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The Fascination of Ye-Yi in Yuan Sanqu
Abstract　Over nearly a century from the early 20th century to the present, scholars have 
conducted in-depth explorations of the characteristics of literary forms of Yuan sanqu 散曲, 
arriving at various summaries such as “secular,” “humorous,” “vivid,” and “tart.” Various 
summaries indicate that our understanding of the characteristics of Yuan sanqu remains 
insufficient, necessitating further investigation to arrive at a more comprehensive summary 
that reflects the fundamental spirit of Yuan sanqu. The more comprehensive summary should 
be ye-yi 野逸, representing a common living state, psychological state, and cultural spirit among 
literati in the Yuan Dynasty and is manifested in numerous aspects of Yuan literature and 
art. Historically, people have often recognized the ye-yi of Yuan literati primarily through 
Yuan paintings, but ye-yi is expressed even more fully in sanqu. The manifestations of ye-
yi in Yuan sanqu are diverse, including “unbridled and reckless spirit,” “unrestrained and 
ingenious spirit with an unconfined mindset,” “rustic and carefree spirit,” “rural tranquility,” 
“graceful wildness,” “unconventional thoughts and fantasies,” and “vulgar and lowbrow 
works.”
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Over a decade ago, Lü Weifen 吕薇芬, an esteemed scholar in the field of sanqu 散曲 (lyric 
songs) research, published a paper titled “Expanding the Research Horizon of Sanqu” 拓展

散曲的研究领域, in which she emphasizes the necessity of enhancing the study of literary 
forms of Yuan sanqu, particularly the styles of sanqu (Lü 2004). From the independent 
emergence of sanqu studies in the 1930s and 1940s to the early 21st century, numerous 
researchers have addressed the styles of sanqu. Lü Weifen’s reiteration highlights her belief 
that the exploration of the styles of Yuan sanqu remains essential. However, more than a 
decade has passed since the publication of Lü’s paper, and advancements in this area of 
research appear to be lacking, suggesting that while this topic is indeed worthy of exploration, 
it poses significant challenges. Therefore, I find it necessary to revisit this subject for an 
exploratory examination.

So, how should we summarize the characteristics of Yuan sanqu?
Previous scholars and contemporary experts have summarized the characteristics of Yuan 

sanqu using terms such as “secular,” “humorous,” “vivid,” and “tart,” as well as phrases from 
ancient scholars like “elegant yet easily understandable, simple but not vulgar” 文而不文，
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俗而不俗 and “bold, tart, and splendid” 豪辣灏烂. My questions are: Why are there so 
many vastly different summaries? To what extent do these summaries reflect the uniqueness 
of Yuan sanqu? How comprehensively do they cover the existing body of Yuan sanqu works? 
Can these summaries truly embody the spirit of Yuan sanqu? Is it possible for us to find a 
suitable summary?

My fundamental view on this topic is that the existence of multiple vastly different 
summaries indicates that there is still much to explore further regarding the characteristics of 
Yuan sanqu. While Yuan sanqu can be humorous, secular, vivid, and tart, it is not restricted 
to these attributes alone. We need a summary encompassing these attributes and beyond, 
which the term ye-yi 野逸 (wild and free-spirited) should do. Ye-yi covers Yuan sanqu works 
more comprehensively and reflects the essential spirit of this literary form.

Before delving into a detailed discussion, it is necessary to review the existing research.
Ancient scholars described sanqu as “elegant yet easily understandable, simple but not 

vulgar,” etc., which does not capture the styles of Yuan sanqu.
Sanqu has always featured a distinct style that contrasts with poetry and lyric. The earliest 

scholars to delve into the characteristics of sanqu were Zhou Deqing 周德清, Zhong Sicheng 
钟嗣成, Guan Yunshi 贯云石, and Yang Weizhen 杨维桢 from the Yuan Dynasty. However, 
the sole purpose of the discussions of Zhou Deqing and Yang Weizhen on sanqu is to 
steer the ye-yi literary form toward elegance and conformity with established norms. Yang 
Weizhen expresses this purpose explicitly in his “Preface to Zhou Yuehu’s Sanqu” 周月湖今

乐府序:

Lyrics and songs are derived from traditional poetry. Therefore, sanqu, as its name 
suggests, should inherit the refinement of traditional poetry. Suppose one merely chases 
fashions and popular trends, unaware of how one’s sanqu work descends to the vulgarity 
of street talk and market gossip and failing to appreciate the beauty of rich and ornate 
language. How can one’s sanqu work be worth playing on musical instruments? (Yang 1986)

This statement reflects a clear preference for elegance over vulgarity, advocating that 
sanqu should “inherit the refinement of traditional poetry.” Yang Weizhen viewed and 
discussed sanqu through the lens of poetry. Zhou Deqing, known for his emphasis on 
elegance, wrote Phonology of the Central Plains 中原音韵 to establish standards for Yuan 
sanqu. His preface states: “To create sanqu, one should use proper language; to use proper 
language, one should be faithful to the elegant sounds of the Central Plains” 欲 作 乐 府，必

正言语；欲正言语，必宗中原之音 (Yu & Sun 2006, 229). This was the impetus behind his 
writing of the Phonology of the Central Plains. His notion of “proper language” was not 
merely limited to phonology; he sought to rectify the “unrefined” phenomenon of “seeking 
to please the vulgar masses instead of the learned elite” 务取媚于市井之徒，不求知于高

明 之 士 in the creation and compilation of sanqu (Yu & Sun 2006, 230), bringing sanqu 
back to the “proper” path. Thus, he wrote in “Ten Methods of Lyric Composition” 作 词

十 法 in his Phonology of the Central Plains, “The phrasing should be refined, and the 
wording should be commonly known. If it’s overly elegant, it will appear pedantic; if it’s 
not elegant enough, it will appear vulgar; it should be elegant yet easily understandable. 
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It should be striking to both the readers and the audiences, conforming to a high standard 
and taste, as well as metrical rules, having no superfluous words, and maintaining a stable 
pattern of level and oblique tones” (Yu & Sun 2006, 289). While the phrase “elegant yet 
easily understandable, simple but not vulgar” continues to be used as a stylistic summary 
of Yuan sanqu, it is essential to understand that this is not Zhou Deqing’s summary of 
the characteristics of Yuan sanqu; instead, it is a standard he set for sanqu. It does not 
reflect the objective realities of Yuan sanqu but instead represents an ideal he subjectively 
imposed. For example, phrases like “conforming to a high standard and taste” 格调高 do  
not correspond to the realities of Yuan sanqu, and “having no superfluous words” 衬字无  
even directly contradicts the characteristics of sanqu. Although Zhou Deqing’s statements 
do not objectively reflect the characteristics of Yuan sanqu, the criticisms put forward by 
Yang Weizhen and Zhou Deqing indicate their acute awareness of the characteristics of 
Yuan sanqu, namely the ye-yi spirit. Their efforts are directed towards eliminating ye-yi and 
bringing sanqu back to the classically elegant style. This mindset continued to dominate 
sanqu criticism during the Ming and Qing dynasties.

The first scholar to accurately grasp the aesthetic characteristics of Yuan sanqu was the 
critic and practicing songwriter Ren Ne 任讷. He opined, “The essence of songs lies in its 
eagerness to express and its thorough, penetrating expression of emotions in the extreme. 
It is not gentle or implicit but rather characterized by bursting out as if unable to wait, with 
the intent fully exposed in the words ... The eagerness and frankness put songs in contrast 
to poetry.” Following this statement, he revealed the characteristics of sanqu through a 
comparison of lyrics and songs, which should be regarded as a classic assertion.

Lyrics are quiet while songs are lively; lyrics are restrained while songs are unrestrained; 
lyrics are vertical expression while songs are horizontal expression; lyrics are profound 
while songs are broad; lyrics are introspective while songs are outward-looking; lyrics 
are soft while songs are assertive. Lyrics are primarily graceful and restrained, whereas 
their variants are bold and unconstrained. Conversely, songs are primarily bold and 
unconstrained, whereas their variants are graceful and restrained. Lyrics value implicit 
meanings beyond words, while songs express every meaning explicitly. (Ren 1930, Ch. 2) 

Ren Ne placed great importance on capturing the characteristics of sanqu. He believed that 
between the two schools of sanqu, namely the “bold and unconstrained” and the “graceful 
and restrained,” it is the former that represents the essence of sanqu, “The essence of Yuan 
sanqu is mainly characterized by the bold and unconstrained expression of intent and words; 
other styles, though numerous, can be classified as alternative styles” (Ren 1930, Ch. 2). It 
can be said that although Ren Ne did not use the term ye-yi, he perceived the distinctive ye-yi 
characteristics of Yuan sanqu (Yang 1998).

Subsequently, many scholars have insightfully described and revealed the characteristics of 
Yuan sanqu. In general, there is widespread recognition of the characteristics of Yuan sanqu: 
freewheeling and uninhibited expression, with the ability to be either rustic or seclusive and 
peaceful, humorous, absurd, or even straightforward and unrefined. It can be said that scholars 
have already touched upon the ye-yi characteristics of Yuan sanqu. Notably, Luo Sining’s 
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罗斯宁 “The ‘Garlic and Cheese Flavor’ and ‘Clam Flavor’ of Yuan Songs” 元曲的 “蒜酪

味” 和 “蛤蜊味” states: “It is vigorous and rustic, possessing a ‘wild nature’ 野性, distinctly 
different from traditional literature, thereby offering a unique flavor” (Wu & Yang 2003, 
396). The “wild nature” certainly aligns with ye 野 (wild) and the distinctiveness compared to 
traditional literature, which offers “a unique flavor” 别有风味, corresponds to yi 逸 (free-
spirited). Therefore, Luo’s statement can be aptly summed up with the term ye-yi.

Although the term ye-yi has not been explicitly used by song scholars throughout history, 
the spirit of ye-yi in Yuan sanqu has long been recognized by these scholars and revealed 
from various perspectives and through different concepts. If we grasp the meaning of ye-yi in 
its most fundamental sense, where ye implies a non-elegant nature, while yi suggests a non-
orthodox nature. In that case, ye-yi fully encompasses concepts such as “secular,” “humorous,” 
“vivid,” and “tart.”

1　Conceptual Origin of Ye-Yi
Ye-yi is a term employed by researchers studying the history of Chinese painting when 
commenting on the paintings of the Yuan Dynasty. In Chinese history, there was a ye-
yi school of painting. Although the ye-yi school only emerged during the Qing Dynasty,  
art historians have traced its origin further back, citing Guo Ruoxu’s 郭若虚 Phenomena  
and Anecdotes in the History of Painting 图画见闻志 from the Song Dynasty as evidence.  
When commenting on the paintings of the Five Dynasties in his Phenomena and Anecdotes in  
the History of Painting, Guo Ruoxu stated, “Huang Quan’s 黄荃 works have an elaborate  
style, while Xu Xi’s 徐熙 works are ye-yi” (Guo 2013, 31). Therefore, it is believed among 
art historians that even in the Five Dynasties, there existed the “elaborate” school and the ye-
yi school. Since the concept of yiqi 逸气 (free-spirited style) in painting appeared during the 
Yuan Dynasty, art historians have adopted the term ye-yi to encapsulate the characteristics of 
paintings by literati from this period. Pan Tianshou’s 潘天寿 comment on painters from the 
Yuan Dynasty is as follows:

Therefore, the painters focused on either the pleasure of dwelling amidst forests and streams 
or a yearning for the seclusive lifestyle of Tao Yuanming 陶渊明 in the Jin Dynasty. Their 
works, when expressing sorrow, are often melancholy and somber; when expressing anger, 
are often unbridled and bizarre; when expressing the desire for seclusion, often exhibit a 
ye-yi style ... They do not revere meticulous techniques or favor elaborate craftsmanship. 
Instead, they paint freely, creating their unique styles ... In terms of techniques, the casual 
strokes of Yuan painters cannot compare with the great finesse of Tang and Song paintings. 
However, in terms of aesthetic conception, the simple and free-spirited style of Yuan 
paintings surpasses the elaborate style of Tang and Song paintings. (Pan 2015, 156-157)

In fact, both “melancholy and somber” and “unbridled and bizarre” exemplify the spirit 
encompassed by ye-yi, while the term “casual strokes” reflects the technical characteristics 
of ye-yi. In the Yuan Dynasty, the spirit of ye-yi was not limited to painters. The term 
also portrays the unconstrained living state of Yuan literati, showcasing their disposition, 
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manifested across various facets of Yuan literature and art. Many Yuan literati named their 
pavilions with the term ye-yi, such as Ye-Yi Ting 野逸亭, Ye-Yi Xuan 野逸轩, and Ye-Yi Tang 
野逸堂. While ancient Chinese originally cautioned against the idea of yi—evidenced by the 
“No Being Free-Spirited” in The Book of History 尚 书· 无 逸—the Yuan literati held the 
idea of yi in high regard, showing the distinct spirit of their time. The Yuan scholar Gan Fu 甘
复 wrote in his “Introduction to Chen’s Ye-Yi Pavilion” 陈氏野逸轩记 that literati, “rest on 
stones and dwell in valleys, enjoying flowers, grasses, clouds, and the moon, after resigning 
from official duties and retreating to the countryside; with no demands on themselves or 
others, they mix with those who have retreated into seclusion, care little about material 
things; it is not that they intentionally seek a free-spirited style, but that style arises naturally 
as a matter of course” (Gan 1986, 536). This epitomizes the lifestyle yearned for by Yuan 
scholars. The poet Dai Biaoyuan 戴表元, in his poem “To Scholar Chen Fuchu” 赠江西复
初陈秀才, wrote, “Xujiang River’s water so clear, a fisherman’s delight; In mountains, wild, 
free-spirited souls with robes so bright. Returning westward, have a welcome drink over its 
crystal flow. Under azure skies, we will share the poetic glow” 盱江江水清可渔，山栖野逸

多长裾。西归洗尘酌江水，客来谈诗碧云里 (Dai 1986, 511). They enjoyed and embraced 
such a lifestyle. The Yuan Dynasty witnessed a diversity of poetic views, including those 
appreciating the spirit of ye-yi. For instance, Yuan Haowen 元好问 expressed his admiration 
for Xin Yuan 辛愿 (courtesy name Jinzhi 敬之) and the poet’s works in his discourse on 
poetry, stating that Xin Yuan “has a ye-yi personality, paying little to his appearance; when 
being invited to a feast held by noble patrons, he remained casual in hemp clothing and straw 
footwear, bare-legged and fully at ease, talking and drinking to his heart’s content as if no 
one was around” (Yuan 1986, Ch. 10). Such a personality corresponds to Xin Yuan’s poetic 
style, and such a style is not rarely seen in Yuan poetry. For example, Li Jiong 李泂, after 
resigning from office, wrote: “A wild horse breaks its reins and ties, Free to roam wherever 
it desires. Its cry echoes through the wind and air, Dispersed by the breeze into skies so fair” 
野马脱羁鞅，倏疑天地宽。临风一长鸣，风吹散入青冥间 (Li 1987, 568). This displays an 
unbridled and unconstrained spirit typically represented by the Tang poet Li Bai 李白. The 
spirit of ye-yi in Yuan poetry became even more pronounced during the late Yuan Dynasty. 
Literary historian Zhang Peiheng 章培恒 noted the transformation in poetry during the late 
Yuan Dynasty.

First, it breaks through the constraints of “scholarly elegance,” acknowledging and 
pursuing sensory pleasures and the passionate life that such pleasures entail; it sympathizes 
with and eulogizes various human emotions and desires in such a life, with the works 
often expressing indulgence in enjoyment or painful grief, marked by intense emotions 
coupled with vibrant, colorful depictions, using rich, extraordinary imaginations to amplify 
emotional resonance. (Zhang 1994, 6)

This encapsulates the ye-yi spirit in Yuan poetry. Compared to poetry, Yuan sanqu offers 
even richer expressions of the ye-yi spirit and demonstrates its allure to the full.

To comprehensively grasp the allure of ye-yi in Yuan sanqu, it is necessary to examine the 
concepts of ye-yi, including ye and yi, individually.
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Ye originally refers to the countryside. Terms that incorporate ye include kuangye 旷野 (vast 
wilderness), caoye 草野 (grassy wilderness), huangye 荒野 (desolate wilderness), cunye 村
野 (fields in the countryside), puye 朴野 (rustic), zhuoye 拙野 (unpolished), biye 鄙野 (crude), 
kuangye 狂野 (unbridled), guangye 犷野 (untamed), and manye 蛮野 (savage). Individuals 
of low status, characterized by their ignorant and rustic nature, are referred to as yeren 野人  
(uncivilized individuals), while individuals who are not in official positions or power are 
described as zaiye 在野 (out of power). These terms are all associated with the aesthetic 
significance of ye. In popular perception, ye is associated with being rustic, natural, and 
unadorned, not conforming to etiquette and rituals, and being unrestrained and untamed. “Yong 
Ye” of The Analects 论语·雍也 records that Confucius said, “When one’s inner disposition 
is in excess of his outward grace, he will look uncultured; when one’s outward grace is in 
excess of his inner disposition, he will seem to be superficial. Only when his inner disposition 
and outward grace are in balance can he be a man of virtue” (Yang 1980, 61). This maxim 
was originally a discussion about people, but later generations also borrowed it to discuss 
literature. The use of ye in literary criticism can be traced back to the Six Dynasties, when 
Zhong Rong 钟嵘, in his The Critique of Poetry 诗品, wrote that the poems of Zuo Si 左思 
“are wild compared to those of Lu Ji 陆机, but deeper than those of Pan Yue 潘岳” (Zhong 
1981, 9). Here, ye, literally meaning “wild,” implies rusticity and a lack of sophistication. 
Before and during the Six Dynasties, ye often carried negative connotations when being 
used to describe people or literary works. In the Tang Dynasty, Sikong Tu 司空图 wrote a 
section titled “Unrestrained and Ingenuous Spirit” in Twenty-Four Styles of Poetry 二十四诗

品· 疏 野, which states, “Poetry flows spontaneously and embodies true feelings; it should 
give free rein to the poet’s true self. Provided that his soul remains in control of all things and 
the images created by him are natural and wide-ranging, the poet can be expected to write 
in a natural, flowing style. He may build a hut under a pine tree, remove his hat, and read at 
ease. All that catches his attention is sunrise alternating with sunset. He hardly bothers about 
which time he is in. He pursues a carefree way of life without any higher goal. So long as he 
follows the natural course, he will experience the delights of a free, uninhibited life” (Guo 
1963, 28). This affirms works that are sincere and natural with an unadorned and carefree 
style. Consequently, the concept of ye acquired a positive meaning. By the Song Dynasty, a 
preference emerged for plainness and simplicity, leading to a high regard for ye. The sixth 
chapter of Wei Qingzhi’s 魏庆之 Collection of Poets’ Precious Remarks 诗人玉屑 quotes 
from Chen Zhirou’s 陈知柔 Xiuzhai’s Poetry Remarks 休斋诗话 (Xiuzhai is Chen Zhirou’s 
literary name), stating that “poetry should possess a wild spirit.”

When writing poetry, one should value a wild spirit. A poem will lack richness without 
literary elegance and appear redundant without rusticity; if it possesses rich expressions 
and the beauty of simplicity, with equal importance placed on both aspects, it will naturally 
convey profound significance. Since the time of the early poets, only Tao Yuanming 陶渊

明 has truly captured this wild spirit. As for the bold and unconstrained style of Li Bai’s 
poems, the shallowness of Bai Juyi’s 白居易 poems, and the bitter and lean aesthetic 
conception of the poems of Meng Jiao 孟郊 and Jia Dao 贾岛, they are far from this wild 
spirit.
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This is how the Song people understood ye in poetry. Liu Xizai 刘熙载 from the Qing 
Dynasty made a noteworthy definition in his work “On Poetry” in A Comprehensive Survey of 
Arts 艺概·诗概, “Ye rests on the beauty of poetry” (Yuan 2009, 250). However, ye in poetry 
differs from that in songs.

Yi originally conveys the meanings of fleeing or becoming lost, which are closely related  
to terms like kuangyi 狂逸 (self-deprecation and madness) and fangyi 放逸 (unrestrained 
and loose). Numerous concepts are combined with yi, such as junyi 俊逸 (graceful wildness), 
yeyi 冶逸 (charming and graceful), qiyi 奇逸 (unique and extraordinary), hongyi 宏逸 (grand 
and expansive), fuyi 富逸 (affluent and leisurely), qingyi 清逸 (pure and elegant), xiuyi 秀

逸 (delicate and graceful), shuyi 疏逸 (seclusive and peaceful), chaoyi 超逸 (transcendent 
and beyond the ordinary), and xianyi 闲逸 (leisurely and refined)1 (Lu 2007, 64-65). When 
discussing individuals, terms like yiren 逸人 (reclusive and extraordinary individuals), yishi 
逸士 (hermit or recluse with high integrity), yicai 逸才 (outstanding talent), and yizhi 逸
致 emerged. The concept of yiqi is crucial in Chinese literary theory, as exemplified by 
Cao Pi’s 曹丕 commendation of Liu Zhen 刘桢 (courtesy name Gonggan 公干) in his “A 
Letter to Wu Zhi” 与吴质书, which is “a man with yiqi” 有逸气. What does yiqi signify? 
We can understand it following Zhong Rong’s evaluation of Liu Zhen in The Critique of 
Poetry, “Drawing strength from his bold spirit and loving the extraordinary, his works often 
strike with awe-inspiring power. With a steadfast backbone that defies frost, he rises above 
the mundane with noble grace” (Cao 2011, 19). In “Ming Shi” of Poetic Styles 诗 式· 明

势, the Tang monk Jiaoran’s 皎然 described the meaning of “extraordinary style” of yige 
逸 格 (Li 2003, 11). Also, in his “Nineteen Words for Literary Form Differentiation” 辨 体

有一十九字, Tang said, “A free and easy style is called yi ” (Li 2003, 69). In Sikong Tu’s 
Twenty-Four Styles of Poetry, the piece “Natural Grace” (Piaoyi 飘 逸) writes, “Lonely and 
eager to wander, upright and unyielding, standing apart from the crowd.” “Riding the winds 
on a leaf, drifting across the boundless horizon. Like something ungraspable, yet as if about 
to be heard” (Guo 1963, 39). These lines interpret the style of yi in poetry, which can also 
be applied to explain the yi in song. In traditional appreciation of paintings, four categories 
are often mentioned, namely yi 逸 (untrammeled), shen 神 (divine), miao 妙 (excellent), and 
neng 能 (competent). Yi emphasizes the appreciation of artistic concepts, wherein one adheres to 
the principles without being bound by them. Previous discussions on yiqi or ye-yi of literati in the 
Yuan Dynasty focused on painters, represented by Ni Zan 倪瓒 (courtesy name Yuanzhen 元
镇). Tang Zhiqi 唐志契, a Ming scholar, elaborated on yipin 逸品 (transcendent quality) in 
painting and expressed profound respect for Ni Zan, who could “express his yiqi within” 写
胸中逸气. In his work “Transcendent Quality” in Small Comments on Painting 绘事微言·逸

品, Tang said,

1 Lu Zhongren’s 卢忠仁 Realm of Aesthetics: The Twenty -Eight Views of Aesthetics 审美之境：美学二十八说 includes a dedicated 
discussion on the term yi, listing various manifestations of yi, including gaoyi 高逸 (elegant and detached), yeyi, fangyi, chaoyi, 
youyi 幽逸 (reclusive and detached), xianyi, piaoyi, xiongyi 雄逸 (powerful and naturally graceful), junyi, qiuyi 遒逸 (vigorous and 
naturally elegant), xiuyi 秀逸 (delicate and graceful), kuangyi 旷逸 (unconfined), shenyi 神逸 (imaginative), sanyi 散逸 (relaxed and 
flowing), dangyi 荡逸 (unrestrained and flowing), zongyi 纵逸 (untamed and unconstrained), qiyi, lengyi 冷逸 (aloof and detached), 
kuangyi 狂逸 (self-deprecation and madness), aoyi 傲逸 (haughty and free-spirited), guyi 古逸 (classical and free-spirited), and  
dianyi 癫逸 (eccentric and unrestrained).
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The wonder of landscapes, such as their original charm, peculiar steepness, rounded 
harmony, and rhythmic vitality, is relatively easy to comprehend. However, the connotation 
of yi is the most difficult to interpret. Yi encompasses various forms and styles, including 
qingyi, yayi, junyi, yinyi 隐逸 (reclusive and untrammeled), and chenyi 沉逸 (immersive). 
Despite their differences, none ever embodies impurity, vulgarity, or ambiguity. 
Considering this, we can say that the variations of yi are beyond count. Although yi is 
close to the extraordinary, it is not intentionally so. While it does not depart from rhythm, 
yi surpasses rhythm even more. In brushstrokes, yi unexpectedly halts in its regular flows; 
in mountain landscapes, yi makes something slightly different from the usual and causes 
viewers to get a separate understanding and appreciate spontaneously. This is indeed 
something that all artists have longed for but found difficult to achieve. Hence, I cannot 
help but admire Yuanzhen for his mastery of yi. (Tang 2015, 27)

Ni Zan’s concept of yiqi is indeed a complex idea to dissect. He expresses it in his work 
“Postscript on Bamboo Painting” 跋画竹, “I paint bamboos as a means to express my yiqi 
within; how could I possibly care about whether they resemble the real thing or not, the 
density or sparsity of the leaves, or the slant or straightness of the branch” (Ni 2010, 302). 
This has led art historians to conclude that yiqi signifies an emphasis on intent rather than 
mere resemblance. However, this interpretation is overly simplistic. In “Literary Writing” of 
Family Instructions for the Yan Clan 颜氏家训·文章 by Yan Zhitui 颜之推 of the Northern 
Qi Dynasty, he wrote, “In writing, as in riding a fine steed, one should control it with reins 
despite his aspiration for freedom.” This suggests that yiqi is a wild and unrestrained energy 
that is difficult to contain. Later interpretations often echo this understanding, such as a Ming 
scholar’s assessment of Li Bai, “his genius bursts forth, and his transcendent spirit overflows; 
he is uncontainable like a loong or a roc soaring high” (Sun 1986, Ch. 41). “Li Bai’s majestic 
demeanor and unrestrained spirit wander boundlessly in every direction, much like a celestial 
steed galloping across the skies, traversing vast distances with each breath” (Lu, Ch. 17). 
The connotation of yiqi extends beyond this. In the Tang Dynasty, Zhang Huaiguan’s 张
怀瓘 “Preface of Judgments on Calligraphers” 书断序 describes the state of a calligrapher 
when inspiration strikes, “When the mind and inspiration are connected, and the brush moves 
following the meditative state, the spirit fuses and transforms in countless ways. Even the 
bravery of Old Loong 龙伯 (a giant in Chinese mythology) cannot measure a calligrapher’s 
strength, nor can the emperor to be crowned suppress its height. Deep thoughts penetrate into 
the brushwork while the unconstrained yiqi spreads throughout the universe. It is as if with 
the help of God, pursuing the subtle and filling in the void, transcending what words, images, 
and symbols can capture or preserve” (Zhang 2012, 14). Thus, yiqi manifests as the extreme 
expression of the individual spirit in a peak creative state.

Ni Zan’s concept of yiqi embodies the essence infused in his paintings and conveys personal 
sentiments. As Xia Wenyan 夏文彦 stated in The Precious Mirror of Painting 图绘宝鉴, 
“Works of transcendent quality are those in which superior individuals and accomplished 
scholars express their inspiration and intentions. To truly appreciate such works, one should 
seek beyond the ink and brushstrokes; only then can one grasp their essence and true method” 
(Xia 1934, 2). When evaluating others’ paintings, Ni Zan could always get such essence 
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beyond the brushstrokes. For instance, in “Inscription on Zheng Suonan’s Orchids” 题郑

所南兰, he wrote, “Under the devastation of autumn winds, orchids become withered; The 
southern land, with desolate aura, has declined. Only the heart for the southern land remains 
unchanged; Mixing spring-like tears with ink, he wrote ‘The Lament’ of his time” 秋风兰蕙

化为茅，南国凄凉气已消。只有所南心不改，泪泉和墨写《离骚》(Ni 2010, 260). Although 
he did not use the term yiqi here, he conveyed its essence. 

In the Yuan Dynasty, it was not only painters like Ni Zan who expressed yiqi of their 
hearts; many composers of sanqu also wrote about it. The meaning of yiqi is multifaceted, a 
perspective that has not been thoroughly explored until now.

The term ye-yi appeared very early in traditional Chinese texts, such as Chapter 64, “Book 
of Wu, Part Nineteen” 吴书十九 of Chen Shou’s 陈寿 Records of the Three Kingdoms 三国

志 and “Letter to the Emperor” 上皇帝书 of Zhidun’s 支遁 Collected Works of Zhidun 支遁

集. As these references are not closely related to our discussion, this paper will not elaborate on 
them. Instead, a more relevant early use of the concept ye-yi can be found in Zhu Jingxuan’s 
朱景玄 Records of Famous Paintings of the Tang Dynasty 唐朝名画录. In “Six People 
in the Upper-Class of Nengpin” 能品上六人, Zhu described Chen Tan’s 陈谭 landscape 
paintings as “ye-yi with high sentiment surpassing the ordinary.” Today, people often 
refer to Guo Ruoxu’s statements in Phenomena and Anecdotes in the History of Painting 
from the Song Dynasty, which notes, “Huang Quan’s paintings exude a sense of richness and 
grandeur, while Xu Xi’s works display ye-yi.” Before the term ye-yi was used, some texts 
had already conveyed the connotation of ye-yi. For instance, in “Xian Jin” of The Analects of 
Confucius 论语·先进, “enjoying the breeze among the rain altars” illustrates the delight of 
ye-yi. Later works, such as Zhuangzi 庄子 and those by Qu Yuan, also exhibit the style of ye-
yi, although their connotations behind ye-yi differ.

The term ye-yi is also used in calligraphy criticism. In calligraphic theory, ye-yi refers to an 
artistic style that is wild and unrestrained, reflecting the unique and extraordinary personality 
traits of calligraphers. This style can produce an endless charm and can be categorized into 
three theoretical levels: First, it signifies a calligrapher’s elegant and transcendent artistic 
personality; second, it represents a free spiritual realm in aesthetic experience; third, it 
denotes a bold and rugged style. Ye-yi has been valued by critics throughout history for its 
expression of the vibrant life in nature, the demeanor of artists, and the realm of their creation 
(Tao 2001, 394-395).

The meanings of ye-yi (and its components ye and yi) are rich and complex, necessitating 
some organization and summarization. In lexical reference tools, its basic meanings can be 
divided into three categories, which are elaborated on below.

First, ye-yi conveys a sense of simplicity and leisure. In Du Fu’s 杜甫 poem “Twenty Rhymes 
to Li Bai” 寄李十二白二十韵, he wrote, “In animated conversations, he shows empathy for 
the unconfined spirit of the wilderness; His love for alcohol reveals his innate innocence and 
frankness” 剧谈怜野逸，嗜酒见天真. This meaning emphasizes ye, derived from the rural 
life away from cities, suggesting an unadorned and straightforward quality that embodies the 
ease and comfort of country living. Many works in Yuan sanqu align with this meaning.

Second, it implies unconstrained indulgence. In the “Biography of Fuli” 甫里先生传 in the 
Tang Dynasty, Lu Guimeng 陆龟蒙 (literary name Fuli 甫里) penned, “His nature is wild and 
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unrestrained, without any constraints.” This interpretation captures the essence of ye-yi, where 
both ye and yi convey a sense of being unrestrained. In the contexts of painting, calligraphy, 
and poetry, ye-yi tends to emphasize this aspect, and many previously cited materials fit this 
interpretation. Numerous works in Yuan sanqu correspond to this meaning.

Third, it refers to reclusive individuals or a life of seclusion. This meaning leans more 
towards yi: being reclusive, leisurely, and free, akin to the line from “A Happy Hermit” of 
“Airs of Wei” in Book of Odes 诗经·卫风·考槃. That is, “By riverside unknown, A hermit 
builds his cot” 考槃在涧，硕人之宽. Works that fit this interpretation dominated Yuan  
sanqu.

We can also understand the meaning of ye-yi through its relative concepts.
First, ye-yi is contrasted with orthodoxy. In the paintings of the Qing Dynasty, the 

orthodox school stands in opposition to the ye-yi school: The orthodox school focuses on 
the subtleties of brushwork, striving for variations while imitating traditional styles and 
emphasizing the flexible application of historical techniques; the ye-yi school highlights 
the expression of the inner self with distinctive personalities and a bold and free style. The 
two schools were established in the Qing Dynasty, but their roots traced back much further, 
with their ideas existing well before the Yuan Dynasty. The fundamental essence expressed 
in Yuan sanqu is non-orthodox, which is crucial for the understanding of ye-yi in these  
works.

Second, ye-yi is contrasted with wealth and grandeur. In Guo Ruoxu’s Phenomena and 
Anecdotes in the History of Painting, he noted, “Huang Quan’s paintings exude a sense 
of richness and grandeur, while Xu Xi’s works display a wild and free elegance.” Guo 
Ruoxu revealed that the different artistic styles of wealth and ye-yi stem from two different 
aspirations. He further pointed out that these differing aspirations and styles arise from the 
artists’ varied living environments and circumstances. The life depicted in Yuan sanqu often 
focuses on simple pleasures found in mountainous areas, forests, by water, and in thatched 
cottages, reflecting an easy-going and tranquil lifestyle.

Third, ye-yi contrasts with refinement and order. As Ni Zan (2010) noted, the essence of 
paintings featuring yi is usually with carefree and spontaneous brushwork. In contrast, the 
school highlighting wealth expression emphasizes accurate imagery, detailed depictions, 
and vivid realism. The mainstream Yuan sanqu works are characterized by a relaxed style 
that embraces natural beauty, rejecting excessive refinement. Although later sanqu gradually 
moved towards more meticulous craftsmanship, the overall characteristic of the mainstream 
ones remains one of wildness and freedom.

Additionally, ye-yi contrasts with elegance and orthodoxy. The reason Yuan sanqu has 
struggled to gain a orthodox status in literary history is related to its non-elegant and non-
orthodox nature.

After examining and clarifying the concept of ye-yi, we should have a basic understanding 
of the enjoyment of it conveyed in Yuan sanqu. It is reasonable to believe that using ye-
yi to summarize the characteristics of Yuan sanqu is quite appropriate. For instance, the 
non-orthodox and non-mainstream nature of sanqu has always been present in critics’ 
perspectives. As Lü Weifen (2004) noted, in China that values the educational role of 
literature, sanqu could never become “mainstream” literature.
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2　Expression Forms of Ye-Yi Enjoyment in Yuan Sanqu
The meaning of ye-yi (including ye and yi) is complex, and the expressions and styles 
manifested in Yuan sanqu are diverse. Regardless of which aspects of ye-yi Yuan sanqu 
align with, their expressions and essence can all be said to possess the charm of ye-yi. We 
can view this as different manifestations of ye-yi. For the sake of discussion, this article 
categorizes the expressions of ye-yi in Yuan sanqu into seven types: unbridled and reckless 
spirit, unrestrained and ingenuous spirit with an unconfined mindset, rustic and carefree spirit, 
rural tranquility, graceful wildness, unconventional thoughts and fantasies, and vulgar and 
lowbrow works. No matter which connotation of ye-yi these emotions, styles, and spirits can 
align with, we can see they show an enjoyment of ye-yi, and they are just different forms of 
ye-yi’s expressions. In Yuan sanqu, expressions that are wild, unrestrained, absurd, crude, 
playful, sarcastic, humorous, and straightforward can all fall within the scope of ye-yi. Also, 
the rebelliousness against traditional ideals, the subversion of conventions, the playful 
reinterpretation of history, and the exploration of life that challenges traditional values can all 
be included under ye-yi. Ye-yi permeates a vast majority of works of Yuan sanqu. 

(1) Unbridled and reckless spirit. This style reflects a spirit of extreme exuberance and 
somewhat arrogance, akin to Li Bai’s unconstrained demeanor. In the Yuan Dynasty, a time 
when spiritual constraints were loosened, individuals could express their nature without  
concern for others’ judgments. As Liu Minzhong 刘敏中 put in “Written at Random in  
the Village” to the tune “Zhenggong: Varnished Black Bow” 正宫·黑漆弩·村居遣兴  
of “I indulge in my wildness without fearing others’ disdain; This would be my lifelong  
joy” 尽疏狂不怕人嫌，是我平生喜处 (Sui 1964, 218). Caution and timidity were not the  
characteristics of these songwriters, nor were they typical of Yuan sanqu itself. Instead, Yuan 
sanqu writers often proclaimed in their works a sense of superiority over the nobility, as the 
following examples.

The road to the capital, I shall not take again. With pride and valor, I proudly defy the 
nobility. Playing the stringed instrument leisurely and with a few bowls of wine, I let go of 
everything when I’m drunk. The world is moving on, but I seal my lips and stand by with 
ease. (Lu Zhi 卢挚, “Shangdiao: Plant Leaves” 商调·梧叶儿; Sui 1964, 110)
邯郸道，不再游，豪气傲王侯。琴三弄，酒数瓯，醉时休。缄口抽头袖手。

I live in a thatched cottage sheltered from wind and frost, wearing a rough cloth robe 
attached even by moss. I scribble a few inelegant verses to express my feelings and enjoy a 
few cups of village rice wine. This is how I proudly defy the nobility. (Wang Dexin 王德信, 
“Retirement” to the tune “Shangdiao: Meeting of Good Friends” 商调·集贤宾·退隐; Sui 
1964, 293)
住一间蔽风霜茅草丘，穿一领卧苔莎粗布裘，捏几首写怀抱歪诗句，吃几杯放心胸村醪

酒，这潇洒傲王侯。

“Handan Dao” 邯郸道, or the road to the capital, refers to the path to pursue fame and  
fortune. Free from the constraints of reputation and wealth, one can defy the power and 
wealth yet enjoy a carefree life with poetry and wine. That is, “proudly defying the nobility.” 
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This is normal for extraordinary individuals, such as Guan Yunshi 贯云石, who felt worry-
free in the wild world yet even found the world small. In his “Song of Clear River” 清江引, 
Guan composed, “Abandoning trivial fame, my heart is joyous in coming and going. With 
a smile, I transcend beyond the white clouds. With just a few like-minded friends, why not 
indulge in drinking? Gesticulating with hands and feet, I even find the heavens and earth too 
confining” 弃微名去来心快哉，一笑白云外。知音三五人，痛饮何妨碍？醉袍袖舞嫌天地

窄 (Sui 1964, 368). Perhaps even more entitled to this unconstrained enjoyment are the 
nameless villagers. Such a scene of utter abandon is vividly depicted in “Drinking Villagers” 
村夫饮 as follows:

Guests are drunk, hosts are drunk, even servants too. Singing, dancing, laughing, all in a 
row. What does it matter if one is thirty, fifty, or eighty? You kneel, he kneels, and we all 
kneel. No need for fancy tunes or urgent pipes, and we will indulge ourselves in dishes and 
wine until the red sun sets in the west. The plates and dishes are smashed and shattered 
everywhere. (Anonymous, “Drinking Villagers” to the tune “Zhenggong: Frontier Swans in 
Autumn” 正宫·塞鸿秋·村夫饮; Sui 1964, 1663) 
宾也醉主也醉仆也醉，唱一会舞一会笑一会。管甚么三十岁五十岁八十岁，你也跪他

也跪恁也跪。无甚繁弦急管催，吃到红轮日西坠。打的那盘也碎碟也碎碗也碎。

This song is about villagers but shows the unconstrained spirit of the writer. Scholars 
followed suit to embrace this free and easy state, “Shouting loudly, singing high, with eyes 
wide open and mouths agape, everything is nonsense—Who will deny this enjoyment?” 大

叫高讴，睁着眼张着口尽胡诌，这快活谁能够！(Wang Dexin, “Retirement” to the tune 
“Shangdiao: Meeting of Good Friends”; Sui 1964, 293)

Are these works secular, humorous, vivid, or tart? Probably none of these descriptions are 
accurate. A more suitable summary would be ye-yi.

In Yuan sanqu, works conveying an unbridled and reckless spirit usually leave a strong 
impression on readers. Literary history witnesses other works expressing the unbridled and 
reckless spirit, but none exhibits such unrestrained states as those found in Yuan sanqu.

(2) Unrestrained and ingenious spirit with an unconfined mindset. This type of ye-yi reflects 
a sense of openness and broad-mindedness of Yuan sanqu writers. These artists forgot 
worldly affairs while immersing themselves in a self-world far from officialdom, disputes, 
and dangers. Unlike the unbridled and reckless spirit above, this type of ye-yi embodies an 
open-minded state, distinguishing between idling, being free at leisure, and being detached 
from worldly considerations.

While both types show that people distance themselves from officialdom and conflict, the 
first category expresses boundless freedom to act as one pleases. In contrast, this category 
conveys a sense of relaxed comfort and well-being. In this view, the world is spacious and 
accommodating, which aligns with the concept of seclusive and peaceful living. This reflects a 
rejection of the conflicts of officialdom in favor of a carefree life, free from strife and danger, 
allowing for complete relaxation of body and mind. Zhang Yanghao 张 养 浩, in “Zhonglü: 
Meeting the Emperor” 中吕·朝天曲, narrated this psychological journey: “Removing my 
official cap and relinquishing my position, I quietly left the court for the Lianyun warehouse. 
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Nestled at the foot of the scenic lakeside, I built two small huts, hidden among the willows 
by the riverbank. The ground was covered in white clouds. As the east wind blew, it scattered 
the clouds, revealing half of the mountains. Here lay the fishing spot of Yan Ziling and the 
altar for Han Xin. Tell me, which of these hosts is not carefree and untouched by worldly 
troubles?” 挂冠，弃官，偷走下连运栈。湖山佳处屋两间，掩映垂扬岸。满地白云，东风

吹散，却遮了一半山。严子陵钓滩，韩元帅将坛，那一个无忧患？(Wang 1988, 98) Many 
of these works express a profound understanding of life’s vastness. Bai Pu 白朴, who never 
entered the court, reveled in a wild spirit, as seen in his “Fisherman” to the tune “Intoxication  
in the East Wind” 沉醉东风·渔夫: “Golden reeds blanket the riverbank, while white 
blossoms drift at the ferry. Verdant willows stand tall on the embankment, and vibrant 
wildflowers adorn the shore. Though there are no deep bonds of life and death, I have friends 
free of cunning and calculation, wandering alongside the gulls and egrets on the autumn river. 
Being an illiterate fisherman on the river, enjoying my freedom, is far more fulfilling than 
the pride of those powerful officials” 黄芦岸白蘋渡口，绿杨堤红蓼滩头。虽无刎颈交，却

有忘机友，点秋江白鹭沙鸥。傲杀人间万户侯，不识字烟波钓叟 (Wang 1984, 180). The 
Yuan songwriters, accustomed to the impermanence of “morning grace and evening death” 
朝承恩暮赐死, counsel themselves to remain detached, to be mere observers, “I do not step 
outside my humble abode, nor do my feet tread the official path; my name does not appear 
on any merit list. By the brook flowing outside my window, with books beside my pillow, 
I delve deeply into their joys. History recounts the great deeds of slaying snake demons 
in the marshes and the turmoil of hunting deer in the central plains; let the fate of the land 
be decided by others. Look at Meng Haoran riding leisurely on his donkey and Yan Ziling 
fishing by the riverbank—such idlers truly revel in life” 身不出敝庐，脚不登仕途，名不上

功劳簿。窗前流水枕边书，深参透其中趣。大泽诛蛇，中原逐鹿，任江山谁做主。孟浩

然跨驴，严子陵钓鱼，快活煞闲人物 (Wang Yuanheng 汪元亨, “Live in Seclusion” to the 
tune “Zhonglü: Meeting the Emperor” 中吕·朝天曲·归隐; Sui 1964, 1381). The flowing 
stream by the window and the books by the pillow—what a delightful combination! Enjoying 
nature’s comfort within a tranquil space, one can still maintain the elegance of a scholar.

In this genre of work, one cannot overlook Ma Zhiyuan’s 马 致 远 renowned seven-song 
work “Autumn Thoughts” to the tune “Yuediao: Sailing at Night” 越调·夜行船·秋思 (Liu 
1989, 83). This well-known masterpiece needs no further citation. Similarly, he expresses a 
related sentiment in “O World!” to the tune “Nanlü: Four Pieces of Jade” 南吕·四块玉·叹
世 with the lines: “My temples have turned gray, and middle age has passed; why should I 
trouble myself over trivial disturbances? I have seen through the gains and losses of worldly 
fame. I long to cultivate the two acres of land in the spring breeze, far away from the tumult 
of the mundane world. Such a life is truly relaxed and joyful” 两鬓皤，中年过，图甚区区苦

张罗？人间宠辱都参破。种春风二顷田，远红尘千丈波。倒大来闲快活 (Liu 1989, 13). 
Forgetting worldly affairs, retreating into the secluded place, evading calamities, and enjoying 
nature are recurring themes among the Yuan songwriters.

Is the spirit embodied in this kind of work secular? Is it humorous? Is it vivid? Is it tart? It is hard 
to say. It is more accurately described as ye-yi. In this category, some broad-minded behaviors are 
feigned, and the writers cannot truly detach from worldly concerns and sometimes reveal hidden 
frustrations. However, works that express genuine outrage do not belong to this group.
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(3) Rustic and carefree spirit. The rustic spirit is a significant characteristic of Yuan sanqu, 
especially the early works. While we might typically describe this feature as simple and 
natural, the term “simple” fails to capture the lively and uninhibited spirit present in these 
sanqu works. The lively and uninhibited spirit can be used to describe the rustic spirit. The 
term “carefree spirit” or unbridled spirit emphasizes the spontaneous and free-spirited nature 
of these works. This is the “rustic and carefree spirit.” For example, in Guan Hanqing’s 关汉

卿 “Idle Leisure” to the tune “Nanlü: Four Pieces of Jade” 南吕·四块玉·闲适:

The old wine has been brewed again, and the new wine is ready. Everyone gathers around 
the old basin, laughing happily, drinking and singing with the mountain monk and the 
village elder. He brings a pair of chickens, and I bring a goose. What a joyful and leisurely 
day it is. (Lan 2006, 1658) 
旧酒投，新醅泼。老瓦盆边笑哈哈，共山僧野叟闲吟和。他出一对鸡，我出一个鹅，闲

快活。 

Such language fully embodies the characteristics of the “rustic and carefree spirit.”
The songwriters sometimes deliberately shape themselves into foolish and clumsy figures. 

For example, in “Xianlü: Eight Beats of Ganzhou Song” 仙吕·八声甘州, Xianyu Shu 鲜 

于枢 expressed, “Others mock my ignorance and simplicity, but in the reflections of the  
Xiao and Xiang Rivers, I’ll pretend to be dull-witted, avoiding discussions of the merits 
and failures of historical figures like Liu Bang, Xiang Yu, Sun Bin, and Pang Juan” 从人笑

我愚和戆，潇湘影里且妆呆，不谈刘项与孙庞. He continued, “I alone bring the village’s 
wine, drinking to my heart’s content, ignoring the gossip around me. I joyfully clap and sing 
fishing songs, not caring about the pitch of my voice” 闷携村酒饮空缸，是非一任讲。恣

情拍手棹渔歌，高低不论腔. This portrayal of foolishness also conveys the carefree spirit. 
The environment he describes complements this foolishness: “My life is carefree, residing 
in the fishing towns by the water” 生涯闲散，占断水国渔邦 and “By the bamboo fence, the 
dogs bark incessantly” 竹篱旁，吠犬汪汪 (Sui 1964, 86-87). In such a setting, cleverness is 
unnecessary, and all schemes and calculations become redundant. A songwriter even humbly 
claimed, “Except for drinking, I am utterly inept” 除了衔杯，百拙无能 (Cao De 曹德, “Self-
Statement” to the tune “Shuangdiao: Plucking Laurel Branch” 双调·折桂令·自述; Sui 
1964, 1079).

Compared with the former two categories, the characteristics of sanqu focusing on the 
rustic and carefree spirit are mainly manifested in the longing for ignorance and chaos as well 
as the rustic feature of language.

This kind of work can be described as “secular,” but “secular” cannot reveal its essential 
characteristics or show its uniqueness in popular literature. Its essential characteristic is the 
unbridled ye-yi.

(4) Rural tranquility. This type of works depict the tranquil and leisurely rural environment 
primarily through objective description, making it nearly imperceptible to sense the songwriters’ 
emotional outpouring. Some pieces focus almost entirely on natural scenery, with minimal human 
activity. When people do appear, they serve merely as background figures rather than objects. 
In these works, humans are part of the natural landscape rather than the main body active in 
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the natural environment. For example, Yang Guo’s 杨果 “Zhuan Wei” to the tune “Xianlü: 
Time for Appreciating Flowers” 仙吕·赏花时·赚尾, a work composed of multiple songs:

The evening breeze whispers through the trees, bringing waves of desolation that mirror 
my lonely journey. I see the dilapidated walls as if the sunset has already claimed the path 
on either side. The grass bridge has collapsed, with its pillars and beams in ruins. I begin 
to sing as I walk toward the riverbank overgrown with red smartweed, where I spot an old 
fisherman with frosted hair and his feet caked in black mud. Leaning against a crooked 
fishing pole, he hangs a burdensome bundle around his neck, casting his bait into the fading 
sunlight. (Sui 1964, 8)
晚风林，萧萧响，一弄儿凄凉旅况。见壁指一似桑榆侵着道旁，草桥崩柱摧梁。唱道向

红蓼滩头，见个黑足吕的渔翁鬓似霜。靠着那驼腰拗桩，瘿累垂脖项，一钩香饵钓斜阳。 

All of this is depicted through the eyes of songwriters, who conceal themselves so well that 
the reader hardly perceives their presence. Even when these sanqu works describe dynamic 
scenes, they impart a sense of stillness, portraying an idyllic rural tableau. For instance, 
Xianyu Biren 鲜于必仁 wrote in “Glow of the Setting Sun in a Fishing Village” to the tune 
“Eight Views of Xiaoxiang” 潇湘八景·渔村落照, “At dusk, in the village surrounded by 
red trees, the thatched door is tightly shut. By the riverside at the foot of the green mountains, 
a few small fishing boats are moored. At this moment, startled by the settling evening, the 
sandpipers take flight while the setting sun casts golden rays that dance across the landscape. 
The fisherman has threaded his catch onto short reeds, perfect for dinner. He takes out a small 
jar of wine, pouring it slowly and savoring each sip” 柴门红树村，钓艇青山渡。惊起沙

鸥飞无数，倒晴光金缕扶疏。鱼穿短蒲，酒盈小壶，饮尽重沽. Here, people, objects, and 
scenery blend seamlessly, and the individual is carefree and becomes an integral part of the 
landscape.

There are also pieces that focus on characters or their activities, depicting people imbued 
with the charm of rural life. A typical example is Lu Zhi’s “Farming Family” to the tune 
“Shuangdiao: Song of the Lunar Palace” 双调·蟾宫曲·田家:

Two rural youths named Sha San and Ban Ge, with traces of green mud still on their 
legs from catching shrimp, entered the host’s fields. They settled under the willow trees, 
cracked open the watermelons they had brought, and enjoyed them. Nearby, a little brother, 
left out from sharing, drooled with envy, sprawled on a stone mill like a pipa laid flat. 
Looking around, the buckwheat flowers bloomed snow-white, and the bean sprouts grew 
lush and green. In this rural life, free from strife and competition, everything was calm and 
ordinary—a truly joyful scene of farm life. (Lu 1984, 103)
沙三伴哥来嗏，两腿青泥，只为捞虾。太公庄上，杨柳阴中，磕破西瓜。小二哥昔涎剌

塔，碌轴上淹着个琵琶。看荞麦开花，绿豆生芽。无是无非，快活煞庄家。 

The image of “rural tranquility” is captured through a portrayal of simplicity, sincerity, 
a lack of strife, and simple and cheerful villagers. In the eyes of songwriters, rural life is 
serene and content, free from desires and deficiencies. Songwriters revel in the idyllic charm 
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of the water towns and fishing villages, as well as the peaceful cottages nestled among the 
mountains.

Some songwriters deliberately immerse themselves in the natural surroundings, such as 
the waterside and forest, seeking a joy reminiscent of the ancient recluses. For instance, 
Guan Shiping 贯 石 屏, in “Reclusive Life” to the tune “Xianlü: Village Drums” 仙 吕· 村

里迓鼓·隐逸, a work composed of multiple songs, says: “I only wish to live a relaxed 
and carefree life, joking and playing freely, planting crops around my house, and leisurely 
watching the evening crows in the garden. With no worries in my heart, I casually ride that 
lame donkey to visit the countryside” 我则待散诞逍遥闲笑耍，左右种桑麻，闲看园林

噪晚鸦。心无牵挂，蹇驴闲跨，游玩野人家. Guan also described, “Around the thatched 
gate, there is a pool of clear water. As I approach the mountain village, I see fallen flowers 
scattered everywhere. This place feels like a home in a fairyland” 绕柴扉水一洼，近山村看

落花，是蓬莱天地家 (Sui 1964, 387-388). In this work, “I” is an outsider experiencing life. 
Guan yearns for the kind of reclusive existence that Tao Yuanming embodies. However, unlike 
Tao, he does not belong to the “waterside and forest.” Thus, his perspective on these natural 
settings and pastoral landscapes differs from Tao’s. He finds rural life refreshing, and his 
actions are intentional, serving as content for his experience rather than being an integral part 
of his life.

This kind of work is also secular, but “secular” cannot reflect its spirit.
(5) Graceful wildness. This category of work seems difficult to define, as “wild” and 

“graceful” typically appear contradictory. Are there any wild and graceful works? Yao 
Sui’s 姚燧 songs, such as “Shuangdiao: Song of Shou-Yang (Palace)” 双调·寿阳曲 and 
“Shuangdiao: Keep Stirring Things Up” 双调·拨不断, provide an interesting example. 
Zheng Zhenduo 郑振铎 commented: “Yao’s phrase ‘Who could believe that I once had 
a youthful and carefree time?’ 谁信道也曾年少 in the ‘Song of Shou-Yang (Palace)’ and 
the phrase ‘The tattered hat seems to affectionately cling to the head’ 破帽多情却恋头 in the 
‘Keep Stirring Things Up’ are graceful works” (Zheng 2012, 445). While Yao Sui’s works 
may not perfectly represent this blend, a more typical example can be found in Ma Zhiyuan’s 
“Work Created on West Lake” to the tune “Shuangdiao: New Water Tune” 双调·新水

令·题西湖: “What I find particularly delightful about the fishing village is the abundance 
of geese and ducks, and the tightly shut gate keeps the sounds of passing carriages at bay. 
Bamboo directs the clear mountain spring to flow in, while tea buds, freshly boiled, crackle 
like thunder. I want to find a place on a lonely mountain where I can admire plum blossoms; I’ll 
be living in a humble thatched cottage, sitting on the grass in summer, with neighbors like Lin 
Hejing, and sipping a cup of pure water by West Lake—how blissful that would be!” 渔村偏

喜多鹅鸭，柴门一任绝车马。竹引山泉，鼎试雷芽。但得孤山寻梅处，苫间草夏，有林和

靖是邻家，喝口水西湖上快活煞 (Liu 1989, 247) These works exude a sense of grace and 
charm, allowing readers to imagine the songwriter’s charming demeanor, while still being 
rich in wild fascination.

In Yuan sanqu, there exists a substantial body of work depicting life in the mountains, by 
the waters, and in the countryside. Among these, some portrayals of rural life are idealized or 
imagined by literati, presenting a distorted view of reality. Such works, from their language to 
their tone and the sentiments they express, embody a refined literati style. A notable example 



ZHA Hongde444

is one of “Fine in Idleset and Contented in Idleness” to the tune “Tangle of Jade Branches” 玉
交枝·闲适二曲 by Qiao Ji 乔吉:

In the mountains and under the trees, there stands a simple yet elegant thatched cottage 
with a woven window. The verdant pines and bamboo create a beautiful picture, with a 
few nearby households sending up gentle plumes of smoke. Beautiful dreams float away 
like falling petals while the world’s myriad troubles taste as dull as chewing wax. As time 
passes and my hair turns from black to white, I shall not futilely let my restless heart roam. 
I grow my own melons, pick my own tea, and refine cinnabar on my stove. In my leisure, 
I read a chapter of the Dao De Jing, chat with fishermen and woodcutters, then close the 
hibiscus-woven gate and doze off under the gourd trellis, truly enjoying a carefree life. (Qiao 
1986, 281)
山间林下，有草舍蓬窗幽雅。苍松翠竹堪图画，近烟村三四家。飘飘好梦随落花，纷纷

世味如嚼蜡，一任他苍头皓发，莫徒劳心猿意马。自种瓜，自采茶，炉内炼丹砂。看一

卷道德经，讲一会渔樵话，闭上槿树篱，醉卧在葫芦架，尽清闲自在煞。 

This vision represents the ideal space imagined by the songwriter and a utopia for the literati. 
The mountain woods are tinted with the colors of literary ideals, picturesque and joyful, akin 
to a dreamland. Works like Lu Zhi’s “Autumn Scenery” to the tune “Shuangdiao: Intoxication 
in the East Wind” 双调·沉醉东风·秋景 and Wang Bocheng’s 王伯成 “Holy Medicine 
King” 圣药王 from “Spring Excursion” to the tune “Yuediao: Squabbling Quails” 越调·斗

鹌鹑·春游 echo this sentiment. Such songs can aptly be described as “elegant yet easily 
understandable, simple but not vulgar” as Zhou Deqing stated. 

Zhang Yanghao 张养浩 has numerous works that reflect this sentiment. In the “Poetry and 
Wine Joy” to the tune “Zhonglü: Sing Loudly and Welcome to Spring” 中吕·最高歌兼喜春

来·诗酒欢娱, he wrote: “Facing the gentle smoke between the green willow trees, admiring 
the bright moon reflected by the pear blossoms, I fall asleep to the breeze wafting from the 
flowering crabapple. Who would still think of the life in the Prime Minister’s mansion or the 
Emperor’s palace when enjoying such leisurely comfort?” 对一缕绿杨烟，看一弯梨花月，

卧一枕海棠风。似这般闲受用，再谁想丞相府帝王宫？ (Wang 1988, 16) Although some 
of such works express a yearning for a carefree life, what they seek is not true carefreeness. 
Their notion of carefreeness embodies a transcendent wisdom. The freedom of fishermen 
and woodcutters is merely physical, and they are devoid of thoughts. The scholar-officials 
possess thoughts but lack freedom. They desire both the insights of scholar-officials and the 
carefree life of fishermen and woodcutters, achieving freedom of both body and mind, which 
is what they really want. This is reflected in the phrase “Who can accompany me to enjoy the 
endless view of the rolling mountains? Like Liezi, I wish to ride the wind and roam freely in 
the sky” 谁人共，一带青山送。乘风列子，列子乘风 (Lu Zhi, “Eight Gourds” to the tune 
“Shuangdiao: Joy before Palace” 双调·殿前欢·八葫芦; Lu 1984, 132).

(6) Unconventional thoughts and fantasies. This refers to ye-yi in thoughts, that is, out-
of-the-way or even heretical thoughts. Yuan literati enjoyed fantastic ideas, questioning 
the teachings of ancient sages and the established historical evaluations. Such playful 
reinterpretations of history, unconventional critiques of historical figures, mockery of revered 
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ancestors, and subversion of sage’s instructions are frequently found in Yuan sanqu. The 
Yuan songwriter Xue Angfu 薛昂夫, for instance, has 22 songs under the tune “Zhonglü: 
Meeting the Emperor,” all of which engage in unconventional historical commentary. Let us 
read one of these songs for further insight.

Bian He sat quietly on Jingshan Mountain, cradling the uncut jade. Unrecognized by 
three successive rulers, he first suffered misfortune and lost his feet. In the struggle for the 
imperial jade seal, some lost their lives, while others resorted to bribery. Who compelled 
him to present the jade to the ruler? Instead of studying and carving that jade, wouldn’t it 
be better just to break it? (Sui 1964, 705)
卞和，抱璞，只合荆山坐。三朝不遇待如何，两足先遭祸。传国争符，伤身行货，谁教献

与他？切磋，琢磨，何似偷敲破？ 

The tale of Bian He crying while holding the jade has a fixed interpretation in history, yet 
Yuan sanqu writers subvert it. Similar re-evaluations of historical figures are common in 
Yuan sanqu, such as criticisms and satire of Qu Yuan, questioning why he chose to drown 
himself as an act of folly: “Though resentment remains, where is the poet? He merely allowed 
the fish and crabs of the Xiang River to enjoy themselves unnecessarily. What foolishness! 
How does that compare to singing wildly, drinking deeply under the shadows of the green 
mountains, and enjoying boundless joy?” 恨尚存，人何在？空快活了湘江鱼虾蟹，这先生

畅好是胡来。怎如向青山影里，狂歌痛饮，其乐无涯 (Zhang Yanghao, the seventh song of 
“Ten Songs of Endless Fun” to the tune “Zhonglü: Universal Joy” 中吕·普天乐·乐无涯

十咏; Wang 1988, 87). Generally, Yuan songwriters tend to dismiss Qu Yuan while affirming 
and praising Tao Yuanming. Bai Pu’s lines in “Encouraging Drinking” to the tune “Xianlü: 
Parasite Grass” 仙吕·寄生草·劝饮 succinctly encapsulate this attitude: “Those who are 
out of touch laugh at Qu Yuan for taking his own life, while those who understand commend 
Tao Yuanming for retreating to the countryside” 不达时皆笑屈原非，但知音尽说陶潜是 
(Wang 1984, 179).

Some works that humorously reinterpret history evoke laughter, such as Yao Sui’s “Ode 
to Li Bai” to the tune “Shuangdiao: Song of Shou-Yang (Palace)” 双 调· 寿 阳 曲· 咏 李

白: “Yang Yuhuan personally held the inkstone for him, Gao Lishi removed his shoes, and 
Emperor Xuanzong even served him food. Yet he showed no courtesy and expressed no 
gratitude. In his drunken haze, he wrote the famous ‘Letter to the Barbarians.’ What did he 
write? It was the scene by the willow-fringed bank, with the gentle morning breeze and the 
waning moon hanging in the sky” 贵妃亲擎砚，力士与脱靴，御调羹就飧不谢。醉模糊将

吓蛮书便写，写着甚？杨柳岸晓风残月 (Yao 2011, 571). The unexpected punchline and 
its humor make it increasingly amusing upon reflection. Such works are numerous. Why did 
Yuan songwriters overturn centuries of historical interpretations? Scholars of the 20th century 
have discussed this extensively, and I believe it stems from a widespread recognition among 
Yuan literati of the value of individual life. For a literatus, the age-old views of friendly 
relations between rulers and ministers, and the notion that scholars die for their confidants, 
are all tied to a political perspective that diminishes individual value. Yuan literati critically 
acknowledged and respected individual life, expressing skepticism or denying traditional 
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values. As Ma Zhiyuan stated: “Though ancient sayings suggest that ministers should serve 
their rulers loyally and that rulers should treat their ministers with respect, it is lamentable 
that even then, some end up without a burial place” 道臣事君以忠，君使臣以礼，哎，这便

是死无葬身之地 (Ma Zhiyuan, the third section of “Chen Tuan Was Worry-Freely to Sleep 
in Huashan Mountain” 陈抟高卧; Fu & Ma 2002, 107). Within the seemingly absurd humor 
of Yuan sanqu lies a serious ideological significance. This precious perspective was not fully 
developed in ancient China, marking a historical regret. The ye-yi thoughts expressed in the 
Yuan sanqu writers’ playful critiques of history deserve special appreciation. While one 
might label this as “vivid,” this treatment could dilute its critical value. The rebellious ye-yi 
better captures its spiritual essence.

(7) Vulgar and lowbrow works. Within Yuan sanqu, there exist works with a lower or even 
vulgar tone, which can also be characterized as “vulgar and lowbrow works.” This aspect is 
an objective reality within Yuan sanqu and cannot be overlooked in scholarly analysis.

Of course, these works should not be dismissed as completely devoid of value or treated 
as mere refuse. Ren Zhongmin 任中敏, in the “Strange and Obscene in Yuan Songs” 元曲

中奇秽 of “Humorous Songs” 曲谐, specifically discusses such works: “The creation of 
songs during the Yuan Dynasty was largely an expression through humor, anger, and satire, 
treating words as a playful game. Because of this playful nature, there were no restrictions on 
subject matter or language, allowing for a complete departure from the traditional concerns 
of literati. Topics could range from grand to trivial. They could be profound and elegant 
or vulgar and base. Thus, subjects like a beauty’s mole, baldness, or fingernails became 
acceptable, as people did not find them overly trivial or insignificant. The subjects portrayed 
range from coarse and foolish servants to lewd entertainers, all of which are permissible. The 
imagination can sometimes delve into realms of filth that are far beyond ordinary thought.” 
He then gave an example, saying, “The eleven poems titled ‘Red Embroidered Shoes’ 红绣鞋
by the anonymous writer are entirely about the sordid affairs and unsightly behaviors among 
servants. It begins with a clear statement that ‘the old lady is generous and magnanimous, 
leaving behind Mei Xiang after the banquet, not caring if it is just right for today. Slowly 
parting the gauze curtains, they gradually remove their clothing, only to find that a paper 
note is sealing the crotch.’ After reading this, who could refrain from covering their mouth in 
astonishment” (Ren 2013, 1118-1119). In addition, in his “Remaining Yuan Edition of ‘White 
Snow in the Spring Sunlight’” 残元本阳春白雪, he stated: “Among the aforementioned 
anonymous works of ‘Red Embroidered Shoes,’ there are exquisite and meaningful pieces.” 
He cited “secretly laughing a little” and others, saying: “All these verses are worthy of a 
smile, as they convey emotions and depict situations, able to capture the essence deeply” 
(Ren 2013, 1119). One of the sanqu he cited reads: “Gently parting the gauze curtains, softly 
brushing against the bed. Unaware, the chestnut shell is trodden upon. Startled, courage 
falters; bewildered, the soul soars—even thunderclaps seem less loud” 款款的分开罗帐，轻

轻的擦下牙床。栗子皮踏着不提防。惊得胆丧，诡得魂扬，便是震天雷不恁响 (Sui 1964, 
1693). The portrayal of the male master sneaking away to have an affair with the maid while 
the mistress is asleep, capturing that fleeting moment of panic as he slips out of bed, is indeed 
very vivid. There are indeed some works of this kind that, while innocuous and providing 
vivid portrayals, cannot be said to hold much value. What can truly be described as “vulgar 



447The Fascination of Ye-Yi in Yuan Sanqu

and lowbrow” or even referred to as “crude and unrefined” are those genuinely base and lowly 
things. This use of ye-yi carries the negative connotations associated with both ye and yi.

3　The Ye-Yi Works of the Later “Elegant School”
Ye-yi involves both conceptual and stylistic aspects. Therefore, there is no necessary 
correspondence between ye-yi and the classification of styles based on characteristics of the 
sanqu, commonly referred to as the Bold and Unconstrained school 豪放派 and the Elegant 
school 清丽派. In other words, ye-yi does not necessarily equate to bold and unconstrained, 
nor does elegant exclude ye-yi. However, ye-yi generally tends to lean more towards bold and 
unconstrained. How can elegant works also manifest ye-yi? Particularly in the later period 
of the Elegant school, it is widely believed that the school’s sanqu adopted lyric. Can it still 
retain the fascination of ye-yi? Therefore, it is necessary to conduct a specific examination of 
this matter.

Academia generally considers Qiao Ji and Zhang Kejiu 张可久 to be the primary representatives 
of the later Elegant school, along with others such as Xu Zaisi 徐再思, Liu Tingxin 刘庭信, 
Sun Zhouqing 孙周卿, and Zhou Wenzhi 周文质, making it a relatively large group. This 
paper will examine Qiao Ji’s and Zhang Kejiu’s works that embody the allure of ye-yi.

Qiao Ji is one of the most important representative writers of sanqu in the Yuan Dynasty. 
Zhu Quan 朱权, in his Taihe Pronunciation Spectrum 太和正音谱, commented on Qiao Ji’s 
sanqu, “Like a divine turtle beating the waves” and “the waves surge violently.” Li Kaixian 
李开先 believed that Zhu Quan’s comment “merely highlights its strength, but does not fully 
encompass it.” In his view, Qiao Ji’s sanqu is distinguished by “subtlety and depth, charm 
and humor, with various surprises that retain their uniqueness; abundance is welcomed, 
yet it does not become overly complex; every line employs colloquial expressions while 
preserving its literary quality” (Li 1959, 298). They all agree that Qiao Ji’s sanqu exhibits the 
characteristics of ye-yi. Reading Qiao Ji’s most renowned representative works, one can truly 
sense the energy akin to a divine turtle beating the waves and the waves surging violently, as 
described by Zhu Quan. They are undeniably imbued with wild power, such as:

I have always dreamed of spreading my wings like a roc and soaring straight up for ninety 
thousand miles, with a hundred thousand strings of coins, and casually riding on the back 
of a crane to and from Yangzhou. However, the world is filled with challenges; good times 
swiftly fade and wither. Gold cannot enrich the hero, regardless of the coldness or warmth 
of the world. Whether you regard others with disdain or favor, I will remain steadfast in my 
integrity. (“Yu Xing” to the tune “Zhonglü: Hillside Ram” 中吕·山坡羊·寓兴 by Qiao 
Ji; Qiao 1986, 265)
鹏抟九万，腰缠十万，扬州鹤背骑来惯。事间关，景阑珊，黄金不富英雄汉，一片世情天

地间。白，也是眼；青，也是眼。 

Not only does it have unbridled wildness, but it also shows the arrogance and a free spirit 
of never yielding to others. Qiao Ji’s elegant works also possess the beauty of wildness. In the 
piece “The Riverside Land” to the tune “Shuangdiao: Plucking Laurel Branch” 双调·折桂
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令·荊溪即事, he wrote, “Old trees support the gate, wild reeds encircle the shore, and bitter 
bamboos form a fence. The deity of the small temple is powerless as the fox leaps across the 
tiles. The officials neglect their duties, allowing crows and rats to run rampant in the office” 
老树支门，荒蒲绕岸，苦竹圈笆。寺无僧狐狸样瓦。官无事乌鼠当衙 (Qiao 1986, 236). 
This vividly captures the charm of the wilderness.

Qiao Ji’s character has a proud side, a wild side, and a carefree side. These traits—
pride, wildness, and carefreeness—manifest in his works, all contributing to a spirit of 
ye-yi. There are quite a few such pieces in Qiao Ji’s sanqu. For example, in “Singing to 
Myself” of “Zhonglü: Hillside Ram” 中吕·山坡羊·自警,” he wrote, “I sit relaxed in cool 
breezes. White clouds lie high at ease. To people’s critical views, I defy. Happily, I sigh, 
and laughingly, I peal, watching people slave in hustling deals. In my dwelling of comfort 
and peace, east I sit free, and west I recline at ease” 清风闲坐，白云高卧，面皮不受时人

唾。乐跎跎，笑呵呵，看别人搭套项推沉磨。盖下一枚安乐窝，东，也在我；西，也在我. 
Carefree and at ease, freedom is indeed the greatest joy in life. Yet, he lived with a sense of 
regret—“drunk with poetry” 酒兴诗颠, he sighed, “Heaven betrays me. I betray Heaven” 苍
天负我，我负苍天 (“A Work in Response to Li Xiying’s My Nest for Idle Cloud” to the tune 
“Shuangdiao: Joy before Palace” 双调·殿前欢·里西瑛号懒云窝自叙有作奉和). Qiao Ji 
also expressed a sense of historical nihilism, dissolving the solemn and sacred in works like 
“Traveling in the East in the Year of 1336, Thinking of the Past” of “Shuangdiao: Plucking 
Laurel Branch” 双调·折桂令·丙子游越怀古. The wealth and fame of reality are not only 
nihilistic but also fraught with danger; the best choice in life is to escape: “Swiftly leap out 
of the tumultuous sea and become a carefree wanderer. In the bamboo studio and on the ivy 
steps, it’s far better than the mansions of feudal lords” 急跳出风波大海，作个烟霞逸客。

翠竹斋，薜荔阶，强似五侯宅 (Qiao 1986, 305). Leisurely and wild, relaxed and at ease—
this is the intoxication of mist and haze. Qiao Ji is somewhat akin to Liu Yong 柳永, as he 
also spent a long time mingling in brothels. Using colloquial expressions to depict brothel 
society, his works are filled with vulgarity yet carry a wild spirit. He has two sets of songs, “Private 
Feelings” 私情 and “Mixed Emotions” 杂情 to the tune “Nanlü: A Sprig of Flowers” 南吕·一 

枝花. “Private Feelings” of “Liangzhou, Part Seven” 梁州第七 expresses the longing for an 
unattainable affair, capturing emotional subtleties without descending into vulgarity. Qiao 
Ji’s works often satirize the world, offering sharp and vivid critiques infused with a sense of 
wildness.

Does Zhang Kejiu have works that embody ye-yi? The answer is yes. As Ren Ne stated, 
Zhang Kejiu’s works “transition from elegance to boldness,” and his “free-spirited emotions 
are vividly revealed on the paper, capturing the essence of the Bold and Unconstrained school 
and revealing his broad-mindedness” (Ren 2013, 1181). Such works undoubtedly possess the 
charm of ye-yi. The works cited by Ren Ne are two pieces titled “In Reply to Guan Yunshi” to 
the tune “Shuangdiao: Joy before Palace” 双调·殿前欢·次酸斋韵. The second one is as 
follows:

On the mountain by West Lake, the wild apes continuously howl in lament, urging me 
to return to my hometown. Over the past twenty years, how many extraordinary figures 
have come and gone, with flowers falling and blooming in the wind and rain? I gaze at 
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the towering heights where the renowned generals of the restoration bow at the platform 
of heroes. With sleeves hiding the stars of the sky, I hold strategies for securing the state, 
ready to breach the enchanting stronghold of fleeting pleasures. Guan Yunshi and I mock 
each other. 
晚归来，西湖山上野猿哀。二十年多少风流怪，花落花开。望云霄拜将台，袖星斗安邦

策，破烟月迷魂寨。酸斋笑我，我笑酸斋。

This work is a reply to Guan Yunshi, characterized by its majestic and unrestrained aura of 
grandeur, which we describe as imbued with wildness—likely a reflection of Guan Yunshi’s 
original piece. Ren Ne also mentioned Zhang Kejiu’s famous work “Untitled” to the tune 
“Zhenggong: Drunk in Time of Peace” 正宫·醉太平·无题 (People all despise their brutal 
fate 人皆嫌命窘), commenting that this song “fully employs classical expressions while 
uniquely crafting colloquial phrases, achieving remarkable subtlety and embodying the 
elegance of the Yuan Dynasty” 悉排典语，独铸俚词，而能极尽其妙，浑然元人风度者. He 
noted that “the depth of anger and the intensity of the satire are unprecedented” 痛愤之深，嘲

骂之烈，得未曾有 (Ren 2013, 1182). This may be Zhang Kejiu’s most wild-spirited work.
The wildness in Zhang Kejiu’s songs was not first recognized by Ren Ne. Around the same 

time, Wei Yin from Da Shi 大食 (now Arab) wrote “To Zhang Kejiu” to the tune “Shuangdiao: 
Swallow Leads Fledglings” 双调·燕引雏·奉寄小山先辈, praising his compositions, 
“Your demeanor is extraordinary, your talent boundless, and your spirit roams freely between 
the heavens and earth ... Your poetry moves even gods and ghosts” 气横秋，心驰八表快

神游……诗成神鬼愁 (Sui 1964, 1117). Although this song primarily comments on his fame 
and influence, it also conveys that the momentum and atmosphere of Zhang Kejiu’s songs 
encompass beyond mere elegance and refinement. Indeed, many pieces in Zhang Kejiu’s 
sanqu embody a grand spirit, such as the “Nine Pieces in Reply to Ma Zhiyuan” to the tune 
“Shuangdiao: Blessed Eastern Plain” 双调·庆东原·和马致远先辈韵九篇, with the fifth 
piece being:

With passionate and unrestrained poetic emotion and a bold sword spirit soaring to the 
skies, a true hero does not concern himself with wealth or status. He can slay dragons in the 
river; with exceptional skill, he can shoot down great eagles in the clouds; and he displays 
his literary flair by composing poetry and wielding his brush at banquets. How pitiable 
are those small-minded individuals who mock others when they succeed and become the 
laughingstock of the world when they fail. (Lü & Yang 2012, 519)
诗情放，剑气豪，英雄不把穷通较。江中斩蛟，云间射雕，席上挥毫。他得志笑闲人，他

失脚闲人笑。 

The surging momentum of his work can make readers’ blood race. This is in harmony with 
the rhymes of Ma Zhiyuan and may be related to Ma’s original piece. Zhang Kejiu’s sanqu 
contains many works that are more likely to possess an ethereal quality, such as:

A bright moon shines over the apricot flower terrace, with sword aura and a rosy light 
shimmering. Looking back at Penglai, I can’t help but sigh. I’m adorned with autumn 
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orchids. The Solomon’s seal suffices for a meal in the mountains. Weary from effort yet 
lazy, not accustomed to seeking fame and fortune, I return to the company of leisurely 
drifting clouds. (Zhang Kejiu, “In the Mountain” to the tune “Yuediao: Red Peach 
Blossoms” 越调·小桃花·山中; Lü & Yang 2012, 258)
一方明月杏花坛，剑气霞光烂。回首蓬莱自长叹，佩秋兰，黄精已够山中饭。劳心又

懒，干名不惯，归伴野云闲。

If we consider ye and yi separately, Zhang Kejiu’s expression of ye is less pronounced than 
Qiao Ji’s, while his yi often surpasses it.

Besides Qiao Ji and Zhang Kejiu, Xu Zaisi, Sun Zhouqing, Zhou Wenzhi, Liu Tingxin, and 
others also have works rich in ye-yi.

4　The Creation of the Allure of Ye-Yi
From a different perspective on the characteristics of Yuan sanqu, the terms “secular,” 
“humorous,” and “vivid” can be seen as stylistic features as well as methods to create the 
enjoyment of ye-yi. Secular language, humorous or absurd techniques, and vivid humor and 
satire all serve as means of constructing the allure of ye-yi.

In simple terms, the techniques employed by Yuan sanqu writers to evoke the fascination 
of ye-yi can be categorized into several main types.

(1) Absurdity. One particularly striking impression of Yuan sanqu is its absurdity. Absurdity 
refers to the extreme exaggeration, strangeness, and distortion in depicting things, employing 
skewed images to significantly impact readers. Notable examples include Wang Heqing’s “Song 
of a Huge Butterfly” to the tune “Xianlü: A Drinker’s Sky” 仙侣·醉中天·咏大蝴蝶 and “The 
Great Fish” of “Shuangdiao: Keep Stirring Things Up” 双调·拨不断·大鱼. His piece “Fat 
Couple” 胖妻夫, which uses the same tune, is both absurd and comical, featuring the line: “In 
the embroidered curtain, a fat couple clashes their bellies” 绣帏中一对儿鸳鸯象，交肚皮厮

撞 (Sui 1964, 41, 45, 47). The absurdity is quite common in Yuan sanqu, especially in satirical 
works. Absurdity is also a form of ye-yi.

(2) Satire. Satire constitutes a significant category in Yuan sanqu, encompassing social and 
personal critiques. Commentators have noted that there are various sub-forms of songs. Lu 
Qian’s 卢前 History of Sanqu 散曲史 classifies them into 25 types, including “indirectly 
mocking through object depictions, known as the satirical type; directly mocking through 
object or event depictions, known as the mocking type; specifically ridiculing the frivolous 
and admonishing hedonistic youths, known as the frivolous type (as mentioned in Chengzhai 
Yuefu 诚斋乐府); and depicting extensive acts of debauchery and promiscuity, known as 
the lascivious type ... ” (Lu 2014, 9-10). All of these can be seen as forms of satire. Among 
the works that critique society, Zhang Mingshan 张鸣善 directly addressed the theme in his 
four pieces titled “The Times We Live in” to the tune “Shuangdiao: Song of Daffodils” 双 

调·水仙子·讥时, one of which stated: “They talk about heroes—well, who’s a hero?  
They’d say that a five-eyed rooster was the phoenix of Qishan Mountain, a two-headed snake 
was a dragon in disguise, or a three-legged cat was the ‘non-bear’ of the Wei” 说英雄谁是英 

雄？五眼鸡岐山鸣凤，两头蛇南阳卧龙，三脚猫渭水飞熊 (Sui 1964, 1282). This employs 
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absurd techniques for satire, showcasing a complete sense of ye-yi. There are also satirical 
works with significant social critique, whose ye yi is even more pronounced. For instance, Liu 
Shizhong’s 刘时中 “Shuangdiao: Joy before Palace” (Part Two) portrays the ugly behavior 
of officials visiting the countryside, while an anonymous piece “Mocking the Scholar” to 
the tune “Shuangdiao: Song of Clear River” 双调·清江引· 讥士人 critiques talentless 
and unethical scholars. Such works, with their righteous intent, embody both ye and yi 
qualities through bold criticism. Satirical works targeting individuals are diverse and varied. 
Greed, stinginess, and miserliness were common traits in the Yuan Dynasty, leading to a 
kind of songs specifically mocking such individuals, characterized by a distinctive sense of 
yiqi. Some songs employ absurd techniques to elicit laughter, such as the anonymous piece 
“Mocking the Greedy” of “Zhenggong: Drunk in Time of Peace” 正宫·醉太平·讥贪小

利者, as well as “Greed” 贪 and “Mocking the Greedy Man” 嘲贪汉 to the tune “Shangdiao: 
Plant Leaves.” They use humor in place of anger, leaving a solid impression. This sharp satire 
is often found in anonymous works, which inherently carry a sense of wild spirit.

(3) Cynical and self-mockery. Cynical is also a major category in Yuan sanqu, with some 
works particularly rich in free spirit, such as: “Pickled with the dregs are fame, drowned in 
muddy wine are the historical rises and falls of a thousand years, buried with the brewing 
yeast are the lofty ambitions that soar to the clouds” 糟腌两个功名字，醅渰千古兴亡事，

曲埋万丈虹霓志 (“Encouraging Drinking” to the tune “Xianlü: Parasite Grass” 仙侣·寄

生 草· 劝 饮; Wang 1984, 179). Some works shift from cynical to self-mockery, using the 
bizarre and absurd to confront social injustices, such as Zhong Sicheng’s “Written for My 
‘Ugly Studio’” of “Nanlü: A Sprig of Flowers” 南吕·一枝花·自序丑斋 with the line from 
“Liangzhou” 梁州 stating:

I am overlooked for my appearance, so my inner talent remains unappreciated. Half a 
lifetime has passed without achieving literary prowess while I hide treasures in my heart 
and speak words that flow like pearls. Alas, with a pallid complexion and rough features, 
missing teeth, and a double chin, combined with narrow eyes and sparse eyebrows, a short 
philtrum, and thin mustache and sideburns ... In the early morning, weary of gazing into the 
mirror, I resent my parents for their lack of ambition. One day, when the imperial notice 
calls for the ugly, I will seize the top prize. (Sui 1964, 1371-1372) 
子为外貌儿不中抬举，因此内才儿不得便宜。半生未得文章力，空自胸藏锦绣，口唾珠

玑。争奈灰容土貌，缺齿重颏，更兼着细眼单眉，人中短髭鬓稀稀。……清晨倦把青鸾

对，恨煞爷娘不争气。有一日黄榜招收丑陋的，准拟夺魁。

His “Zhenggong: Drunk in Time of Peace” (The poor may be happy in love 风流贫最好) 
can also be viewed in this light. Through self-mockery and self-deprecation, he expressed his 
feelings of unrecognized talent and vented his dissatisfaction with society. The fascination of 
ye-yi arises from his playful mockery.

(4) Speaking on behalf of specific individuals (or things). This includes representing song 
and dance performers, patrons, beggars, fishermen, and woodcutters, with many notable 
works among them. For example, Guan Hanqing’s “Not Bowing to Old Age” to the tune 
“Nanlü: A Sprig of Flowers” 南吕·一枝花·不伏老 speaks for a patron; Du Renjie’s 杜



ZHA Hongde452

仁杰 “A Peasant Knows Not the Theater” to the tune “Banshe-diao: Teasing the Child” 般

涉调·耍孩儿· 庄家不识勾栏 gives voice to a farmer; and Sui Jingchen’s “Homecoming 
of Emperor Gaozu of the Han Dynasty” to the tune “Banshe-diao: Whistling Around” 般涉

调·哨遍·高祖还乡 represents farmers welcoming the emperor. Zhong Sicheng’s “Zheng 
Gong: Drunk in Time of Peace” speaks for beggars. There are also many influential pieces 
that give voice to objects, such as Yao Shouzhong’s 姚 守 中 “The Ox’s Grievance” to the 
tune “Zhonglü: Pink Butterfly” 中吕·粉蝶儿· 牛诉冤 and Liu Shizhong’s “The Horse’s 
Grievance” to the tune “Shuangdiao: New Water Tune” 双调·新水令·代马诉冤.

(5) Creating a ye-yi effect through unique language. The use of colloquial and vulgar 
expressions has been extensively discussed by researchers, all contributing to a sense of ye-yi, 
such as dao da lai 倒大来 (very), sheng ke li 省可里 (do not), and dian bu la 颠不剌 (classy), 
as well as onomatopoeic terms like ya la la 呀剌剌, pu su su 扑簌簌, and lan she she 懒设

设. The use of superfluous words to create a ye-yi atmosphere is a significant feature of Yuan 
sanqu. For example, in Wang Tingxiu’s 王廷秀 “Complaint of Parting” to the tune “Zhonglü: 
Pink Butterfly” 中吕·粉蝶儿· 怨别, the line from “Song of People of Yao” 尧民歌 states: “Ah, 
what troubles me is the soft sound of rain gently dripping onto the green banana leaves, while 
the leaves of the parasol tree drift lazily, floating and swirling down to the creek bridge ...” 呀，

愁的是雨声儿淅零零落滴滴点点碧碧卜卜洒芭蕉，则见那梧叶儿滴溜溜飘悠悠荡荡纷

纷扬扬下溪桥 (Sui 1964, 318). The extensive use of superfluous words, many of which are 
onomatopoeic phrases and reduplications, creates a sound effect that evokes a sense of ye yi. 
A similar technique is found in Zhou Wenzhi’s “Grief in Autumn” to the tune “Zhenggong: 
Chattering Song” 正宫·叨叨令·悲秋: “The iron bell on the eave rings pell-mell; The 
crickets chirp such shrill chills my heart still. Drizzling rain drips and drops but never stops; 
Plane leaves fall in shower from hour to hour” 叮叮噹噹铁马儿乞留玎琅闹，啾啾唧唧促

织依柔依然叫，滴滴点点细雨儿淅零淅留哨，潇潇洒洒梧叶儿失流疏剌落. This truly is a 
unique narrative of autumn, relying entirely on the portrayal of sounds to convey a rich sense 
of the season.

There is much to say about the use of language, such as the flexibility of the sanqu form, 
where the rhymes can alternate between level and oblique tones, and it does not shy away 
from repeated characters and rhymes, all of which contribute to the creation of ye-yi. The use 
of various comic forms can also evoke a humorous, witty, and playful effect, which embodies 
the allure of ye-yi.

The concept of ye-yi summarizes the fundamental characteristics of Yuan sanqu, 
encompassing various interpretations by previous researchers regarding its features. The 
meaning of ye-yi is multifaceted, with different writers and works in Yuan sanqu reflecting 
various manifestations of this quality. Ye-yi is a broad concept. Nevertheless, it cannot 
encompass all works of Yuan sanqu, and it is inaccurate to claim that every sanqu possesses 
the fascination of ye-yi.
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