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Discussion of Three Great Cases of Poetic Heresy
in the Sung Dynasty

Zeing Zas-chuang
Ssu-ch’uan University

Abstract

Most people’s impression of the Sung Dynasty is that great weight was
placed on the cultural while military matters were taken lightly. As the first
Emperor of the Sung, T’ai Tzu, had said, “Those who are Premiers must be
men of letters” (Sung Ch’ao Shih Shih Lei Yuan, volume 1); further, he
erected a stele, the contents of which included that “Intellectuals and people
who submit written reports to the Emperor must not be killed” (Po Yung
Yin, Sung Pai Lei Ch’ao, volume 1). It would seem that Sung Dynasty cul-
tural policy was relatively loose.-Not to kill iintellectuals was something that
all S'ung Emperors basically respected.

Early on in 1009, Yang I and cohorts’ “Twenty-two Poems of 'the
Hsuan Ch’u Variety” (Hsuan Ch’'u Erh Shih Erh Yun) incited the slandering
of officials and the informing of secrets, and Emperor Chen Ts'ung issued an
edict: “From now on those scholars who compose writing which has extrava-
gant expressions, or which sullies the good name of orthodoxy, shall be
treated under Imperial law in hopes that we might return to usual practice.
Collections of old and new writings may be handed down, but those that
wish to publish them must submit a copy to the local Transportation General
so that he can select a scholar from the department to look at it in detail;
permissible pieces will then be printed and reported to the central
government” (Sung Ta Chao Ling Chi, volume 193). This is the first Imperial
edict on literary proscription of the early S’ung, however it was only a
warning, and Yang I and cohorts were still not sentenced on account of it.

But later as there were more and more sentencings over poetry, it was
as Hung Mai said in Jung Chai Sui Pi, volume 2: “The poems and songs of
people of the T’ang were completely without taboo, to the point where Palace
intimacies of which no-one outside was supposed to know were all chewed
over in the most extreme language, and people in authority didn’t even take

it to be a crime..Today’s poets do not dare to do that.”



In this piece I do not intend to to discuss all cases of poetic heresy in
the Sung. I will take only the Meishan and Ch’e Kai T’ing cases of the
Northern Sung, and the “Rivers and Lakes Collection” (Chianghu Chi) of the
Southern Sung, as examples. Let us then take a look at the literary prison of
the Sung Dynasty.
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* The author’s was translated by Larissa N. Heinrich.
* The Chinese text of this article appears on page—fithroughP4—.



