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A Dedicated Cause Endures Through the Ages:
The Literary Culture of the Eight-Legged Essay
During the Late Ming Period and the Genre
Proliferation of Prefaces to Collections of

Eight-Legged Essays

Gong Zongjie
( Associate Research Fellow, The Research Center for Chinese Ancient Literature ,

Fudan University, Shanghai)

Abstract

From the Wanli period onward in the Ming Dynasty, the “literary culture of
the Eight-Legged Essay” that coalesced around the composition, compilation,
publication, and criticism of the Eight-Legged Essay alongside scholarly social
rituals such as literary coteries and ceremonial networking, emerged as a
significant force shaping both the literary landscape and the intellectual ethos of
literati in the late Ming. The prefatory texts accompanying the editorial
compilation and publication of anthologies of Eight-Legged Essays not only
embody the adaptive responses of traditional Chinese genre theory to literary
cultural dynamics, but also emerged as a distinctive hallmark within the late Ming
literary landscape. As the practice of writing prefaces for collections of
examination essays became more prevalent, these prefaces not only evolved into a
formal category systematically incorporated into the editorial frameworks of
individual anthologies and comprehensive compendiums, but also extended their
cultural influence through the prestige of renowned masters of Eight-Legged Essay
during the late Ming era. The widespread practice of publication and preface

composition gave rise to self-compiled anthologies and self-authored collections of
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prefaces. This development endowed the prefaces to the Collection of Eight-
Legged Essays with a narrative function of “ self-narrativization of life

”

trajectories, thereby transforming them into textual repositories through which
scholar-officials memorialized and documented their imperial examination careers.
These factors collectively propelled the generic proliferation of prefaces to Eight-
Legged Essay anthologies from the late Ming onward, ultimately provoking Qing
literati to critically interrogate the legitimacy of incorporating such prefaces into

literary collections.

Keywords: Prefaces to the collection of Eight-Legged Essays, literary culture of

Eight-Legged Essay, generic proliferation, Feng Mengzhen, Zhao Weihuan



