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From “Modern Poetry” to the “Literati Culture”:
A Study of Qian Qianyi’s “Sixteen Quatrains on
Modern Poets”

(Abstract)

Lawrence C. H. Yim

In late 1640, Yao Shilin (1559-?), an old writer of some fame and accomplishment,
paid a visit to Qian Qianyi (1582-1664), who had immense impact on the literary
world of his day. This occasioned the composition of sixteen quatrains on “modern”
poets on Qian’s part. Seemingly light-hearted and in the conventional playful man-
ner of “poems on poetry,” these poems actually revolve around major poets and often
contesting poetic schools from the mid- to late Ming dynasty, and can be taken as
an alternative form of literary criticism of Qian. This paper provides critical running
commentaries on all these sixteen poems, which shed light on Qian’s attitudes and
opinions, positive and negative, about the so-called Chaling, Archaic, Gong’an and
Jingling schools of poetry, as well as recent and contemporary poets of various fame
and renown.

This paper also argues that in Qian’s vision, a true poet is not one who only
strives for literary excellence, but a gentleman/gentlelady who is nurtured, moulded
and informed by many powers, such as natural landscape, a divine mind, calligraphy
and painting, antiques and curios, and knowledge and book-learning. Qian espouses
an aesthetic which blends scholarly enthusiasm and graces of spontaneity in one’s
artistic or literary expression. What emerges from the source materials of this study
is a rich and multifarious literati culture and aestheticized world. It invites us to en-
vision, for a-better understanding of late Ming literary phenomena, a new paradigm
that transcends the disciplinary boundaries between literature, art, music, history,
politics, sociology, etc., in their modern construction.
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