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The Lure of Poetry: How the Passion for Literature

Altered the Life Paths of Ming Literati

Wang Hung-tai'

Abstract

This study explores the nature of the Ming literati and their culture
through examining the ways they learned and created poetry. First, an
investigation of the poetry learning within the Ming examination life
explains the reason why passion for poetry opened up an alternate life path
for Ming literati. Second, a close examination of their emotional
attachment to poetry and the profound influence poetry had on them
illuminates the special life experiences generated by this art form. Third, an
inquiry into poetry’s social function makes it clear that poetry contributed
not only to the development of literati social networks, but also to the
formation of a “literary society” within which their social status was
recognized.

The basic education for the Ming elite was composed not only of
extensive reading of the classical curriculum (such as the Four Books and
Five Classics) but also of the ability to appreciate and compose poetry.
Most people considered poetry no more than an instrument for learning how
to produce couplets in the eight-legged essay style that was central to success
in the exams to be qualified as imperial bureaucrats. However, some
developed strong attachment to this art form and were thus diverted from the
conventional scholar-official career paths. This group of unconventional
gentry was often called literati (shiren), whose most salient attribute lay in
their shared passion for literature. It is important to note that Chinese
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poetry-making was not a solitary aesthetic experience but a highly socialized
activity: literati interacted and corresponded with one another, exchanging
their poems. As a result; this group of non-conventional literati developed a
social network and value system distinct from elite society as a whole,
opening up a new culitural space for late imperial Chinese literati.

Keywords: literati, poetry, eight-legged essays, hermits, poetry

correspondence, examination preparation




