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The Land in the Palm: Northern and
Southern Space and Cultural

Significance in Sui Poetry

Chi Lifeng

(Professor, Department of Chinese, National Taiwan Normal University )

Abstract

Compared to the division of the Northern and Southern Dynasties or the grand
unification of the Han and Tang empires, the Sui Dynasty represents a subtle
transitional period. On one hand, Emperor Wen of Sui ( Yang Jian) usurped the
Northern Zhou and conquered the Chen Dynasty, thus achieving the unification of
the realm. On the other hand, scholars and officials from the former Northern
Zhou, Northern Qi, and Southern Dynasties entered this unified empire and
adopted the worldview of a unified “ Six Directions” (/N4 ), “ All-under-
Heaven” (KF), and “the world as one family” ( PUA—%¢). Their political
identity, mentality, and sense of place regarding the North and South underwent
delicate and intricate transformations. Compared to the official realm of
historiography and imperial decrees, poetry, while also serving functions such as
praising virtues or responding to imperial themes, reveals the poets’ more diverse
and complex inner sentiments and states of mind. Therefore, this paper focuses on
the spatial representations of the North and South in Sui poetry and the cultural
metaphors embedded within them. Given the relatively small number of extant
poetic works from the Sui Dynasty, this study concentrates on several prominent
figures whose works are better preserved—such as Emperor Yang of Sui ( Yang
Guang ), Xue Daoheng, Sun Wanshou, Yu Shiji, Yu Shinan and his brother,

Wang Zhou, Xu Shanxin, among others. Rather than categorizing them strictly by
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official ranks or status, this paper explores the depictions of significant landscapes
with distinct senses of place, such as Jiangdu and Chang’an. Through this lens, it
examines their poetic imagination of space, the interplay of reality and
idealization, and further explores the political, ethnic, cultural, and Sino-

barbarian ( Hua-Yi) issues reflected both within and beyond their poetry.

Keywords : Chen Dynasty, Sui Dynasty, Space, North and South, Sense of Place
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