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Sound and Wen: The Imagination of Six Dyansties in Late
Qing and Early Republican China

Abstract

With the keywords "sound" and "wen", this thesis aims at exploring the relation
between classical and modern literature by re-examining the discussions around yan
(speaking) and wen (writing). This thesis takes three groups of figures from Late Qing
to Early Republican China as examples to illustrate how the heritage of Six Dynasties
literature was used to redefine the essence of wen and participated in the construction
and transformation of Chinese literature in Late Qing and Early Republican China.

The second chapter explores two kinds of interpretation about Six Dynasties
literature in Late Qing, by which I prove that there were two distinct perspectives of
sound in Late Qing. For one thing, Ruan Yuan extended Dai Zhen's theory of sound in
Phonology to literary criticism and took rhythm as the essence of literature; therefore,
he set pianwen (rhythmical prose) of Six Dynasties as the paradigm of literature. For
another, with the Confucian view of sound which emphasizes that sounds in literary
works can reflect and influence political condition, Late Qing literati represented by
Zhang Zhidong attributed the decline of Qing to the prevalence of Six-Dynasties-style
poems. However, Shen Zengzhi, a Late Qing poet, raised the theory “Huo Liuchao”
(literaly, living Six Dynasties) to appreciate the achievement in literature and
philosophy in Six Dynasties, which redetermined the value of Six Dynasties literature
beyond those oppositions.

The third chapter focuses on the literary theories of Zhang Taiyan, Liu Shipei,
and Huang Kan. As scholars of Wan, they inherited the tradition of Philology and
Phonology studies in Qing Dynasty. But different from their progenitors, they
combined traditional studies of sound and text with Western positive linguistics, and
in the meantime responded to the demand of unifying speaking and writing by

re-interpreting the literary theories in Six Dynasties, especially Wen Xin Diao Long.
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Their discussions laid a theoretical foundation for transforming Chinese literature.

The final chapter mainly discusses how Lu Xun creatively transformed Zhang
Taiyan and Liu Shipei’s theories of wen (text and literature). His idea of “xinsheng”
(sound of heart) is a combination of Six-Dynasties literary concepts, European
Romanticism and Nietzsche’s idea of Ubermensch. And the “sound of heart” should
also be understood with the double meanings of Weijin fengdu (Wei-Jin Demeanor) —
Shixin Shiqi (Following the heart) and Yiner bu xian (Concealing the heart) —which
resonates with Lu Xun's acute sense of pain and nothingness when he faced the cruel
political reality and the collapse of the revolutionary ideal. Therefore, he integrated
the Six-Dynasties’ tradition of Shangshi (Mourning for the dead) into his writings,

and began a new important tradition in modern Chinese literature.

Keywords Sound, Wen, Six Dynasties, The Unity of Speaking and Writing, Wen Xin
Diao Long , Studies of Wen Xuan, The Sound of Heart
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