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‘Writing the True Feelings and Circumstances’:
A Study of Du Mu’s Theory of Ancient Chinese
Poetics

Zhang Qiying*

Du Mu (1459-1525) was an active figure in the Ancient Literature movement in the
Wuzhong region and one of the earliest writers to have explored the idea of literary
archaism in northern China. Thus, his role in both literary trends and his poetic approach
deserves special attention. In his treatise, Nanhao shihua (Poetry talks of Master Nanhao),
Du Mu emphasized the return to the essence of poetry to express true feelings and
circumstances, arguing for an archaist style that can best showcase the diversity and
value of the Song poetry and appreciating the poet’s inherent character of loyalty and
assiduity. Compared with his predecessors who privileged lofty ideals and aspirations over
emotional expressions and rhetorics, Du Mu’s theory witnessed the tendency of his time to
“lyricize.” Unlike his contemporaries, Du Mu demonstrated in his treatise a broad interest
in the “recent-style poetry” (jintishi) from the Tang, Song, Yuan, and Ming dynasties,
and did not confine himself to that of the Han-Wei, and the High Tang periods. It is this
“unorthodox” theory of literary archaism that highlights Du Mu’s personal characteristics
and importance; it also facilitated the multifaceted reflections on archaism during the rise
of the first Ancient Literature movement of the Ming dynasty, and showed the regional
uniqueness of the Ancient Literature movement in the Wuzhong region.
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