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Abstract  In the 20th century, the most frequently used critical term in Li Bai 
studies is “romanticism.” Li Bai is regarded as a romantic poet and his poetry is 
typical of romantic writing. But nowadays, the usage of these terms has been 
under attack. It is considered to be alien to the nature of classical Chinese 
literature. The most influential volume of Chinese literary history edited by Yuan 
Xingpei, which is published seven years ago, pays little attention to this term in 
the chapter on Li Bai. Are Western critical ideas really inappropriate in 
understanding Chinese classical literature? Can we imagine a wholly purified 
criticism that depends only on native Chinese critical terms without any Western 
impact? As modern readers, how can we understand our literary past? These 
questions have been under discussion for a long time ever since the modernity of 
Chinese literary criticism has become a major topic in modern literary studies. 
Reconsidering the establishment and spread of the concept “romanticism” in the 
study of Li Bai, will offer us some good answers to those questions. 
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Romanticism: The Adoption and Rejection of This Term 

The adoption of the term “romanticism” in the study of Li Bai can be traced back 
to early 20th century. Liang Qichao 梁启超, the great thinker and social innovator, 
described Li Bai as a romantic poet in 1922.1 Ever since then, the term 
romanticism has become wide-spread in the criticism of Li Bai. In Western 
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criticism, the term Romanticism saw tremendous diversity in its meaning. 
Different descriptions are matched with different visions of the age and lineage 
of Romanticism in European literature. Arthur O. Lovejoy has argued 
impressively in his famous article “On the discrimination of Romanticism,” that 
the word romantic has come to mean so many things that, by itself, it means 
nothing.2 When Chinese critics used this term to explain Li Bai’s poetry, they 
also shared different theoretical interests. Among them, there are two major 
approaches: one is to use this term in its general meaning which is based on 
European literature; the other is based on Marxist criticism introduced from 
former Soviet-Union.  

Though the term romanticism has been under attack for a long time in the 
West, most scholars still believe in its usefulness in describing a unified 
European Romantic movement, and representing a coherent group of ideas which 
mark the major features of the Romantic Movement. Rene Wellek in his 
re-examination of the term “romanticism,” argues that the European romantic 
literature has three basic features: imagination for the view of poetry, nature for 
the view of the world, and symbol and myth for poetic style. These three features 
shape the general meaning of the term romanticism. When the European 
romantic literature was introduced to China in the 20th century, this general 
meaning of this term is also wide-spread.  

Liang Qichao viewed Li Bai as a romantic poet in his article “Zhongguo 
yunwen li suo biaoxian de qinggan” 中国韵文里所表现的情感 (Sentimental 
Expressions in Chinese Verse) which was published in 1922. This marks the 
beginning of understanding Li Bai in the meaning of romanticism in China. 
Liang set up a dichotomy of Romanticism and Factualism, and regards Qu Yuan 
屈原 and Li Bai as typical romantic poets. Imagination is in the central part of 
Liang’s definition of the romantic literature. He said: “Romantic literature cannot 
achieve high achievements without imagination. The more fantastic, the better. Li 
Bai has brilliant talent in making his works imaginative.”3 Liang connects 
imagination with myth. He found the imaginative literature in ancient China are 
always connected with a mythological world, in another word, Chinese romantic 
literature can be called as “Mythological Literature.” 

Twenty years later, Liu Dajie 刘大杰 in his Zhongguo wenxue fazhan shi 中
国文学发展史 (History of the evolution of Chinese literature), gave a more 
systematic and detailed description of Li Bai’s romantic character, both in his 
personality and poetic character as well. In chapter 14, he considers the golden 
time of high Tang as a flourish of romantic poetry, and Li Bai achieved its 
greatest achievements.4 The criteria he sets for romantic poetry are as following:  
                                                   
2 Arthur O. Lovejoy, 1948, pp. 228–253. 
3 Liang Qichao, 2001, volume 37. 
4 Liu Dajie, 1941, pp. 327–363. 
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First, romantic poetry enjoys great freedom in its literary spirit. The poets 
would be more active and creative in their attitude toward the world and pay little 
attention to the social restrictions. Second, the romantic poetry expresses strong 
revolt against classical form and conventions. It sees and feels things brilliantly 
afresh and would like to express in a very free way. According to Liu’s 
description, the high Tang poets are idealist, they are in pursuit of an 
uncommitted state of mind. In poetic writing, they enjoy unconstrained style. Li 
Bai reaches the pinnacle of high Tang’s romantic pursuit. Both his personality 
and poetic character can be summarized as brashness. He enjoys wine, adores 
those ancient cavaliers and is greatly influenced by Daoism. Though sometimes 
he lives a decadent life, his spirit is largely characteristic of free will and great 
passion. He is so enthusiastic in showing his love for his family and his friends 
that his poetry becomes very emotional and moving. As a poet of unique genius, 
his ability of imagination in the poetic writing is unlimited. He is very skillful in 
using every kinds of the literary style and shows great defiance toward the 
literary conventions. 

We can easily find the Western impact on Liang and Liu’s efforts to use the 
term romanticism to explain Li Bai. European literary thoughts were introduced 
to China during the first half of the 20th century. Romantic literature in the 
Europe has a great impact on modern Chinese literature. Many scholars, such as 
Leo Ou-fan Lee 李欧梵 and Chen Guoen 陈国恩, have already made deep 
investigation into this subject. Leo Ou-fan Lee thinks it is more appropriate than 
anything else to call the literary revolution in China as a romantic movement. 
Though the romantic trend in modern Chinese literature experienced a great 
diversity in its literary pursuits, we can still find some basic features for this 
trend. They reacted against the classic tradition of order, reason, schematization, 
ritualization, and structuring of life. They ushered a new emphasis on sincerity, 
spontaneity, passion, imagination, and the release of individual energies—in 
short, the primacy of subjective human sentiments and energies.5 In a long 
article written in 1926, and titled “Xiandai Zhongguo wenxue zhi langman de 
qushi” 现代中国文学之浪漫的趋势 (The romantic tendencies in modern Chinese 
literature), Liang Shiqiu 梁实秋 discerned the following features in the New 
Literature Movement: 1. It is fundamentally under foreign influence; 2. It 
upholds emotion and disdains reason; 3. The general outlook it adopts toward life 
is “impressionistic”(that is, subjectivistic); 4. It advocated a return to nature and 
emphasizes originality.6 

These four traits are, according to Liang, characteristically romantic. In a 
sense, the romantic move marks the beginning of modern Chinese literature. Leo 
                                                   
5 Leo Ou-fan Lee, 1973, p. 292. 
6 Liang Shiqiu, 1978, p. 23. 
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Ou-fan Lee would like to call the May 4th generation a romantic generation. In 
Chen Guoen’s 陈国恩 historical survey, the romantic move was on the wane in 
1930s’, but saw a great revival in the 1940s’.7 While the modern Chinese 
literature had undergone great change with the impact of Western romantic 
literature, modern Chinese literary criticism became rather open to the Western 
literary ideas. Romanticism came to be a very important term in modern Chinese 
criticism. Though this term is completely alien to ancient Chinese literature, 
critics would like to use it to re-examine the poets and events in the past. In 
Zhongguo wenxue shi jieti 中国文学史解题 (Introduction into Chinese literary 
history), Xu Xiaotian’s 许啸天 definition of ancient literary trend was based on 
a group of Western terms, such as Romantic, Realistic, Naturalistic, Decadent, 
and etc. 

Liang Qichao and Liu Dajie’s critical approach in defining Li Bai as a 
romantic poet is a part of that big change in modern Chinese literary thoughts. 
The way they defined Romanticism is based on its general meaning in Western 
romantic literature: In literary spirit, subjectivity, the expression of self, emotion, 
and nature are highly appreciated; in writing practice, romantic literature is 
characteristic of imagination, myth, and defiance to literary conventions. There 
are obvious similarities between this definition and the formulation made by 
Wellek about European romanticism. Though with many variations, modern 
Chinese literature carried on the basic traits of Western romantic literature and 
the term romanticism in modern Chinese literary criticism was defined by these 
traits.  

Liang and Liu’s definition of Li Bai’s romantic character has been widely 
spread. After 1949, the discussion of Li Bai’s romantic character was brought 
into a completely new stage. The dichotomy of Realism and Romanticism 
prevailed in literary criticism influenced by Marxism. In 1950s, Former Soviet 
Union’s literary theories were introduced into PRC. Several literary textbooks 
had been translated and carefully studied. These textbooks simplified the 
European literary history into falls and rises of Realist literature and Romantic 
literature. This writing frame has great impact on Chinese literary study. The 
history of Chinese ancient literature has been fully re-examined according to this 
dichotomy. A lot of poets and literary events in ancient were considered to be 
romantic, and they form a profound romantic tradition in Chinese literature. The 
myth in remote antiquity is set to be the beginning of this tradition. In Qu Yuan’s 
poetry, the romantic art reaches its maturity. Zhuangzi 庄子 , is not only 
outstanding for its philosophical implication, but is also highly praised for its 
romantic approach in spirit and writing style. Tao Yuanming’s 陶渊明 country 
poems has an special writing style that is very typical of Chinese romantic 
                                                   
7 Chen Enrong, 2000, pp. 149–184; 237–270. 
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literature. Its harmony with the Nature, its pursuit for the ideal state of a peaceful 
mind made the romanticism possible in daily life. Li Bai is considered to be the 
summit of Chinese ancient romantic literature. In the later period of imperial 
China, romantic literature saw flourish in Ming dynasty. The drama Xixiang ji 西
厢记 (The romance of west chamber) and Mudan ting 牡丹亭 (The peony 
pavilion) are romantic masterpieces. Gongan School is thought to be very 
romantic in its literary taste. The efforts to specify certain character and literary 
events into the category of Romanticism began in 1950s and lasted for nearly 30 
years in PRC. A lot of discussions have been raised and a broad consensus has 
been reached. In 1950s, Peking University, Fudan University, and Chinese 
Academy of Social Sciences compiled a new history of Chinese literature 
respectively. They both use the dichotomy of Realism and Romanticism to depict 
the evolution of Chinese literature. And for nearly 40 years, the critical mode in 
the study of Chinese literary history has not undergone any great change. 

The term Romanticism in Marxist criticism has close relationship with that in 
European literary thoughts. The basic traits of European romantic literature was 
taken into account by Marxist criticism, but was explained in a Marxist way. 
Marxism puts great emphasis on the social background of literary work, and they 
believe that the literary work as an important part of ideology is reflection of the 
economic foundation, and that the enormous impetus for the literary creation lies 
in the class struggle. Therefore, Romanticism cannot be understood in Marxism 
without being combined with Realism. Cai Yi 蔡仪, a Marxist critic whose 
interpretation of Marxist literary thought was very authoritative in quite a long 
time, made his definition of romanticism on idealism. He said the fundamental 
rule of romanticism is to depict life in its ideal type. Romantic writers express 
their ideals to make up for a deficiency in real life. They reflected the social 
reality in a very special way. Their strong hope for an ideal life is also driven by 
the class struggle in social life. 8  This new theoretical interpretation of 
romanticism introduced by Marxism makes the Marxist criticism very critical of 
the European romantic tradition. A strict distinction between Active Romanticism 
and Passive Romanticism has been raised. Active Romanticism is an active 
reflection of the real life, while the passive is a passive and decadent response to 
the real life. 

The study of Li Bai in PRC from 1949 to 1980 was greatly influence by the 
Marxist definition of romanticism. In the group of poets who have been set to the 
tradition of Active Romanticism, Li Bai is the most highly achieved one. For the 
basic traits of Li Bai’s romantic character, Marxist study does not differ much 
from that of Liang Qichao and Liu Dajie, but they explains these traits in a 
Marxist way. Wang Yunxi’s 王运熙 article on the Active Romanticist spirit in Li 
                                                   
8 Cai Yi, 1979, pp. 257–262. 
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Bai’s poem well illustrated the Marxist way of Li Bai study. The subjectivity and 
strong desire for self-expression in Li Bai’s poetry were thought to be driven by 
pursuit for ideal. His ideal was an active reflection of the reality in the special 
historical period of high Tang. For the first 130 years, Tang dynasty saw 
prosperity in its economy and politics, elite of lower social status were offered 
with more opportunities to reach the higher ranks of official. They became more 
self-confident and full of hope for their future. This made the high Tang literature 
characteristic of idealism and Li Bai is an outstanding figure in this idealist trend. 
Li Bai was not born in a bureaucratic family, but in the golden age of High Tang, 
he dreamed of a brilliant future and never gave up. There is sorrow, depression in 
his poetry, but they were never expressed in gloomy. Even in Li Bai’s sorrow, we 
are still impressed by a kind of brightness and high-spirited mood. In Liu Dajie’s 
description of Li Bai’s romantic character, unconventional spirit plays an 
important role. While in the Marxist interpretation, the freedom in Li Bai’s spirit 
is based on his pursuit for the ideal and is a reflection of the class struggle. 
However, Marxist criticism made little progress in investigating the literary 
techniques, such as imagination, exaggeration, myth, and etc., which are typical 
of romantic literature. 

The Marxist understanding of Li Bai’s romantic traits is characteristic of 
determinism and if not used carefully, it will suffer from the fallacy of 
oversimplifying the problem. However, some scholars still made very good 
critical survey when Marxism prevailed throughout China. Lin Geng 林庚, for 
example, left some masterpieces in his Li Bai study. With his deep insight into 
the poetry, he fully discussed the various aspects of Li Bai’s idealism. He 
depicted Li as a figure of “Adolescent Spirit,” which is the core of high Tang 
mood. As a poet and a master of Chinese classical poetry, Lin really understood 
what Li Bai has contributed to the Chinese poetic tradition. His analysis of Li’s 
literary techniques, such as imagination, exaggeration, is very inspiring.9 

On the other hand, the usage of the term romanticism is also rejected by a lot 
of the 20th century scholars in their Li Bai study. Before 1949, many literary 
history works would not like to call Li Bai as a romanticist. For example, Tan 
Zhengbi 谭正壁 , in his outline of Chinese literary history, preferred the 
traditional critical terms, such as “bold and unconstrained” and “natural.” Tan’s 
book was first published in Shanghai by Guangming shuju in 1925, and in eight 
years, it was re-printed for eleven times.10 In 1961, it was reprinted in Hong 
Kong 11  and the content had little change. Gong Qichang 龚启昌 , in his 
Zhongguo wenxue duben 中国文学读本  (Readings of the Chinese literary 
                                                   
9 Lin Geng, 1987, pp. 155–217. 
10 Tan Zhengbi, 1933. 
11 Ibid., 1960. 
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history), depicted Li Bai’s style as “bold and unconstrained,” a very traditional 
depiction.12 In 1953, Luo Kanru 骆侃如 published a Zhongguo wenxue shi 
xinbian 中国文学史新编 (New edition of Chinese literary history) in Hong Kong, 
he specified Li Bai as a Natural poet and did not use the term romanticism in his 
depiction. 13  In Taiwan, the most influential literary history written by Ye 
Qingbing 叶庆炳, rejects the use of romanticism as well. He use the term 
“ poetic transcendent” and we cannot find any implication of the romanticism in 
his description of Li Bai’s poetic creativity.14 

The studies on Li Bai in US have showed more unwillingness to use the term 
romanticism. In a brief introduction of Li Bai in the Columbia Anthology of 
Traditional Chinese Literature (1994), the word “romantic” was mention without 
any significance. It says: “More than nine hundred of Li Po’s poems are still 
extant today, and many possess an unusual combination of boldness and grace. 
His works are full of the romantic and fantastic: he had a unique ability to 
conceive and execute grand vision. Aptly eulogized as “transcendent banished 
from heaven,” Li Po is universally recognized as one of the greatest Chinese 
poets of all times.”15 Besides this short piece, we can hardly found any mention 
of the term romantic or romanticism in other literary study works. Burton Watson 
in his The Columbia book of Chinese Poetry (1984), described Li Bai’s poetic 
talents like these: “Li Po’s distinction lies in the fact that he brought an 
unparalleled grace and eloquence to his treatment of the traditional themes, a 
flow and grandeur that life his works far above the level of mere imitations of the 
past.”16 “Another character of Li Po’s poetry is the air of playfulness, hyperbole 
and outright fantasy that infuses much of it.”17 “In spite of such vicissitudes of 
fortune, Li Po is little given to expressions of unmitigated despair or bitterness, 
his poetry on the whole being unusually calm, even at times sunny in outlook.”18 
Paul Kroll, in The Columbia History of Chinese Literature, made a very careful 
survey of the relationship between Li Bai ’s poetic creation and literary tradition. 
He argues: “ The genius of Li Po lies at once in his total command of the literary 
tradition before him and his ingenuity in bending (without breaking) it to 
discover a uniquely personal idiom.”19 Stephen Owen made a very detailed 
description of Li Bai in his The Great Age of Chinese Poetry: The High Tang. 
His deep insight into the personality and the unparalleled poetic creativity in Li’s 
                                                   
12 Gong Qichang, 1936. 
13 Ibid. 
14 Ye Qingbing, 1965. 
15 Victor H. Mair, 1994, p. 198. 
16 Burton Watson1984, p. 205. 
17 Ibid., p. 205. 
18 Ibid., p. 206. 
19 Victor H. Mair, 2001, p. 296. 
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poetry, made his study very inspiring.  
From 1980s, the term Romanticism has begun to lose its prominence in the 

study of Li Bai in PRC. The Chinese Literary History edited by Yuan Xingpei, 
uses the word “romantic” without any significance in the Chapter of Li Bai. 
“bold and unconstrained” and “natural” become the key concepts. 

Why the term romanticism lost its importance? There are two main reasons: 
First, being tired of the Marxist way of literary criticism, Chinese scholars 

want to have a broader view of literature. Marxist literary thought emphasizes the 
relationship between literature and its social background. It does not devote 
much attention to the analysis of the artistic elements of literary works. Division 
of Chinese traditional literature into Realism and Idealism suffers from the 
fallacy of oversimplifying the problem. For example, Li Bai is quite different 
from Tao Yuanming in personality, and in poetic pursuit as well. But in the 
dichotomy of realism and romanticism, they both belong to the romantic camp. 
Chinese scholars want to understand literary past in its diversity. The term of 
Romanticism, when used roughly, will make this understanding impossible. 

Second, Romanticism is a word of Western origin. At the end of the 20th 
century, more and more scholars began to doubt the justification of the Western 
critical term in explaining Chinese traditional literature. A big discussion about 
the modern transformation of the literary criticism in ancient China was raised in 
1995. Some argued we should understand ancient literature without any influence 
from the Western way of literary thinking. Besides such an extreme assertion, 
many scholars prefer a milder way. They would not totally reject the west, but 
would like to put more stress on Chinese traditional criticism. Yuan Xingpei’s 
literary history was published in 1999, we could see the impact of this attitude on 
its rejection of the term romanticism. 

US scholar’s indifference to the term Romanticism in their Chinese literature 
study could be attributed to their deeper grasp of what romanticism really means 
in Western literature. They are more apt to see the difference between a Western 
concept and the truth of Chinese literature. Jonathan Chaves in his article “The 
Expression of self in the Kung-an School: Non-Romantic Individualism” fully 
discussed the shortness of the term romanticism in understanding Chinese 
traditional literature. As for the attitude toward Nature, Jonathan argues that 
“Nature was significant to them (the Western romantics) only as a kind of base 
from which to take off on their flights of imagination. Their true concern was 
with certain aspects of their own ego.”20 In China, “Nature should not be 
conceived of as possessing ‘humane’ values (ren 仁). It is the process of 
existence, which can only be seen for what it is when value judgments are 
                                                   
20 Jonathan Chaves, “The Expression of Self in the Kung-an School,” in Hegel and Richard 
Hessney, 1985, p. 128. 
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dropped.”21 And “Awe before nature’s transformational power can be traced in 
Chinese literature to the Chuang Tzu.” 22  The Tao, tzu-jan, Chinese poets 
“regards it not as some cold, objective fact, but rather as being which is 
numinous (scared) in itself, and hence capable of inspiring authentically spiritual 
experience.”23 

As for the individualism and the expression of personal emotion, Jonathan 
argues that “For the Romantics, individualism implies almost complete 
difference between one person and another. The result might be, say, obsessive 
fascination with the nighttime (Novalis), total insanity (Clare), heroism and death 
in a war with the Turks (Byron)—the list is endless.”24 When Chinese thinkers 
and poets call for individualism, however, they believed in the good inherent 
quality in every person. “Li Chih calls for a return to the ‘Childlike mind’, 
however, while he is asking that the individual rely on his own heart/mind as 
opposed to external authority—and is certainly an individualist in this sense—we 
feel that this innately good mind will ultimately turn out to be more or less the 
same for everyone.”25 

As for the imagination and cult of the artist, Jonathan argues that the Chinese 
poetry demonstrates “the fine balance of self and external environment in this 
conception, as opposed to the Romantics’ impatient, even childish insistence on 
creating their own, independent, aesthetic realm.”26  

As for the originality and opposition to imitation, the Western romanticism is 
defined as “the particular spirit of modern art, in contrast to ancient or classical 
art.”27 

“The Romantics threw off all past styles and disdained the ‘Daughters of 
Memory.’” The Chinese poets, however, argued that “expression of emotion is a 
desired goal, but it can only come after mastery of the tradition and the 
achievement of maturity as a poet.” 28  Jonathan also denied the similarity 
between the Romantics and Kung-an school in their concomitant interest in the 
literature of the masses: folk, or oral poetry (song) and stories. As for the attitude 
toward the form, Jonathan argues that “The Romantics revolutionized literary 
form completely”; but “no Chinese poet, without exception, ever questioned the 
legitimacy of the metrical traditions of Chinese poetry—until the emergence of 
the modern pai-hua poets.”29  
                                                   
21 Ibid., p. 132. 
22 Ibid., p. 133. 
23 Ibid., p. 134. 
24 Robert Hegel and Richard Hessney, 1985, p. 135. 
25 Ibid., p. 135. 
26 Ibid., p. 143. 
27 Ibid., p. 143. 
28 Ibid., p. 145. 
29 Ibid., p. 146. 



Is Li Bai a Romanticist? 99 

Jonathan’s profound study of the difference between Western romantic 
literature and Chinese classical literary works vividly shows the shortness of 
Western critical concept in the study of Chinese literature. But the dispute over 
the usage of Western critical term has not come to an end yet. We still have to ask, 
could all the problems be solved by getting rid of all the Western impact on our 
understanding of the classical literature? As a modern reader, is it possible for us 
to imagine a criticism purely shaped by traditional critical concepts? How can we 
understand our literary past in this contemporary world? 

Understanding Li Bai through Romanticism: Its Inspiration 

In contemporary world, it is impossible and unnecessary to understanding 
traditional literature without any impact from the Western criticism. European 
literary theory is based on European literary practice and its philosophical 
background is quite different from that of the Chinese literary thoughts. 
Jonathan’s profound work has already showed us such basic difference. But this 
does not mean the Western criticism could not give Chinese great inspirations. In 
the case of Li Bai, the introduction of the term romanticism really shed lights on 
some aspects of Li Bai’s poetry which had not been fully examined in ancient 
China. In order to understand this contribution, we must first make clear what 
kinds of terms that had been used to describe Li Bai’s poetry in ancient times. 

The terms frequently used in ancient comments of Li Bai are “immortal,”30 
“genius,” 31  “strange,” 32  “bold and unconstrained,” 33  “elegant and 
unconstrained,”34 and “natural.”35 We can see most of these terms lay emphasis 
on the unconventional aspects of Li Bai’s personality and poetic character. 
“immortal” is contrary to those in secular world; “genius” has the talent beyond 
the reach of average person. As for the “strange” and “unconstrained” style, they 
are characteristic of unparalleled literary pursuits which threw off all the 
traditional conventions. The ancient criticism is very successful in depicting Li 
                                                   
30 “The poetry of Li Bai is of celestial talent.” Ye Tinggui, Hailu suishi 海录碎事 (Trivial 
matters); “The poetry of Li Bai is celestial.” Hu Zhenheng Li shi tong 李诗通 (Familiarity 
with Li Bai’s poems) and Gao Bing, Tangshi pinhui 唐诗品汇 (Category of Tang poems). 
31 “Unconstrained genius.” Gao Bing, Tangshi pinhui; “Li Bai is a genius.” Xu Fu, Er’an shuo 
Tangshi 而庵说唐诗 (Comments on Tang poems by Er’an); “Li Bai is a genius, and his poems 
are naturally produced.” Yan Yu Canglang shihua 沧浪诗话 (Canglang poetry critique). 
32 “It is the most strange among the stranges.” Yin Fan, Heyue yingling ji 河岳英灵集 
(Collection of spirits in Heyue). 
33 “Li Bai’s poetry is bold and unconstrained, like his behavior.” Su Zhe, Luancheng ji 栾城集 
(Collection of Luancheng). 
34 “Du Fu’s poetry can not be as natural as Li Bai’s.” Yan Yu, Canglang shihua. 
35 “Li Bai’s poetry is like lotus in the clear water without any decoration.” Hu Zai, Tiaoxi 
yuyin conghua 苕溪渔隐丛话 (Collected writings of Tiaoxi). 
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bai in an unconventional picture. But this picture is not enough for a more deep 
and detailed understanding. We still need some direct analysis of Li Bai’s poetic 
subjectivity, his special way of expression, and his poetic techniques. The 
introduction of romantic criticism opens some new space to understand Li Bai. 

 
Poetry and Personality 
 
Li Bai’s poetry has close relationship with his personality. In ancient China, there 
were of course a lot of discussions on the literary works in relation with its author. 
Mencius once argued that it is impossible to fully understand the works without 
better understanding of its author. This argument has been widely accepted by 
ancient Chinese critics. They also believe the style is the man. 

Romantic criticism, with its expressive orientation, devotes much attention to 
the relationship between art and personality. M. H. Abrams once argued: “In 
general terms, the central tendency of the expressive theory may be summarized 
in this way: A work of art is essentially the internal made external, resulting from 
a creative process operating under the impulse of feeling, and embodying the 
combined product of the poet’s perceptions, thoughts, and feelings. The primary 
source and subject matter of a poem, therefore, are the attributes and actions of 
the poet’s own mind; or if aspects of the external world, then these only as they 
are converted from fact to poetry by the feelings and operations of the poet’s 
mind.”36 Therefore romantic critics had made deep investigation to see how the 
literary works is correlated with its author. M. H. Abrams discerned three kinds 
of critical activities concerned with this investigation: “One looks to the an 
author for the explanation of his work; another reads an author out of his work; 
and the third reads a work in order to find its author in it. The first type is 
primarily an investigation of literary causes … the attempt is to isolate and 
explain the special quality of a work by reference to the special quality of the 
character, life, lineage, and milieu of its author. The second type is biographical 
in aim: it sets out to reconstruct the author as he lived, and uses the literary 
product merely as a convenient record form to infer something about his life and 
character. The third, however, claims to be specifically aesthetic and appreciative 
in purpose: it regards aesthetic qualities as a projection of personal qualities, and 
in its extreme form, it looks upon the poem as a transparency opening directly 
into the soul of its author.”37 

The third critical activity illustrates the profound achievements that romantic 
criticism has achieved in their study of the art and personality. When 
romanticism was introduced to China, it has enriched Chinese critics with new 
                                                   
36 M.H. Abrams, 1953, p. 22. 
37 Ibid., p. 227. 
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critical approaches to examine the same topic. For example, analysis of the 
literary-self did not draw much attention of the ancient critics in China, but in 
modern Chinese criticism, it has become a major topic. 

Literary-self has, of course, close relationship with the author, but it is the 
self-identification of the author in the literary works. Authors are diverse in their 
ways to be self-identified in their works. Analysis of the literary-self is aimed at 
investigating into this diversity. As we might see, every kinds of literary works 
has its literary-self, not just romantic literature, but only after the flourish of 
romantic literature, did the analysis of literary-self become an important critic 
topic and has been fully discussed. 

Chinese literary tradition is focused on lyrics, which is also marked with 
expressive orientation. Why the analysis of literary-self did not draw much 
attention of the Chinese critics? One reason is that the romantic expressive 
theories is based on the philosophical understanding that there is a strict 
distinction between the subject and object, while in Chinese philosophy, such a 
strict distinction does not exist. Chinese lyrics are special in its subjectivity. 
Despite of this difference, Chinese critics could be equipped with more ideas in 
their critical survey of the self-expression in a work if inspired by the wit of 
romantic criticism. They could make further investigation into how the author 
expresses himself in his works. The most intricate part of the self-expression 
could be reached. 

In the 20th century, the study of classical literature has been enriched by the 
analysis of literary-self. For example, in the study of Du Fu 杜甫, ancient critics 
would like to make historical research on Du Fu’s biography, after that they 
would analyze a certain poem according to its historical background. Qian Mu 
钱穆 once argued, the chronology of Du Fu is essential to the reading of his 
poems. But how Du Fu expressed himself in his poems is a more artistic question. 
The answer could not be naturally reached by the formulation of “poem plus 
chronology.” In the 20th century, critics drew some very interesting conclusions 
in their analysis of the literary-self in Du Fu’s works. For example, some argues 
that the self-expression in Du’s poems is in an autobiographical way. This forms 
a very important lyric tradition in Chinese poetry. Some critics noticed the 
complexity of self-confidence and self-humiliation in Du’s literary 
self-identification. He wrote in “Yangtze and Han”: “Between the Ch’ien above 
and K’un below/ One broken-down man of learning.” This becomes a very 
typical self-portrait for Du’s literary-self. 

Though the analysis of literary-self could be applied to any kinds of style and 
forms, it seems to be more accomplished in Li Bai’s poetry. Li Bai has such a 
strong will to express himself in the verse, that he made his literary-self more 
colorful and appealing. Stephen Owen once argued: “No other T’ang poet, 
including Tu Fu (Du Fu 杜甫), devoted so much of his energy to describing and 
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projecting his identity, signaling to the reader his uniqueness both as a poet and 
as a personality.”38 “The real reason that Li Po was inimitable was that Li Po’s 
poetry primarily concerned Li Po: its goal was to embody a unique personality, 
either through the persona of the poem or through an implied creator behind the 
poem.”39 Li Bai’s literary-self is more complicated than what we can find in his 
biography. He is proud, sometimes arrogant; he is always high-spirited, while 
sometimes so easily to be hurt. Such kind of complexity had not been fully 
demonstrated in the comments left by ancient critics, whereas the 20th century 
criticism is more accomplished in the analysis of Li Bai’s literary self. Liu Dajie, 
Lin Geng 林庚, Zhan Ying 詹锳, Stephen Owen, and Ge Xiaoyin 葛晓音 have 
left some masterpieces on this topic. And this will continue to be a promising 
field in the study of Li Bai. 

The introduction of romanticism into China, open some new space for the 
Chinese critics. The analysis of literary-self in modern China’s literary study 
could be traced back to the impact of Romantic criticism. But this critical method 
is so wide-spread that many critics would not be conscious of the Western 
impact. 

Besides this methodological impact, romanticism could also contribute to the 
study of Li Bai in many ways. The literary experience from the European 
Romantic Movement should be taken into account. 

As a reader in the modern world, no one could do his reading in an isolated 
state. He is sure to encounter with the literary works that form the past and the 
present, the east and the west. His understanding of a certain piece of literary 
works is inevitably to be influenced by his diversified reading experience. 
Literatures in difference ages and places differ a lot in their cultural and artistic 
taste, but they could enrich each other if deep and efficient communication is set 
up. In 20th century, our understanding of Chinese traditional poetry has been 
benefited from the Western and modern Chinese literature. This is a big topic that 
is beyond the reach of this short paper. I want to focus my discussion on Li Bai. 

Ancient Chinese critics have mentioned a lot about the unconventional aspects 
of Li Bai’s character. But their comments are too briefly to show its profound 
meaning. As a modern reader, the personality of Li Bai will remind us of Western 
Romantics and modern Chinese romantic writers, such as Byron Shelley, and 
Guo Moruo. They are no doubt quite different from Li Bai, but their literary 
pursuits can enrich our understanding of Li Bai.  

Self-expression is highly regarded by Western Romantics, and they express it 
in a strong will to overcome the split between the self and the world, the internal 
and the external. They give the primacy of subjective human sentiments and 
                                                   
38 Stephen Owen, 1981, p. 109. 
39 Ibid., p. 110. 
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energies. And we can find the great tension in their literary-self, experience their 
difficulty in breaking away with the constraints. Li Bai’s literary-self is ,in some 
sense, similar to this. His unconventional pursuit is full of strongest will to 
overcome any restrictions that could be imagined in this world. Li Bai also gave 
this free will the strongest expression. In his works, his literary-self can only be 
figured out in the background of universe. He says: 

 
登高壮观天地间，I climb to view the sky o’head and earth below; 
大江茫茫去不还。The ne’er-returning waves of the river onward go. 
黄云万里动风色，In yellow clouds outspread for miles I see wind below; 
白波九道流雪山。Nine foaming tributaries surge like mountain snow. 
 
——庐山谣寄卢侍御虚舟 Song of Mount Lu—to Censor Lu Xuzhou40 

 
What a universal vision in this poem! The poet climbed to the top of the highest 
mountain, and the longest river in the world could wholly be grasped in his eyes. 
No limitation of the time and space could restrict his sight. This is the strong will 
from a freedom soul which takes no notice of the limitation of this ordinary 
world. 

Sometimes, He imagines his heart could be blown by the wind to a far away 
place: 

 
狂风吹我心，A wild wind blows up, drumming through  
our heads, and carrying my heart off, 
西挂咸阳树。To Xianyang, hanging it on a tree. 
 
——金乡送韦八之西京 On Wei Ba Going from Chinhsiang to Chang’an41 
 
我寄愁心与明月，I would confide my sorrow to the moon on high, 
随风直到夜郎西。For it will follow you west of the Land of Dreams. 
 
——闻王昌龄左迁龙标，遥有此寄 To Wang Chang-ling, Banished to the 
West42 
 

Sometimes, he imagines himself roaming in the universe: 
 
西上莲花山，Westward I climbed to Lotus Blossom Peak, 

                                                   
40 Xu Yuanchong, 1994, pp. 75–76. 
41 Rewi Alley, 1980, p. 93. 
42 Xu Yuanchong, 1994, p. 72. 
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迢迢见明星。Far in the distance I saw the bright star. 
素手把芙蓉，In her pale hand she held a lotus, 
虚步蹑太清。Stepping in emptiness,pacing pure ether. 
霓裳曳广带，Her rainbrow robes trailed broad sashes,  
飘浮升天行。Then, fluttering in wind, she rose up to Heaven. 
邀我登云台，She invited me to climb Cloud Terrace Peak,  
高揖卫叔卿。On high to salute wei-shu-ch’ing, the immortal. 
恍恍与之去，Then, in a blur she went off with him, 
驾鸿凌紫冥。Riding their swans over Purple Darkness. 
俯视洛阳川，I looked back down on the Lo-yang rivers, 
茫茫走胡兵。Far and wide Tartar troops were speeding. 
流血涂野草，And flowing blood mired the wild grasses, 
豺狼尽冠缨。Where wolves and jackals all wore official’s caps.  
——古风 Ku-feng43 
 
 

The famous critic Liu Xizai 刘熙载 in Qing dynasty once argued: “To make the 
sky my tent and the earth my mattress, make friends with natural beauties, this is 
Li Bai’s daily life.”44 Li Bai gives the freedom of the spirit its most unlimited 
illustration. This can remind us of the poetry of Byron and Guo Moruo. Of 
course, they are quite different. And a reader without any knowledge of Byron 
and Guo Moruo could also be touched by Li Bai, he could also get his own 
insight into Li’s spirit, but the experience of reading Byron and Guo will 
inevitably enrich his understanding of Li’s great passion and will to overcome the 
difficulties laid by any constraints.  

 
Emotion 
 
Emotion is highly regarded in Romantic literature. This is not the daily feeling , 
it is based on the strong will to overcome the split of the self and the world. 
Therefore it is expressed with great passion by romantics. And it is connected 
with their pursuit for the ideal life. Sometimes emotion burst out in romantic 
literature just like the flood tide, by which everything is washed away. This is 
what we see in Li Bai’s expression of his emotion. The laughter and sorrow in 
Li’s poetry is striking and overwhelming: 

 
仰天大笑出门去，Looking up at the sky, I laugh aloud and go. 

                                                   
43 Stephen Owen, 1981, p. 134. 
44 “It is common for Li Bai to settle down in Nature as his house, and to make Nature be his 
friend,” in Yigai 艺概. 



Is Li Bai a Romanticist? 105 

吾辈岂是蓬蒿人。Ha, am I one to crawl ever in the dust-laden weeds? 
——南陵别儿童入京 On the Road to Ambition45 
 
五花马，Then take my dappled horse, 
千金裘，Take my furs worth a fortune, 
呼儿将出换美酒，Just call the boy to get them and trade them for lovely wine, 
与尔同消万古愁。And here together we’ll melt the sorrows of all eternity. 
——将进酒 Bring in the Wine!46 
 
抽刀断水水更流，I drew my dirk and cut the waters, the waters flow on and on. 
举杯消愁愁更愁。I lift my goblet to melt away sorrow, but sorrow keeps on 
sorrowing 
——宣州谢朓楼饯别校书叔云 A Parting Banquet for the Collator Shu-yun at 
the Hsieh T’iao Lodge in Hsuan-chou47 
 

Li’s strong will for freedom and unconstrained literary-self can be traced back to 
Zhuang Zi’s philoshoy. Zhuang Zi in analysis of Transcendental Bliss (逍遥), 
highly praised the unrestricted soul:  
 

与天地精神相往来 Roams with the spirit of the universe 
——庄子·天下 The Empir 
 

Ruan Ji’s 阮籍 “Biography of Mr. Giant” (大人先生传) also has its impact on Li 
Bai: 

 
以万里为一步，以千岁为一朝。……以天地为家。Mr. Giant is as huge as the 
universe, his one step covers ten thousand miles, the period of one thousand 
years only seems like one morning to him. … He resides in between sky and 
earth. 
 

However, as philosopher, Zhuangzi and Ruan’s works are not characteristic of 
strong emotion. Bao Zhao 鲍照, a famous poet in Southern Song dynasty, 
expressed his great rage in his yuefu pieces: 

 
对案不能食，I face the table, cannot eat, 
拔剑击柱长叹息。Pull out my sword, strike the column, have a long sigh. 
——行路难 Hard Traveling48 

                                                   
45 Shigeyoshi Obata, 1965, p. 121. 
46 Stephen Owen, 1981, p. 126. 
47 Ibid., p. 130. 
48 Stephen Owen, 1981, p. 141. 
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Many argued that Li Bai learned from Bao Zhao. But the strength of emotion in 
Li’s poem is much greater than that in Bao’s. And its artistic meaning is more 
profound. How could we understand this unique trait of Li’s poetic creation? The 
wit in Western romantic literature to deal with emotion will be of great help. In 
the study made by Liu Dajie and Lin Geng, the emotional aspect of Li’s poem 
has been fully discussed. And their analysis is enriched by their experience of the 
romantic literature. The great passion and the forceful emotion also remind us of 
Byron and Guo Moruo. Our experience in reading their romantic works will 
enrich our understanding of Li Bai’s great emotion. 

 
Imagination 
 
Li Bai brings the art of imagination to its height. Yin Fan 殷璠 call his “Shudao 
nan” 蜀道难 (Hard roads to Shu) as “the strange of the strange.” Pi Rixiu 皮日

休 praised him: 
 

言出天地外，His words exceed the boundary of sky and earth; 
思出鬼神表。His thoughts are too strange to be understood even by ghosts and 
spirits 
 

Besides these brief remarks, no thorough discussion of the artistic achievements 
of Li Bai’s imagination had been made by ancient critics. 

The imagination in Li’s poem is characteristic of exaggeration, supernatural 
realism and myth. His exaggeration is astonishing: 

 
白发三千丈，Three thousand yards of white hair； 
缘愁似个长。Sorrow’s consequence, long as sorrow too. 
—秋浦歌 Autumn Bank Songs XV49 
 
燕山雪花大如席，The snow-flakes of the Yen mountains are big like piliows  
片片吹落轩辕台。 They are blown down, myriads together, over the 
Hsuan-yuan palace. 
——北风行 The North Wind50 

 
His imagination turned the Mountain Tianmu into a mythological world: 

 
列缺霹雳，A rent of lightning, crack of thunder, 
丘峦崩摧，And hilltops sunder and fall; 

                                                   
49 Ibid., p. 139. 
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洞天石扉，Doors of stone at grotto mouths 
訇然中开。Swing inward with a grinding roar, 
青冥浩荡不见底，And from the blue darkness, bottomless, vast and wild, 
日月照耀金银台。Sun and moon shine sparking on terraces of silver and gold. 
霓为衣兮风为马，Rainbows for robes, wind for horses, 
云之君兮纷纷而来下。Whirling whirling, the Lord of the Clouds comes down, 
虎鼓瑟兮鸾回车，Tigers twanging zithers, Juan birds to turn his carriage, 
仙之人兮列如麻。And immortal men in files think as hemp. 
——梦游天姥吟留别 Song of Dream Visit to T’ien-mu: Farewell to Those I 
Leave Behind51 

 
In his famous “Shudao nan,” the imagination has been brought to an unparalleled 
height. The exaggeration is soul stirring: 
 

上有六龙回日之高标，Above are the high marks of peaks that make the six 
dragons turn back the sun.52 
下有冲波逆折之回川。Below the torrents run back and forth, churn and roar. 
黄鹤之飞尚不得过，E’en the immortal crane can’t fly across; 
猿猱欲渡愁攀缘。We find all skillful gibbons at a loss.53 
 

The exaggeration, together with myth, legend and the startling description of the 
deep mountain , bring the reader into a strange world. 

Li Bai’s creative imagination inherits the legacy of Chuci 楚辞 (The songs of 
Chu). But in Chinese ancient criticism, such a tradition of imaginative art has not 
been fully examined. Critics would like to exam its relationship with the reality 
and would not like it to be excessive. The famous literary theorist in Southern 
dynasties, Liu Xie 刘勰, wrote a chapter on “exaggeration and embellishment” 
in his Wenxin diaolong 文心雕龙 (The literary mind and the carving of dragons). 
He argues exaggeration will be too excessive if it did not obey the rules set by 
the Confucian Classics such as Songs and Documents: 

 
But when adornment goes to extremes, sounds swarm disorderly in the mind; 
and when exaggeration exceeds what is appropriate, there is incongruity in 
both name and fact. If one can appreciate the degree of exaggeration employed 
in the Poetry and History (Songs and Documents--author), and stop short of 
the excessive elements in the writings of Yang [Hsiung] and [Ssu-] ma 
[Hsiang-ju], so that exaggeration is held whin proper limits, and adornment 
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does not involve falsehood, then he will certainly achieve true excellence.54 
 
然饰穷其要，则心声锋起；夸过其理，则名实两乖，若能酌诗书之旷旨，剪扬马

之甚泰，使夸而有节，饰而不诬，亦可谓之懿也。 
  

Liu Xie’s attitude toward imagination is very popular in ancient critics. The 
dichotomy of “illusory” and “real”; “strange” and “standard” are in the central 
part of their discussions. However, many interesting aspects of the imagination 
are still in obscure. 

Imagination is highly valued in European romantic poetry. Romantic critics 
had raised a lot of discussions on this topic. We can not make a general account 
of their arguments. As for its impact on Chinese criticism, we should pay 
attention to its consideration of the imagination in relation with poet’s personality 
and emotion. Romantics regard imagination not as a literary rhetoric technique, 
but as the fundamental poetic approach, a way to overcome the split of the 
subject and the object.55 After a careful re-examining of the literary pursuits in 
European Romantic Movements, Réne Wellek concludes: “they all see the 
implication, symbol, myth and organic nature, and see it as part of the great 
endeavor to over come the split between subject and object, the self and the 
world, the conscious and the unconscious. This is the central creed of the great 
romantic poets in England, German and France.”56 Imagination is considered to 
be the demonstration of the power of the subject, the spiritual power to break 
away with the constraints which was laid by the object, the external world, and 
the society and social conventions. It is not a display of the author’s rhetoric 
technique, but an illustration of his personality and emotion. 

The century critics would like to understand Li Bai’s imagination in this way.57 
They asserted that Li’s exaggeration is a good expression of his uncommitted 
personality and great passion. For example, His expressed great unparalleled 
sorrow in his description of unthinkable long white hair. His comparing the 
snow-flakes to the pillows could be understood within the universal view in the 
whole poem: 

 

烛龙栖寒门，The lamp-bearing dragon nestles over the polar gate, 
光曜犹旦开。And his light illumines the frigid zone. 
日月照之何不及此，For neither the sun nor the moon shines there, 
唯有北风号怒天上来。But only the north wind comes, blowing and howling 
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from heaven. 
燕山雪花大如席，The snow-flakes of the Yen mountains are big like pillows. 
片片吹落轩辕台。 They are blown down, myriads together, over the 
Hsuan-Yuan palace. 
幽州思妇十二月，’Tis December. Lo, the pensive maid of Yu-chow! 
停歌罢笑双蛾摧。She will not sing, she will not smile; her moth-eyebrows are 
disheveled. 
倚门望行人，She stands by the gate and watches the wayfarers ass, 
念君长城苦寒良可哀。Remembering him who snatched his sword and went to, 
save the borderland, Him who suffered bitterly in the cold beyond the Great 
Wall 
别时提剑救边去，Him who fell in the battle and will never come back. 
遗此虎纹金鞞靫。In the tiger-striped gold case he left for her keeping. 
中有一双白羽箭，There remains a pair of white-feathered arrows, 
蜘蛛结网生尘埃。Amid the cobwebs and dust gathered of long years. 
…… 
不忍见此物，Oh, empty tokens of love, too sad to look upon! 
焚之已成灰。She takes them out and burns them to ashes. 
黄河捧土尚可塞，By building a dam one may stop the flow of the 
Yellow-River, 
北风雨雪恨难裁。But who can assuage the grief of her heart when it snows and 
the north wind blows? 
——北风行 The North Wind58 

 
The similarity between tiny snow-flakes and the pillows only sounds reasonable 
in the universal background of endless darkness and coldness. The vision in the 
beginning of the poem is vast in space and time. From the lofty Xuanyuan 
Terrace that standing alone within earth and sky, only the snowflake as big as 
mattress can match the grand vision. The exaggeration in the last couplet brought 
the sorrow into unparalleled level. The whole poem reaches a great unity of 
poet’s uncommitted personality, his big sorrow and strangest imagination.59 

We can see from the above mentioned, Romantic literature and criticism does 
contribute to the understanding of Li Bai. The Romantic criticism enriched the 
Chinese criticism with new method and new critical interests. Romantic literature 
served as a good reference for Chinese critics to understand Li Bai’s poetic 
pursuits, we should not confine our observation to the definition of the term 
Romanticism and think whether it is appropriate to identify Li Bai. It will be 
more appealing to trace how modern Chinese literature and criticism has been 
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inspired by Western romantic literature and criticism, and how the romantic 
impact has changed the way we look our literary past. The significance of 
understanding Li Bai through romanticism lies in this inspiration. 

Understanding Li Bai through Romanticism: Its Limitations 

As a classical poet cultivated by Chinese culture, Li Bai differs a lot from the 
Western romantics. If the romantic ideas were applied to the criticism of Li Bai 
without taking theses difference into account, they might misinterpret the 
character of Li Bai.  

There is a basic quality in Li’s poetry that is quite different from the 
Romantics. It is the harmony with tradition and the world in his pursuits for the 
unconventional. As we above mentioned, Romantic inclination to the 
unconventional way of art and life is based on the strict distinction between 
subject and object in Western philosophy. In Chinese philosophy, there is no such 
distinction. Therefore, the spiritual transcendence in China is not a wholly denial 
of the world, but to experience the unitarian universalism. 

In Li Bai’s poetic writings, we can see a harmony with the tradition in its 
unconventional approach. Li Bai never broke away with the basic rules of poetic 
forms, on the contrary his genius lies in a creative application of this rules. 
Burton Watson said: “unlike Du Fu, Li Po was no innovator. For the most part he 
was content to employ the poetic forms inherited from his predecessors and to 
devote himself to the conventional themes of the past. … Li Po’s distinction lies 
in the fact that he brought an unparalleled grace and eloquence to his treatment of 
the traditional themes, a flow and grandeur that lift his works far above the level 
of mere imitations of the past.”60 Paul Kroll once argued: “The genius of Li Po 
lies at once in his total command of the literary tradition before him and his 
ingenuity in bending (without breaking) it to discover a uniquely personal 
idiom.”61 

Li Bai’s compositions of yuefu is a best illustration of his command of the 
literary tradition. “Wu qi qu” 乌栖曲 (Song of the roosting crows) is a good 
example. 

 
姑苏台上乌栖时，The time when the crows are roosting on the terrace of Ku-su 
吴王宫里醉西施。Is when, in the Wu King’s palace His Shih is growing drunk. 
吴歌楚舞欢未毕，The songs of Wu and dances of Ch’u—their pleasure had not 
reached its height, 
青山欲衔半边日。As the green hills were about to swallow a half side of the 
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sun. 
银箭金壶漏水多，From waterclock more and more drips away; from the basin 
of gold with its silver arrow,  
起看秋月坠江波，And they rise and they watch the autumn moon sink down in 
the river’s waves,  
东方渐高奈乐何。As in the east the sun grows higher, what shall their joy be 
then?62 
 

The traditional theme of the Yue Fu poem under this title is that lovers feel time 
flies too fast and their sweet night is too short. In Southern dynasties, Xiao Yi 萧
绎 (Emperor Yuan of Liang dynasty 梁元帝) wrote a poem under this title, it 
reads: 

 
浓黛轻红点花色，I make up, eyebrow black, face pink as pretty as the flower 
还欲令人不相识。So beautiful that others could not recognize me. 
金壶夜水讵能多，The golden waterclock, not much water inside, 
莫持奢用比悬河。Do not think it is as plenty as the waterfalls. 

 
Li Bai inherited the theme and some images from Xiao, but he used the story of 
Xi Shi 西施 to illustrate this theme. The historical tragedy made the lovers’ 
sorrow more touching. He laid emphasis on the sudden glimpse on the fallen 
moon and how lovers feel startled on the flying of the time. In the last sentence, 
we can even hear the sigh in despair from the lovers. What a profound 
demonstration of the old theme! 

Li Bai’s personality also has a deep harmony with the world. Besides 
“stange,” “bold and unconstrained,” critics always use “pure” and “natural” to 
characterize him. This is quite different from Western romantics’ pursuit for 
nature. Nature is considered to be opposite to the civilization in romantic view, 
whereas in China it is the world itself. Li Bai showed great defiance to the 
conventions, but his behavior is not queer. His pursuit for nature is not an 
inclination to the wildness, to the denial of daily life and human emotions. On the 
contrary, he reached his idealism in the ordinary world, through the topics and 
themes that are common to every person. He is homesick and put it in such a 
plain and unforgettable manner: 

 
床前明月光，Moonlight in front of my bed, 
疑是地上霜。I took it for frost on the ground! 
举头望明月，I lift my eyes to watch the mountain moon, 
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地头思故乡。lower them and dream of home 
——静夜思 Still Night Thoughts63 

 
He catches the most delicate feeling which is felt by people when suddenly 
caught by the homesickness. It is very natural and common to everyone. But Li 
Bai put it in a purified vision. The man in the poem is not indulgent in his 
homesickness all day long. Only in this certain moment, does the bright 
moonlight suddenly remind him of this feeling. And all his thoughts have been 
focused on it. In this moment, he only thought of his home, leaving everything in 
the world behind. This is the most purified feeling, and it is transient. Li Bai 
caught it and made it everlasting in the artistic world. In this short poem, we can 
see the purification of human feelings appears in such a natural manner. It is not 
queer, not excessive, but just lies in the warbling stream of daily life. This 
appealing aspect of Li’s poetry could not be fully understood if we interpret it in 
a Western romantic view. 

Being acquainted with the limitations of Western romantic critical approach, 
scholars would like to reject the term romanticism in their study of Li Bai. As we 
above mentioned, we should be clear about the limitations of the term 
romanticism, and should not definite Li Bai simply as a romanticist. But we need 
not totally reject the inspiration that modern Chinese criticism of Li Bai has got 
from the Western romantic ideas. It is better to make this communication of 
literary experience and criticism between China and the west more open and 
more accomplished. In this communication, a deeper understanding of Chinese 
literary past will be reached. 
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