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Zen Witticisms and Spiritual Patterns:
Wang Fuzhi’s “Letting out What Stirred Me”
Poems and Their Significance in the Light
of His Poetic Theory

Zhang Chen
(Assistant professor, Department of Chinese Language and Literature,

Hong Kong Baptist University )

Abstract

The rich extensive scholarship produced over the last few decades on Wang
Fuzhi’s poetic theory has neglected to take into account an essential component-his
own poetry. In a set of seventy-six poems titled “Letting out What Stirred Me”
and a further fifty-eight titled “Letting out What Stirred Me-Broadened,” written
in the years 1662 — 1663 in Hengyang, Wang Fuzhi asks the questions of life and
death in a sweeping representation of the patterns that underlie the changing
universe. The two sets of poems are the first culmination of Wang’s thoughts and
practice in poetry before the age of fifty, containing many self-reflective lines
about the role of the poet and the use of language in poetry. The process that he
identifies at the start as the “work of Creation” shares the same mechanism as the
process by which the poet weaves his web of images. The world thus created is a
visionary one in which changes in human life, history, and culture are reorganized
through concrete images from the natural world, cognized through the poet’s
senses in the time and space of specific poems. The poems are also a remarkable
play of words that pushes the limits of polysemy and poetic grammar. Through an
analysis of the first set of “Letting out What Stirred Me” poems, I demonstrate

that on the one hand, Wang’s early poetry affirms the core ideas in outlined in his
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later theoretical works, while on the other, exceeds their scope in the world and
poetic vision that it presents. In doing so, I propose a roadmap to rethink Wang’s

poetic thought in the light of his own compositional practices.

Keywords: Wang Fuzhi; Poetry of the Ming yimin; “Letting out What Stirred

Me” poems; Wang Fuzhi’s poetic theory; Zen witticisms in poetry.



