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Abstract  Some famous Tang Dynasty poems were once abridged by later 
generations. The earliest abridgements occurred in the Tang Dynasty because the 
music officials in charge of music intended to make the poems suitable for 
singing. However, the success of some abridgements was attributed to literary 
creation. Among the various abridgements of the famous Tang poems, the most 
successful instances formed a truncated verse by segmenting four lines from the 
original works. The author holds that this phenomenon in literary history 
indicated the pursuit of terseness, which was a popular feature of ancient Chinese 
poetic creation. Moreover, it also reflected the later poets’ criticism and amended 
the artistic criterion of the Tang poetry. 
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摘要  唐诗中的某些名篇曾受到人们的删改，虽说最初发生在唐代的删改往往是乐

工出于和乐歌唱的目的，但其删改之成功却应归因于文学。后人对唐诗名篇的删改

有各种不同的方式，其中最成功的例子都是从原作中抽出四句形成一首绝句。本文

认为这种文学史现象体现了中国古代诗歌写作的一个普遍倾向即追求精炼，同时也

反映了后代诗人对唐诗艺术规范的批评和修正。 

 

关键词  唐诗，名篇，删改，绝句 
 
Conciseness was fundamental to ancient Chinese literary works. In poems or 
essays, terseness was the common goal of all writers. Confucius said, “Speak 
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enough to make the point, and then leave it at that.”1 Lu Ji 陆机 explained that 
Confucius meant, “To express clearly is enough, and redundancy is no good.”2 
Liu Xie 刘 勰 , in particular, wrote an article called “Rongcai” 熔 裁 
(“Compression and Abridgment”) in Wenxin Diaolong 文心雕龙 (The Literary 
Mind and Carving of Dragons), dealing specifically with the importance of 
abridgement. However, the subjective pursuit cannot be in accordance with the 
objective effects. In the Qin Dynasty (221−207 BCE), Lü Buwei 吕不韦 asked 
his retainers to write Lüshi chunqiu 吕氏春秋 (Lü Buwei’s Spring and Autumn). 
After it was finished, “He published the book at the city gate of Xianyang 咸阳

and hung a thousand pieces of gold over it.”3 He invited the dukes, roaming 
scholars and retainers there and promised that anybody who could add or remove 
one word in the book would be offered the gold.” However, this cannot be taken 
as evidence, for Lü was simply exhibiting his power and influence. In reality, 
even some of Du Fu’s 杜甫 poems, which are famous for their refinement, are 
still criticized by later generations for “being redundant”. As for some popular 
Tang poems, why did the later generations abridge them? Was there any 
significance to these abridgements? This paper will make an analysis of these 
questions. 

1  Abridgement of “quoting out of context” 

Those who “quote out of context” in the previous years are likely to be the 
musicians and singers of that period. Volume 2 of “Benshi shi” 本事诗 (“The 
Poetic Genesis”) records: 

 
On a moonilit night in the late Tianbao Period (CE 742−756), Emperor 
Xuanzong 玄宗 of the Tang Dynasty (CE 685−762) ascended the Qinzheng 
Building and ordered the singers to sing some poems. One performer sang the 
poems of Li Qiao 李峤: 
 
How long can riches and honors last? 
The bleak mountains and rivers in sight, my tears stream down my garment. 
What can you see standing by the River of Fen? 

                                                  
1 Lunyu “Weilinggong” 论语·卫灵公 (The Analects [with reference to] “The Viscount of 
Wei”); Lunyu “Zhengyi”, 论语·正义  (The Analects [with reference to] “The Standard 
Annotations”), in Zhuzi jicheng 诸子集成 (The Works of Masters), Book I, photocopied by 
Shanghai Bookstore Publishing House, 1986, p. 349. 
2 Lu Ji, 2002, p. 92. 
3 Shiji “Lü Buwei liezhuan” 史记·吕不韦列传 (Historical Records [with reference to] “The 
Biography of Lü Buwei”), Vol. 85, Zhonghua Book Company, 1982, p. 2510. 
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Only the wild geese hovering now and then. 
 
The aged Emperor asked whose poem it was and someone told him it was Li 
Qiao’s. In extreme grief, Emperor Xuanzong shed his tears. He rose before it 
was finished and said, “Li Qiao is a real genius!” The next year, the Emperor 
inspected the State of Shu. Overlooking the Baiwei Mountains for a long while, 
he listened to this poem again, and he repeated, “Li Qiao is a real genius!” 
Then he signed endless sighs.4 

 
In fact, the lines sang by the singer are the last four ones of Li Qiao’s poem 
“Fenyin xing” 汾阴行 (“Tour in Fenyin”), which consists of forty-two lines. 
However, the first two lines are reversed, while in Li Deyu’s 李德裕 Ciliu shi 
jiuwen 次柳氏旧闻 (The Anecdotes of Ciliu shi), which records the anecdote for 
the first time, the sequence of the two lines is correct. The reason why the singer 
sang only four lines of the long poem is perhaps that he had to abridge the poem 
for the sake of the music. This was not a unique story. Volume II of Jiyi ji 集异记 
(The Tales of the Marvelous) also records a similar story: 
 

In the Kaiyuan Period (CE 713–741), the poets Wang Changling 王昌龄, Gao 
Shi 高适 and Wang Zhihuang 王之涣 enjoyed the same level of respect, and 
before each of their careers blossomed, they often toured together. On a cold 
and snowy day, they gathered in Qiting 旗亭 (The Flag Pavilion) to drink 
together. Then dozens of singers ascended the pavilion to have a feast. The 
poets then reached an agreement: “We are all poets, and it is hard to fix our 
rank. Now we can secretly see what the singers will sing. The one whose 
poems are sung most is the best.” … then another singer sang, 
 
My tears keep falling down to my chest, 
For I saw your letters when searching my trunk; 
Your tomb now is lonely and bleak, 
But in it rests such a great poet. 

 
Gao Shi then drew a sign on the wall and said: “One truncated verse.”5 Gao 

Shi’s original poem is a twenty-four-lines and entitled “Ku Shanfu Liangjiu 
shaofu” 哭单父梁九少府 (“The Lamentation on Liang Jiu from Shanfu”), and 
the lines sung by the singer are only the first four lines. Jiyi ji makes a mistake in 
saying that Gao Shi categorized it into a “truncated verse”. The reason why the 
singers chose only four lines of Li Qiao’s and Gao Shi’s poems is because the 

                                                  
4 Lidai shihua xubian, Vol. 1, 1983, p. 11. 
5 Xue Yongruo, 1980, Vol. 2, p. 11. 
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poems were too long to be sung to music, and an abridgement of poems for the 
sake of music was quite common in the Tang Dynasty (CE 618−907).6 However, 
since the lines they chose were close to the essence of the original poems, the 
abridgement is attributed to literary license. Look at the later generations’ comments 
on the former poem: “The essence of the poem lies in the last four lines, and the 
previous parts are only narration.”7 As for the latter, the comment was as follows: 

 
Some poets are good at truncated verse, while some are good at regulated 
verse. Take Gao Shi’s “Ku Shanfu Liangjiu shaofu” as an example, it is a long 
ancient poem, while Jiyi ji records that the singer in Qiting deleted the first 
four lines: 
 
My tears keep falling down to my chest, 
For I saw your letters when searching my trunk; 
Your tomb now is lonely and bleak, 
But in it rests such a great poet. 
 
Compared with the original poem, the truncated verse is more concise and 
meaningful, and full of remorse. Though it is not known who truncated the 
poem, he must have been a great poet in the Kaiyuan 开元 period.8 

 
It is clear that in the eyes of later generations, the shortened lines of the two 

poems grasp the essence of each poem. Although the statement that the one who 
truncated the poem “must have been a great poet in the Kaiyuan period” lacks 
evidence, it does indicate that the poetry theorists in the Qing Dynasty (CE 
1644−1691) showed great admiration for the unknown poets who truncated the 
poems. 

How can the truncated four lines from a poem consisting of more than twenty 
or even forty lines be an independent and even better poem? The first reason we 
think of is that the original was not concise enough, while the selected lines 
capture its essence. Thus, the redundant lines are deleted and the essence, as a 
result, was emphasized. The original poem was like a piece of uncarved jade. 
Once the redundant stone is cut away, the jade will shine beautifully. Take Li 
Qiao’s “Fenyin xing” as an example. The first thirty-eight lines express two 
meanings: the first twenty-six lines describe the prosperous Fenyin when 
Emperor Wu of the Han Dynasty (156−87 BCE) held the memorial ceremony there, 
                                                  
6 Hu Yinglin in the Ming Dynasty said, “The truncated verse of the yuefu 乐府 in the Tang 
Dynasty, either at its beginning or end, had nothing to do with the orginial.” Refer to Hu 
Yinglin, 1979, Vol. 1, p. 15. 
7 Wu Qiao, 1983, p. 531. 
8 He Shang, 1983, p. 230. 
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and the ensuing twelve lines describe the desolate look of Fenyin after Emperor 
Wu died. For this nostalgic poem captures the poetic flavor of the moment and is 
quite satisfying. However, neither of the two parts is concise enough: the first part’s 
narration lacks sufficient expression, while the second part’s emotion lacks depth. 
For instance, the following lines are just a cliché of a nostalgic poetry: 

 
Where is the heroism of the year? 
Now the altars and temples are full of Artemisia. 
I sigh together with the old friends, whom I meet, 
Things happen in a way we cannot predict. 
Where are the blue mansions where songs and dances were performed? 
Now they have become deserts with thistles and thorns. 
 
However, the last four lines of the poem produce a wonderful ending. They not 

only condense the poetic flavor of the whole, but also reveal the theme of “Now 
that everything’s changed, although the mountains and rivers are still there.” In 
addition, the image of “wild geese circling the Fen River” is much more original 
and touching. No wonder Emperor Xuanzong was deeply moved by the four 
lines selected by the singer. Again, using Gao Shi’s “Ku Shanfu Liangjiu shaofu” 
as an example: The first four lines are followed by twenty ones, which recall the 
friendship between the poet and his late friend, then describe the loneliness after 
his friend’s death, and finally praises his friend, saying, “Your worldwide renown 
will never fade away after your death, and it will spread to every place in the 
world.” The theme is very common and the expression is not pithy enough. They 
appear inferior to the first four lines which are so concise and meaningful. Thus, 
the last four lines of Gao Shi’s “Ku Shanfu Liangjiu shaofu” are often regarded 
as truncated verse. Wu Qiao 吴乔 , a scholar in the Qing Dynasty (CE 
1644−1911), once said, “The last four lines of Gao Shi’s ‘Ku Shanfu Liangjiu 
shaofu’ can be used as truncated verse. The rest of the lines are just the 
narrative.”9 Both Tang xian sanmei ji 唐贤三昧集 (A Collection of Samadhi 
Poetry by Bhadras of the Tang) by Wang Shizhen 王士祯, another scholar in the 
Qing Dynasty, and Tangshi biecai ji 唐诗别裁集 (A Compiled Anthology of Tang 
Poems) by Shen Deqian 沈德潜 view the poem as truncated verse, which shows 
the practice of abridging was widely accepted. 

2  Abridgement of the last few lines of famous Tang poems 

If we say neither Li Qiao’s “Fenyin xing” or Gao Shi’s “Ku Shanfu Liangjiu 

                                                  
9 Wu Qiao, 1983, p. 525. 
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shaofu” is the most classic Tang poem, which makes it easy to truncate them 
successfully. Let’s take some classic Tang poems as examples. 

The first step is deleting the last few lines from a long poem, but the outcome 
is not what we wanted. Embodied into Tangshi sanbai shou 唐诗三百首 (Three 
Hundred Tang Poems) by the Qing scholars，both Wei Yingwu’s 韦应物 
“Junzhai yuzhong yu zhu wenshi yan ji” 郡斋雨中与诸文士燕集 (“Feasting with 
Scholars in Junzhai on a Rainy Day”) and Han Yu’s 韩愈 “Shanshi” 山石 
(“Rock”) are two popular poems, but both of them were truncated by the later 
generations. 

Let’s look at the first example. Yang Shen 杨慎 in the Ming Dynasty (CE 
1368−1644) once said, 

 
The poetry discussions often refer to the first four lines of Wei Yingwu’s 
“Junzhai yuzhong yu zhu wenshi yan ji” san unsurpassed poetic masterpiece in 
its Dynasty. When reading the whole poem, I often feel regretful for the 
concluding lines: 
 
Central Wu abounds in literary and history masterpieces, 
And it is the home of great talents.  
Now I know why it is such a beautiful place, 
The reason does not only lie in its riches. 
 
I think these lines are unimpressive. Even a private teacher who feeds his 

friends shoddy beef and arrack wouldn’t write such coarse lines. Later I found 
that the poem in Lize bian 丽泽编 (An Anthology of Lize), which was compiled 
by the scholars in the Song Dynasty (CE 960−1172), does not include the last 
four lines. Then I read Wei Yingwu’s collection and found the poem had only 
sixteen lines. The attached poem of reply by Gu Kuang 顾况 has only sixteen 
lines, too. Thus I knew the last four lines must have been added by some 
mediocre poet in Central Wu to praise his hometown. However, he does not 
understand that one cannot put filth at the foot of the Buddha. My thirty years’ of 
doubt was cleared away then. It was the Mid-Autumn Festival, so I went to drink 
with Yang Conglong 杨从龙. Chanting the poem, I thought this was really an 
amenity of life. I was so excited that I almost forgot myself!”10 The edition of 
Wei Suzhou ji 韦苏州集, which was published by Songshan Publishing House in 
the Meiji Period (CE 1868–1912), had a note to the poem: “The poem in Lize 
bian does not have the last four lines, which, according to Yang Shen, is the 
original text.”11 The note, undoubtedly, is based on Yang Shen’s words. Actually, 

                                                  
10 “Sheng’an shihua”, 1983, p. 789. 
11 Sun Wang, 2002, p. 424. 
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the Lize bian mentioned here is Lize jishi 丽泽集诗 (Lize’s Collection of Poems), 
which mainly anthologizes Tang Dynasty poems. It is alleged that the author is 
Lü Zuqian 吕祖谦, a scholar of the Song Dynasty.12 However, the book had 
already been lost, and it is impossible to check it. The ancient versions mentioned 
by Yang Shen in his poetry talks are often fictional, so it is likely that “the poem 
without the last four lines” is only Yang Shen’s fiction. Because he thought that 
was what the poem should be, Yang deliberately made up the ancient version to 
prove his argument. As for the example of Gu Kuang’s sixteen-line poem of reply, 
we cannot speak so hastily and say that Wei’s poem must feature the same lines 
as Gu’s. Gu wrote this poem as a response, but he did not reply in rhymes, 
sentence by sentence. Therefore, their poems do not necessarily have the same 
lines. The statement that, “Even a private teacher who feeds his friends with 
shoddy beef and arrack wouldn’t write such coarse lines” is derived from Su 
Shi’s 苏轼 comment on Du Mo’s 杜默 poems: “I think Du Mo’s heroic spirit is 
no more than the spirit of those eggheads who have just finished the shoddy beef 
and arrack.”13 It is used to refer to the vulgarity and barbarism of verses. Yang 
Shen quoted these words to criticize the four lines for being superficial and 
doggerel. He thought the four lines did not conform with the original poem, and 
they must have been created by someone else. In fact, the four lines are indeed 
relatively superficial, but they are not vulgar at all. And, in view of the entire 
poem, they are not redundant. The complete poem is as follows: 

 
The armed guards stand in front of the official residence, 
The lounge is filled with sandalwood’s fragrance. 
The rain showers and the wind blow at ease, 
The terraces and ponds are cooled by the breeze. 
My restlessness and depression are disappearing, 
For I am standing before such a distinguished gathering. 
Being in such a high position for me is embarrassing, 
For I haven’t done enough to care about the civilian’s well-being. 
All the trouble will fall away if you acquire the sagacity, 
The character of detachment can make the society’s red tape petty. 
For the hot summer’s fresh fish and fat meat are too oily, 
Help yourself to fruits and vegetables to satisfy your belly.  
The guests drink cups of luscious wine, 
And enjoy the beautiful poems of everyone. 
With mind at ease, my body seems to be ethereal and light,  

                                                  
12 Refer to Tieqin tongjianlou cangshu mulu 铁琴铜剑楼藏书目录 (Hard Qin Copper Sword 
Building Book collection Catalogue), Vol. 23. The book is likely to be lost. 
13 “Ping Du Mo shi”, 1986, Vol. 68, p. 2131. 
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And I desire to ride the wind to take flight.  
Central Wu abounds in literary and history masterpieces, 
It is the home of great talents. 
Now I know why it is such a beautiful place, 
The reason does not only lie in its riches. 
 
Just as the Qing Dynasty scholar Zhang Wensun 张文荪 said in his Tangxian 

qingya ji 唐贤清雅集 (A Collection of Elegant Tang Poems), “It starts with 
majesty and gradually narrates the event. The words are warm and friendly, 
showing the refinement of a cultivated poet. The last lines indicate that the 
literati contributed more to the reputation of Central Wu than riches, which is 
quite profound, and it is really a wonderful poem.”14 The first sixteen lines 
describe the joy of the happy times and grand feasts, and the last four lines 
describes the host, the Sheriff of Suzhou, paying tribute to the distinguished 
guests from an outsider’s perspective. Thus, the theme of the poem is complete. 
If the poem ended with the line “And I desire to ride the wind to take flight”, it 
would become more reserved. However, it would not correlate to the “zhuwenshi 
(literati)” in the title, i.e, “the distinguished guests” mentioned in the sixth line. 
That would be a defect in composition. Therefore, Yang Shen’s abridgement of 
the poem is not altogether reasonable. 

Now let’s move on to the second example. The original text of “Shanshi” was: 
 
Till the dusk I went along the steeple rocks and narrow paths, 
I reached the temple and saw the bats flying back and forth. 
Having met the hosts, I retreated to the steps to watch the fresh rain. 
The Basho leaves are big, and the gardenia leaves are green. 
The monks said the mural was well painted, 
And they lit torches for me to watch it. 
The bed is made, the seat arranged, and the dinner is ready. 
The diet is simple, yet it is enough to satisfy my belly. 
The voice of insects gradually dies away at midnight, 
The moon rises higher, and shines my room bright. 
At dawn I leave alone, but I cannot find where the path is.  
In the thick fog, I grope and grope, in either a high or low place.  
The sun reddens the mountain and the green streams turn effulgent, 
Then I find all the trees around me are incredibly thick. 

                                                  
14 Tangshi qingyaji 唐诗清雅集 (A Collection of The Elegant Style of The Tang Poems), Vol. 1, 
the transcript of the 30th year of Emperor Qianlong (CE 1736–1795) reign period of the Qing 
Dynasty. 
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I walk barefoot on the pebbles of the streams. 
The water sings and the breeze wafts across my clothes. 
This is a real free and happy life style. 
Why should I force myself to do something against my will? 
Alas! My close friends, 
If only we could stay here, instead of returning to the world! 
 
This poem is one of Han Yu’s masterpieces, and there is consistent praise from 

the critics of all the dynasties.15 However, the Ming Scholar Feng Shike 冯时可 
said, “The two lines ‘Alas! My close friends, if only we could stay here, instead 
of returning to the world!’ were added by a later generation, not written by Han 
Yu.”16 However, Feng did not explain the reason why they were not written by 
Han Yu. Supposedly, Feng thinks the two lines “This is a real free and happy life 
style. Why should I force myself to do something against my will?” show Han’s 
decision to retreat from the world, so the last two lines are redundant. However, 
the poem is famous for its employment of the technique of ancient prose, i.e., the 
rigorous structure and thorough content. These two lines describe it as a paradise, 
and then appeals to his best friends to stay. Thus, the content is clearly expressed. 
Fang Dongshu, another Qing scholar, once said, “The ending lines should be 
fantastic enough to achieve the effect of incredible novelty. Others would be 
bewitched and bewildered, but I would end it this way. That is my own poem. 
Han Yu’s ‘Shanshi’ is a case in point. Otherwise, if the ending is within 
everyone’s expectation, it must be too mediocre.”17 It is thus clear that the 
ending is effective and is not redundant. In the author’s opinion, Fang Dongshu’s 
version is more acceptable. 

The second practice was deleting the last two lines of a long poem to make the 
abridgement successful. We also took two poems from Tangshi sanbai shou as  
examples: Li Bai’s 李白 “Ziye wuge” 子夜吴歌 (“A Song of an Autumn 
Midnight”) and Liu Zongyuan’s 柳宗元 “Yuweng” 渔翁 (“The Fisherman”). 

Li Bai’s poem consists of only six lines: 
 
A slip of the moon hangs over the capital, 
Ten thousand washing-mallets are pounding. 
And the autumn wind is blowing my heart, 
For ever and ever toward the Jade Pass. 
Oh, when will the Tartar troops be conquered, 

                                                  
15 Qian Zhonglian, 1994, pp. 147–149. 
16 Yuhang zalu 雨航杂录 (Miscellaneous Records on Rainy Evening), Vol. 1, A photocopy of 
Wenyuge sikuquanshu, Vol. 867, p. 8. 
17 Zhaomei zhanyan, Vol. 11, 1961, p. 239. 



MO Lifeng 464 

And my husband comes back from the long campaign? 
 
The Ming Dynasty scholar Jiang Zhongshu 蒋仲舒 said, “The first four lines 

are wonderful truncated verse.”18 Wang Fuzhi 王夫之 also holds the same 
opinion, “The first four lines can be only found in paradise, and Li Bai picked 
them up ever so often.”19 Jiang and Wang think the first four lines are better than 
the remaining ones, while the Qing scholars Huang Baishan 黄白山 and Tian 
Tongzhi 田同之 think the last two lines should be deleted. Huang Baishan said, 
“It is better to cut off the last two lines and make it truncated verse.”20 Tian 
Tongzhi said, “I think the poem would turn out to be more meaningful as 
truncated verse if the last two lines were cut off.”21 Still, there are some people 
who oppose the truncation. For example, in Volume 4 of Tang song shi chun 唐
宋诗醇 (Poems of Tang and Song Dynasties) states, “The poem forms a coherent 
whole. Without the last two lines, the poem would lack the theme of woman’s 
chastity. Then how can the poem cultivate people?”22 However, this opinion can 
be ignored for it only stresses the morality and has little to do with artistic quality. 
We feel that the 3rd and 4th lines have already told us that the yearning woman is 
missing her husband who is guarding border areas, so she was busy washing 
clothes to send them to him. Therefore, the meaning of the last two lines has 
already been conveyed in the previous ones. Once it is revealed, the poem 
becomes too explicit, and thus not as implicit and meaningful as the shortened 
verse. 

Liu Zongyuan’s “Yuweng” has only six lines:  
 
An old fisherman moors along the western cliff at night, 
At dawn he draws clear water from the Xiang River and makes a bamboo fire. 
The sun burns off the mist, but still no one else is to be seen, 
In the green landscape his paddles splash “Ao Ai”. 
Turning around one can see the river flow as if from the sky, 
While above the cliff the clouds aimlessly pass by. 
 
Su Shi once copied the poem and wrote a postscript: “A poem should feature 

                                                  
18 Li Panlong 李攀龙, et al.(eds), Li Yulin tangshi guangxuan 李于鳞唐诗广选 (The Collective 
Works of Tang Poetry of Li Yulin), Vol. 1, The Cinnabar Stick Overprint in the Qing Dynasty, p. 
4. 
19 Tangshi pingxuan 唐诗评选 (The Commentary Book of Selected Tang Poetry), Vol. 2, in 
Chuanshan yishuben 船山遗书本 (Chuanshan’s Posthumous Writings), p. 10. 
20 He Shang, p. 230. 
21 “Xipu shishuo”, p. 760. 
22 “Tangsong shichun” 唐宋诗醇 (“Choice Poetry of Tang and Song”), Vol. 4, in A photocopy 
of Wenyuan ge Sikuquanshu, Vol. 1448, p. 132. 
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peculiar fun, and the difference lies in what fun means. It is widely accepted that 
the poem is of peculiar fun, but I think the last two lines are redundant.”23 Yan 
Yu 颜羽, a Southern Song scholar clearly approved of Su Shi’s interpretation: 
“Dongpo 东坡 [i.e., Su Shi] deleted the last two lines and made the poem better. 
If Liu Zongyuan were alive today, he would be convinced.”24 Yet, some later 
scholars held different opinions. For example, Liu Chenweng 刘辰翁 in the late 
Song Dynasty said, “Some people say Su Shi is right, but this is a one-sided view. 
The reason that the style of the poem is different from that of the late Tang poems 
lies right in the last two lines. They are not redundant at all.”25 Li Dongyang 李
东阳 in the Ming Dynasty (CE 1368−1644) also held the same opinion: “Su Shi 
once said it was better to delete the last two lines, and some inexperienced critics 
simply took his idea as their own. As I see it, without the last two lines, what is 
the difference between the poem and the late Tang poems?”26 Both Liu’s and 
Li’s opinions were refuted later. 

The Ming scholar Hu Yinglin 胡应麟 argued: “Without the last two lines, Liu 
Zihou’s 柳子厚 [i.e., Liu Zongyuan] poem ‘Yuweng’ would be better. Liu 
Chenweng thinks it is right that the two last lines make it different from the late 
Tang poems. However, how can the poem, a seven-syllable regulated verse, be 
better than the late Tang poems? It is better to change it into a truncated verse.”27 
Most of the Qing critics of poetry agreed with Su Shi. For instance, Wang 
Shizhen 王士祯 said, “Liu Zihou’s ‘Yuweng’ would be a masterpiece if it ended 
with the line ‘In the green landscape his paddles splash Ao Ai.’ The last two lines 
are really redundant.”28 Shen Deqian 沈德潜 also said, “Su Dongpo said the 
poem would be more meaningful if the last two lines were deleted. I am very 
convinced.”29 In my opinion, both Liu Chenweng’s and Li Dongyang’s opinions 
make some sense. Just as the Ming scholar Sun Yuefeng 孙月峰 put it, “The last 
two lines add something more to the complete poetic theme, making the poem 
more meaningful.”30 As a result, they render the poem mellower and smoother, 
and different from the late Tang poems. Nevertheless, these opinions are all 
based on the total rejection of the late Tang poems, as many poetic theorists think 

                                                  
23 “Shu Liu Zihou yuweng shi” 书柳子厚渔翁诗 Vol. 5, Su Shi yiwen huibian 苏轼佚文汇编, 
Su Shi wenji 苏轼文集, Vol. 6, p. 2552. 
24 Cang Lang shihua “kaozheng” 沧浪诗话·考证 (Notes On Poets and Poetry by Cang Lang 
[with reference to] “Textual Research”), in Lidai shihua xubian (A Sequel to the Poetry Talks 
of the Past Dynasties), Vol. 2. p. 706. 
25 Gao Bing, 1988, p. 372. 
26 “Lutang shihua” 麓堂诗话 (“The Lu tang Notes on Poetry”), in Lidai shihua xubian 历代诗

话续编 (A Sequel to the Poetry Talks of the Past Dynasties), Vol. 2, p. 1370. 
27 Hu Yinglin, 1979, Vol. 6, p. 121. 
28 Daijingtang shihua, Vol. 1, 1963, p. 34. 
29 Tangshi biecai ji, Vol. 8, 1979, p. 253. 
30 “Pingdian liuliuzhou ji”, 1993, p. 254. 
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there is no redeeming feature for late Tang Dynasty poetry. 
In fact, why should the evaluation of poems be adherent to the division of 

early, flourishing, middle, and the late Tang Dynasty? As long as we ignore the 
deprecation of Late Tang poems, we may deem the abridgment makes the poem 
more reserved and meaningful. Without the last two lines, the whole poem 
abruptly comes to an end in the lingering after-sound of the paddles, and the 
leisureliness expressed in the last two lines creep in the green hills and clear 
waters. Perhaps, this is the place where Su Shi’s “peculiar fun” lies in. 

The comparison between the two situations leads to a very interesting 
conclusion. As a general rule, the first kind of abridgement would not exert great 
effects, for the deleted last few lines account for only a small percentage of a 
relatively long, classical-style poems (a form of pre-Tang poetry, usually having 
five or seven characters to each line, without strict tonal patterns or rhyme 
schemes); while the second kind of abridgement would devitalize the poem, for 
the last two deleted lines account for one-third of the six-line verse. However, the 
facts point to a contrary conclusion: the first kind of abridgement results in 
artistic failure, while the second, artistic success. Why? In my opinion, despite 
the common principle of conciseness, the classical-style poems and regulated 
verses have different artistic requirements. To be brief, the classical-style poems 
have no limitation in length. Therefore, the full and thorough expression, rather 
than implication, is one of their defining aspects. With few exceptions, the 
classical-style poets, from Li Bai and Du Fu in the flourishing Tang to Han Yu 
韩愈, Meng Jiao 孟郊, Yuan Zhen 元稹 and Bai Juyi 白居易 in the Mid-Tang, 
all followed the principle. The Qing scholar Fang Dongshu 方东树  once  
commented on ancient poems of five characters: “Think deeply until your heart 
is full of thoughts, then you can write a good poem. If the thoughts are 
overflowing, then you can write a terrific one. Without enough thoughts, the 
poem will be poor. A poet must have enough ideas, emotion or imagination 
before he can write a good poem. Otherwise, you must have the skills of ancient 
writers to make good works. 

Compared with Su Dongpo’s works, Zhuzi’s 朱子 “Sanxia qiao” 三峡桥 
(“Bridges of The Three Gorges”) is informative but not expressive.”31 And he 
also thus commented on seven-character poetry: “The seven-character poetry 
should be thorough and prolonged, not epigrammatic and profound.”32 Therefore, 
as for the long classical-style poems with five or seven characters to each line, 
thoroughness is rightly their advantage. Abridgement, naturally, is usually not a 
good way to achieve better artistic effects. The first two examples discussed 
above are two cases in point. As to the short ancient-style poems, especially the 

                                                  
31 “Tonglun wugu” Zhaomi zhanyan, 詹言·通论五古, Vol. 1, p. 1. 
32 “Zonglun qigu” Zhaomi zhanyan, 昭昧詹言·总论七古 Vol. 11, p. 232. 
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two six-line poems mentioned above, it is totally different. With the similar size, 
the six-line poems have the similar artistic pursuit with truncated verses. The two 
six-line poems cited above are already very concise, so if they were to be further 
abridged, naturally the artistic standard of truncated verses would be borrowed. 
The advantage of truncated verses lies in their conciseness and implication, 
which depends on constant refinement.  

The Qing scholar Qian Liangze 钱良择  said, “The truncated verses are 
concise and terse. Therefore, the more epigrammatic, the better they are.”33 This 
is quite insightful. Thus, after the last two lines are deleted respectively, Li Bai’s 
“Ziye wuge” and Liu Zongyuan’s “Yuweng” become truncated verses both in 
style and in artistic realm. This is to say, they have acquired the merits of 
terseness and implications, which conform to the demands for shorter poems, 
especially truncated verses. No wonder the abridgments are more acceptable. 

3  Reason for the successful abridgements all resulting in 
truncated verses 

The different abridgements of the Tang poems noted above reach the same 
conclusion: the successful abridgements all result in truncated verses. Does the 
conclusion have universal significance? If so, what is the reason? 

Again, let’s divide the abridgements of poems into two categories. 
The first practice involves selecting four lines from a long classical-style poem 

to form a truncated verse. Apart from the two examples discussed above, there 
are some more cases. For instance: the Ming scholar Xie Zhen 谢榛 said: “Li 
Qunyu’s 李群玉 poem ‘Yuye’ 雨夜 (‘A Raining Night’) says: ‘Measure the 
water in the East Sea, please / And you know how deep my sadness is.’ The 
readers will never miss the deep sorrow. If the remaining redundant lines were 
deleted, it would be a classic truncated verse not inferior to Li Bai’s.”34 The 
poem, with the original title “Yuye cheng zhangguan” 雨夜呈长官 (“Submitting 
to the Official on a Rainy Night”), is as follows: 

 
Sitting in a desolate temple, accompanied by a lonely light, 
The visitor listens to the autumnal rain of the endless night. 
Measure the water of the East Sea, please, 
And then you’ll know how deep his sadness is. 
His grief is even heavier than the mountains weigh, 
Haunting his mind, it seems impossible to take it away. 

                                                  
33 “Tangyin shenti”, 1978, Vol. 2, p. 784. 
34 “Siming shihua” 四溟诗话 “Xie zhen’s Notes on Classical Poetry”, in Lidai shihua xubian 
历代诗话续编 (A Sequel to the Poetry Talks of the Past Dynasties), Vol. 3, p. 1181. 
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The handsome looks and beautiful scenes cannot be found, 
They are like the flowing water, eastward bound. 
The fishes miss their water, and the birds, their wind, 
Yet they are blocked by the current and cloud. 
A lonely lamp shines in the bleak room, 
Only the insects are making sounds, in gloom. 
He wants to consult Tao Yuanming 陶渊明, a hermit, 
How can he relieve his grief a little bit. 
By drinking wine and then going to bed, 
One can forget everything in the world. 

 
The first two lines reveal the poem’s background: At night, a visitor is 

listening to the autumnal rain in a desolate temple. The third and fourth lines 
express the poet’s endless sorrow, while the remaining twelve lines elaborate the 
grief: the lost youth, the torturous official career, the cold and lonely nights and 
the haunting grief. In fact, since the contents of the last twelve lines have already 
been conveyed in the first four lines, it is repetitive to elaborate on them one by 
one. For example, the two lines “The grief is much heavier than the mountains 
weigh, haunting his mind / It seems impossible to take it away” do not tell more 
than “Measure the water of the East Sea, please / And then you’ll know how deep 
his sadness is.” The syntax of the two lines is coarse and clumsy. As a result, the 
use of the first four lines as truncated verse really raises the poem’s artistic level. 
In reality, the truncation did not only result from Xie Zhen’s moment of 
inspiration. The Southern Song scholar Hong Mai 洪迈 had already pointed out: 

 
I love the lines of Li Qi’s 李颀 poem very much: 
 
Sitting in a desolate temple, accompanied by a lonely light, 
The visitor listens to the autumnal rain of the endless night. 
Measure the water of the East Sea, please, 
And then you’ll know how deep his sadness is. 
 
The away-from-home visitor finds refuge in a solitary temple on an autumnal 
night. Not being able to get to sleep, he sits up in loneliness, listening to the 
falling rain. And it goes without saying that the rain pouring down outside the 
window reflects the poet’s grieving. The ten characters of the two lines fully 
and deeply express the poet’s feeling. The comparison of the grief to the sea is 
quite appropriate.35 
 

                                                  
35 “Rongzhai suibi”, Vol. 4, 1996, p. 786. 
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Hong Mai mistook Li Qunyu for Li Qi, but his words were very pertinent: the 
four lines incisively and vividly reflect the visitor’s grief on an autumn night. 
Hong Mai mentioned only the first four lines of the poem, and it is unknown 
whether he neglected the rest purposefully or he only saw the four lines. 
Nevertheless, it seems that he regarded the four lines as an entire poem, 
illustrating that the four lines could be transformed into an independent poem. In 
addition, the Qing scholar Wu Qiao 吴乔 said, “A poem with seven characters to 
a line and a quatrain with seven characters to a line can be extended or shortened 
to each other. For instance, in Luo Binwang’s 骆宾王 “Dijing pian” 帝京篇 
(“Sheet of Emperor Capital”), Li Qiao’s “Fenyin xing” and Wang Lingran’s 王泠

然 “Hebian kuliu” 河边枯柳 (“The Withered Willow on Riverside”), the main 
ideas lie in their last four lines, and the previous ones are just elaboration. The 
last four lines can make up a truncated verse with seven characters to a line.”36 
Li Qiao’s poem were discussed above, and the last four lines of Luo Binwang’s 
“Dijing pian” are as follows: “汲黯薪愈积，孙弘阁未开。谁惜长沙傅，独负洛阳才。” 
“Dijing pian” is a truncated verse with seven characters to a line, but many 
five-character lines are mixed within it. Wu Qiao mistook the entire poem for a 
“truncated verse with seven characters to a line”; in fact, the last four lines can 
form truncated verse with five characters to a line. “Dijing pian” is lengthy in 
size and rich in content. The first part depicts in detail the flowering and bustling 
Imperial capital, the extravagant lives of princes and high-ranking officers, the 
perils of official careers and the transience of riches and honor. The last four lines 
reveal the main theme: his concerns about his unrecognized talent. The previous 
lines are just elaboration. The last four lines of Wang Lingran’s “Hebian kuliu” 
are as follows: 

 
In August the cold wind was blowing, and dew became frost, 
I went to the imperial capital, on a lonely boat. 
Hearing the tree leaves falling on the river bank, 
I shed tears silently on my garment.37  
 
The first sixteen lines describe the changes of the Sui Di 隋堤 (The Dam of 

Sui) in history, the last four ones express the feelings of the detained visitor. The 
first part is an elaboration of the later part. The last four lines of the above poems 
cannot simply be made into independent poems, but they must also convey the 
essence of their original poems. As a result, with the remaining lines omitted, 
they become truncated verse. 

                                                  
36 Wu Qiao,1983, p.531. 
37 Another title of the poem is “Biaodiliu” 汴堤柳 (“The Willows Along the Dam”). Refer to 
Quantangshi 全唐诗 (The Complete Collection of Tang Poetry), Vol. 115. 
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The second practice involved capturing four lines from a short ancient poem or 
a regulated verse to constitute a truncated verse. Besides the two six-line ancient 
poems, Li Bai’s “Ziye wuge” and Liu Zongyuan’s “Yuweng”, here are two 
instances of shortened regulated verses forming truncated verses. Xu Hun’s 许浑 
“Jinling huaigu” 金陵怀古 (“Memories of the Past at Jinling”) is as follows: 

 
The songs composed by the captive king are decadent, 
The king was captured in Jing Yang Palace which is deserted. 
Far and near in the bleak graves are many Chinese catalpas, 
The palace of six dynasties is full of grain and millet. 
Swallows pass through the clouds and the rain, 
Cowfish push the waves and blow the wind. 
The emperors of the past dynasties are gone, 
Only the green hills, similar to those in Luoyang, remain. 

 
Xie Zhen said, “In Xu Yonghui’s 徐用晦 (i.e. Xu Hun) ‘Jinling huaigu’, the 

second couplet is a simple parallelism, and the third couplet seems to admonish 
the tourists. If the two couplets were omitted, the poem would have great 
momentum and could rival Li Bai’s truncated verses.”38 This poem is Xu Hun’s 
masterpiece, but as Xie puts it, there are flaws in both the second and third 
couplets. For the second couplet, besides the “simple parallelism”, “many 
Chinese catalpas far and near” does not seem to be the scene of the capital of a 
perished king. For the third couplet, being not closely related to the theme of 
recalling antiquity, it seems superfluous feature of the poem. Without the two 
couplets, the poem would be a grand truncated verse with seven characters to a 
line. Another example is Qi Ji’s 齐己 poem “Jianke” 剑客 (“Swordsman”): 

 
Baring the sword after drinking, 
He is on a journey after the singing. 
The west wind is blowing and snow is falling, 
He will pay his obligation. 
To sacrifice bravely is common, 
The little enmity is not worth mentioning. 
He thinks Jing Ke 荆轲 was too sentimental, 
When he sang at Yishui River again and again. 
 
Huang Baishan 黄白山 in the Qing Dynasty said, 

 
I segmented the last four lines of Qi Ji’s “Jian Ke” and Zhao Weiming’s 赵微

                                                  
38 “Siming shihua”, Vol. 2, p. 1170. 
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明 “Gu libie” 古离别 (“Departure”) to form truncated verses, and it turned to 
be good.” The “Jianke” poem reads as follows: 
 
Drawing the sword after drinking, 
He is on a journey after the singing. 
The west wind is blowing and snow is falling, 
He will pay his obligation. 
 
The “Gu libie” poem says, 
 
We are separated for only a few days, 
And a day absent from you is like three seasons. 
Looking forward to seeing you with eager expectancy, 
I climb on the top tower every day. 
 
The former poem vividly depicts the swordsman’s life, and the latter 
picturesquely depicts the wife’s love for her husband. However, the ensuing 
lines undermine their fantastic splendor.39 
 
Zhao Weiming’s “Gu libie”, an eight-line, ancient-style poem with five 

characters to each line, is not to be discussed here. As Huang Baishan said, Qi 
Ji’s poem would be better if the last four lines were abridged and the first four 
lines were transformed into truncated verse, because the second couplet simply 
describes the swordsman’s common life, and the words are too mediocre. The 
last couplet is intended to convey brilliant views, which, however, are not 
relevant. It is a magnificent earth-shaking feat when the prince of the State of 
Yan saw Jing Ke off at Yishui River. How can we say Jing Ke was “too 
sentimental”! The first four lines have already vividly revealed the swordsman’s 
bearing and concern: the swordsman, after drinking and singing to his heart’s 
content, sets off on a snowing day to repay an obligation. Therefore, why bother 
to add the last four lines, which actually weaken the effect? Wang Shizhen in the 
Ming Dynasty gave similar comments: “Wang Bo 王勃 said, ‘The bridge is 
unwilling to say goodbye / The trees along the river wave, with affection.’ Du 
Xunhe 杜旬鹤 said, ‘My beauty cannot bring grace from the emperor / Whom 
will I get dressed for?’’ Both of the poems are regulated verses with five 
characters to a line. If the last four verses were deleted and the rest formed a 
truncated verse, it would be fantastic.”40 The two poems mentioned by Wang 
include Wang Bo’s “Song Du Shenyan” 送杜审言 (“To Du Shenyan”) and Du 

                                                  
39 He Shang, Vol. 1, p. 230. 
40 “Yiyuan zhiyan”, Vol. 4, in Lidai shihua xubian, Vol. 2, p. 1014. 
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Xunhe’s “Chungong yuan” 春宫怨  (“Resentment of Spring Palace”). The 
former is as follows: 
 

I have been ill and isolated for long, 
Now I sigh you have to travel far again. 
The bridge is unwilling to say goodbye, 
The trees along the river wave, with affection. 
You will pass the places where Sun Chu 孙楚 and Qu Ping 屈平 had been, 
They were both talents whose genius gained no attention. 
It is a pity that the Double-edged Sword Longquan was left in Fengcheng, 
And it is the place you have to go to because of the relegation. 
 
The last lines are too plain and straightforward, and the poem would be better 

if they were omitted. The latter poem is as follows: 
 

I entered into the Palace because of my beauty, 
I have no passion of dressing myself any more. 
Since my beauty does not bring grace from the emperor, 
Whom will I get dressed for? 
The birds chirp for the warm breeze, 
The flowers blossom for the shining sun. 
I really miss my long lost female companions, 
We picked lotus flowers yearly when young. 
 
The couplet “The birds chirp for the warm breeze / The flowers blossom for 

the shining sun” is always highly eulogized, and Hu Yinglin opposed deleting 
them. He said. “The highlight of Du Xunhe’s ‘Gongyuan’ lies in the couplet, so it 
should not be cut off.”41 With relative ease, the first four lines form a concise 
and comprehensive truncated verse. Of course, the later part does not ruin the 
masterpiece, which is different from other cases. 

The analyses of the previous two situations indicated that a successful means 
to abridge the Tang poems is to intercept four lines from the original poem to 
form truncated verse. However, studying this carefully, we find that the poetic 
concepts reflected in the two forms of abridgement are similar, but with 
variations. For the first kind of abridgement, the later generations isolated the 
four most essential lines to form a truncated verse. The four lines cannot cover all 
the aspects of the original poem, but artistically they are more precise and 
descriptive. Probably, because of the limitations of this style of writing, the 
classical books in ancient times all appear in short size. Even after fairly longer 
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books appeared, the people still attached great importance to the enlivening parts. 
The odes in Shijing by the feudal lords in the Spring and Autumn Period, 
together with the brief quotations by the various schools of thought in the 
Pre-Qin times, made some fragments of the classical books exist independently. 
The fully-recognized value of independent literature brought the concept of 
“essence” to poetic works. Lu Ji 陆机 in the West Jin Dynasty (CE 265−316) 
said in “Wenfu 文赋 (“An Essay on Literature”), “The article should use concise 
language with essential points to warn people of something.” The modern scholar 
Xu Fuguan 徐复观 explained, “Generally speaking, the so-called ‘essential 
points’ cannot be understood by the general term of the “epigram”… It functions 
to highlight the whole article… The essence of concise language, in modern 
terms, is used to bring out the theme.”42 Qian Zhongshu 钱锺书 offered the 
opinion that “Epigrams are sentences independent on the whole article, while the 
‘essential points’ mentioned in “Wen Fu” are independent sentences revealing the 
theme of the whole article.”43 The “concise language” in every work serves as 
the “essential points” of the article. It not only exposes the theme, but also exists 
independently. Thus, the “concise language” serving as “essential parts” can 
constitute a new work. Obviously, this kind of abridgement is quite different 
from the so-called “quotations”, which means selecting one or two epigrams 
from an original work, and thus the epigrams cannot form an independent 
work.44 Certainly, the sentences of “essential parts” are often epigrams, while 
the epigrams do not necessarily make up “essential parts”. Almost all the 
previously listed truncated verses drawn from long ancient poems can be viewed 
as “essential parts” of the original works; at the same time, they are new works of 
unity, form and spirit. It goes without saying that the “essential parts” drawn 
from long ancient poems must be short in words, so the most suitable poetic style 
of the new works is truncated verse. 

For the second form of abridgment, it seems that the later generations similarly 
drew four lines from the original work. However, we would rather see it as a 
reduction of the original work. Since the original work is not long, (usually eight 
or six lines), the later generations often deleted four or two lines to make them 
more concise. The results are often the same as those of the previous version, 
despite the difference in length. As is noted above, ancient Chinese poems 
attached much importance to briefness and conciseness. 

For example, In Wenxin diaolong, Liu Xie 刘勰 sets one chapter called “Rong 
cai” to specifically discuss the importance of simplification: “Rong means 

                                                  
42 Guo Yanli, 2004, p. 230. 
43 Guan Zhui bian, 1986, Vol. 3, p. 1198. 
44 Refer to Zhang Bowei’s outer chapter of “Zhaiju lun” in Zhongguo gudai wenxue piping 
fangfa yanjiu, 2002, pp. 326–345. 
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regulating the main part and cai means deleting the verbiage. Cai makes sure that 
verbiage does not exist, and Rong makes sure the main content is clear and 
consistent. The clear criterion is established to evaluate it and the verbiage is 
reduced.” And he also discussed the principles of deletion: “If there is one 
sentence that can be deleted, then it is still too wordy; if no words can be omitted, 
then it is concise enough. The essential parts need concise language, and the 
details need rich and wordy expressions. Either the conciseness or verbalization 
fully depends on the poet’s personality. If you want to elaborate upon it, two lines 
can be extended into one chapter; if you intend to simplify it, one chapter can be 
reduced to two lines. The thoughtful people are good at expatiation, while the 
rigorous people do well in abridgment. Those who excel in deletion still retain 
the meaning in the case of abridgment; those who adept at expatiation can fully 
illustrate the themes with elaborate wording. If the meaning cannot be fully 
shown due to the deletion, that is not rigorous, but shortage; if the language is too 
wordy but in expatiation, that is not rigorous, but redundant.” Although Liu Xie 
advocates that expatiation and simplicity should respectively yield their benefits, 
the main idea of this chapter undoubtedly focuses on simplification. Thus, the 
chapter ends up with the words: “If the redundant and disorderly parts are deleted, 
there will be no encumbrance at all”.45 Liu Zhiji 刘知几, the Tang Dynasty 
historian, also emphasized, “The narrative technique lies in conciseness. The 
theme will be more evident if the language is concise!”46 Therefore, many 
attempts to pursue the conciseness can be seen from the writings in the literature 
or the history of the past dynasties, Without a doubt, the shortest and most perfect 
form of the ancient poems is the truncated verse. To abridge the wordy regulated 
verses or short ancient poems is to strive for perfection. People will find the 
truncated verse is the best choice. 

It can be seen in both kinds of abridgment that the ancient poems or regulated 
verses were usually converted into truncated verses. Both poetic principles led to 
the conclusion, and the factual examples in literary history also proved the 
conclusion. 

4  Significance of the abridgement of famous Tang poems 

In the literary historical research, a new striking characteristic of the just 
unfolding “reception aesthetics” is converting the focus from the traditional 
relationship of “author-text” to that of “text-reader”. In reality, in the whole 
poetic history of ancient China, the relationship of “text-reader” was given great 
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importance in the earliest times, but then the ancients had no idea of the term of 
“reception aesthetics”. From the perspective of reception aesthetics, the later 
generations’ abridgement of the famous pieces of Tang poetry shown above may 
be regarded as the readers’ creative interpretation of the earlier poems. 
Sometimes, the readers even took over the poets’ originality. 

It is well known that the Tang poetry was an unprecedented period in the 
history of classical Chinese poetry, and its great effects cast a tremendous 
influence over the whole evolutionary process of post-Tang poetry. Some famous 
pieces of Tang poetry are regarded as the artistic standard set by poets who 
would become household names. However, some creative poets in the 
succeeding generations and independent-minded poetical theorists would never 
be content with worshipping the Tang poetry, nor would they strictly observe its 
artistic standard. While they were endeavoring to create the novel poetic style, 
they also attempted to set up new artistic standards by giving a new 
interpretations and evaluations and discovering the shortcomings of the Tang 
poetry. The abridgement of the famous pieces from the Tang Dynasty stated 
above is one of the typical embodiments. It seems to happen randomly, and the 
conclusions are also unsystematic, though they actually trumpet the profound 
significance of literary history. The American scholar Harold Bloom once 
remarked, “Poetic influence, when involving two strong, authentic poets, always 
proceeds by a misreading of the prior poet, an act of creative correction that is 
actually and necessarily an interpretation. The history of fruitful poetic influence, 
which is to say the main tradition of Western poetry since the Renaissance, is a 
history of anxiety and self-saving caricature, of distortion, of perverse, willful 
revisionism without which modern poetry as such could not exist.”47 The 
post-Tang poets and poetical theorists did not have any clear conceptions of 
“revision” of the predecessors’ poetry, but unconsciously they were engaged in 
the activities similar to their Western counterparts: They unconsciously and 
subconsciously “distorted” and “revised” the poems of the previous great poets 
to challenge their fame and find their own positions in the history of poetry. This 
paper does not intend to explore the later poets’ “revision” of the style of Tang 
poetry, but the later generations’ abridgement of the famous pieces of Tang 
poetry clearly illustrates this intention. Why do we say so? 

The number of the Tang poems exceeds 10,000. It is obvious that not all the 
poems are excellent, and the good poems and the bad ones are intermingled. If 
the later generations only criticized the unsuccessful Tang poems, then it would 
not lower the status of the Tang poetry, but instead it is beneficial to establish the 
unshakeable canonical ones, too, because most unsuccessful poems deviated 
from the artistic standard of the Tang poetry. Criticizing the poems means 
                                                  
47 Harold Bloom, 1989, p. 31. 
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providing the examples of counterevidence for the paragons of the Tang poetry. 
However, the later generations’ abridgement of the Tang poetry has a totally 
different meaning. They criticize the shortcomings of the famous Tang poems, 
and their successful abridgement shows that the standard of the Tang poems was 
far from being perfect, but it could be improved, which clearly broke the myth of 
the Tang poems’ being perfect, and provided a theoretical basis for the later 
generations’ creative creations and criticisms of the field of poetry. 

Although there were not many successful instances of the change and deletion, 
their influence cannot be underestimated. For example, Su Shi deleted the last 
two lines of Liu Zongyuan’s “Yuweng”, which was quoted, repeated and further 
discussed over and over by later generations. Currently, whenever the poem is 
discussed, the extent to which Su Shi deleted and changed it cannot be avoided. 
In other words, Su Shi has already successfully “rectified” Liu Zongyuan’s 
original poem. A new poetic standard has supplanted the old one established in 
Liu Zongyuan’s original poem. Fan Wen 范温 in the Song Dynasty said, “The 
poems have profound meanings, which were misunderstood by the predecessors. 
Since Su Shi excavated the subtleness, the scholars came to understand it”48. This 
means that Su Shi “invented” the significance and value of Liu’s poem, i.e. the 
deep connotation. In fact, Su Shi not only “invented” Liu’s poem, but also partly 
“rectified” it, while the latter might have more significance for the history of 
poetry. 

In a word, this paper holds the opinion that the later generations’ abridgement 
of the Tang poems was not accidental within literary history. It indirectly shows 
the later generations’ criticism and revision of the artistic standards of Tang 
poetry, and their pursuit of new poetic artistic standards. This should be made 
clear to contemporary scholars engaged in the research of the history of poetry. 
As to the concrete content of the different literary concepts and the poetic 
customs shown in the process of the posterity’s abridgement of the famous Tang 
poems, the author will write another article to explore these issues. 
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