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To try to use words to explain the cultural heritage in Jiangsu 
in a book is well beyond the capabilities of this small volume; 
thus we selected and put into this volume the best and most 
representative pieces of Jiangsu’s cultural DNA, memories of 
achievements, imaginations, and creative works to interpret and 
explain Jiangsu with symbols and pictures. The icons are abstract 
identifiers of Jiangsu’s humanities, culture, and history, and 
they are a precious cultural heritage for the people of Jiangsu. 
They carry profound historical and cultural values representative 
of Jiangsu, and reflect not only the long history of Chinese 
civilization, but also the Wu charms and Han flavors, as well as 
Jiangsu’s culturally diverse personality.

The 112 symbols collected in this book were selected from 
among nearly ten thousand symbols recommended by Internet 
users. They cover all aspects of the culture and humanities in 
Jiangsu, and some span a considerable period of time. Generally 
speaking, they consist mainly of historical sites, local operas, 
folk music, traditional games, folk crafts, and specialty cuisines. 
The symbols not only allow the reader to widen his or her field of 
vision, but also hold the reader’s attention because of their interest 
and charm. Some of them are fine crafts from our ancestors such as 
Nanjing cloud-brocade, Suzhou embroidery, blue calico, Huishan 
clay figurines, Yixing pottery, Yangzhou lacquer wares, etc.; some 
are cultural monuments that seem to open up a dialogue with 
the ancients, such as Ming Xiaoling, Ming Palace, the Nanjing 
City Walls, and the ancient city of Suzhou. There is Kun Opera, 
“the ancestor of operas” in China and one of the three sources of 
the world’s major drama genres; there are the Jiangnan Sizhu, 
Moon’s Reflection on Erquan, Suzhou Pingtan, Jasmine, and other 
musical genres and pieces which continue to engage listeners with 
their musical charms; there are the buildings of the Republic of 
China, Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum, The Presidential Palace, Nanjing 
Yangtze River Bridge, Huaxi Village, etc. which show modern 
footprints; there are stone carvings of the Six Dynasties, Suzhou 
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gardens, and Xuzhou stone engravings which have been rated as 
the “Three Treasures of Jiangsu.” It is the pride of Jiangsu that 
after countless years of history of development, these cultural 
symbols, which are also the shared spiritual and cultural wealth 
of our nation, can be inherited and carried on.

These selected symbols of Jiangsu are the result of nearly 
one year of global collection through the Internet and other 
new media by the Jiangsu Provincial People’s Government 
Information Office and Jiangsu Phoenix Media Group. The final 
collection of symbols was discussed and verified by experts. 
These symbols are imbued with Jiangsu’s cultural charm. In 
order to annotate these symbols more accurately, we invited the 
editors of newspaper supplements and local cultural workers 
from across the province to participate in the work of annotation. 
In the course of selecting and compiling this book, the editors 
enthusiastically devoted a great deal of time and energy to 
finding voluminous amounts of information, conducting on-site 
visits, and cooperating with each other. Though the entries in this 
book are small, they reflect the concentrated effort and deep love 
of the editors’ for their home province as well as their reverence 
for the local culture and history.

The social life of Jiangsu, which has a long history and rich 
heritage, is like a colorful picture scroll, on which countless 
symbols depict Jiangsu’s wonderful past and present. The 
Jiangsu symbols in this book are only 112 of the stars shining 
brightly in the sky. Just like the most beautiful paintings that 
may miss some brushstrokes, in the selection of Jiangsu symbols, 
some valuable pearls have inevitably been missed. Nevertheless, 
we still hope that, through this book, more people can catch a 
glimpse of cultural Jiangsu. 

The Compiling and Editing Group
January 8, 2014
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Jiangsu, a province in which 
calligraphers have gathered since 
ancient times, has a profound tradition 
of calligraphy. As early as the Eastern 
Jin and Southern Dynasties, Nanjing, 
as the national capital, formed a 
calligraphic school headed by Wang 
Xizhi called the “Charm of the South 
of the Yangtze River.” This school 
became a prominent summit in the 
history of Chinese calligraphy. For 
thousands of years,  Jiangsu has 
served as an artistic fountainhead for 
the art of calligraphy, producing a 
large number of master calligraphers 
and famous masterpieces. Nanjing, 
Suzhou, and Yangzhou have all been 
national calligraphy centers, and have 
played a decisive role in the historical 
development of Chinese painting and 
calligraphy.

During the Wei, Jin, Southern and 
Northern Dynasties, when Jiangsu 
calligraphers looked for inner peace, 
they poured the concept of a tranquil 
life into their calligraphy, began to view calligraphy as an art form in and of itself, and 
focused on the expression of feelings and the pursuit of perfection in this art form. They 
dug deep to find the intrinsic qualities of the art, and emphasized metaphorical meanings 
and personal styles. They also used calligraphy as a means to practice self-cultivation as 
literati in the attempt to achieve the ideal Confucian personality. Through those processes, 
calligraphy script styles evolved from seal and official scripts to regular, cursive, and 
running scripts, and the position of calligraphy in the arts was established. It was a 
qualitative change in the history of calligraphic development which led calligraphy to 
eventually become a unique art form in China.

During that time, a large number of calligraphy masters who devoted their full energy 
to the calligraphic art emerged. In addition to masterpieces by the “Two Wangs” (Wang 
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Xizhi and Wang Xianzhi), The God Prophecy Monument by Wu calligrapher Huang 
Xiang had a far-reaching impact on future generations. The pingfutie by calligrapher 
Lu Ji of the Western Jin Dynasty enjoyed the reputation of the “Ancestor of Models of 
Calligraphy,” and the Boyuantie by calligrapher Wang Xun of the Eastern Jin Dynasty 
was collected by Emperor Qianlong in the Qin Dynasty. In the Southern Dynasties, many 
talented calligraphers emerged. In the Song Dynasty, the regular scripts of Yang Niexin, 
the cursive writings of Kong Lin, the running script of Xiao Sihua, and the seal scripts 
of Fan Ye were all famous for their exquisite, delicate and ingenious artistry. In the Qi 
Dynasty, Wang Sengqian was also famous for his calligraphy. In the Liang Dynasty, Yi 
Heming by calligrapher Tao Hongjing was a masterpiece that was known as the “Ancestor 
of Big Characters” and enjoyed popularity in China and abroad. Emperor Wu (Xiao 
Yan) was also good at calligraphy, and his descendant Xiao Ziyun was good at cursive 
scripts. In the Chen Dynsaty, Monk Zhi Yong, the seventh generation descendant of Wang 
Xizhi, created the Thousand Characters, which was a fine example handed down to future 
generations. 

Subsequently, Jiangsu celebrities who had a prominent influence in the history of 
Chinese calligraphy are as follows: In the Tang dynasty, there was: Lu Jianzhi, called one 
of the “Four Masters in the Early Tang Dynasty;” Zhang Xu, one of the “Three Greats;” 
and Li Yong, who created his own running script style, etc. In the Five Dynasties, there 
was: Li Yu, the last Emperor of the Southern Tang Dynasty who created the original style 
of “Golden Knife;” Xu Xuan and Xu Kai (known as “Two Xus”), and so on. In the Song 
Dynasty, there was: Mi Fu who topped the “Four Calligraphers” in the Song Dynasty; Fan 
Zhongyan and Fan Chengda. In the Yuan Dynasty, there was: Ni Zan, one of the “Four 
Masters in the Yuan Dynasty.” In the Ming Dynasty, there was: Liu Ji, the minister of 
state and “Best Seal Script Calligrapher in the Ming Dynasty;” Song Ke and Song Guang 

Stele on a Heavenly Augury
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Lin Sanzhi

who were good at Zhangcao (a special cursive script), Xu Lin who specialized in 
seal script; the very famous “Four Wu Wits (Tang Bohu, Wen Zhengming, Xu 
Zhenqing, and Zhu Yunming); and Shen Zhou, Wang Chong, Wen Peng, etc. In 
the Qing Dynasty, there was: Zheng Fu, the “Best Calligrapher of Official Script 
in the Qing Dynasty;” the “Four Masters in the Kangxi Period” (including Da 
Chonguang, Wang Shihong, and He Zhuo); the “Eight Eccentrics of Yangzhou 
(including Zheng Xie, Jin Nong, and Huang Shen); Wang Wenzhi, one of the 
“Four Masters of Qianlong Period”, as well as Wang Shu, Yang Yisun, Liu Xizai, 
Weng Tonghe, and so on. In the Republican era, there was: Tan Yankai (regular 
script), Hu Hanmin (official script), Wu Zhihui (seal Script), and Yu Youren 
(cursive script), collectively called the “Four Great Calligraphers in the Republic 
of China.” 

In modern times, Jiangsu calligraphers have continued to emerge in an endless 
stream.  They insist on humanistic ethics, and adhere to tradition, but constantly 
innovate, and have contributed to a new level of achievement in Jiangsu’s 
excellence in calligraphy. They occupy an important academic position in Chinese 
calligraphy society where there are many masters and different styles. Among 
them, the “Four Masters of Jinling” (Lin Sanzhi, Hu Xiaoshi, Gao Ershi, and Xiao 
Xian), Fei Xinwo, Wu Zhongqi, Wa Weng, Sha Manweng, etc. are true masters.

In recent years, the art of calligraphy in Jiangsu has developed in all aspects. 
A “calligraphy army” has formed, including professional calligraphers, amateur 
calligraphers, and calligraphy lovers. Indeed, calligraphy has become a “hot 
trend” in both urban and rural areas, and a large number of outstanding works 
continue to win awards at home and abroad, opening a new chapter in Jiangsu’s 
calligraphic history.
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There have been many masters of traditional Chinese painting in Jiangsu since ancient 
times. They left to the world many precious classical works, formed a variety of genres, 
and became an important part of China’s cultural heritage and artistic resources. The 
development of Jiangsu Chinese paintings has always retained traditional Chinese culture, 
and has also sparked innovations in this traditional genre.

The Six Dynasties period was an important stage of the development of the art of 
painting in China. The landscape painting, as a type of literati painting, was pioneered 
by the many outstanding talented painters that were produced in Jiangsu at that time. In 
the history of Chinese painting, three of the “Four Ancestral Artists” were from Jiangsu. 
These three were Gu Kaizhi of the Eastern Jin Dynasty, and Lu Tanwei and Zhang 
Sengyou of the Southern Dynasties. There were also the so-called “Ancestors of Buddhist 
Paintings.” Cao Buxing of the Three Kingdoms Period, and Zong Bing, Xie He, and Xiao 
Ben of the Southern Dynasties.

Southern Tang Dynasty painters broke from the Tang Dynasty domination of portrait 
paintings; they added landscapes, birds, and flowers as subjects in their paintings, which 
greatly improved the expressive ability of Chinese paintings. In terms of techniques, 
they created ink wash techniques for the landscape paintings and “boneless” techniques 
for flower paintings, which further enriched the artistic expression of Chinese paintings. 

Gu Kaizhi

Traditional Chinese Paintings in Jiangsu



006 / Seeing Jiangsu in 112 Symbols

Among the landscape painters in the Southern Tang Dynasty, outstanding painters with 
far-reaching impacts on future generations included Dong Yuan and Ju Ran, collectively 
known as “Dong-Ju.” In addition, the painters Zhou Wenju, Gu Hongzhong, Gu 
Deqian, and Wang Qihan all contributed masterpieces. Other painters had the following 
strengths: Zhao Gan was good at figures, Xu Xi was good at bird-and-flowers, Mei 
Xingsi was famous for painting chickens, Xie Chuzhong was good at snow bamboos, 
Dong Yu was good at painting water, Yang Hui was good at fish, Guo Qianhui was 
good at fowl, Guo Qianhu was good at cats... They served as a link between the Tang 
Dynasty and Song Dynasty, and built on the foundation established in the Tang Dynasty 
to reach new heights.

During the Song and Yuan Dynasties, Mi Fu of the Northern Song Dynasty was 
good at ink wash landscapes, and his paintings were known as “Mi’s Clouds and 
Mountains.” Among the “Four Masters of the Yuan Dynasty,” Huang Kungwang and 
Ni Zan were from Jiangsu. They blended poetry and calligraphy into their paintings, 
which became a mainstream for landscape paintings in the Yuan Dynasty, and had a 
far-reaching impact on landscape painters not only in the Ming and Qing Dynasties, but 
also in today’s art world.

The “Wu School” formed in Jiangsu Province in the Ming Dynasty was a group 
of painters and a painting genre with an important historical position. Its members, 
including Shen Zhou, Tang Bohu, Wen Zhengming, and Qiu Ying, were artistic 
masters. They advocated elegance, focused on moral characters, pursued the delights 
of seclusion, and paid close attention to brush and ink techniques. They completed and 
enriched the cultural connotations and artistic concepts of this genre. Among the literati 
painters, notable ones were the “Number One” bamboo painter Wang Fu, Xia Chang, 
etc. By the late Ming Dynasty, other notable schools included the “Huating School” 
represented by Dong Qichang, and the “Jiangning School” represented by Sheng Shitai.

During the Qing Dynasty, the famous painters felt just like fish in water in the 
Jiangsu area where literati gathered together. Shi Tao, Hong Ren, and Kun Can of “The 
Four Eminent Monks in the Early Qing Dynasty” changed literati paintings from the 
traditional forms to the modern forms. Other famous schools at the time were the “Four 
Wangs School” (Wang Shimin, Wang Jian, Wang Hui, and Wang Qi), the “Jinling 
School” (also known as “Eight Masters of Jinling”: Gong Xian, Fan Qi, Gao Cen, 
Zou Zhe, Wu Hong, Ye Xin, Hu Zao, and Xie Sun), the “Loudong School,” “Yushan 
School,” and the “Yangzhou School.” Cheng Zhengkui who painted the massive Laying 
Tour of Landscape and Wang Kai who edited the The Mustard Seed Garden Manual 
of Painting led the trends, and thus contributed to the formation of a peak period in the 
history of Chinese paintings.

In the modern period, other great master painters such as Lu Fengzi, Chen Zhifo, 
Liu Haisu emerged in Jiangsu. In September 1960 under the leadership of Mr. Fu 



Fine and Performing Arts / 007

Baoshi, focusing on the theme of “how to reflect real life with 
Chinese traditional paintings,” the painters created a large number 
of Chinese paintings with both the distinctive spirit of the times 
and pure ethnic characteristics. Fu Baoshi, Qian Songyan, Ya 
Ming, Song Wenzhi, Wei Zixi, Yu Tongfu, Ding Shiqing, Zhang 
Jin, Zhang Wenjun, and other artists later became the core strength 
of the “New Jinling School,” and caused the great reverberations 
around the country. They created the “New Jinling School,” which 
had brillian prospects and lifted the academic status of the Jiangsu 
Chinese paintings in the field of Chinese painting. 

Since the reforms and opening up took place in China, more 
successors to the “New Jinling School” emerged. A group of 
painters represented by Yu Jigao, Zhao Xucheng, Song Yulin, 
Xiao Ping, Qin Jianming, Chang Jin, Xu Lele, Hu Ningna, and 
Zhou Jingxin, inherited the spirit of the “New Jinling School” and 
their names are well known in the country.

Fu Baoshi
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During the late Ming and early Qing Dynasties, a large number of talented painters 
gathered in Nanjing city. The painting genre they created was named after its place of 
origin; Nanjing was also known as Jinling, and thus this genre was called the Jinling 
Painting School. Contemporary scholars generally believe that Gong Xian, Fan Qi, Cai 
Ze, Gao Cen, Zou Zhe, Wu Hong, Ye Xin, Xie Sun, Hu Cao, and Chen Zhuo represent the 
backbone of this genre. Among them, Gong Xian is regarded as the leader.

Members of the Jinling Painting School mostly painted landscapes in the region south 
of the Yangtze River known as Jiangnan. Their paintings are majestic and beautiful. 
However, each artist’s personal style was quite different from that of the others. Except for 
the occasional gathering for showing their paintings, they had no deep friendship among 
them, and their artistic achievements varied. Thus the concept of the Jinling Painting 
School was controversial from the start. Zhang Geng, a Qing Dynasty painter, listed “The 
Eight Masters in Jinling” without mentioning the Jinling Painting School because “each 
of The Eight Masters in Jinling… had his own features,” and “the style was not exactly 
the same.” Two different factions could be seen as successors of “The Eight Masters,” and 

Jinling Painting School 
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both of them claimed that the Jinling Painting School did not fit the rules applied for 
forming a school of painting. 

Gong Xian (1618-1689) was born to a declining government official family in 
Kunshan, Suzhou, Jiangsu. His family moved to Nanjing when he was young. He 
studied painting when he was 13 years old, and joined the famous national academic 
and political group “The Restoration Society” at about the age of 21. At that moment, 
which was the late Chongzhen period in the Ming Dynasty, society was in a state 
of unrest and the troubles were both internal and external. The Restoration Society 
members gathered together to give lectures and discuss the arts, trying to save the 
country from peril. Because of Gong Xian’s unyielding integrity and his achievement 
in poetry, calligraphy and painting, he became a prestigious scholar among Nanjing’s 
aristocratic literati and officialdom. 

In the first year of the Honguang period (1645) of the Southern Ming Dynasty, 
the Qing captured Nanjing, and Gong Xian left Nanjing with other Restoration 
Society members and began his 20-year-long wandering career. He kept learning the 

Gong Xian
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art of painting during this period, and wrote 
a lot of moving and tragic poems to pour out 
his feelings of grief as a patriot. Around the 
second year of the Shunzhi era (1664), eight 
relatives, including Gong Xian’s wife, died one 
by one, which was a heavy blow on him. Gong 
Xian moved back to Nanjing at the age of 50. 
The place he considered his hometown looked 
like a tragic scene after being ransacked by the 
war, and his defeated country and destroyed 
home filled him with grief and indignation. 
Gong Xian and the rest of the family settled 
at Qingliang Hill in Nanjing, where he 
quietly spent his later years, writing poems 
and painting paintings to depict the beauty of 
the motherland and express his patriotiotic 
sentiments.

Zou Zhe, whose years of birth and death 
are unknown, was originally from Wuxian, 
Jiangsu. He followed his father to move to 
Jinling in his childhood. Zou Zhe came from 
a family of painters, and his style followed his 
father’s. His landscapes were steady with an 
ancient atmosphere. He had painted a small 
amount of small landscape albums with simple 
strokes. They were very fresh and elegant. 
He was also good at flowers with ink wash 
following the style of Wang Yuan, a famous 
Yuan Dynasty painter. The large pine trees he 
painted were cherished by many. The works 
attributed to him are: Talking with a Monk in 
the Pine Forest, now collected in the Shanghai 
Museum; his Landscape album, collected in 
The National Palace Museum; and The Water 
Village By the Cloud Mountains collected in 
the Nanjing Museum.

Chen Zhuo was born in 1634. Originally 
from Beijing, he lived in Nanjing for a 
long time. He specialized in painting green 

Gong Xian
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landscapes, and loved greenish colors. He was good at painting birds and 
flowers as well as human figures. His landscapes were very fine, and the 
compositions were rigorous with meticulous brushwork. His bright and 
elegant colors delighted the viewers; in particular, his bird-and-flower 
paintings had sumptuous colors. The work attributed to him is Green Peaks 
of Cloud Mountains now collected in the Anhui Museum.

Hu Cao was from Jinling (now Nanjing), and his birth and death years 
are unknown. He was good at landscapes, human figures, and flowers. 
His landscapes were vast and rich. He was especially good at painting 
chrysanthemums, and his brushwork was elegant. He had his own unique 
artistic style.

Fan Qi, born in 1616, was from Nanjing. He and his brother Fan Yi were 
famous for their paintings. The beautiful women he painted were leisurely 
and carefree, and their expressions and charms were tasteful. He was good 
at painting landscapes, flowers, and figures.

Gao Cen was originally from Hangzhou and lived in Nanjing. He was 
good at ink wash paintings of landscapes and flowers. His impressionistic 
brushwork attained the acme of perfection.

Cai Ze was from Lishui, Nanjing. He was good at painting figures, 
landscapes, birds and flowers. His work Teatime under Pine Trees is 
collected in the Nanjing Museum.
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“Jasmine”(Molihua) is a popular Chinese folk tune. There are many different versions 
of “Jasmine” in the Greater China Region, but basically they all have the same lyrics 
which reflect the pure love of young men and women. Some of the northern versions of 
“Jasmine” added the story of Zhang Sheng and Cui Yingying from the Chinese classical 
drama The Western Chamber. Each version of the tune has its local characteristics. The 
version of “Jasmine” that is more widespread today was adapted from the “Fresh Flower 
Tune” in the Luhe district of Nanjing, Jiangsu Province. The song has several repetitions 
of a simple stanza, and the musical structure is balanced. There is syncopation at the end 
of the musical phrase, which creates a light and lively feel.

The lyrics of “Jasmine” first appeared in the 18th century. They were published in the 
drama anthologies The Decorated White Fur compiled by composer Qian Decang during 
the Qianlong period (1736-1795) of the Qing Dynasty, and they were from the script of 
the Chinese classical drama The Western Chamber. The musical score of the song first 
appeared in 1804 in the book Travels in China by John Barrow, a British geographer, 
traveler, and the secretary to the first Britain’s ambassador to China. In the Chapter 6 of 
the book, the author mentioned that the scores had been written down by a British man 
called Mr. Hittner. This version was then used by Italian composer Giacomo Puccini in his 
opera Turandot. But in the long hundred years thereafter, the song “Jasmine” only spread 
in China as a folk tune, and failed to create a big impact.

In the winter of 1942, the situation changed. That year, the Huainan Popular Theater of 
the New Fourth Army came to Babaiqiao Town in the Luhe District of Nanjing to perform 
by the Golden Ox Lake, and He Fang, an actor who was only 14 years old, heard there 
was a local folk artist who knew how to play every instrument and knew local folk songs, 
so he paid a visit to him. The old artist received him warmly, and sang the song “Fresh 
Flower Tune” which supposedly “has been passed down from the Qing Dynasty to now” 
for He Fang. He Fang was fascinated, and spent most of the day recording the song with 
musical notations, and learned the authentic methods for singing the song. 

The lyrics of the song “The Flower Tune” contained three kinds of flowers, including 
jasmine. And as a folk song, the lyrics had some unpolished portions. He Fang thus 
modified the lyrics by changing the three kinds of flowers into only jasmine and making 
the lyrics more beautiful. In 1957, He Fang, who had become the composer and conductor 
of the famous Frontline Dancing and Singing Troupe in China, led the troupe to Beijing 
to perform. The revised Jiangsu folk song “Jasmine” was a hit at the show, where it was 
recorded onto a phonograph record, and from there started to spread to every corner of 
China. In 1959, “Jasmine” officially spread beyond China when it was performed at the 

Jasmine
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Vienna State Opera. It was warmly welcomed by the audiences, and thus the song became  
popular all over the world.

The modern version of “Jasmine” expresses the emotional conflict of a young girl who loves 
Jasmine with her whole heart, but at the same time is dismayed by the thought of picking the 
flowers: 

Musical theatre Jasmine

What a jasmine flower!
Of all the fragrant flowers and grasses in the garden,
there is none as fragrant as it.
I want to pluck one and wear it,
but I'm afraid the gardener would scold me.
What a jasmine flower!
When jasmine blooms,
not even snow is whiter.
I want to pluck one and wear it,
but I'm afraid those around me would mock me.
What a jasmine flower!
Of all the blooms in the garden,
none compares to it.
I want to pluck one and wear it,

but I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year. 
But I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year.

What a jasmine flower!
Of all the blooms in the garden,
none compares to it.
I want to pluck one and wear it,
but I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year. 
But I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year.

I want to pluck one and wear it,
but I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year. 
But I'm afraid it wouldn't bud next year.
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Zhaoming Wen Xuan, also known as 
the Selections of Refined Literature, is 
China’s earliest anthologies of poetry and 
articles. It was compiled by a group of 
scholars organized by Xiao Tong (501-
531). Xiao Tong was the eldest son of 
Emperor Wu of the Liang Dynasty which 
had Nanjing as its capital city. Xiao Tong’s 
posthumous honorary title was Zhaoming, 
so the anthologies he edited as the editor-
in-chief were called Zhaoming Wen Xuan 
(Zhaoming’s Selected Works).

As a member of the royal family, 
Crown Prince Zhaoming (Xiao Tong) 
had vast knowledge. His works were 
collected and compiled in The Collected 
Works of Crown Prince Zhaoming. When 
he was the crown prince in the East 
Palace, he collected nearly thirty thousand 
volumes of books. He received some 
famous contemporary scholars, such as 
Liu Xiaochuo and Tu Shang, with great 
courtesy.

Selections of Refined Literature , 
for which Xiao Tong presided over the 
compilation, has 30 volumes, with over 
700 articles by more than 130 authors 
ranging from the early Qin to the Liang 
Dynasty, covering a span of 700 to 800 
years. Selections of Refined Literature 
focused on famous works by talented 
writers of poetry, and treated literary works 
as fundamental. Xiao Tong consciously 
differentiated the literary works from 
academic writings and official documents. 

Zhaoming Wen Xuan

Zhaoming Wen Xuan
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Except for a few odes, comments, prefaces, and narratives 
which were identified as literary works, Selections of 
Refined Literature generally did not accept academic 
works such as classics, histories, and philosophical 
treatises. This proves that at that moment in China, people 
had an increasingly clear concept regarding literature’s 
scopes and characteristics.

The literary-oriented standards placed emphasis not 
on ideological content, but rather on the beauty of the 
rhetoric, rhythm, harmony, antithetical parallelism, and 
other art forms. There was a contradiction in Xiao Tong’s 
literary thought: He was the highest-ranking political 
figure in literary society, and the luxurious literary styles 
of the Six Dynasties had an unavoidable influence on him, 
yet, regarding the relationship between ideological content 
and artistic form, he advocated pragmatic compromise. In 
his mind, the content should be elegant, the form should 
be resplendant, but at same time the content should not 
be superficial – it should be noble in character. And yet in 
Selections of Refined Literature, Xiao Tong also admired 

Zhaoming Wen Xuan
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the free, easy and aloof styles in the works of Tao Yuanming.
Selections of Refined Literature cataloged the literary works collected 

in the volume. They are roughly divided into three categories: rhapsodies, 
poems, and essays. There are 38 sub-categories including rhapsodies, 
poems, elegies, edicts, commands, lessons, etc., with rhapsodies and 
poems accounting for the largest proportion. According to the contents, 
there are 15 types of rhapsodies, and 23 types of poems. This kind of 
classification reflects Xiao Tong’s theoretical perspectives towards 
ancient literary development and stylistic origins. This anthology had 
high standards, requiring that the selected works be profound both in 
content and diction, and any work leaning too far to one side would not be 
considered. The anthology selected eight poems by the famous poet Tao 
Yuanming and the famous Nineteen Ancient Poems as well as other great 
works. It had a great influence on later poetic circles. 

Selections of Refined Literature was of great importance to the writers 
and scholars in the feudal era. It was also regarded as required reading 
for those who took the imperial examinations. There is a proverb that 
says: “When the anthology is tattered and worn, half of a scholar is born”, 
which explains the role of the anthology as an ancient literature textbook. 
Since the Sui and Tang Dynasties, over the course of one thousand years, 
scholars have studied Selections of Refined Literature from various angles 
and perspectives. Today we can still see about 90 books on the subject, 
and the sum total of the other scattered pieces that have textual criticism, 
explanations of the words in the ancient books, and commentary regarding 
this anthology are too numerous to calculate. Research on Selections of 
Refined Literature has even become an area of specialized knowledge 
such that, starting from the early Tang Dynasty, Study on Selections of 
Refined Literature was the name used to describe a specialized area of 
expertise.


