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Abstract  Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji 双柳轩诗文集 (Anthology of sanctum 
with two willows) was an anthology of some early works of Yuan Mei 
(1716−1798), an eminent writer of the Qing dynasty, and had been published 
before he got famous. Taking the enormous differences found during collation of 
this anthology with Yuan Mei quan ji 袁枚全集 (Corpus of Yuan Mei), a 
contemporary collated edition of Xiaocangshan fang quan ji 小仓山房全集 
(Complete works of Xiaocangshan villa) compiled in Yuan Mei’s senectitude, as 
an example, this paper is trying to reveal that a work may go through continuous 
revisions or even recomposition before they are finalized and taken into a corpus. 
Like burying a body, every compilation of one’s work is a layer on the first-hand 
work, and the latest layer is no doubt the farthest from the body. Thus the author 
suggests that researches attempting to trace diachronies of a renowned writer’s 
works should dig deep, and if the body itself has lost into dust, at least the early 
compilations could bring us much closer to how the works used to be. 
 
Keywords early compilation, corpus, Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji, Yuan Mei quan 
ji, literary materials 

Introduction 

In the scope of Chinese traditional literature studies, a comprehensive corpus is 
always considered to be required and the most satisfying as for studies on one 
particular author. As a result of it, collations and reprints of corpora printed on 



From Early Compilations to a Corpus: The Making of a Literary Talent  631 

woodblocks, or compilation and recompilation of a corpus, become primary 
works in this aforesaid field. 

However, only a few researchers noticed that through continuous revisions, 
works included in corpora usually read different from how they were in early 
compilations and this happens to almost all the authors from Chinese traditional 
society. 

As a matter of fact, in traditional society of China, works of an author can be 
compiled and published many times all through his life. Those early compilations 
are conclusions of one’s achievements in writing (especially the poems and 
essays) during a given period, while the corpus was always compiled and 
published in the senectitude of the author or after his death, and is taken much 
seriously by the author himself or by other compilers (his relatives, disciples, or 
acquaintances) as to be a conclusion of one’s achievements in writing during his 
entire life. 

As far as supported by records, no later than in the Sung dynasty, Chinese 
scholars felt natural to revise former works when compiling their corpora. In 
cases that the author passed away before the accomplishment of the corpus, the 
compilers would at least make some choices in between all the surviving works 
if they felt revising the texts is far too unauthorized. Therefore, the final version 
of one’s corpus always accreted with an illusion that this relatively 
comprehensive collection of one’s works arranged chronically1 seemed to reflect 
the transitions of styles and dispositions of one’s writing through time, 
nonetheless, such man-made transitions turned far away from authenticity since 
diachronies of the final versions had already been sacrificed to sophistication. 

To go through this illusion, and bring back diachronies of a particular writer, I 
suggest that the early compilations can be, according to materials available, a 
fairly solid base of researches.2 

Now let me take an early compilation of the renowned writer in Qing dynasty 
Yuan Mei’s works as an example, to demonstrate through collations with Yuan 
Mei’s corpus the significance of studying early compilations of writers in 
Chinese traditional society.  

                                                   
1 The structure of a corpus compiled in a traditional manner always consists of volumes of 
different styles and works of the same style are always arranged in chronicle. 
2 Theoretically, the ultimate solution is to trace back to firsthand originals like extempore 
inscriptions on a painting in the writers’ own hand-writing in an elite party. See “Meishu shijie 
zhong de wenxue wenxian” 美术世界中的文学文献 (Literary materials in art works) by myself, 
pp. 505–519, in Qingyun ji xubian 卿云集续编 (Qingyun analects, book II), Shanghai: 
Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2005. 
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The Corpus of Yuan Mei and the Exhumation of Shuangliu 
Xuan Shiwen Ji 

Since the 20th century, Suiyuan shi hua 随园诗话 (Critiques of Sui garden), 
Xiaocangshan fang shiwen ji 小仓山房诗文集 (Anthologies of Xiaocangshan 
villa), Yuan Mei quan ji 袁枚全集 (Corpus of Yuan Mei), have all been collated 
and published successively,3 among which, the most prevailing work is the Yuan 
Mei quan ji (of which Professor Wang Yingzhi was in charge) published in 1993 
by Jiangsu Guji Publishing House. The body of this collected work consists of 
tens of works printed by Yuan himself during the reign of Jiaqing and all bear a 
woodcut seal of “Suiyuan cang ban” 随园藏板 (Authorities reserved by Sui 
garden)on the front page. That is to say, Xiaocangshan fang shi ji 小仓山房诗集 

(Anthology of Xiaocangshan villa’s poems), Xiaocangshan fang wen ji 小仓山房

文集 (Anthology of Xiaocangshan villa’s essays) and Xiaocangshan fang wai ji 
小仓山房外集 (Supplement of Xiaocangshan villa’s works) of the Sui garden’ 
print are the chief source of the poems and essays included in Yuan Mei quan ji. 
As these anthologies were called “Xiaocangshan fang quan ji” 小仓山房全集 
(Complete works of Xiaocangshan villa) by Yuan Mei in his senectitude, the 
counterpart of Yuan Mei quan ji is in fact the collated version of the so called 
“Xiaocangshan fang quan ji.” 

This contemporary collation of Yuan Mei quan ji and its originals 
Xiaocangshan fang shi ji, Xiaocangshan fang wen ji, Xiaocangshan fang wai ji 
have been widely used and thoroughly studied for years, and the experiences of 
the author as well as transitions of his writing out from these works have never 
been questioned. At the same time, Yuan Mei as a literary talent never short of 
vigor, confidence, humor and fluency became a paragon in the history of 
literature. 

However, a long forgotten early compilation reveals aspects we have never 
seen. This early compilation of Yuan Mei’s works is called Shuangliu xuan 
shiwen ji 双柳轩诗文集 (Anthology of sanctum with two willows). This book is 
now very rare, partly because the blocks were destroyed by Yuan Mei himself, 
though one copy before the blocks were destroyed survives among Shanghai 
Library’s collections. There are two volumes of this book, volume I is anthology 
of poems and volume II essays. Both volumes share the same block face: 21 
characters (either in the formal size or in the minor size) in a row, 9 lines on 
every half leaf, bold black mouth, single fishtail, double border on left and right 

                                                   
3 The vulgate of Suiyuan shi hua is a contemporary punctuated work published in 1960 by 
Renmin wenxue chubanshe, and the vulgate of Xiaocangshan fang shiwen ji is a contemporary 
punctuated work published in 1988 by Shanghai guji chubanshe. 
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sides, single border on the vertical sides. There are no border lines between the 
rows, but marks of small circles to highlight some words and sentences. Works in 
this book were arranged roughly in chronicle: 245 pieces of poems under 102 
titles were included in the anthology of poems, dated from 1742 to the winter of 
1745 or 1746, and the anthology of essays collected 22 proses, the earliest work 
dated in 1729.4  

This compilation was also recorded in volume IV of Suiyuan shi hua bu yi 随
园诗话补遗 (Supplement of critiques of Sui garden): 

 
One disciple of mine Tan Yuqi printed a two-volume Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji  
when I governed the Jiangning County. After retirement, I got discontent with 
these works, and then burned the blocks up. Only three tenth of the works 
included in this compilation were adopted in Xiaocangshan fang quan ji.  
 

I also found a poem “Ku Tan Yuqi langzhong sanshiba yun” 哭谈毓奇郎中三

十八韵 (70-line lament for Dandy Tan Yuqi) in volume XXIII of Xiaocangshan 
fang shi ji referring to this compilation: 

 
I could still recollect those days you came to follow me, 
When you too was a governor of a county. 

… 

We were holding officials’ tablets at that time, when you called me on first,  
And before long you offered to print my works. (The poet’s note: A 
compilation of my early works Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji was printed by Tan.)  
 
The author’s note: volume V of Suiyuan shi hua has a reference to Tan, says “I 

have a disciple called Tan Yuyi, with Yuqi as his zi (courtesy name)”, thus we 
know the first name of Tan is Yuyi. According to Suiyuan xiansheng nian pu 随
园先生年谱 (Chronicle of the master of Sui garden) by Fang Junshi, Yuan Mei 
began to govern the Jiangning County in 1745, and left this position in the 
autumn of 1748. We have already known that the latest limit of dates of the 
works included in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji is the winter of 1745, and both 

                                                   
4 There was a note by Yuan Mei himself after “Gaodi lun” 高帝论 (Argument on the case of 
Emperor Gao) included in the Xiaocangshan fang wen ji of the corpus says that he wrote this 
essay when he was just 14, and this essay but the note was also found in Shuangliu xuan 
shiwen ji, hereby set the limit of the earliest date of essays in this compilation 1729. The latest 
limit was unrecorded, whereas they were published along with the anthology of poems, they 
must share the same limit of the latest date. 
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compilation and printing take time, so the date of publication must be no early 
than 1746. Moreover, since both Yuan and Tan “were holding officials’ tablets at 
that time”, this compilation must be published no later than Yuan’s abdication in 
1748. On all accounts, Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji was compiled and published in 
1746 or 1747. Since Yuan Mei claimed in Suiyuan shi hua bu yi that “only three 
tenth of the works included in this compilation were adopted in Xiaocangshan 
fang quan ji”, what were these three tenth of works and were there any variants 
would be worth of discoveries.5  

Four Ways Rendered by Yuan Mei to Transfigure His Former 
Works When Compiling the Corpus 

Through thorough collation, I found that works in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji 
differed from those recruited in Xiaocangshan fang shi ji, Xiaocangshan fang 
wen ji, Xiaocangshan fang wai ji of the corpus in four ways as follows, and most 
of the differences were much greater than I had expected.  

Firstly, quite a lot of works in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji were excluded during 
Yuan Mei’s compiling of his corpus6. Here are the statistical figures: 

As for the poems in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji, there were 134 pieces excluded 
from Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus, while as for the essays, only 11 
pieces could be found in Xiaocangshan fang wen ji and Xiaocangshan fang wai ji 
of the corpus. That is to say, more than a half of the works in total were neglected. 
If what happened to these works composed during these four or five years wasn’t 
a unique case, in what proportion works included in Xiaocangshan fang quan ji 
survived complete works of Yuan Mei in fact during his 82 years of life is very 
doubtable. 

Secondly, although some works in the corpus shared the same title with works 
in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji, the verses were thoroughly different, or at least not 
quite the same. There were evidences here or there showing that the former were 
recomposed. 

Let’s take a poem “Muren you kui baihe zhe, shuzhong yanghuan shi suo, gan 
fu changge” 沐人有馈白鹤者，署中养豢失所，感赋长歌 (Someone from Muyang 
gave me a white crane as a gift, I feel sorry that I didn’t raise it properly in my 
office, thus to compose these lines) as an example: We see in volume III of 

                                                   
5 All the detailed collating notes have been published in my paper “Yuan Mei quan ji jiaobu” 
袁枚全集校补 (Collating notes and supplements for Corpus of Yuan Me), in Studies on Chinese 
Literature, volume 3, Nanchang: Jiangxi jiaoyu chubanshe, 2000. 
6 In volume 9 of Suiyuan shi hua, Yuan Mei confesses: “I excluded some poems from the 
corpus because they were puerile.” 
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Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus a work under a very similar title “Muren 
you kui baihe zhe, shuzhong yanghuan shi suo, zuo shi xie he” 沐人有馈白鹤者，

署中养豢失所，作诗谢鹤 (Someone from Muyang gave me a white crane as a gift, 
I feel sorry that I didn’t raise it properly in my office, thus to compose these lines 
as a consolation), and both these two works were arranged in 1743, however, the 
verses were very different from one to another--only two lines showed kinship 
between the two. It is obvious that the later one was a recomposition. 

One more example: There was a series of poems “Qian huairen shisan shou” 
前怀人十三首 (In memories of 13 friends) in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji, each 
referring to an old acquaintance. The one referring to Zhuang Rongke (“Zhuang 
was an old pal during the time of poverty”) turned to be a thoroughly different 
one (“How many times did we go out with wine”) in the counterpart series of 
“Huairen shi” 怀人诗 (In memories of my friends) from Xiaocangshan fang shi 
ji. The other poems in these series more or less remained the same, so we are 
convinced that this one in the corpus was a recomposition. 

Thirdly, in the cases of the works included in both compilations, most of those 
in the corpus have been revised or expurgated, not only the texts, but also the 
titles: 

For example, the title of “Guanglu dafu libu shangshu taizi taifu yanggong 
shendao bei ming” 光禄大夫礼部尚书太子太傅杨公神道碑铭  (Tombstone 
inscription of the revered Yang, guanglu dafu and minister of ministry of rites 
and mentor of the crown prince) was abridged into “Libu shangshu taizi taifu 
yanggong shendao bei” 礼部尚书太子太傅杨公神道碑 (On tombstone of the 
revered Yang, minister of ministry of rites and mentor of the crown prince) when 
this work was included in volume II of Xiaocangshan fang wen ji of the corpus, 
and several verbose paragraphs was deleted, the posy was rewritten too. In fact, 
we could find revisions in almost every line of this essay. 

In addition, there were also cases that verses moved from one works into 
another and one work made up by verses from former works. “Hao ge” 浩歌 
(Ode of noble spirit) consisted of two pieces of poems in Shuangliu xuan shiwen 
ji, while in the corpus there were three under a new title of “Fang ge” 放歌 
(Singing loudly), the second and the third of which respectively inherited a part 
of the second poem of “Hao ge”. I also find that the 14th poem of “Li Changgu 
you mashi ershiyi shou, yu fang zhi zuo jianshi” 李昌谷有马诗二十一首，余仿之

作剑诗 (Li Changgu wrote a series of poems on horses with 21 items, I follow 
them with 21 items on swords) in the corpus made up of lines from the 11th and 
7th items of the equivalent series in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji. 

Fourthly, some works in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji excluded from the corpus 
were recovered into the corpus as the supplements, not as what they had been, 
but also after revisions and rearrangements. 
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“Tuzhong ji Jiner Zhifu qishiliu yun jian cheng zhu tongnian” 途中寄金二质夫

七十六韵兼呈诸同年 (152 lines To Jin Zhifu and my colleagues who achieved 
the qualification of Jinshi in the same year en route) in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji 
was at first eliminated from Xiaocangshan fang shi ji, and then recovered in 
volume I chronicled to 1733–1786 of the Supplements of Xiaocangshan fang shi 
ji of the corpus.The title was revised too as “Tuzhong ji Jiner Zhifu” 途中寄金二

质夫 (To Jin Zhifu en route), and so were the lines referring to Yuan’s early days:  
 
I read Lisao at the age of ten,  
And was pulled by the spirits of the ancient time. 
My father forced me to learn to imitate the models of eight-part essay, 
And never gave me time to break. 
My sensibility and perspicacity seemed to wither, 
For such every-day homework, 
Yet I still tried to seize the chances 
To study poems and proses in secrets. 
I swore that as soon as I received the qualification of Jinshi, 
I would commit myself to letters only. 
Finally, I passed the exams and joined a ministry, 
Too proud, I saw myself as Xu Ling and Yu Xin. 
However, the missions were not compositions but translations, 
I failed to prove my competence. 
Manchu is actually like a baggage of knots never been affable, 
Leaving me only vain and bore in these three years 
 
In the Supplements of Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus, “My father 
never gave me time to break” and “for such every-day homework” were taken 
away, and “However, the missions were not compositions but translations, /I 
failed to prove my competence. /Manchu is actually like a baggage of knots 
never been affable, /to me only vain and bore in these three years” were 
revised to “I did tried to be a qualified official, /reaped no profits but vain and 
bore from these three years”. 
 

“Suli pian” 俗吏篇 (Vulgar officials) was an even more complicated example. 
This poem in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji was excluded from Xiaocangshan fang 
shi ji of the Qianlong edition, and was replaced by a quite different work with the 
same title. It is clear that this work was a recomposition: only the last four lines 
of the former work survived. Funnily, a slightly revised version of this former 
work turned up in the Supplements of Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus, too, 
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with the ending four lines rewritten.  

Two Possible Reasons for Yuan Mei’s Expurgation and 
Recomposition  

It is certain that all the differences between works included in early compilations 
and the corpus have meanings. According to Yuan Mei, there may be two 
reasons: 

The palpable reason is that like all the eminent writers, after he had already 
received the big fame, Yuan Mei wished to attain perfection in his early works, 
too. 

Two lines of the poem “Jian taishou an shang chao mei wenzi jie shaonian 
weiding zhizuo,buzhi de cong hesuo,xin wei nanran,xiu gui gaixiao zai cheng,er 
xian yi shi xie” 见太守案上抄枚文字皆少年未定之作，不知得从何处，心为赧然，

袖归改削再呈，而先以诗谢 (I saw prints of my early works on the procurator’s 
desk. On leave with regrets, I took them in my sleeves and then handed revised 
verses in) in volume 24 of Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus could be taken 
as a confession of Yuan Mei’s true feelings for works published in his early days: 
“The fragrance of a flower gathered early is not as thick as it should be, and a 
tyro player cannot make a perfect performance.” And here is a specified case of 
how he prettified his early works, let’s first read the primary version of a poem in 
Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji: 

 

The Boreas brings the roads all white within a day, 
The snowflakes waft everywhere, and my hat is almost blown away. 
Knowing that the weather always changes, 
To live in proper could be a better choice. 
The forest is so neat that no birds haunt, 
The heaven is so clear only flowers fall. 
The Boundless dark seems to sustain forever, 
So what? I have already seen a public house coming closer.  
 

The title of his poem was condensed into “Ciri xue” 次日雪 (It snows the next 
day), and the verses were revised into: 

 
It sounds like beads falling on the sands in the middle night, 
It looks like silver dusts and the weight bent my hat in the breaking time. 
Frozen clouds gather from all directions, and the wind shears through the 
water, 
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The only drop of spring’s color is in my hand a wild flower. 
I traveled young and alone, 
The route stretches long and unknown. 
Spurring you forward my dear horse, 
Can’t you see the lights of a public house? 
 

No doubt that the images and techniques are both much improved in the revised 
version. The first two lines not only represent the sights and sounds of snows, but 
also record the shift of time. And the second couplet “Frozen clouds gather from 
all directions, and the wind shears through the water, /the only drop of spring’s 
color is in my hand a wild flower” is credible a quintessence of Yuan Mei’s 
calling for “spiritual and natural disposition of compositions”. Though the rest 
part of the revised version is not as prominent as the first four lines, they are 
vivid and fluid, obviously better than the primary verses. 

The other reason to revise the early works is that Yuan Mei was trying to cover 
some blemishes of his perfect fame. This point is always overlooked, yet very 
significant. 

Here are examples. The first one is a poem “Ti Yang Gaoli fuzi xiaoxiang” 题
杨皋里夫子小像 (The portrait of Pendant Yang Gaoli) excluded from the corpus: 

 

At the time when Master Yang just came from Jiufeng Mountain,  
His classroom was crowned by talented disciples. 
I was then 19 years old, 
The zephyr of his kindness blew every time I went there.  
How fast a decade passes, 
And everything of mine changed. 
Master is always there, 
with surprises, joys, and signs resonating what I experienced. 
And then I left heading far, far away to the West, 
Dusts en route were my companies and ten thousand miles finally ends. 
I failed in the Hongci exam, 
And was wandering in the capital with hunger. 
I was matriculated and entered the jade hall of the emperor, 
And during those glorious days, I bid holidays to escort my bride from the 
Mirror Lake. 
I studied the required Manchu which is inaffable at all, 
While outside the dragon’s gate, the spring is coming unnoticeable. 
I swore to impart Master’s learning to later generations, 
However, in a sudden the Fortune’s wheel turned to another direction. 
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… 

The classics were imparted by the master, 
And living an austere life, my master getting aged. 
 

The author’s note: Master Yang is called Yang Shengwu, the principal of School 
of Ten-thousand Pines in Yuan Mei’s hometown Hangzhou . We know from the 
line “The classics were imparted by the master” that what Yuan Mei learnt from 
Master Yang are not knowledge of literature, but classics, and the middle part of 
this poem were all memoir of Yuan Mei’s early days which is more or less gray 
and bitter comparing with the later days. 

Why is this poem excluded from the corpus? From the line “I swore to impart 
Master’s learning to later generations, /however, in a sudden the Fortune’s wheel 
turned to another direction”, I guess that the reason might be Yuan Mei’s regret 
for his turning to free will against the classics. Moreover, after retirement in the 
Sui Garden, Yuan Mei was dedicated to build his fame as a talent in literature, 
such flat-out verses about his early days bringing forth his banality and 
unsuccessful tries were of course demoded. The verse “the more fames one 
conceives, the more poems to obliterate”7 could be a confession of this literary 
talent confronting such works. 

Another example is the poem “Dumen liubie” 都门留别  (Farewell my 
colleagues at the city gate of the capital), which is arranged at the or so beginning 
of Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji, according to the poet’s note, he wrote it afterwards 
on the route for Lishui County,8 and recorded his true feelings at that moment: 

 

No need to compose a rhythm prose for retirement as Pan Yue, 
I still hold my official tablet and have salaries. 
From now on, as long as I do my work, I will still be remembered in history, 
How I wasted my time when I studied Yuqing manuals. 
(The poet’s note: I failed in the tests of translating Manchu, and my scores 
rank last.) 
It must be the lot that I would not be given positions in ministries 
And one night’s lodging in monastery could not quench my worldly desires. 
Every time I turned my head back to the west, and to my colleagues around 
the court, 
I am expecting that from the clouds, you send me a letter. 

                                                   
7 See “Jing yan” 静掩 (Quietly cover the book leaves) in volume 26 of Xiaocangshan fang 
shi ji. 
8 There was a note by the poet under the title: “composed en route”. 
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While in the corpus, the title of this poem became “Gai guan Baixia liubie zhu 
tongnian” 改官白下留别诸同年 (Leaving for Baixia and bidding a farewell to 
my colleagues) and the verses were quite different too: 

 
The county to govern is in the corners of Clear Brook and near my 
hometown, 
It’s almost Pan Yue’s dream of retreat to come true. 
From now on, as long as I do my work, I will still be remembered in history, 
What a waste of time when I studied Shangqing manuals. 
It must be the lot that I would not be given positions in ministries, 
And one night’s lodging in monastery could not quench my worldly desires. 
I stepped down the earth with a lotus flower in hand, 
How is the earth then I have no idea. 
 

Comparing this version with the former one, we could find many notable 
revisions. The most visible one is that the poet’s note had been deleted. In this 
way, the cause of his exile was shielded. And in last two lines “every time I 
turned my head back to the West, and to my colleagues around the court, /I am 
expecting that from the clouds, you send me a letter” he expressed his true 
feeling of disappointment and lost, while in the recomposed verses “I stepped 
down the earth with a lotus flower in hand, /How is the earth then I have no idea” 
in the corpus our talent only let go of superiority. 

This kind of revisions may appear to be polishing of the verses, however, they 
are embellishing of one’s past too. At the end of the essay “Gaodi lun” 高帝论 
(Argument on the case of Emperor Gao) in volume 20 of Xiaocangshan fang wen 
ji of the corpus, there was a note by Yuan Mei himself:  

 
It was written at the same time as “Guo Ju lun” 郭巨论 (Argument on the 
case of Guo Ju)when I was only 14, and was recognized by Master Yang. 
Although the evidence was not perfectly supportive, my words and tones were 
full of eloquence. I keep this essay as a milestone of my improvements in 
writing. 
 

As long as we read the beginning of the text, we find it was indeed an eloquent 
argument. If it had actually been written at the age of 14, our Talent Yuan would 
no doubt be an infant prodigy. However, the verses of this argument in Shuangliu 
xuan shiwen ji were totally different: There was nothing extraordinary, just a 
stereotyped writing in fact, and there was no such note at the end of this essay. 
I am afraid that the version of Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji may not be the first 
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hand either.  

Conclusion: Significance of Early Compilations 

There was another poem in Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji excluded from 
Xiaocangshan fang shi ji of the corpus “Pian cheng” 篇成 (A work is finished): 

A thousand drafts have been abandoned before a work is done, 
I am afraid that afflatus does not always come. 
Only I myself know the toils during composing, 
And so did Du Fu the master of poems. 
 

There is a universally accepted image of Yuan Mei a talent who was never lack 
of inspirations and words to compose. He was judged of “his fame is widely 
spread while his manner is bold, his words is abundant while the conception is 
wanting”, however, this poem and some other relevant words9 manifest a totally 
different process of composing.  

As early in 1755 when Yuan Mei Began to compile his own works, he wrote a 
poem “Bian de” 编得 (Compilation): 

 

Ten volumes of poems have been compiled, 
I send for a yellowbird to sing how they sound. 
Looking my image in the surface of a pond, 
The fame in later generations is clearly reflected. 
 

Putting “A thousand drafts have been abandoned before a work is done” and 
this poem together, we understand how much significance revising works meant 
to a writer like Yuan Mei, whereas in the history of literature, disregarding the 
diachronies of a revised or even recomposed work, and arranging them back in 
the date of the primary version will mislead the researchers far away from the 
truth. Besides Shuangliu xuan shiwen ji and the corpus of Yuan Mei, there were 
much more cases that both early compilations and the corpus survive and we 
could find many differences between them. Take two writers of the Ming dynasty 
as examples: The most prevailing work of Song Lian and Wang Yangming was 
their corpus Song xueshi wenji 宋学士文集 (Anthology of Scholar Song’s essays) 
and Wangwencheng gong quanshu 王文成公全书 (Complete works of Master 

                                                   
9 See“Gai shi”改诗(Revising poems) in volume 15 of Xiaocangshan fang shi ji: “Revising is 
more difficult than composing, /there is no finishing line to approaching” and “Yong gai” 勇改 
(Having the courage to revise) in volume 20. 
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Wang), published in the reign of Zhengde and Longqing, While all the works in 
Song’s early compilation Qian xi ji 潜溪集  (Anthology of Qian brook) 
published at the beginning of the Ming dynasty were excluded from his corpus10. 
Wang Yangming’s corpus also excluded some works in an early compilation Ju yi 
ji 居夷集 (Anthology of Juyi) published in the reign of Jiajing and there were 
considerable differences in any work included in both compilations. There were 
still more examples according to the writers in the Qing dynasty. In fact, in the 
Ming and Qing dynasties almost every renowned writer’s works had early 
compilations, and if they survive, we always find differences from the corpora. 
Through collation notes of Yuan Mei’s works, I here proposed that even though 
the corpus contains the most works, early compilations should not be neglected. 
These compilations remind us how complex and unconstant the transitions of 
one’s writings through his entire life could be, and how blusterous one’s 
achievements in the early days were in the corpus. Thus I am afraid that double 
check of some conclusions concerning the history of literature in the mass may 
be necessary too. 
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