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A Study of the Theory of “Proficiency

in All Poetic Forms” in Tangshi biecai ji

Chen Mei-Chu

Professor, Department of Chinese Literature, Cheng Kung University

Abstract

In the “General Rubrics” of his Tangshi biecai ji, Shen Degian (1673 —
1969) states that “no Tang poet, even a prominent one, was proficient in all
poetic (shi) forms.” To support this statement, Shen gives examples such as Du
Fu (712 -770), Wei Yingwu (737 —792), Liu Yuxi (772 —842), and Han Yu
(768 — 824 ), who were respectively not good at writing quatrains, hepta-
syllabic verse, ancient-style verse, and recent-style verse. This viewpoint is
consistently found in the first print of this anthology and remained intact in the
revised edition.

A careful examination of the anthology, however, reveals some
ambivalence. In the first print, there are up to ten poets whose works in all poetic
forms are anthologized; in the revised edition there are nine such cases. One
cannot help but cast doubt on Shen’s view that “no Tang poet was proficient in all
poetic forms. ” Moreover, based on the “General Rubrics” and other remarks in
his book, Shen makes no negative comments on Wang Wei’s compositions in all
poetic forms. Then why did Shen anthologize fewer poems by Wang Wei than
those by Du Fu and Li Bai (701 —762)% In addition, what is the difference
between “proficiency in all poetic forms” and “convergence of great perfection,”
a common praise of Du Fu’s poetic achievement?

This paper focuses on the theory of “proficiency in all poetic forms” in its

discussion of this influential anthology. In addition, it also conducts a
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comprehensive examination and commentary on the image of Wang Wei as

presented in the anthology, which takes Li Bai and Du Fu as models.

Keywords: Shen Deqian; Tangshi biecai ji; Wang Wei; “proficiency in all

poetic forms” ; distinguishing poetic forms



