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Abstract The term kepan 科判 means to divide a text into chapters and 
paragraphs. By explicating the context of Buddhist kepan and its influence on the 
explanation of Confucian classics, this paper tries to demonstrate how wide 
and profound this influence was on literary criticism in three aspects: literary 
criticism, fluency and coherence of writing, and relationships between the authors 
of literary theories and Buddhism in the early Tang Dynasty.
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1 The purpose of the study

Liang Qichao 梁启超 first relates kepan 科判 with Chinese literature in general. He 
said in his Translated Literature and Buddhist Classics:1

There is one thing worthy of our attention, the emergence of the new genre 
of structural analysis. Anyone who has had some experience in the study of 
Buddhist classics knows the fact that Buddhist scholars after the Tang and 
the Song Dynasties attached great importance to the study of kepan. Those 
well-known and extensive sutras have usually been divided and re-divided into 
chapters, sections and paragraphs by scores of different scholars. Monk Dao’an 
道安 of the Eastern Jin Dynasty was the first one to talk about kepan in saying 
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that all sutras should be divided into three parts, namely, the xu part (序分, 
order), the zhengzong part (正宗分, proper talk), and the liutong part (流通分, 
application). After him, people became increasingly meticulous in doing 
the work. The scholars may think that since Buddhist sutras were originally 
scientifically structured so they must be studied scientifically, and the more they 
are studied this way, the more precise the method becomes. The method later 
casts much influence on other academic fields. As everyone knows, the work of 
explanatory notes (on Confucian writings) in the Sui and the Tang Dynasties 
is of special significance in the study of Confucian classics. It happens that 
the work appears almost simultaneously with the study of Buddhist Classics. 
Although I dare not draw a conclusion that the new style of writing is the result 
of literary translation, it is positive that they are mutually related and that marks 
an obvious advancement in the evolution of writing techniques.2

However, Liang just talks about the possible relationship between the writing style 
of explanatory notes on Confucian classics and the study of explanatory notes 
on Buddhist classics;3 he does not go into detail as to how kepan has influenced 
literature in general.

This paper tries to explore a special part of the relationship between Buddhism 
and the literary theory of the Tang Dynasty. It is common to us now that in order 
to compose an article or a longer poem, an author needs to separate his work into 
several paragraphs or gradations. But the practice really originates from the early 
years of the Tang Dynasty, thanks to the inspiration of the Buddhist kepan. It is the 
first, and I hope not the last, attempt in dealing with this problem.

2 An introduction to kepan

Kepan, also named as kefen 科分, kewen 科文, keduan 科段, kezhang 科章, and 
kejie 科节, etc., refers to a method by which Buddhist monks interpret sutras or 

2 Zhongguo fojiao yanjiu shi, 1998.2, p.130. 
3 Mr. Liang’s statement is quite obscure when he talked about the relation between Kepan and 
Chinese literature. In chapter 12 “Lun yishu zhi wenti 论义疏之文体 (on the writing style of 
commentary notes)” of Lun ru shi liangjia bvzhi jiangjing yu yishu 论儒释两家之讲经与义疏 
(A Study on the Lecturing and Interpreting of the Confucian and Buddhist Classics), Mu 
Runsun’s 牟润孙 commented, “Mr. Liang found that both explanations on Confucian classics 
and explanations on Buddhist classics have Kefen in common. This similarity caused him to 
draw a conclusion that the writing style of Confucian explanatory notes had been infl uenced by 
Buddhism. But his reasoning is unclear and his meaning is ambiguous. He did not illustrate 
clearly how Buddhist sutras were divided, nor did he state what the writing style of Confucian 
explanatory notes was like. He just used the words “came into being simultaneously” to deduce 
that there must be mutual infl uences between the new style of writing and the translated 
literature. From my point of view, what Mr. Liang wanted to say is inadequately expressed.” 
Zhushizhai conggao, 1987.3, p.295.
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treatises. According to Fo Kuang Ta-tz’u-tien 佛光大辞典 (Buddhism Glossary), 
kepan means “to divide the text of a Buddhist sutra or treatise into several sections 
for the convenience of better interpreting it, and then use summary words to 
indicate the contents of each section”.4 The simplest and clearest explanation of 
the origin and characteristics of kefen 科分 in China can been seen in the fifteenth 
chapter of Tang Yongtong’s 汤用彤 Han wei liangjin nanbeichao fojiao shi 
汉魏两晋南北朝佛教史 (A history of Buddhism in the Han, Wei, Western and 
Eastern Jin and Northern and Southern Dynasties), which is entitled “Buddhist 
works in the Northern and Southern Dynasties”. It appears as an entry in the 
following dictionaries such as Foxue da cidian 佛学大辞典 (Buddhism Studies 
Dictionary) by Ding Fubao 丁福保, Fo Kuang Ta-tz’u-tien by Ci Yi 慈怡, 
and Iwanami bukkyō jiten 岩波佛教辞典 (Iwanami Buddhism Dictionary) by 
Nakamura Hajime 中村元, etc., and was discussed in various detail. Shang Yongqi’s 
尚永琪 paper Liuchao yishu de chansheng wenti kaolue 六朝义疏的产生问题考略 
(On the Question of the Birth of Yishu in the Six Dynasties Period) also discussed 
the problem in some depth.5 Here I am giving a brief introduction of the study of 
kepan by previous scholars.

The fundamental characteristic of kepan is to divide Buddhist sutras into three 
parts: the xu part, the zhengzong part, and the liutong part. As Tang Yongtong 
pointed out:

Among the Chinese masters, monk Dao’an was the first one who employed 
the method of kefen 科分 to annotate sutras. And he used the term qijin 起尽 
instead of kefen…what he divided were three parts. Fahua Wenju 法华文句 
(Annotations on the Fahua Sutra) says, “qijin refers to the beginning and ending 
of a sutra. Thus, it can be seen that the so-called qijin actually is synonymous 
with the term keduan 科段 which was applied by scholars later on.6

It is generally acknowledged that the study of kepan in China began with monk 
Dao’an. Monk Huijiao 慧皎, in his Biography of Dao’an, also stated:

Dao’an had a deep understanding of Buddhist sutras. He made annotations on 
Bore 般若 (The Prajna Sutra), Daoxing 道行 (The Sutra of the Practice of the 
Way), Miji 密迹 (The Sutra of the Estoric Trace), Anbo 安般 (The Anapanasati 
Sutra), etc. In these works, he analysed the texts with the method of qijin. 
His works added up to a total of 22 volumes.7

4 Fo Kuang Ta-tz’u-tien, 1989, p.3923.
5 Shang Yongqi, 2000.10, Vol.6, pp.381–415.
6 Han Wei liangJin nanbeichao fojiao shi,1983.3, p.398.
7 Buddhist Canon, 1955–1957, Vol. 50, p.352.
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Here, “using the method of qijin” is no other than “dividing sutras into sections 
and paragraphs”. In his work Renwangborejing shu (Vol.1) 仁王般若经疏 
(Commentaries on Prajna Sutra of A Benevolent King), Jizang 吉藏 wrote:

The original Buddhist classics have no sections or paragraphs. The division 
began with master Dao’an, who separated Buddhist classics into three parts, 
respectively the xu part 序说, the zheng part 正说, and the liutong part 流通说. 
Xu means “order” that the classics are arranged in order; zheng means “proper” 
that the explanation must not go astray; and liutong means both “publicized” 
and “unobstructed”, that the words of Buddha spread widely and freely.8

In Fahua wenju ji 法华文句记 (A Commentary on the Fahua Sutra) (Vol. 1), monk 
Zhanran 湛然 wrote:

In the earlier years, most Buddhist lecturers did not divide sutras into parts. 
Starting from Master Dao’an, sutras, no matter large or small, are divided into 
three parts, i.e. xu 序, zheng 正 and liutong 流通.9

And in Vol. 1 of Renwanghuguoboreboluomiduojing shu 仁王护国般若波罗蜜多

经疏 (Commentaries on Prajnaparamita Sutra of a Benevolent King Who Protects 
His Country), Liangfen 良賁 said:

To interpret this sutra, I, firstly, give a general panke (判科, the same as 
kepan) of the text, and then explain the passage line after line…In the Jin 
Dynasty, Master Dao’an developed a method of dividing all sutras into three 
parts, i.e. the xu part, the zhengzong part, and the liutong part. Thus, when 
Bandhuprabha 亲光菩萨 interpreted the Buddhab-humi Sutra 佛地经, and the 
tripitaka master translated Treatise on the Buddha-bhūmi Sutra 佛地经论, they 
both divided it into three parts. This is really a miracle that masters in the east 
and the west should think in the same way!10

According to Liangfen’s statement, the Indian scholar also divided the 
Buddha-bhūmi Sutra into three sections, just as the Chinese master.

Then, why did the study of kepan not emerge until Dao’an’s time? Tang 
Yongtong explains that the study of kepan has undergone a change from “the 
study of Buddhist essence 佛教义学” to “the study of hairsplitting annotations 
经师之学”. Shang Yongqi also points out that the study of kepan was against the 
background of the rise of “essence study”. However, the Buddhist essence study 

8 Ibid., Vol. 33, p.315.
9 Ibid., Vol. 34, p.152.
10 Ibid., Vol. 33, p.435. 
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was greatly influenced by the metaphysical ideologies of Wang Bi 王弼 who 
emphasized both “deyi wangyan 得意忘言 (capturing the meaning and forgetting 
the words)”, and “juben tongmo 举本统末 (letting essential elements control 
incidental ones)”. In chapter “Mingxiang 明象 (clarifying Xiang)” of Zhouyi 
Lueli 周易略例 (Illustration of the Principles of the Book of Changes), Wang Bi 
explained:

Image is what brings out meaning; and word is what clarifies images. So, to 
fulfill the meaning, nothing matches the image; to fulfill the image, nothing 
matches the word…In that case, the purpose of forgetting image is to capture 
the meaning; the purpose of forgetting word is to get the image. Essentially, to 
capture the meaning, people have to forget the image; to grasp the image, 
people have to forget the word.11

While interpreting Confucius’s speech Yu yu wuyan 予欲无言 (I would prefer not 
to speak), Wang Bi said:

Actually, Confucius intended to clarify the essence by saying “I would prefer 
not to speak”. Let essential elements control incidental ones, and then the 
essence of all things will be demonstrated completely.12

Based on this logic, Wang pointed out in chapter Mingtuan 明彖 (clarifying 
Tuan):

Control all things under one principle; humanize them with one essence. 
Thus, things are numerous but not disordered, multitudinous but not 
confusing…So seeking according to the guideline, things, no matter how 
numerous they are, can be grasped in unity; contemplating from the principle, 
significances, no matter how multitudinous they are, can be expressed with one 
name…Things change but the principle remains unchanged. This is the spirit of 
the chapter “Tuan 彖” in The Book of Changes.13

Obviously, the fundamental thought of Wang Bi’s work was “attaching 
importance to the major meanings, while despising words and images”. Of this 
thought, Dao’an had a profound understanding. Greatly unsatisfied with the 
Buddhist lecturers of his time that often “made the meanings of sutras veiled and 
ambiguous”,14 he put forward a method in order to change the situation:
11 Lou Yulie, 1980.8, p.609.
12 Lunyu shiyi 论语释疑, ibid., p.633.
13 Ibid., p.591, Zhang Bowei, 2002.5, pp.142–149.
14 Chusanzangji ji 出三藏记集 (A Compilation of Notes on the Translation of the Tripitaka), 
Vol. 15, Buddhist Canon, Vol. 55, p.108.
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Tracing the principle by examining every word, actually, blurs the purport; 
testing the meaning by observing every sentence, actually, confuses the author’s 
intentions…Only when people reach the end through following the beginning, 
and preserve the essence through forgetting the words, can the obscure, 
profound Great Wisdom (大智 Mahamati) be reached.15

“To reach the end through following the beginning (率初以要其终)” and “to 
preserve the essence through forgetting the words (忘文以全其质)” is another way 
to express “letting essential elements control incidental ones” and “capturing the 
meaning and forgetting the words”. In this case, the study of kepan emerged as a 
new method for better annotating Buddhist sutras and scriptures and was quite 
successful at that time. Biographies of Eminent Monks 高僧传 made a comment 
on the effect of Dao’an’s devotion to the work of qijin:

The annotations he gave were of great and profound detail; the sutras after his 
qijin were fluid and logical. It is Master Dao’an who first made the meanings of 
Buddhist sutras clear.16

Dao’an said himself that the purpose of his annotation was to help beginners 
understand the meanings of the Buddhist sutras. He wrote in the preface to 
Anapana sutra 安般经序:

The book was once annotated by Kanghui 康会 in the early Wei Dynasty, but 
the hidden meaning was still not clear enough. So despite my humble ability, 
I would like to continue the explanation on the basis of my predecessors.17

In the preface to Liaoben’s Sutra of Life and Death 了本生死经序, he said:

The children and the beginners still cannot understand, so I make some 
additional notes to the unexplained.18

And in the preface to Sutra of the Twelve Aspects 十二门经, he said:

I attach annotations to the end of every sentence. Though these annotations 
are not good enough to add any glory to the holy sutra, they surely help 
beginners understand it better.19

15 Daoxingjing xu 道行经序, Chusanzangji ji, Vol. 7, Ibid., p.47.
16 Buddhist Canon, Vol. 50, p.352.
17 Chusanzangji ji, Vol. 6, Buddhist Canon, Vol. 55, p.43.
18 Ibid., p.45
19 Ibid., p.46.
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Also, in the preface to Sutra of the Great Twelve Aspects 大十二门经, he stated:

Now I make brief explanatory notes on the sutras to complement my 
predecessors’ work. I dare not to mix up my words with their wonderful 
interpretations. I just wish to help people to understand.20

According to the quotations above, it can be deduced that the rise of the study of 
kepan was connected not only with the Buddhist hermeneutics, but also with the 
education of Buddhism. Through kepan, structures of the sutras will be clearer, 
and the meanings will be more obvious and easier for the beginners to grasp. 

Based on the ideas of “capturing the meaning and forgetting the words”, 
and “letting essential elements control incidental ones”, the study of kepan was 
consequently simple and imprecise when it first emerged. But just as what Tang 
Yongtong 汤用彤 pointed out that “annotations had began to bloom since the 
Liu-Song 刘宋 Dynasty”,21 the study of kepan showed a growing tendency to be 
more and more trivial when it prospered. And this finally attracted some 
criticisms. Monk Zhanran 湛然 described in Fahua wenju ji 法华文句记 (A 
Commentary on the Fahua Sutra, Vol. 1):

Since the Liang 梁 and the Chen 陈 Dynasties, among the annotations on 
Fahua sutra, the one by Master Fayun 法云 has been regarded as the best. All 
late comers just copied his work. Master Fayun has now passed away, but his 
book still remains. I have been studying it for years, but unfortunately, what I 
found is a complete mess of words and sentences, with paragraphs and sections 
overlapping with each other, and his connotations do not strike at the point… 
So, dividing the text into pieces only leads to the result of losing the general 
idea…It is not appropriate for people to study the sutras’ meaning by splitting 
the text into too many trivials…Tan Luan 昙鸾, who lived in the Northern Qi 
北齐 Dynasty, once criticized, “the text of classics was so trivially divided that 
it was like “smoke and clouds being blown by high winds.”22

The man he criticized here was the Buddhist master Fayun 法云 who had written 
an eight-volume work called Fahua jingyi ji 法华经义记 (A Commentary on the 
Fahua Sutra). From his own account in Vol. 1, we can see how extremely elaborate 
his work is: 

Today’s scholars routinely divide sutras into three parts. The first part is 
xu 序, the second zhengshuo 正说, and the third liutong 流通. But in this book, 

20 Ibid., p.46.
21 Han wei liangjin nanbei chao fojiao sh, p.399.
22 Buddhist Canon, Vol. 34, p.153.
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I would propose a method of three-level division. At the first level, I divide the 
whole text into three parts…At the second level, I divide each part into 
two subparts…And at the third level, I divide the two xu (tong 通 and bie 别) 
subparts each into five sections; the two zhengshuo subparts each into four 
sections; and the two liu-tong subparts each into three sections.23

With the kepan method, people generally divided a text into three parts, but 
according to Fayun a text will be split into twenty-four small sections with 
detailed annotations on each one. So the classics became more and more 
complicated. Tang Yongtong commented, “The number of divisions (kepan) 
became more numerous as time passed by…Consequently, the study of Buddhist 
essence transformed to the study of hairsplitting annotations.”24 Of course, 
this only describes the situation of Buddhism in the Six Dynasties 六朝 period, 
because the study of kepan was restored and became simpler in the Tang Dynasty, 
which stuck to the conventional tripartite division.

It is necessary to point out that although the study of kepan had been very 
popular since the Liu-Song Dynasty, it was an important but not exclusive method 
used by monks to interpret classics. For example, in Renwanghuguoborejing shu 
(Vol. 1) 仁王护国般若经疏 (Commentaries on Prajna Sutra of a Benevolent King 
Who Protects His Country), Master Zhizhe 智者大师 argued:

Sutras have been taught in different ways in China, either through division or 
non-division. For instance, Mahaprajna-paramita-sastra (Dalun 大仑) does not 
divide Mahāprajñā-paramitā-sūtra 大般涅槃经 into sections, while Treatises 
on Nirvāna-sastra 大般涅槃经 by Vasubandhu 天亲 does. Dao’an proposes 
a tripartite division of xu, zheng and liutong, but Liu Qiu 刘虬 explains the 
sutra line after line. Essentially, the reason for this divergence lies on scholars’ 
different preferences of annotating styles. After all, the purpose of annotating is 
to grasp the meaning rather than the form.25

And in his work Fahua yishu 法华义疏 (A Commentary on the Fahua Sutra, 
Vol. 1), Jizang 吉藏 wrote:

Question: Both in India and China, among the works either written or oral, 
why are there only two methods for interpreting and commenting sutras—one 
is to divide the text and the other is to explain it directly?

Answer: To civilize and educate people, there is no one simple meaning. If 
division makes people comprehend the meaning, sutras should be divided; but 

23 Ibid., Vol. 33, pp.574–575.
24 Han wei liangjin nanbei chao fojiao shi, p.400.
25 Buddhist Canon, Vol. 33, p.255.
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if non-division helps people to grasp the truth, sutras should be non-divided. 
Division or non-division, both are sweet if they can help people improve their 
understanding or bitter if they leave people confused. Why should we be so 
stubborn to stick to only one method?26

The above two materials generally express three meanings:
First, interpreters had their own preferred methods. 
Second, no matter which method they employed, the aim was to convey the 

meaning of sutras.
Third, the chosen method was based on the perceived aptitude levels of the 

receivers/audience.
These three factors led to the phenomenon of “either divided or non-divided”, 

and people should not “stick to one method only”. What’s more, tri-part was 
no more than convention. It was malleable. Jizang described in his work Fahua 
yishu:

Question: Some people say that sutras, long or short, should routinely be 
divided into three parts of xu, zheng and liutong. What is your opinion?

Answer: So long as the profound meaning is grasped, the Buddhist teaching 
is spread, truth and falsehood are differentiated, why should we care whether 
sutras are divided into three parts or not? If we stick to tripartite divisions 
obstinately, we will make considerable mistakes.27

And also, in The Standard Commentary on Mahā-parinirvān
q
a sūtra 大般涅槃

经义记, Vol. 1, monk Huiyuan 慧远 of the Sui Dynasty wrote:

Question: Most people divide this sutra into three parts, why do you divide it 
into five? 

Answer: According to Śrīmālādevi-siỵhanāda Sūtra 胜鬘经, etc., it is 
reasonable to divide sutras into three parts. So before chapter 15 of 
Śrīmālādevi-siỵhanāda Sūtra, an introduction is added, and after it, the 
application part is added, too. However, the division of Mahā-parinirvān

q
a sūtra 

is different from that of Śrīmālādevi-siỵhanāda Sūtra, because the fifth section 
is not the application part. Moreover, most of the commentators do not divide 
sutras into three parts.28

In general, after the study of kepan flourished, interpreters of Buddhist classics 
took division as routine; and when dividing sutras, the tripartite structure became 
a convention. In A Commentary on Saddharmapundarīka-sūtra (Vol. 1), Jizang 
26 Ibid., Vol. 34, p.452.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid., Vol. 37. p.614.
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stated, “The tripartite division is the best way for studying the Buddhist texts 
and is highly advisable to be used”.29 And then, he further demonstrated the 
significance of the tripartite division from ten perspectives. We have to admit 
that the tripartite method of division represents the normality of the study of 
annotations on Buddhist sutras, although abnormalities should not be ignored 
either.

3 Buddhist kepan and commentary on Confucian classics

When the study of kepan became prosperous, most Buddhists practiced it while 
learning and interpreting sutras and comments. Sengyou’s 僧佑 self-account about 
his study of kepan in his early years in the preface to Shisongyiji 十诵义记 (The 
Standard Commentary on Sarvāstivāda) could be regarded as a representative 
proof. And the method of annotating a sutra by dividing it into sections and 
paragraphs naturally influenced annotations on Confucian classics. In this respect 
there have already been some discussions.30 Here I am just giving some further 
proof, to see how great and far-reaching the influence of kepan is.

It is an acknowledged fact that the Confucian hermeneutics of the Six Dynasties 
had been influenced by Buddhism. A good illustration is presented in Kong 
Yingda’s 孔颖达 preface to Zhouyi zhengyi 周易正义 (Rectifications of Meanings 
of the Book of Changes):

There have been a dozen of annotations on this book south of the Yangtze 
River, but most of them are full of illusory words with preposterous 
meanings…What they talked about the emptiness of inside (zhunei 住内) and 
outside (zhuwai 住外) and about the choice between ”to know” (jiuneng 就能) 
and “to be known” (jiusuo 就所) has actually come from Buddhism and has 
nothing to do with Confucianism. They violate both the original classics and the 
proper annotations.31

Also, in the preface to Liji zhengyi 礼记正义 (Rectifications of Meanings of the 
Book of Rites), Kong Yingda wrote:

From the Jin and the Liu-Song Dynasties to the Northern Zhou and the Sui 
Dynasties, most of the scholars of the Book of Rites are from the south of the 
Yangtze River… But only two of their annotations can still be found today. One 

29 Ibid.,Vol. 34. p.452.
30 Mu Runsun 牟润孙, Zhushizhai conggao 注史斋丛稿, pp.239–302. Dai Junren 戴君仁, Jingshu 
de yancheng 经疏的衍成, Dai Jingshan xiansheng quanji 戴静山先生全集 (Collected Works of 
Mr. Dai Jingshan), Vol. 2, 1980.9, pp.93–117.
31 Shisan jing zhu shu, 1980, p.6.
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was done by Huang Kan 皇侃 and the other by Xiong An 熊安. However, Xiong’s 
annotations often violate the original classic by introducing non-Confucian 
ideas 外义.32

It is clear that in the Six Dynasties period it was common to use Buddhist 
arguments and other non-Confucian ideas to interpret Confucian classics. 
Although these materials have already been deleted by Kong Yingda and cannot 
be found, the traces of kepan can still be studied through the existing Confucian 
annotations compiled all the way from the Six Dynasties to the Tang and the Song 
Dynasties.

Among the existing annotation works of the Six Dynasties, Lunyu jijie yishu 
论语集解义疏 (Commentary Notes on the Collection of Explanations of the 
Analects of Confucius) by Huang Kan 皇侃 of the Liang 梁 Dynasty is regarded 
as the most complete and the most reliable one. In Vol. 1, under the subject 
“Lunyu xue er diyi shu 论语学而第一疏”, the author wrote:

“Lunyu 论语” is the general title of this book, and “Xue er 学而” is the title 
of the first chapter. The body part is divided into several sections while I am 
making annotations on it.33

And under the chapter “Xue er shi xi zhi 学而时习之”, he wrote:

To say “Xue er shi xi zhi” means that the following part is the words of 
Confucius. This chapter is divided into three parts. The first part starts from this 
sentence to “Buyi yue hu 不亦悦乎”…The second part from “You peng 有朋” to 
“Buyi le hu 不亦乐乎”… and the third from “Ren buzhi 人不知” to “Buyi junzi 
hu不亦君子乎”.34

This is what we call kepan, and the text is divided into just three parts. Kong 
Yingda criticized scholars of the Six Dynasties for interpreting Confucian classics 
with non-Confucian thoughts, but he himself had also been influenced by the 

32 Ibid., p.1222.
33 Congshu jicheng chubian 丛书集成初编, Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985, p.1.Note: Liangshu 
梁书 Vol. 48. Huang Kan zhuan 皇侃传 said, this book’s original name is Lunyu yi 论语义, 
and Suishu jingji zhi 隋书经籍志 named it as Lunyu yi shu 论语义疏, the Dunhuang 敦煌 
transcription named it as Lunyushu 论语疏. Now it is generally called Lunyu jijie yishu 
论语集解义疏. According to the biography of Huang Kan in Liangshu 梁书 and Nanshi 南史, we 
know that he was a piety person, and he forced himself to read Xiaojing 孝经 (Book of fi lial 
piety) twenty times every day and assimilate it to Guanshiyin jing 观世音经 (Avalokiteśvara 
Sūtra). It is obvious that he often made far-reached comparison between Confucianism with 
Buddhism in his daily life.
34 Ibid., p.1–2.
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method of kepan. In Zhouyi zhengyi 周易正义 (Rectifications of Meanings of the 
Book of Changes, Vol.1), from “Wenyan yue 文言曰” to “Li zhen 利贞”, Kong gave 
an interpretation which reads:

From here to “Yuan heng li zhen 元亨利贞”, is the first section, in which Side 
四德 (four-virtues) of the “Qian 乾 (heaven)” is clarified. From “Qianlong wu 
yong 潜龙勿用” to “Dong er you hui 动而有悔” is the second section, in which 
Liuyao 六爻 (six-lines) is clarified. From “Qianlong wu yong xia 潜龙勿用下” 
to “tianxia zhi ye 天下治也” is the third section, which discusses the humanity 
of the “Six-Lines”. From “Qianlong wu yong, yangqi qiancang 潜龙勿用, 
阳气潜藏” to “Nai jian tianze 乃见天则” is the fourth section, which discusses 
the natural energy of the “Six-lines”. From “Qian yuan zhe 乾元者” to “Tianxia 
ping ye 天下平也” is the fifth section, which again discusses the significance 
of the Qian-yuan’s four-virtues. And from “Junzi yi cheng de wei xing 君子以

成德为行” to “Qi wei shengren hu 其唯圣人乎” is the sixth section, which 
further discusses the significance of the “Six-lines”. Now I give some 
explanations along with the text.35

Evidently, despite the change from “section” to “paragraph”, Kong’s interpretatio n 
was similar to what Liangfen had claimed, “To interpret this sutra, I, firstly, give 
a general Panke 判科 of the text, and then explain the passage within the lines”. 
And under the title “Wenwang shizi diba yin yi 文王世子第八音义” of Liji zhengyi 
礼记正义 (Rectifications of Meanings of the Book of Rites, also named as Notes 
and Annotations On the Book of Rites, 礼记注疏), Kong Yingda wrote:

This part contains five sections. The first section starts from “Wenwang zhi 
wei shizi 文王之为世子” to “Wenwang zhi wei shizi ye 文王之为世子也”…The 
second from “Fan xue shizi 凡学世子” to “Zhougong jianzuo 周公践祚”…The 
third from “Shuzi zhi zheng yu gongzu 庶子之正于公族” to “Bu jian qi lei 
不翦其类”…The fourth from “Zi tianzi shi xue 天子视学” to “Dian yu xue 
典于学”…And the fifth from “Shizi zhi ji 世子之记” to the end…Explanations 
are given along with the lines.36

Under the title “Kaizongmingyizhang diyi 开宗明义章第一” of the Xiaojing zhushu 
孝经注疏 (Commentaries On the Classic of Filial Piety), Xing Bing 邢昺 stated:

“Zhang 章” (section), similar to “ming 明” (clarify), means to divide the text 
into sections and make it clarified…Zhang is the result of division.37

35 Shisanjing zhu shu, 1980, p.15.
36 Siku quanshu, 1991.7.
37 Shisanjing zhu shu, 1980, p.2545.
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To divide Confucian texts into sections and paragraphs is a direct continuation 
of the Buddhist practice of kepan. Further, in Xing Bing’s Commentaries on Erya 
尔雅注疏, under the title “Shigu diyi 释诂第一”, we found the following words:

This book is compiled for the purpose of interpreting characters of the 
“Six Classics 六经”. Characters are explained one by one, and there are no 
sections or sentences. So when I make commentaries on it, I will not divide it 
into sections or paragraphs.38

As a dictionary of Chinese characters, Erya surely can not be divided into sections 
or paragraphs. But in Xing Bing’s statements, a special announcement was 
still made. This indicates that, in the commentaries on Confucian classics since 
the Tang and the Song Dynasties, division was regarded as normality and 
non-division as abnormality.

It is certain that the study of Zhangju 章句 employed by the Han Dynasty’s 
Confucian scholars required dividing classics into sections and sentences. 
For example, in the preface (tici) to the Notes on the Book of Mencius 孟子注, the 
author Zhao Qi 赵岐 wrote, “The original text is completely presented here. 
To help grasp the sections and meanings, I divide each chapter into two parts, 
making a total of fourteen volumes”.39 The original version of The Book of 
Mencius 孟子 contained seven chapters and Zhao Qi divided it into fourteen.40 
This kind of division is so simple that it cannot be compared with the trivial and 
complicated Buddhist kepan at all. Therefore, in tracing the origin of the elaborate 
commentaries on Confucian classics, we have to admit that it is related with 
Buddhism.

Apart from Confucian classics, annotations on literary works were also under 
the influence of Buddhist kepan. The best literary commentary work of the Tang 
Dynasty was Wenxuan zhu 文选注 (Commentaries on the Selection of Refined 
Literature) represented by Li Shan 李善. Years ago, I conducted a study on the 
subject of how interpretations of both Buddhist and Confucian classics had 
influenced the literary interpretations of the Tang Dynasty, by focusing on the 

38 Ibid., p.2568.
39 Ibid., p.2663. Jingyi kao 经义考 written by Zhu Yizun 朱彝尊 (Vol.232) quoted Zhang Yi’s 
张镒 words which reads, “Tici 题辞 is the same as Xu 序 (which refers the preface of a book) 
and Zhao Qi used Tici instead of Xu because he preferred to a unique way of expressing.” 
Photocopied by Zhonghua shuju, p.1176, 1998.11.
40 In Junzhai dushuzhi 郡斋读书志, Chao Gongwu 晁公武 (Vol.10) said, “ Zhao Qi’s zi (字) 
is Taiqing 台卿, and he lived in the Easten Han Dynasty. He divided the Book of Mencius into 
14 chapters and wrote explanatory notes for each chapter.” Zhongguo lidai shumu congkan 
中国历代书目丛刊, Beijing:Xiandai chubanshe 现代出版社 (Modern Publishing Company), 
1998.3, p.639.
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links between the doctrine of Buddhism—Hebenzizhu 合本子注(Collaborative 
Commentary)—and the study of Wenxuan in the Tang Dynasty.41 Here, I want to 
point out that kepan is perhaps one of such influences. In Li Kuangyi’s 李匡乂 Zi 
Xia Ji 资暇集, under the title of “Fei wu chen” 非五臣 (disproving the five offi-
cials), the author wrote:

Li Shan’s Commentaries on the Selection of Refined Literature has several 
versions, from the first to the fourth, each time it was copied and re-copied…I 
once made a comparison between those versions and noticed that they are 
different not only in detail but also in keduan 科段. And none of them are as 
complete or perfect as the one stored in my home.42

As a matter of fact, Li Shan was so familiar with Buddhism that he quoted a large 
number of Buddhist sūtras, śāstras and commentaries when he made annotations 
on such works as You tiantaishan fu 游天台山赋 (Fu of a Travel to Tiantai 
Mountain) by Sun Chuo 孙绰, Zhongshanshi ying xiyangwang jiao 钟山诗应

西阳王教 (a poem about Zhongshan Mountain, asking for consultation from 
the Xiyang king) by Shen Yue 沈约, Toutuosi bei 头陀寺碑文 (Epigraph of the 
Buddhist Monk Temple) by Wang Jin 王巾, and Qi jinglingwenxuanwang 
xingzhuang 齐竟陵文宣王行状 (Posthumous Biography of Xiao Ziliang 萧子良, 
the Jinglingwenxuan king of the Qi Dynasty) by Ren Fang 任昉, etc., which were 
all associated with Buddhism.43 Just as Qian Qianyi 钱谦益 pointed out, “Today’s 
poem-annotators always criticize Li Shan, but in fact, he mastered the Tripit

q
aka 

三藏 very well when he commented the Epigraph of the Buddhist Monk Temple 
头陀寺碑 and he erased the three obstructions when he commented Tiantan fu 
天台赋. His profound knowledge was far beyond the understanding of today’s 
high Buddhist priests.”44 Since Li Shan was familiar with Buddhist commentary, 
it can be deduced that he must have been familiar with the study of kepan and 
consequently influenced by it.

The influence of the study of kepan was so far-reaching that it finally caused the 
emphasis on Kebie 科别 in the field of literary theory.

4 Buddhist kepan and literary “kepan”

The terms kebie 科别, kefen 科分, and kewei 科位, which were mentioned in the 
literary theories of the Early Tang period 初唐, are virtually equal to the term 

41 Zhang Bowei, 2001, Vol. 39, pp.65–78. Tokyo : Hakuteisha
42 Xinshiji wanyou wenku, 1998.3, p.6.
43 Hirano Kensho, 1978.5, chapter 2, section 5, pp.209–228.
44 Fu wujiang Pan Litian shu, 1996.9, Vol. 39, pp.1351–1352.
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“kepan” in Buddhism. All these terms mean paragraphing the text. However, on 
the contrary, the Buddhist kepan is a method of paragraphing for the convenience 
of interpreting sutras, while the literary kebie serves as a rule for writing essays. 

Most materials about kebie in the literary theories of the early Tang period were 
gathered in Bunkyo Hifu Ron 文镜秘府论 (Literary Mirror’s Secret Trove) by the 
Japanese monk Kū-kai 空海. This book collected writings on literary theories 
that covered the period from the Southern Dynasties down to the Middle Tang 
Dynasty, thus preserving a large number of documents which have been lost in 
China. In Nankou Kahitsu 半江暇笔, Ichikawa Kansai 市河宽斋 wrote:

During the Dai-do 大同 period of Japan (806–810 AD), monk Kū-kai went 
to study in China. And he brought back many books, including Xin tang shi ge 
新唐诗格 by Cui Rong 崔融, Shi ge 诗格 by Wang Changling 王昌龄, 
Shi suinao 诗髓脑 by Yuan Jing 元兢 and Shi shi 诗式 by Jiaoran 皎然, etc. 
Later, he compiled the six-volume work known as Bunkyo Hifu Ron, which 
contained all such essays of the Tang scholars.45

Arguments about the early Tang’s literary kebie existed in the first half of the 
chapter Lunti 论体 (On forms) and in the chapter Dingwei 定位 (On disposition) 
of Nan juan 南卷 (the South Volume), and also in the chapter Juduan 句端 (On 
starting) of Bei juan 北卷 (the North Volume). Because this work was a collection 
of materials selected from many books, and the names of original books had 
been omitted, scholars had made several investigations into the sources of 
the documents. The best representative is Bunkyo Hifu Ron Kou 文镜秘府论考 
(A study on Bunkyo Hifu Ron) by Konishi Jinichi 小西甚一, which contains 
chapters such as “textual study 考文” and “general study 研究”. Some Chinese 
scholars—such as Wang Meng’ou, Wang Jinjiang, Wang Liqi, Kōzen Hiroshi and 
I—also did some research on this topic to different degrees.46 Here I will just 

45 Cited from Ikeda Shirōjirō’s 池田四郎次郎 Ninhon Shiwa Sosho (Series of Japanese Poetry 
Talks 日本诗话丛书), Vol. 7. “explanatory notes of Indexes to bunkyo hifu ron,” p.215. Tokyo: 
Bunkaido Shiten 文会堂书店. 1921. Note: According to the epitaph of Ichikawa Shisei 市河子静 
(the same as Kchikawa Kansai) written by Hayashi Taira 林衡 in 1820, we know that Kchikawa 
Kansai has compiled a 5-volume work Nankou Kahitsu. Also, both Kokusho sou shomoku 
国书总书目 and Kokusho Jinmie Jiten 国书人名辞典 has cataloged this work already. But now it 
can not be found in Japan. Whether it’s lost or still owned privately remains to be verifi ed.
46 Wang Meng’ou 王梦鸥, Chutang shixue zhushu kao 初唐诗学著述考 (A Study of Early Tang 
Poetic Writings); Wang Jinjiang 王晋江, Wenjing mifu lun tanyuan 文镜秘府论探源 (A Study of 
the Origin of Bunkyo hifu ron); Wang Liqi 王利器, Wenjing mifu lun jiaozhu 文镜秘府论校注 
(An Annotation to Bunkyo hifu ron); Kōzen Hiroshi 兴膳宏, Wenjing mifu lun yizhu 文镜秘府论

译注 (An Annotated Translation of Bunkyo hifu ron); Zhang Bowei 张伯伟, Quan Tang Wudai 
shige huikao 全唐五代诗格汇考 (A Comprehensive Study and Collection of the Writings on 
Poetic Forms of the Tang and the Five Dynasties).
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elaborate a bit on the time and authors concerning the sayings about “forms”, 
“disposition”, and “starting”.

As for the two chapters “On forms” and “On disposition”, Konishi Jinichi 
considered both of them as having stemmed from Wenbi shi 文笔式 (Patterns for 
poetry and prose), while Wang Liqi believed they were rooted in Sisheng zhigui 
四声指归 (A Guidebook for the Four Tones) by Liu Shanjing 刘善经 of the Sui 
Dynasty. Kōzen Hiroshi 兴膳宏 suggested that both were from works between the 
Sui Dynasty and the early Tang period, whereas the part “On disposition” most 
probably came from Wenbi shi. My conclusion in Quan tang wudai shige huikao 
全唐五代诗格汇考 (A Comprehensive Study and Collection of the Writings on 
Poetic Forms of the Tang and the Five Dynasties) is that from the content we can 
gather from existing material, the book Wenbi shi is itself not a self-creation; most 
of its content is closely related with Liu Shanjing’s Sisheng zhigui and Shangguan 
Yi’s Bizha hualiang 笔札华梁 (A Crossover to Good Writing). It is hard to discern 
which is each one’s own invention. However, since the three works share similar 
ideas, it’s natural for the latecomer to quote its forerunner and at the same time 
make some additions and complements. That can even be regarded as a common 
practice in ancient Chinese classics. So, although I attributed “On form” and 
“On disposition” to Wenbi Shi I believe their theoretical viewpoints are on the 
same line with Liu Shanjing’s and Shangguan Yi’s works. As to the question of the 
publishing time of Wenbi Shi, researchers’ opinions also differ. Luo Genze 罗根泽 
and Wang Liqi thought that it was in the Sui Dynasty,47 Konishi Jinichi thought 
that the author lived at the same time or a bit after Shangguan Yi,48 and I conclude 
that it was finished in the reign of Wuhou 武后 (Empress Wu), a bit after the 
writing of Bizha hualiang.49

The source of “On starting” is easier to know. There is an existing copy of 
Wenbi yaojue 文笔要决 (Knacks for good writing) by Du Zhenglun 杜正伦 of the 
early Tang period. A comparison between the two can assure us that this chapter 
took Du’s work as its source.

Both Wenbi shi and Wenbi yaojue were lost long ago in China, but were 
fortunately registered in Ninhonkoku Kenzai Shomoku 日本国见在书目 (A Catalog 
of Existing Books in Japan) compiled by Fujiwarano Sukeyo 藤原佐世. With some 
of its contents quoted by Bunkyo Hifu Ron, Wenbi shi, like some other works on 
Shige 诗格 by the Tang people, is now preserved.

The appearance of the theory of kepan in the field of literary criticism of 
the early Tang Dynasty is practically related to Buddhism. My arguments are the 
following.

47 Luo Genze, 1935.1, Vol. 3, No.3.
48 Bunkyo Hifu Ron Kou, 1951.3, p.42.
49 Quan tang wudai shige huikao, pp.68–69.
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Firstly, the terms they used—either kebie 科别, or kefen 科分, or kewei 科位, 
etc.—are all derived from the annotations on Buddhist sutras. The chapter “Lunti” 
of Wenbi shi reads:

The text must have a comprehensive meaning (i.e. there must be a coherent 
meaning throughout the text, from beginning to the end). And the chapters must 
be cohesive between each other (i.e. just as articles can be kebie, or divided into 
parts, and all parts should be connected to each other to fulfil the meaning).50

And the chapter Dingwei reads:

So, from the first sentence to the end, although the there may be a kewei, or 
division of parts, the whole piece should be read as a complete one.51

And in Wenbi yaojue, the author wrote:

All writings should be well ordered. When it comes to kefen, or the dividing 
point of parts, there must be one or two words to go between, then the thread of 
thoughts could be continuous and the whole text could be coherent.52

The kebie in Wenbi shi means dividing into parts, just the same as kepan in A 
Commentary on Saddharmapundarīka-sūtra. It is also called kefen because a 
Buddhist sutra is used to be divided into three parts (fen). And “Kewei” is also 
transplanted from Buddhist kepan. In the eighth volume of the Chusanzangji ji 
出三藏记集 (A Compilation of Notes on the Translation of the Tripitaka), monk 
Daolang’s 释道朗 Preface to the Mahaparinirvana Sutra 大般涅槃经序 reads:

Mediocre and shallow as I am, fortune knocks at my door. I am all thankful 
to have a chance to do the job. What I have done is nothing but biaowei 标位, 
or marking the position of every part and describing the structure. How dare 
I say that I have already seen the great truth in the sutra?53

And also, in the eleventh volume, monk Sengzhao’s 僧肇 Preface to the 
Sata-śāstra (百论序) reads:

Kumārajīva 鸠摩罗什 often pondered upon the theory and took it as the most 
important. Although he had translated the Sata-śāstra into Chinese himself, 

50 Ibid., p.80.
51 Ibid., p.82.
52 Ibid., p.541.
53 Buddhist Canon, Vol. 55, p.59.
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but due to his relatively low Chinese level, readers were often puzzled at his 
wrong wording and biaoweizhe 标位者 or part-dividers confused at his 
summarizing.54

The term Biaowei used in the above quotations means to mark the position of the 
divided parts. And furthermore, kewei and kebie contain the same meaning despite 
using different characters. 

The concepts and terminology in Chinese literary criticism have different 
origins. Generally there are two ways—one is directly inherited from its forerunne r 
scholars, and the other is borrowed from others. As for the latter, some are derived 
from the philosophical writings of Confucians, Taoists, Logicians, Military 
Strategists or others; some are derived from critical reviews of figures; and some 
are derived from theories of music, painting or calligraphy—all of these are the 
main resources of the borrowed concepts and terms before the Tang Dynasty. 
But since the Tang and Song Dynasties, the classics of Buddhism and Chan 禅 
(the Zen) sect became the essential resources for literary criticism, with kepan 
being an obvious example.

Secondly, although the main purpose of Buddhist kepan is to interpret 
the Buddhist texts, it has to consider the natural flow of the sutra’s text 
and thought when a concrete sutra is concerned. In A Commentary on 
Saddharmapundarīka-sūtra Vol. 1, when answering the question why a sutra 
should be divided into three parts, Jizang gave reasons from ten different angles. 
The first one was “Buddha’s teaching certainly has its own sequence”;55 therefore, 
attention should be paid to the natural sequence of each sutra when the method of 
kepan was used. In the Abridged Sub-commentary to Vimalakirti-nirdesa-sutra 
维摩经略疏 (Vol. 1), Zhanran claimed, “Now I seek the principles of this sutra by 
dividing it into parts. And my division is not rigid but flexible according to the 
sutra”.56 In Fahua wenju ji Vol. 1, he wrote:

Yet, the methods of wenshi 文势 (text flow) and qijin 起尽 (beginning and 
ending) must suit different circumstances. When interpreting the “order” part, 
sentences must come four by four, to be related to the “proper talk” and the 
“application” parts. When interpreting the “proper talk” part, there must be 
three themes and three reasoning, with their explanation stretched to four 
branches. When interpreting the “application” part, four comes again to 
conclude the “proper talk” part…What’s more, when making summarization of 
the “order” part, attention should be paid to Wenshi 文势, or the natural flow of 

54 Ibid., p.77.
55 Ibid., Vol. 34, p.453.
56 Ibid., Vol. 38, p.563.
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the text…As long as you understand what is discussed here, the central meaning 
of any sutra will be in the palm of your hand.

Qijin equals to kepan, as we can see from the title of one of Dao’an works, 
Fangguang bore qijin jie 放光般若起尽解 (Annotations on the Light-emitting 
Prajñā Sutra), or from the words in the first volume of Fahua wenju ji, “Qijin 
refers to the beginning and the end of a section. And each section, either long or 
short, has its own generality and divisions; beginning and end.”57 However, the 
kepan of a sutra should be based on the natural text flow. If it does, readers or 
listeners can then have the sutra’s central meaning, or the saint’s heart, in the palm 
of their hands. If it fails, then, even though the saint’s heart is not totally distorted, 
one cannot surpass an ordinary person’s view.

Although one is used for interpreting sutras, while the other is for guiding 
literary writings, the kebie (or kefen) of Buddhism and of literary criticism shares 
a similarity: that is, text division must be coordinated with the natural flow of the 
text and thought. And this is also the primary reason why Buddhist kepan could 
influence literary theories. Just as Wen yaojue has pointed out, “When it comes to 
kefen, or the dividing point of parts, there must be one or two words to go between, 
then the thread of thoughts could be continuous and the whole text could be 
coherent”.58 A proper division is to serve the purpose of shiyi 势义, or textual 
coherence. The term “shiyi 势义” here actually refers to yimai 义脉, (meaning 
coherence) and wenshi 文势 (textual cohesion). In the chapter “Dingwei” of 
Wenbi shi, the author talked about four techniques in text division, two of which 
were related to “shiyi.”

Thirdly, the meaning must be connected, i.e. between the divided parts, 
the meaning of the last section of the previous part must be connected with 
the meaning of the beginning section of the next part. Fourthly, the flow of 
text should be natural, i.e. between two sections, the number of characters and 
the running of tones must be brought into consideration. If the sentences can 
be read quickly and fluently, then the flow is natural…If the meaning is 
disconnected, the text would be broken…And if the flow of the text is not 
natural, reading would be difficult. 59

The shift of emphasis on yishi from reading to writing was very natural. And as a 
matter of fact, before the literary kepan came into being, it was only the Buddhist 

57 Ibid., p.152.
58 Quan tang wudai shige huikao, p.541.
59 Ibid., pp.81–82.
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kepan that took yishi into equal consideration when a sutra was divided. So, it can 
be asserted that the emergence of the theory of kepan in literary criticism was a 
result of the inspiration and influence of Buddhism.

Thirdly, so far verified, the authors of those works that put forward terms like 
kebie, kefen and kewei all possibly had some close relationships with Buddhism in 
the early Tang Dynasty. For instance, Du Zhenglun, author of Wenbi yaojue, was 
“good at writing and deep in comprehension of Buddhist classics” according to 
his biography in Jiu tangshu 旧唐书.60 And Lidai fabao Ji 历代法宝记 (Lineage 
Record of Dharma-treasure) wrote that after master Taoxin 道信 the fourth 
Chi’an Patriarch passed away, “the Zhongshuling 中书令 Du Zhenglun wrote his 
epitaph”.61 Also, it was recorded in Fozu lidai tongzai (Vol. 12) 佛祖历代通载 
(A Comprehensive Registry of the Successive Ages of the Buddhas and the 
Patriarchs) that in the first year of Xianqing (显庆元年, 656 AD), the imperial 
order said that “to achieve a better quality for the sutras translated by Xuanzang” 
Du Zhenglun and his colleagues should come now and then to have a look and 
make some polish work when necessary.”62 

The author of the Wenbi shi is still unknown at present, but just as pointed 
out above, the contents of this work are in continuity with Sisheng zhigui by 
Liu Shanjing and Bizha hualiang by Shangguan Yi. It is hard to make a clear 
distinction between these three works. Noticeably, Shangguan Yi did have a 
relationship with Buddhism, too. In Jiu tangshu (Vol. 80), his biography reads: 

He secretly became a monk and was indulged in Buddhist classics. 
He was especially proficient at the three śāstras 三论 (i.e., Madhyamaka-śāstra, 
on “the Mean”, 中论; Dvādaśanikāya-śāstra, on the twelve points, 十二门论; 
Sata-śāstra, the hundred verses, 百论). Besides, he dabbled in history and 
Confucian classics, and he was also good at writing.63

Furthermore, the book Wenbi Shi attracted the Buddhists’ attention as well. Master 
Kū-kai copied it in Bunkyo Hifu Ron, and during the Kamakura period (镰仓时代

1192A.D.–1333A.D.), monk Ryouson 了尊 quoted it in Siddan Rimryaku Zushou 
悉昙轮略图抄. Since the authors of the literary critical works of the early Tang 
Dynasty were all proficient at Buddhist classics, it would be so natural that they 
applied Buddhist kepan to literary criticisms. 

The core of the poetics of the Tang Dynasty is Shige 诗格 (poetic forms), whose 
scope covered those works named as Shige 诗格, Shishi 诗式 (poetic types), Shifa 

60 Jiu tangshu, 1975.5, p.2541.
61 Buddhist Canon, Vol. 51, p.182.
62 Ibid., Vol. 49, p.577.
63 Jiu tangshu, p.2743.
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诗法 (poetic rules), and so on at first, and later on expanded to other literary genres 
such as Wenge 文格 (essay forms), Fuge 赋格 (poetic prose forms), Siliuge 四六格 
(paralleled prose forms), etc. There were two motives for people of the Tang 
Dynasty to write Shige—one was for the convenience of imperial examinations; 
the other was for training beginners. In fact, those who received guidance for the 
examination writing are usually the beginners as well. For example, in Wenbi 
yaojue, Du Zhenglun said:

New students may not have a sufficient understanding of it. So in this book 
I carry out some discussions on it and separate it into different categories.64

In Bizha hualiang, Shangguan Yi said:

So, to write an article, one must first know how to make a couplet, to know 
the categories of things and people. Otherwise, how can he talk about 
writing?65

In Shige 诗格, Wang Changling 王昌龄 said:

Nowadays the young scholars are often biased in training. They either 
understand tone differentiation without knowing the writing techniques, or 
vise versa. Only if they grasp the method presented in my book, can they 
become good writers. Otherwise, they cannot successfully pass the imperial 
examination.66

In Jinzhen shige 金针诗格 (Knacks of poetic forms, the book was previously 
attributed to Bai Juyi 白居易), the author said:

For convenience of reading, I’ve divided my instructions into categories. 
I hope that readers can find their way of writing using this book as their 
compass.67

In Yadao jiyao 雅道机要 (Essence of the refined art), Xu Yin 徐夤 said:

Above, I just gave an outline of the methods. Learners should use these 
methods flexibly. Only in this way, they could become good poets.68

64 Quan tang wudai shige huikao, p.541.
65 Ibid., p.67.
66 Ibid., p.172.
67 Ibid., p.351.
68 Ibid., p.448.
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And also, in Shige yaolu 诗格要律 (Basic principles of poetic forms), Wang 
Mengjian 王梦简 said:

Those who want to learn poem-writing should contemplate deeply first, and 
then observe broadly.69

All these materials illustrate clearly that from the early Tang period to the Five 
Dynasties period, the function of the shige-type works was to guide beginners. As 
mentioned above, the emergence of Buddhist kepan was related to the elementary 
education of Buddhist sutras. Similarly, the emergence of literary kepan was 
related to the elementary education of literary writing as well. Logically speaking, 
the similarity between these two kinds of kepan should not be considered as only 
a coincidence. 

The theory of kepan in the literary criticism of the early Tang period, together 
with many arguments put forward by the shige of the Tang Dynasty, can be put in 
the same sphere of “normal poetics”. Their rich theoretical content is of great 
value and occupies an important position in the study of Chinese literary criticism. 
So it is extremely necessary to further elaborate on the theoretical connotations of 
the literary kepan and give it a proper evaluation from the point of “historical 
poetics”. But that will be the theme of my other paper.
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