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An Aesthetic Examination of Literati’s Poetic Chanting in the Wei, Jin, Southern and
Northern Dynasties

Li Zhen

Abstract: During the Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern Dynasties, under the interactive influence of Neo—Taoist
conversation (gingtan) and the prevailing character appraisal (pinzao), a profound tradition of poetic chanting (shiyong) emerged
among the literati class. Manifesting in diverse forms such as xiaoyong (chanting interspersed with melodic whistling), tanyong
(chanting integrated with philosophical discourse), and wenyong (literary recitation), poetic chanting not only constituted a
crucial dimension of the daily life of eminent scholars (mingshi), but also embodied distinctive aesthetic values. Its aesthetic
core lies in a composite aesthetic paradigm characterized by the intertwining and coexistence of the beauty of human form and
spirit, natural landscape beauty, and artistic beauty. Poetic chanting first served as a concrete carrier of the literati’ s spiritual
personality. During the act of chanting, the scholars’ posture and demeanor, along with their rhetorical grace and spiritual
bearing, were themselves objects of character appraisal. Their internal moral cultivation and life sentiments were externalized
into perceptible aesthetic objects through sound and rhythm, whereby highlighting their individual life awareness. Secondly,
poetic chanting was frequently associated with excursions into mountains and waters. In this process, the aesthetic experience
of natural landscapes was elevated through the process of chanting, providing an anchor for the individual’ s spiritual realm
and enabling the performer to attain the aesthetic state of the fusion of subject and object. Finally, the appreciation of tonal
rules and rhythmic charm embedded in poetic chanting directly promoted the development of phonological aesthetics in artistic
practices, profoundly influencing the evolution of the literary and artistic thought of the era.

Keywords: Wei, Jin, Southern and Northern dynasties; poetic chanting (shiyong); character appraisal (pinzao)
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