcribed. 

 
57 P.4640 see Zheng (2019), pp.292-299. S.530 see 

Zheng (2019), pp. 323-345. P.2021 see Zheng 

(2019), pp. 346-348. 

Both of the yin’s Inscription and 

Suo’s Inscription have a copy originating 

from P.4640, a collection of inscriptions 

composed by a renowned literati. Based on 

the beginning of P. 4640 Yin’s Inscription 

„Written by Master Dou” (竇夫子撰), it is 

known that the Yin Family inscription was 

composed by Dou Liangji 竇良驥, a 

famous literati under the rule of Tubo. 

There is no record of Dou in extant 

historical documents, only sporadic clues 

preserved in Dunhuang documents. 

Research has conducted a meticulous 

analysis of his extant works, thereby 

ascertaining his biography. Dou Liangji had 

extensive knowledge and profound 

attainments in both Confucian and 

Buddhist studies. He wrote commendatory 

inscriptions for Tubo’s high-ranking 
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officials, local monks, and prominent 

families, showcasing his talents. He also 

held the position of Doctor at the National 

Academy (the highest educational 

institution in Tubo, Dabo 

guozijian 大蕃國子監).58 The original text 

was created in the year 839, while the 

collection P.4640 was transcribed between 

901 and 937. The transcriber did not 

directly record Dou Liangji’s name but 

honoured him as „Master Dou” (Dou 

fuzi 竇夫子). This also attests to the 

enduring influence of Dou Liangji’s literary 

attainments among later literati. 

The Zhang’s Inscription and Suo’s 

Inscription both originated from the hand 

of Wuzhen 悟真, who served as the chief 

monk of Hexi (Hexi 

dusengtong 河西都僧統) in late Tang 

dynasty. Wuzhen held the position of chief 

 
58 Zhu & Fu (2015), pp.80-87. 

monk for nearly 30 years (869-895), making 

him the longest-serving chief monk in 

Dunhuang during the late Tang and Five 

Dynasties period. Wuzhen had a close 

relationship with the military government 

of the Guiyi Circuit (歸義軍) and was 

involved in the efforts led by Zhang 

Yichao 張議潮 to retake Dunhuang. He 

also acted as an envoy multiple times 

between Chang’an and Dunhuang. The 

„Edict of the Hexi Military Circuit” (Chi 

Hexi jiedushi die 敕河西节度使牒) briefly 

summarizes his accomplishments:  

Entering the capital to present 

memorials, devoted to the country’s well-

being, providing strategies to the imperial 

court, presenting ideas and achievements,. 

His reputation flew to the Phoenix Pavilion 

and he was granted official attire through 

imperial edict. He acted the role as my right 
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arm, further attaining fame and attention, 

and also accompanying the military 

operations, inscribing tablets and writing 

inscriptions, not only inheriting the true 

teachings of the master, but also playing a 

crucial role in military affairs. 

入京奏事, 為國赤心，對策龍庭, 

申論展效，聲流鳳閣，敕賜衣官，因

我股肱，更為耳目，又隨軍幕，修表

題書，非為繼紹真師，亦軍務要害。

59 

It can be seen that Wuzhen played a 

significant role in the internal affairs of the 

Guiyi Circuit, and he was also appreciated 

by Emperor Xuānzong 宣宗. In addition 

to his military and political talents, Wuzhen 

was also highly accomplished in literature. 

His poems and inscriptions were widely 

copied and circulated as exemplary texts 

 
59 Zheng (2019), p.123. 

for temple students. At that time, literati 

and scholars compiled a work titled „One 

Hundred Poems of the Monastic Gate” 

(Zimenbaisuipian 緇門百歲篇) to 

celebrate and honour his life, which was 

used as a textbook in temple studies. 

Wuzhen became a role model for learning 

in Dunhuang at that time, and people 

wrote commemorative texts to mourn his 

passing. According to research, the P.4640 

collection preserves the imprints of 

Wuzhen’s study of inscriptions by 

predecessors and colleagues. 60  Therefore, 

to a large extent, we can observe that Dou 

Liangji wrote inscriptions for the Yin 

family due to his close relationship with 

Wuzhen. 

The inscriptions of the Yin and Suo 

families were included in the Wuzhen 

collection, and due to their origin from 

60Zhong (2020), pp.16-21. 
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notable individuals, they have been widely 

circulated. Besides literary factors, the 

transmission process of the Zhang’s 

Inscription clearly involves significant 

political factors as well. The 

Dezhengbei 德政碑 is a stone monument 

erected to praise the achievements of 

officials. It is often placed „along the 

official roads” 官家道旁61  and serves to 

convey political messages to the public, 

showcasing national authority. To enhance 

its dissemination efficiency, the location, 

size, and external decorations of the 

Dezhengbei are meticulously considered.62 

Hence, its public nature is much stronger 

than the commemorative inscriptions 

found in the grand family grottoes. The 

Mogao Caves are distant from Dunhuang 

city, whereas the Dezhengbei is positioned 

in easily accessible public spaces for the 

 
61Bai Juyi ji, p. 74. 

common people, making it naturally more 

widely circulated. The title „Zhang Gong” 

張公 refers to the second military 

commissioner of the Guiyi Circuit, Zhang 

Huaishen 張淮深. This inscription 

provides a detailed account of the 

achievements of Zhang 

Yichao 張議潮(799-872 CE), Zhang 

Yitan 張議潭 (786-860 CE), and Zhang 

Huaishen 張淮深 (831-890 CE). As the 

highest rulers of the Dunhuang region, the 

Zhang family’s history is, to some extent, 

the political history of Dunhuang. 

Therefore, not only has it been transmitted 

and copied by later generations, but some 

have even annotated this inscription to 

better understand and propagate its 

content. 

 

62 Wang (2016), p. 3. 
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3. Modified family history 

(1) Yin’s Inscription 

The merit inscription of Cave 231 

constructed by the Yin family exists in two 

copies. The version in P.4638 is marked 

„Year Jiwei” (己未年), and during the 

Tubo rule over Dunhuang (786-848), there 

was only one Year Jiwei, which 

corresponds to the year 839, indicating the 

establishment time of the inscription. The 

same inscription is also found in P.4640, a 

compilation copy from the period of the 

Guiyi Circuit, abbreviated as the „Monk 

Yin Inscription” (Yinchushibei陰處士碑), 

with substantial omissions in its content. 

Careful comparison of the differences 

between the two copies reveals that the 

P.4640 copy omits a significant amount of 

information related to the family members. 

Below is a brief list: (1) After the titles of 

family lineage and kinship, the names are 

omitted, including the name Siai 嗣瑷 of 

the great-grandfather, the name 

Tingjie 庭诫 of the grandfather, and the 

name Bolun 伯纶 of the father. (2) 

Omitted official positions: The partial 

official positions of the grandfather, such 

as „唐朝左驍騎守高平府左果毅都尉， 

賜紫金魚袋，前沙州鄉貢明經”, were 

omitted. The complete official positions of 

the father, such as „唐朝遊擊將軍、 

丹州長松府左果毅都尉、賜緋袋、上

柱國、開國男”, were omitted. The 

phrase „弟僧沙州釋門三學都法律大德 

離纏” was abbreviated to „弟僧法律”. 

The collection of writings may have been 

transcribed by literati or scholars-in-

training. Regardless, the scribes were not 

familiar with family history or genealogy 

experts. Therefore, the deletions and 

alterations in the transcriptions are 

unconscious actions. Zhang Yongquan 

summarized seven reasons for the 

occurrence of textual omissions in 
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Dunhuang documents and literature 

studies, one of which is applicable here: 

omissions due to negligence or laziness in 

transcription.63 It can be imagined that the 

scribes either found the tedious listing of 

official positions unbearable or thought 

that omitting this section would not affect 

later literary creations inspired by this text, 

thus they skipped over it. However, this 

unconscious action reveals a governing 

principle: to select and transcribe complete 

important parts based on the aesthetics of 

literature. If patience is lacking, less 

significant parts are omitted. For them, the 

complete transmission of family history is 

not significant; what matters more is the 

ability to preserve and imitate the writing 

style of renowned literati. What is even 

more noteworthy is that the contents 

unconsciously omitted form an interesting 

contrast with the emphasized contents of 

 
63Zhang (2013), p.308. 

another manuscript, P.2625 „Genealogical 

Records of Prominent Families in 

Dunhuang” (Dunhuang mingzuzhi 敦煌 

名族志), which also recorded the family 

history of the Yin clan. 

P.2625 contains only historical 

records of the Zhang, Yin, and Suo families. 

The Yin family section is formatted in a 

unique manner, with its historical narrative 

dating „back to the Sui and Tang Dynasties” 

(Sui Tang yilai 隋唐以來), listing lineages, 

names, and official positions, but personal 

deeds are not emphasized. Ikeda On stated 

that the document only records those with 

known ranks, and the lineage listing is 

highly standardized. Combining this with 

the time of compilation, it is inferred that 

this fragment is part of the third national 

project organized by the central 

government to compile genealogies for 



76 EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 13 (2022) 

 

major clans. 64  This fragment is a typical 

product of collective family memory, 

where individualized content is rapidly 

compressed, and what the family wishes to 

be remembered is emphasized. The P.4640 

copy, on the other hand, randomly omits 

names and official positions while fully 

recording individual achievements. 

Random omissions of names and official 

positions are not exclusive to the Yin 

family; other inscriptions within P.4640 

also experience similar treatment. The 

focus of those constructing family history, 

who are external to the family and less 

concerned with historical research or 

genealogical studies (or referred to as first-

time and second-time constructors), differs 

significantly. To a large extent, whether a 

family history can achieve the goal of 

immortality for generations and future 

 
64 Ikeda (1965), pp.18-22 

remembrance is determined by external 

unstable factors. 

 

(2) Suo’s Inscription 

There are three transcriptions of 

Suo’s Inscription. The manuscript P.4640 

also collects inscription of the Suo family, 

but unlike the Yin’s, this part of the 

transcription was relatively complete and 

accurate. There were only some words 

wrongly transcribed, and as for the family 

history, only the name of the donor’s 

brother was mistakenly copied into another 

homonym. This phenomenon once again 

shows that the copyist of this manuscript 

tampered with the content of the text 

completely unconsciously. The front and 

rear parts of the P.2021 are missed, and 

there are only a few missing words in the 

preserved part, which doesn’t affect the 
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understanding of family history. In the 

context of this chapter, the S.530 is worthy 

of attention. In this manuscript, mouyi 

(厶乙, something) is used to replace the 

names of the donor’s father and elder 

brother. An exact date is also replaced by 

mou (厶, something). The use of these 

symbols is very similar to a phenomenon 

that appears in medieval epitaphs. 

According to Chen Shuang’s research, in 

some epitaphs of the Wei, Jin, Southern 

and Northern Dynasties, there are passages 

with special format and style of writing. He 

reveals that these are family genealogies 

engraved into the epitaphs. Sometimes it is 

difficult to determine the specific content 

of this part, so it will be left blank 

temporarily.65 In this manuscript, there is 

also a blank space. The death date of the 

donor’s father is copied as „Wu yue  

 
65 Chen (2013), pp.69-100. 

mouri”(Ch.五月日). For the rest of the 

uncertain information, the transcribers 

used „厶乙” or „厶” instead. We can 

imagine that the author of this text sought 

ample information from members of the 

Suo family for creation. The parts left 

empty are the ones the author did not 

inquire about or possibly forgot after 

inquiring. This implies that, in the author’s 

view, details such as names and dates are 

deemed irrelevant and can be filled in later. 

This copy similarly underwent a secondary 

reconstruction of the family history. The 

authentic manuscript must have been filled 

in completely and neatly transcribed to 

become the final version when it was 

delivered for engraving. The situation of 

the Su family represents the second type of 

external influence in the secondary 

reconstruction, which occurs during the 
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initial construction phase before com-

pletion. 

Both the Yin and Suo family histories 

have experienced cases of missing names. 

In ancient China, names were considered 

highly sacred, as the saying goes, „A name 

is not correct, words will not sound right” 

(名不正則言不順). The inclusion of 

names in a family genealogy is a 

confirmation of their family identity and is 

an absolutely essential part that should not 

be omitted. The omission of names does 

not hinder literary aesthetics or a superficial 

understanding of historical facts. Therefore, 

if scribes lack patience, they may omit them 

arbitrarily. In the Yin family section, we 

also observe the neglect of official 

positions. Official positions can reflect 

information about power, but ultimately, 

they are merely titles within the state 

institutions. The names of individuals and 

officials, which the family values most, 

become the least relevant part in the 

process of secondary reconstruction. 

 

(3) Documented Family History 

The dissemination of the Zhang 

family’s histroy presents a particularly 

intriguing process, as their genealogical 

texts have even become subjects of 

annotations and commentaries akin to 

classical texts. This inscription is a 

composite of five documents, S.3329, 

S.6973, S.6161, S.11564, and P.2762. 

Notably distinctive in this version is the 

section detailing the deeds of the brothers 

Zhang Yichao and Zhang Yitan, which, 

apart from the main text, includes dual-line 

annotations. These annotations expound 

on classical references, provide 

supplementary accounts of events, 

elucidate names of objects and geographic 

locations, and at times offer detailed 

explanations, deviating from the typical 
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inscription style. According to Rong 

Xinjiang’s research, this inscription is 

attributed to the hand of Wuzhen, the 

prominent monastic leader of the Hexi 

region during the late Tang Dynasty. It 

epitomizes the zenith of literary 

accomplishment within the Guiyi Circuit 

context of the late Tang period. 

Consequently, some have regarded it as an 

exemplar for reading, and the annotations 

undoubtedly contribute to a thorough 

comprehension of its content. 66  This 

differs from the unconscious construction 

discussed in the last two section, as the 

annotators of this text consciously 

introduced new elements to the Zhang 

family history. However, such additions 

may not necessarily align entirely with the 

family’s intentions. Choices about what to 

include or exclude in the family history 

typically involve confidential matters, and 

 
66Rong (2017), p. 321. 

any external additions disrupt the original 

narrative pattern. The annotators provided 

commentary solely on the deeds of the 

brothers Zhang Yichao and Zhang Yitan. 

The final marginal note appears in the 

section about Zhang Yitan. Although the 

inscribed stele is a eulogy for Zhang 

Huaishen’s achievements, his section 

remains uncommented upon. Similar to the 

annotator of P.4640, the annotator of this 

stele might have omitted the marginal note 

due to the tedium of continuous 

transcription. Another possibility, though 

relatively less likely, could be specific 

political reasons preventing the annotator 

from completing the annotations. 

However, this is unlikely given the absence 

of annotations for Zhang Yitan’s wife, 

Lady Suo, in the same stele. Thus, the 

omission of annotations in this inscription 

is likely due to the scribe’s weariness, 
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similar to the omission of names and 

official titles in the Yin family inscription. 

Regardless of the reasons, the absence of 

annotations for Zhang Huai Shen and Lady 

Su has the same outcome. The text 

extensively employs allusions, undoubtedly 

increasing the difficulty of reading. 

Annotations, therefore, aid readers in 

achieving a better understanding. However, 

the distribution of annotations may lead 

subsequent readers to shift their focus 

when reading the Zhang family history. 

While Zhang Huai Shen was the central 

figure in the composition of the stele, his 

significance may be diminished in later 

readings due to the incomplete annotations 

in his section caused by the missing parts 

of the manuscript. 

4. External Shaping: Different Direc-

tions 

The three stone steles each represent 

the achievements of their respective clans, 

erected in private caves symbolizing family 

power and honour, as well as in public 

spaces for convenient access. While their 

purposes and locations vary, they all 

possess a strong ceremonial nature, 

implying careful selection of content from 

the perspective of the entire family. In this 

process, individual memories are 

condensed into collective memory, 

constructing a view of the past rooted in 

the present. When erecting these 

monumental inscriptions, each family 

unquestionably believed that their 

construction of the family history would 

endure eternally alongside these stone 

tablets. The Yin family inscription states, 

„Enduring perpetually, recorded for the 

future” (遠垂不朽，用記將來). The Suo 

family’s inscription reads, „Carving stones 

to build a hall. Names and traces have 

become insignificant, yet in reality, they can 

endure for a long time” (刻石為堂， 

既名蹤兮糟粕， 實地久兮天長). 
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Although the Zhang family’s inscription is 

incomplete, it undoubtedly conveys a 

similar aspiration. 

When constructing family history, 

there are generally two purposes: to benefit 

the present and to pass on to future 

generations. The former mainly targets the 

external aspects of the family, aiming to 

promote the family’s interests and societal 

glory at that time. The latter, on the other 

hand, is directed towards the internal 

aspects of the family, aiming to have 

descendants remember the deeds of 

ancestors and strengthen the cohesion of 

the family. The goal of benefiting the 

present is often more easily achieved, 

whereas the latter goal is often challenging 

to fulfill. For instance, in the case of the 

Yin family’s record of merits, it only traces 

back to the great-grandfather. Compared 

 
67 Ricoeur (2000). 

to the records of the father and one’s own 

generation, the accounts of the actions of 

the great-grandfather and grandfather have 

clearly become blurred. The forgetting of 

ancestors is, undoubtedly, an inevitable law 

of development. „Memory, history, and 

forgetting” are considered the „three 

carriages” that connect to the past. 67 

Forgetting is not an enemy of memory and 

history, but a part of them. With forgetting, 

imagination can unfold, and freedom can 

exist. Therefore, what often allows the 

family history to endure is not the 

descendants themselves, but the influence 

from external sources. For instance, 

seeking assistance from literary figures to 

compose inscriptions serves the purpose of 

contemporary glory, while the literary 

achievements of such works indirectly 

assist in achieving the family’s secondary 

objective. Consequently, external forces 
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play a dual role in shaping family history. 

Firstly, they contribute to the recording of 

family history, with the effectiveness of 

their methods determining whether the 

family history will be disseminated beyond 

the family itself. Secondly, they modify the 

family history during dissemination, which 

constitutes the secondary shaping of the 

family’s history and extends the historical 

period within which the family’s legacy 

endures. Upon the completion of the 

creation of family history materials, the 

initial shaping becomes established. In 

contrast, the secondary shaping is an 

ongoing process, where each individual 

disseminating the family history becomes a 

contributor to its secondary creation. The 

initial shaping involves consolidating the 

individual memories of family members 

within the family into collective memory. 

The secondary shaping, on the other hand, 

involves external forces transforming the 

family’s memory into historical memory, 

thus presenting and transmitting the 

„collective memory” in the form of 

„history”. 

Drawing upon the examples of the 

three aforementioned clans, it becomes 

apparent that the trajectories of initial 

shaping and secondary reshaping often 

diverge. Secondary reshaping, with its 

inherent mercilessness, tends to discard 

certain elements cherished by the family, 

thereby facilitating transmission in forms 

that align more fittingly with historical 

aesthetics. Collective memory is a product 

of the community’s own selection, 

propagation, and preservation. It is imbued 

with historical inevitabilities, such as 

retaining segments of history for strategic 

gains or erasing them for similar reasons. 

In contrast, historical memory is a 

collaborative outcome of societal and 

historical forces. Society initially 

determines the preferred memories for 

dissemination, while history subsequently 
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engages in a dual filtering process that 

carries a significant degree of contingency. 

Had these inscribed volumes not been 

deposited within the cavernous repository, 

and had the cavern itself not been unlocked 

by Taoist Master Wang in the early 20th 

century, the memories of these three 

lineages might have forever remained 

encapsulated within the confines of that 

temporal era’s collective memory. Yet, the 

capricious nature of history allows us today 

to deliberate upon their narrative choices. 

The trajectory from individual memory 

through collective memory to historical 

memory constitutes a confluence of 

historical inevitabilities and contingencies, 

encapsulating the very allure of history. 
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