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ABSTRACT OF THE THESIS

Retelling Changqing:

Convergence and Divergence in Yuan Zhen’s and Bai Juyi’s Writings from the 820s

by
Chumeng Yang
Master of Arts in East Asian Studies
University of California, Los Angeles, 2025

Professor Huijun Mai, Chair

Abstract:

This thesis examines how the fraught Changqing reign (821-824) is remembered, reworked,
and retold in later writings by Yuan Zhen JGFH (779-831), Bai Juyi &%) (772-846), and
their contemporaries, and how these narratives intersect with the poets’ increasingly divergent

life paths. By situating these poems within the political and social contexts of the 820s, it

il



traces how experiences at the Changqing court are reinterpreted in later recollections,
producing multiple close yet not fully congruent Changqing narratives. These include the
joint Changgqing literary legend Yuan and Bai build in exchange poems and self-annotations,
Bai’s later self-reflection that turns the reign into a lesson in retreat, Yuan’s Hanlin-centered
political self-narration, and institutional or third-person retellings by contemporaries. Taken
together, these retellings show that the work of shaping a shared story—what is stressed,
omitted, or shifted elsewhere—brings into view deep differences in Yuan and Bai’s political
attitudes and ideals, rooted in their early careers yet sharpened by the crises of the 820s.
Ultimately, the thesis uses Changqing as a lens to think about how a close yet innately
different relationship works: how Yuan and Bai keep trying to hold together affection and

distinction, a shared past and divergent aspirations, as their lives move farther apart.
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Introduction

The well-known mid-Tang poets and officials Bai Juyi FHJ&E% (772-846) and Yuan
Zhen JGAH (779-831) have long attracted scholarly attention for their lives, writings,
political careers, and the legendary poetic exchanges between them.! In the anglophone
world, however, studies of Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi remain relatively scarce and are mostly
analyses of their literary works. Although some previous scholarship has attempted to reveal
a political “function” in these works, especially the exchanged poems, such discussions have
generally remained broad: they seldom combine specific historical, political, and
interpersonal contexts, and usually concentrate on earlier periods of their lives and
exchanges.? Their later years, when the political background became more prominent as both
men and their peers rose to higher office, and when the period itself is often shaded by the

prevailing dichotomous factional narratives, still deserve more careful examination.

! For a general review of earlier scholarship on Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen in Chinese, Japanese, and Korean, see
Chen Caizhi [E4 %, Yuan Bai shipai yanjiu 7GR FL (Beijing: Shehui kexue wenxian chubanshe,
2007), 9-44. For a review of English works about Bai Juyi, see William H. Nienhauser, Jr., “Po Chii-I Studies in
English since 1916-1992,” Asian Culture Quarterly 1994.3: 37-50. For a review of Yuan Zhen, see Mei Ah Tan,
“A Study of Yuan Zhen’s Life and Verse 809—-810: Two Years that Shaped His Politics and Prosody,” PhD diss.,
(University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2008), 21-22. More recent and relevant scholarship includes Wang Ao, “The
Fashioning of a Poetic Genius: Yuan Zhen and Mid-Tang Imperial Culture,” PhD diss., (Yale University, 2008)
and Anna M. Shields, One Who Knows Me: Friendship and Literary Culture in Mid-Tang China (Cambridge:
Harvard University Asia Center, 2015).

2 Wang Ao acknowledges the political bent of the Yuan—Bai poetic exchange and assumes that their literary
works reflected political motives and impacts, though he does not elaborate on the specific actions they took in
the political sphere (“The Fashioning of a Poetic Genius,” 110-50). Anna Shields observes the emerging interest
in friendship in mid-Tang literature and highlights the practical use of friendship networks in gaining a
reputation and career advancement, mainly focusing on the initial phases of their careers. She argues that Bai
Juyi’s literary exchanges with Yuan Zhen after his demotion in 810 can be read as efforts to maintain Yuan’s
reputation and facilitate his relocation, and she also discusses the political significance of collections of changhe
MEFN or lianju Wit verse (One Who Knows Me, 63-70, 82-95, 139-40, 174-199).
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This thesis therefore centers on the later stage of their lives and relationship, namely the
820s, from Muzong’s #2555 reign (820-824) up to Yuan Zhen’s death in 831. This short
reign, though not highly praised in the official histories,” proved important in several
contexts: it is often regarded as the starting point of the Niu—Li factional strife (Niu—Li
dangzheng 475 # 3%)* that dominates many narratives of mid- and late Tang, and it became
a turning point in the lives and careers of many figures, including Yuan and Bai. During
Changqing & (821-824, Muzong’s reign title), both men held high office: Yuan as Grand
Councilor (zaixiang 5Z#H) and Bai as Secretariat Drafter (Zhongshu sheren "PE & N).
However, the political fallout of this period shaped their later careers in sharply different
ways.

By reading their post-Changqing poems—primarily the poems exchanged between Yuan
and Bai and with other contemporaries, together with one related standalone piece—in their
historical and social contexts, this study explores the recollection, reflection, and even
reconstruction of particular political experiences. It asks how these poetic dialogues (and
occasional monologues) contribute to different modes of retelling shared or divergent

Changqing encounters. These modes may serve different purposes in writing and

3 For example, see the “court historian comments” 5 FE! in Jiu Tang shu B )JEZE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1975), 16.504. “...Looking at such a feeble ruler, one can only feel deep sorrow. He did not understand how
difficult it had been to found the dynasty, nor did he care about the sufferings of the common people. He
imagined that, with power in his hands, he could by force subdue the myriad regions; he imagined that, so long
as the crown was on his person, he could sit still while governing the nine domains. He never realized that when
the realm is united he is the ruler of a country with ten thousand chariots, but once it scatters he is nothing but an
isolated man, and that those who are his arms and legs in the morning may become his enemies by nightfall...”
BRXZET, "R, NAASEZIREE, MM T . sMBEET, WTRLUHIE T RREEL,
FTLLARB LA . B ANVRIZERI e, HOUMR, wIERE, 2 REERT

4 “From then on, Deyu and Zongmin each gathered their own faction, dividing the court and attacking and
undermining one another for nearly forty years.” FJ2fE#. SR &0 0%, TEAMEEL, ®IUHF Zizhi
tongjian EiHIBEE (Beijing: Zhonghuashuju, 1956), 241.7791.
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transmission, and take shape through processes that may be subtly negotiated or tacitly
agreed upon, ultimately producing plural Changqing narratives that situate this fleeting reign
differently within each figure’s life history and retrospective self-understanding. In this way,
the thesis brings literary and historical narratives into the same frame.

It is worth mentioning that these accounts are not simply parallel stories that happen to
coexist. From the set of selective Changqing scenes centered on only Yuan and Bai, to Bai
Juyi’s solitary retrospective self-reflection and Yuan Zhen’s political self-presentation that
builds on Li Deyu’s Z5f#% (787-849) institutional memories—they press against one
another and prompt mutual re-examination. It is within these plural—and at times subtly
competing—Changqing narratives, and especially in the negotiated formation of the narrative
co-authored by Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen, that the underlying differences between them come
into view.

Thus, this thesis also carries a more personal yet universal concern. Yuan Zhen and Bai
Juyi were, from the beginning, very different people. Although they shared similar ambitions
early in their careers—both engaging in political activism and paying the price for it—their
personalities and expectations of political life diverged sharply. These contrasts were already
visible in their early poetic exchanges and became fully pronounced during and after the
Changqing years. They remained close, yet the subjects of their exchanged poems gradually
shifted and the poetic dialogue at times became misaligned. Anna Shields has observed such

incongruities in their earlier nostalgic poems.® In examining the construction of their

5> Anna Shields, “Remembering When: The Uses of Nostalgia in the Poetry of Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen,”
Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 2006.2, 321-61.
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Changqing narrative and other related poems, this thesis pays attention to what is answered
and what is left unanswered in their exchanges, as well as what gets elaborated and what is
dismissed in that narrative, especially compared to other exchanged or solo poems, as an
attempt to explore how closely connected individuals confront, negotiate, and respond to their
innate and acquired differences—in opinions, political attitudes, and future prospects.

The structure of the thesis is as follows:

Chapter I, “The Beginning of the Careers of Ambitious Men,” provides preliminary
background, tracing the official careers of Bai and Yuan from 803 to 820, before the
Changqing reign. Beginning from the most ideal career pathway, their trajectories soon
diverged between 809 and 815 and eventually converged again when both were demoted to
posts in the south. This chapter also includes a reading of one set of poems exchanged
between them, which already reveals differences in their attitudes toward political careers in
these early years.

Chapter II, “A Changqing Experienced and a Changqing Written,” reconstructs the
political upheavals of the Changqing reign not through a fixed factional framework but from
the perspective of interpersonal networks and contingent encounters, showing how circles of
friends, patrons, and colleagues shaped Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi’s careers and responses to the
821 jinshi scandal and other court conflicts. It then reads the Jiu Tang shu biography of Yuan
Zhen as both a shaped story and a record of concrete crises, tracing the rapid rise of his
career, the consequent decline of his reputation, and his conflicts with Pei Du. On this basis,
the chapter also reconsiders the assumption that Bai Juyi distanced himself from Yuan,

instead showing how Bai’s appointments, poems, and memorial writing kept him publicly
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aligned with Yuan even as he faced his own dilemmas. In the final section, the chapter turns
to their later exchanged poems and self-annotations, arguing that these works collectively
construct what this thesis calls a “Changqing narrative”: a retrospective, selectively told
account that reframes the reign from the partly shared, partly divergent experiences of Yuan
and Bai. Read together, these poems show how those uneven experiences and different
focuses of the writers are reworked and negotiated into a shared story—one that privileges
private understanding over public controversy, affection over conflict, and literary reputation
over political setbacks, while still leaving traces of unease and disagreement just beneath the
surface. The chapter thus emphasizes that this shared narrative is not automatic but produced
through negotiation, compromise, and silence, and that the limits of agreement between Yuan
and Bai become visible in what their poems omit or quietly reframe.

Chapter III, “Changqing in Plural Voices,” moves beyond the joint narrative that Yuan
and Bai worked out together and reads the Changqing years through other, partly overlapping
modes of retelling. It first turns to Bai Juyi’s later self-reflection, showing how he recasts his
Changqing experiences as evidence of a temperament unsuited to court, using that period as a
lesson in retreat rather than as a ground for renewed political hope. It then examines how
figures in Yuan’s network—especially Li Deyu, who shares Hanlin memories with him, and
Liu Yuxi 288 (772-842), who was not at the Changging court but extends the Changqing
story from afar—represent Changqing-era political experiences and images in poems that
foreground institutional settings, political memory, and ongoing aspirations to return. Taken
together, these texts (including the ones discussed in Chapter II) present “Changqing” not as a

single settled story but as a small cluster of narratives around a brief reign—bureaucratic,
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autobiographical, and aspirational—that revisit the same years, incidents, and appointments,
remembering and reworking them in different ways, and sometimes putting them into quiet
tension. Read alongside Chapter II, this chapter also makes clearer how Yuan and Bai’s paths
gradually diverge by juxtaposing the joint Changqing narrative they once negotiated together
with their separate reframings of the same experiences. By tracing how Yuan’s political
concerns continue to surface in these later exchanges, and how friends respond to them
differently, the chapter also highlights the limits of the Yuan-Bai Changqing narrative and the
gradual shift in their own correspondence away from explicitly political projects toward other
forms of attachment.

In the end, the Epilogue returns to the unresolved divergence between Yuan and Bai,
leading to the distinct life paths of their later years that ultimately clash with the pact to retire
together they had made in earlier days. By reading the one-sided, repeated invocation of that
agreement and the eventual closure of their Changqing narrative—Yuan Zhen’s tomb epitaph
written by Bai Juyi—the Epilogue traces what happened afterward and offers a narrative and

emotional closure to the story.

I.  The Beginning of Careers of Ambitious Men

Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen probably started to know one another before 802, proved by the
earliest dated pair of their exchanged poems. Bai’s self-lament of his aging and Yuan’s

consoling with “After all, a century is altogether like a dream” %% 5 4E[F] /&% marks the



beginning of a poetic dialogue that lasted almost three decades.® In 803, they passed the
evaluation examination (quanxuan #ti%) together and were both appointed Editors in the
Palace Library (mishu sheng jiaoshu lang Fh3E %8 E: & HI). Then they prepared for and
passed the special examination (zhiju %) in 806, which accelerated their advancement:
Bai became the Defender of Zhouzhi (Zhouzhi wei %% J7) and Yuan, for securing first
place, was appointed the Left Reminder (zuo shiyi /£$518). Both posts were prestigious and
promised future promotion,” yet fortune did not always favor them.

That same year, Yuan Zhen was downgraded to the Defender of Henan (Henan wei 7] Fd
J#) and soon resigned upon his mother’s death. In 809 he was appointed Investigating Censor

(jiancha yushi %5

%24 51 and sent on a mission to present-day Sichuan. After impeaching a
previous Military Commissioner (jiedushi i &) and correcting the unjust treatment of
eighty-eight households, he provoked resentment and was reassigned to the Eastern Capital.
The next year, after reporting the illegal deeds of the Administrator of Henan (Henan yin 1]
B4 F), he received a salary cut and was recalled to Chang’an. On the journey back, the
eunuch Liu Shiyuan 2|77 (fl. 9th cent.) seized his quarters in the post station and insulted
him, leading to Yuan’s wrongful demotion as the Adjutant of Levied Service Section (shicao
canjun 1 2H) in Jiangling VL%.

By comparison, Bai Juyi was luckier. Though he initially disliked his position as the

Defender of Zhouzhi, he was soon recalled to Chang’an and appointed Hanlin Academician

Yuan’s response see Ji Qin 3L, Yuan Zhen ji JUFA%E (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2010), 218.

7 Liu Houbin Ff£{#, “Huantu bajun: Zhongwan Tang jingying de shihuan rentong jiqi zhidu lujing” Ei&/\
15 H G RS DL B AL B AR IR B Ll FE XA, Journal of Peking University (Philosophy and Social Sciences)
2019.6: 95.
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(hanlin xueshi ¥ E:+-)—one of the most desirable posts for literati and close to central
power. Yet after their shared patron, the esteemed statesman Pei Ji 330 (765-811),% died in
811, Bai’s prospects declined. His mother’s death in the same year led to a three-year
mourning period, after which he received only the unimportant title of the Left Grand Master
Admonisher of the Heir Apparent (taizi zuo zanshan dafu X /%3 KK). Yuan Zhen
remained in Jiangling until 815 but was soon banished as the Assistant of Tongzhou
(Tongzhou sima 18N 7] ) shortly after returning to the capital. That same year Bai Juyi—
already disheartened and shocked by the assassination of Grand Councilor Wu Yuanheng
Juf# (758-815)—submitted a memorial and was consequently demoted as the Assistant of
Jiangzhou (Jiangzhou sima 1. 7] ) for his outspokenness.

After years of hardship, disheartenment, and even illness,” the political climate began to
shift, leading to their transfer to better posts in the winter of 818. The following year, on their
journeys to new appointments, Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen met by chance and spent three days
together.!” In the winter of 819, Yuan was summoned back to Chang’an, and Bai followed in
the summer of 820.

Unexpectedly, the Changqing reign (821-824) became a turning point for both their

careers and their relationship. They reached the pinnacles of their official lives''—Bai as the

$ Bian Xiaoxuan ~ZE, Yuan Zhen nianpu JURAEFE (Jinan: Qi Lu shushe, 1980), 64-65, 109. Pei Ji was the
factual examiner in the placement exam of 803 and instructed Yuan when he was preparing for the special exam,
see Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 134.

% Yuan fell ill in 815 shortly after arriving in Tongzhou, see Zhou Xianglu J&#H$%, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian
JUHEFE 4% (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2004), 149.

" When I use “pinnacle,” I refer not to the formal rank of these posts but to their significance. Although the
importance of the Secretariat Drafter declined in the mid- and late Tang , see Lai Ruihe #¥ifll, Tangdai

8



Secretariat Drafter and Yuan as the Grand Councilor—but were also entangled in court
disputes during 821 and 822 and affected by long-lasting consequences of political turmoil.
Yuan Zhen suffered direct attacks and a tarnished reputation, being forced to step down after
only a few months; but he nevertheless kept feeling an obligation both to realize his political
ideal and to repay the emperor. Bai Juyi, though less involved in the political chaos, still did
not escape his own share of embarrassment and nearly abandoned his ambitions for further
advancement.'?

Before turning to the 820s, however, one pair of exchanged poems from 810 deserves
attention, for they vividly reveal the distinction between Yuan and Bai. The original poem by
Yuan Zhen was one of several written on his journey to Jiangling after his unjust demotion.
Bai Juyi, admiring these works, responded to ten of them in the same year. According to Bai,
he divided his replies into two categories: “those I agree are named ‘matching;’; those for
which I hold different opinions are named ‘responding’.”!® [F]#FH 2, HEEFHZZ Bai’s
response to this particular poem is titled “Responding,” marking the divergence in their
attitudes.

The two poems probably fall into the category of “poems on history” (yongshi shi #wk 5

#+¥), commenting on the deeds and morality of four historical figures from the Qin and early

Han dynasties—*“the Four Hoary Heads of Mount Shang” (Shangshan sihao 75 1L V¥, also

gaoceng wenguan JEXE B CE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2017), 125-44, it still remained a well-recognized
office and a potential pathway to higher positions, see Lu Yang 445, “Gudu de Bai Juyi: Jiu shiji zhengzhi yu
wenhua zhuanxing zhong de shiren” V&N HfE 5. JLACBUA BSOS R 58 N, Journal of Peking
University (Philosophy and Social Sciences) 2019.6: 117.

12 Lu Yang, “Gudu de Bai Juyi,” 118-19.



referred to as “the Four Elders” below). The earliest account of them appears in Zhang
Liang’s 5% K (d. 186 BCE) biography in Shiji 5EFC, where they are portrayed simply as
four old men unwilling to serve Liu Bang X/} (Emperor Gaozu of Han & & 4H, r. 202-195
BCE) and therefore retreating into the mountains. Yet Liu Bang still held them in high regard
and could not recruit them. Thus, Zhang Liang suggested to Empress Lii that the heir
apparent, the future Emperor Hui #77 (195-188 BCE), should invite them as guests,
thereby displaying his benevolence, popularity, and growing political strength. The story
serves only to highlight Zhang Liang’s strategy.'*

However, as the narrative evolved and shifted over time, the stories in both Yuan’s and
Bai’s poems already differ greatly from the original Shiji account. The Elders’ historical
merits and whether they indeed saved the Han empire will not be discussed here; what
matters here is how Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi perceived and constructed the same tale from
completely different perspectives, particularly regarding the choices between reclusion and
service.

Yuan Zhen, in his “Temple of the Four Hoary Heads” PUftE &, reverses the common

praise that the Four Elders had long received: '

VU #HES35?  What was it that these four worthies did?

T#4% &l  That for a thousand years their names waft fragrance.

SRS Their withdrawal and reappearance both left traces,

HIf&5E M. Yet (their choices) before and after lead one to suspect inconsistency.

14 Shiji FC (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982), 55.2045-47.

15 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 12-13. Yuan Zhen also mentioned this poem in the annotation to his “Poem in Response
to Hanlin Academician Bai’s [Poem] in Place of a Letter in 100 Rhymes” Bi#i#k 52 £ FH 77— E . See Ji
Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 134-35. But it is hard to tell if he wrote this poem earlier or he received Bai’s response earlier.
For translation of the tile see Anna M. Shields, One Who Knows Me, 185.
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BHER T,

The Qin tyranny ravaged the realm,

g E K.  Exhausting the people through endless wars.

FEERR AL,  Every battle among the lords led to death;

A1 JE78 . Even brave men frowned in distress.

SRR ¥{% T,  Zhang Liang, the young man of Han,

MEREE B,  Smashed the wheel of the emperor’s attendant carriage. '
B4 YMER,  Thus it roused the hearts of heroes,

H#®B#ZE.  Who day and night thought only of avenging Qin.

JoAEMK %, The four gentlemen (the four hoary heads) departed together,
AEBEE.  No longer entangled with the worldly dust.

EE(EI,  Like clouds roll back around a solitary peak,

HEVEE /M. Like dragons lurk as small fishes.

% R AIE, The Qin Emperor grew lawless,

M LSERl.  Those who remonstrated were boiled alive in cauldrons.
AR, While Mao Jiao stripped off his clothing to remonstrate, !’
JoAEM—F . The gentlemen did not utter a word.

A -,  When Zhao Gao murdered the Second Emperor,'®

JeAE WA . The gentlemen acted as if they had not heard.
ZITHELR T,  When Liu Bang and Xiang Yu seized all under the heaven,
JeAEF . The gentlemen were wandering among white clouds.

N\ B, During the eight years of warfare within the seas,
JoAE4—5.  The gentlemen preserved their own selves.

H3¥EHUCE,  As the Han enterprise grew secure day by day,

FoHEZ MR, Their fame too rose in renown.

PSR,  Unable to save the world,

A %S, It was fitting indeed to choose reclusion instead.

Wi —EHEE,  Yet how could they, rising overnight,

JE/Ef#ECE?  Stoop to being the heir apparent’s guests?

16 Zhang Liang’s grandfather and father had both served as prime ministers of the state of Han. After Qin
annihilated Han, he sought assassins to avenge it. He found a mighty man and made an extremely heavy iron
hammer. When the Emperor Shihuang of Qin Z&4fi % (r. 221-210 BCE) was traveling east and passed
Bolangsha {#jR7}), Zhang Liang and this man attacked the emperor but only struck the attendant carriage. See
Shiji, 55.2033-34.

17 Due to the affair between his mother and Lao’ai &5 (259-238 BCE) and Lao’ai’s rebellion, Emperor Shi
Huang sent the empress dowager away, forbade anyone to remonstrate with him regarding her, and executed
twenty-seven people. Mao Jiao nevertheless remonstrated on this matter and took off his clothes when he
finished, waiting for execution (the emperor intended to have him boiled in a cauldron). He finally persuaded
Emperor Shi Huang to welcome the empress dowager back to Xianyang & [5. See Xiang Zonglu [A] 558,
Shuoyuan jiaozheng FR%E1:F% (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1987), 215-17.

18 Upon the death of Emperor Shihuang, Zhao Gao (258—207 BCE) schemed to have Shihuang’s younger son,
Huhai #1Z (230-207 BCE), acclaimed as the Second Emperor. He then became very powerful. But after the
rebellions in the east had expanded greatly, Zhao Gao, fearing the emperor’s blame, enacted another scheme and
forced Huhai to kill himself. See Shiji, 6. 264-74.
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This is a decidedly sarcastic piece. By contrasting the sufferings of all kinds of people
and the heroic figures’ will and actions with the leisurely life the Four Elders enjoyed, as well
as their ignorance of the outside chaos, Yuan Zhen implies a criticism of the Four Elders’ self-
interested deeds that lead to nothing but the preservation of themselves. The sarcasm is even
strengthened by addressing them as “gentlemen” (xiansheng %t4) ,a respectful term. To
Yuan, the morals and intentions of the Four Elders seemed very obscure (in his words: why
were the gentlemen’s Way so obscure? 44278 {7 1), Bai Juyi, feeling the need to correct

Yuan’s “misunderstanding” or express his own opinion, wrote his response: '’

RTHIER, When the world follows the Way, one shows oneself;
RIEHIRL When the world loses it, one withdraws and keeps it within.?
[N CYNGS These are the words of the sage;

B I have heard them from Confucius.

KarEld e, Lofty and outstanding, the four gentlemen,

[F A, Were all endowed with talents rare in the world.

b IRy A R, Responding to the times they may serve or retreat,

FEIE FEIHAS Yet in holding to the Way they remain intact and pure.
REHRE, The Emperor of Qin indulged in tyranny,

i EELEE And within two generations it fell into disorder and ruin.
A AHRE 2 The gentlemen withdrew together,

4R 2 Gathering purple fungus in the Shang Mountains.
HEZRMT, Look, in the prison of Qin—

MW H 2, The one executed and disgraced was Li Si.%!
JIEFKRT, When Liu Bang and Xiang Yu contended for the empire,
At R T Strategists and advisers vied to follow.

SN E RS, The gentlemen were like phoenixes and cranes,

20 “When all beneath Heaven abides in the Way, make yourself known; and when the Way’s lost, stay hidden.”
(Analects 8/13) K FHIEM N, JiENEER “How noble-minded Qu Boyu is! When the country abides in the
Way, he takes office. And when the country ignores the Way, he hides himself away and embraces it alone.”
(Analects 15/7) BB AE! FHAE, WL, FHILE, MaEM#r2 Translations refer to The
Analects / Confucius; Translated by David Hinton, tr. David Hinton (Washington, D.C: Counterpoint, 1998).

2l Zhao Gao slandered Li Si (280-208 BCE) in front of the Second Emperor, Li Si was thus put into jail and
interrogated by Zhao Gao. Zhao Gao tortured him to make him plead guilty. In the end, Li Si was executed. See
Shiji, 87.2559-62.

12



INEER.

Departing to soar into the boundless clouds.

HETMET, Look, in the cauldron of Qi—

ySY Iy I The one burned and charred was Li Ji.??

TR, Zifang (Zhang Liang), meeting Liu Bang,

H RHAH I IE o Lamented that their encounter came too late.?3

J\ B Through eight perils he shook the pivot of his tongue,

=IO And the Three Strategies exhausted his mind and schemes.?*

F TR, During over ten years of hardship,

BRI . Day and night his body and spirit grew weary.

TR I, The Han enterprise ultimately blended the ways of the true king
and the hegemon;?®

HERE AT Do Calling him “teacher of the emperor” was but an empty name.?°

ez UL Zifang, you could do that;

ARSI E . But this is not what is appropriate for us (the Four Elders).

OAE—F, Without drafting a single plan in their hearts,

FIASIHE — 5] Or uttering a single word with their mouths

i R N AS, They secretly settled the empire’s foundation

EZBKSE And thus secured the Liu family’s peril.

T hrERilRE, Zifang, this is what we (the Four Elders) are capable of,

BT B Which you do not understand.

e TE R, The gentlemen’s principles shone forth,

PN =05 While the heir apparent’s courtesies were exceedingly humble.

ZHHAME, Even the comfortable carriage could not detain them;

DR UNIE o Having accomplished their merits, they discarded official titles as

if forgetting them entirely.

2 LiYiji BfEH (268-204 BCE), Liu Bang’s strategist, went to persuade the King of Qi to become a vassal
state to Han. The negotiations were successful, but Han Xin #{5 (d.196 BCE) still attacked Qi. The King of

Qi was very angry and asked Li Yiji to have the Han army retreat. Li Yiji refused and was boiled to death. See
Shiji, 97. 2693-96.

23 When Zhang Liang first met Liu Bang, Liu Bang appreciated him and often adopted his strategies, while
other people did not take his advice, which made Zhang Liang say that Liu Bang was probably a man bestowed
on him by Heaven. See Shiji, 55. 2036.

24 "Eight perils” are the eight reasons Zhang Liang used to persuade Liu Bang not to acclaim the descendants of
the six states. See Shiji, 55. 2040-41. Three Strategies refers to the military tactics Zhang Liang learned from

25 Emperor Xuan (r. 74-48 BCE) changed his face and said: “The Han family has its own way of governing,
which was originally a mixture of hegemon’s way and the way of the true king. Why should we only adopt
moral education and use the governing of Zhou?” EHF{E(LE: “BERXBAAFHIEE, ARUIETEM, FHsl
[E1EZ, FAREBCTE? 7 Han shu 3 (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1962), 9.277.

26 “The Duke of Liu (Zhang Liang) thus claimed: ‘...Now I use my three-inch tongue to become the teacher of
the emperor, being enfeoffed ten thousand households and gaining the status as a marquis. This is the extreme

that a plain man can reach, with which I am content.” 4 VA=~ &7 # 0, EHEF, (5, HAKZ
Bk, JARJEZE See Shiji, 55.2048.
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i R E, Like clouds in the parched sky,

— R H#XH One rain nourishes a hundred grains.
FERERT, Their deeds benefited the whole empire,
AR H Yet the clouds returned to the realm of stillness and void.

Many details in this poem directly or indirectly echo Yuan’s original wording (for
example, Bai emphasizes the heir apparent’s great courtesies as a reply to Yuan’s sarcasm,
“Yet how could they, rising overnight, stoop to being the heir apparent’s guests?”), and the
word “gentlemen” is inherited but used in its ordinary, respectful sense. Bai Juyi clarifies the
“Way” of the Four Elders by opening with Confucius’ saying, claiming that their deeds
conform to the teachings of the sage. He also uses comparison, but compares the miserable,
boomeranging, and exhausting outcomes of other figures with the freedom and safety the
Four Elders enjoyed, and the ease with which they stabilized the heir apparent’s status.

Putting the two poems together, it is intriguing to discover that the fundamental
difference arises from the writers’ distinct evaluative standards. Yuan Zhen views the Four
Elders in relation to their external circumstances, in other words, by what they contributed to
the world. When the situation was severe and dangerous, they did not come forward to help
the realm and its people; only when the war ended and the environment became safer did they
enter service and gain long-lasting fame, which to Yuan seems like pure political
opportunism. His poem ends with a self-conscious claim not included in the translation
above: “In service or in withdrawal, one must be clear and consistent—thus I write these
words today” HEEEH A, &5 =. Thus, his personal insistence on a political career
is detectable: he preferred those who remained consistent. That is, one should adhere to a

single path: if one prefers reclusion, they should not enter service no matter how tempting it
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appears; and if one chooses service, they should strive for it no matter what obstacles they
may face.

While Yuan emphasizes that the Four Elders did no good to the state but only preserved
their own lives and reputations, Bai exaggerates their irreplaceability and influence,
highlighting a distinction between the Four Elders and Zhang Liang—each had different
capabilities and thus made different contributions (Bai considers the Four Elders to be more
successful). In Bai’s version of the story, with a clear understanding of their times (whether
the world follows the Way or loses the Way f i&/#£1#), the men made wise decisions and
achieved unmatched personal success: they avoided the dangers of warfare, lived freely, once
helped to stabilize the Han empire, and later discarded wealth and titles—thus obtaining
physical safety, realizing personal and social values, and maintaining inner morality and
freedom. His attitude towards a political career is also clear: “Why must one forever hide
their traces, or forever serve the times?” [ A R[&Ei®R (FF), U -EFEE? One should be
able to adjust one’s choices as circumstances change. For Yuan Zhen, the Four Elders were
definitely not the kind of people needed to save the state; however, for Bai, they were the
perfect model of what an ideal political career should be.

At this stage of their lives, such divergence did not create a barrier between them but
only added intriguing tension to their poetic exchanges. Yet these two poems almost read like
an early prophecy, foreshadowing the divergence of their later paths. Their differing
judgments of the Four Elders would later echo in their own experiences: Yuan’s continuous

pursuit of political ideals and Bai’s gradual detachment from them.
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II. A Changqing Experienced and A Changqing Written

1. The Collapse of Earlier Friend Circle

The political upheavals of the Changqing reign (821-824)—especially the scandal
surrounding the jinshi examination of 821—have long been regarded as the starting point of
the Niu-Li factional strife.?” While studies have begun to question this rigid framework, this
chapter approaches the period from the perspective of interpersonal relationships, seeking to
illuminate the occasionality and unpredictability of these events. By tracing the social
networks and experiences of Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi—Yuan deeply entangled in the political
conflicts, and Bai more embedded in the bureaucratic circles of Chang’an—it examines how
personal connections and circumstantial encounters shaped their careers and literary
responses.

As Anna Shields has observed, the examination process and subsequent appointments
played a decisive role in forming friendships and social circles.?® Having passed two
examinations together and shared a common patron, Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi naturally built
networks with substantial overlap. Their early writings record a close circle of friends who
frequently socialized and exchanged poems, including Li Jian Z=% (764-821), Li Fuli Z&

1248 (fl. 9th cent.), Yu Jingxiu JHEK (d. 835), and Li Shen Z=&f (772-846).

27 For events and analysis, see The Cambridge History of China, vol.3: Sui and T’ang China: 589-906, Part I,
ed. Denis Twitchett and John K. Fairbank (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1979), 640-42. Scholars have
pointed out that Li Deyu ZX{fi4% (787-849) was not involved. See Fu Xuancong {§3i€ER, Li Deyu nianpu 2
MIAERE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2013), 108-113. Michael Héckelmann argues that the examination scandal
reveals nepotism rather than continuous factionalism in his recent study regarding the Niu-Li factional strife and

how its traditional and modern narratives were formed. Michael Hockelmann, “The Niu-Li factional Strife: The
Origins of a Historiographical Fiction,” Journal of Chinese History 2025: 9. https://doi.org/10.1017/jch.2024.12

28 Anna M. Shields, One Who Knows Me, 117.
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As their careers diverged, their circles evolved as well. During his demotion to Jiangling,
Yuan befriended Li Jingjian Z=5:f& (fl. 9th cent.) and interacted with Liu Yuxi, Liu
Zongyuan MIZZJG (773-819), and Lii Wen =il (772-811), earlier participants in the
failed Yongzhen Reform 7K H #:#1.2° During Bai’s appointment in the Hanlin Academy, he
became close to his fellow Academicians Li Jiang 2% (764-830), Cui Qun &#Ff (772
832), and Qian Hui #¥# (755-829). Li Jiang and Cui Qun were also close to Pei Ji, and
they joined Bai Juyi’s petition against Yuan’s demotion to Jiangling.*

These overlapping yet distinct networks would later shape their political moves. Exiled
from the capital for nearly a decade, Yuan relied on limited contacts and sought advancement
through literary appeal, presenting writings to several influential officials.’! Bai, by contrast,
remained mostly in the capital, cultivating ties with powerful Hanlin peers and, overall, a
broader circle of associates—connections that would later place him in a difficult position

when those same figures turned against one another.*?

2 Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian, 102-103, 112-113. Bai knew Li Jingjian later and mentioned him
Liu Yuxi and Liu Zongyuan earlier through his father-in-law Wei Xiaging # Xl (743-806), Bian Xiaoxuan,
Yuan Zhen nianpu, 71-72

30 In 810, when Yuan Zhen was unjustly downgraded to Jiangling, Li Jiang, Cui Qun, and Bai Juyi all presented
memorials to argue against Yuan’s demotion, but their efforts were unsuccessful, see in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi
wenji jiaozhu )5 5 CHERF (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2011), 1244-45. It seems that Yuan Zhen was also
acquainted to them, proved by his mentioning Qian Hui and Cui Qun in his poems matching Bai. See Zhou
Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian, 63, 84. Li Jiang and Cui Qun (and Yuan’s and Bai’s shared friend Li Jian)
are also close to the Yong Zhen group. Still, Bai received Li Jiang’s and Cui Qun’s help more. Li Jiang saved
Bai from the Emperor’s dissatisfaction, see his biography in Jiu Tang shu. JTS, 164.4287. After Bai spent three
years in Jiangzhou, he was promoted as the Prefect of Zhongzhou (Zhongzhou cishi ¥ $| 52) due to Cui Qun’s

31 Yuan offered his writings to Zheng Yuqing ¥F&% & (746-820), Quan Deyu HEfEEL (759-818), and Li
Fengji Z51&7% (758-835), and sent a letter to Pei Du 3£ (765-839) after the pacification of Huaixi fE7H,
Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian,157-59, 162-65.

fifteen officials serving in the Department of State Affairs (shangshu sheng i 48),suggesting that they were
in frequent contact.
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Upon the demise of Emperor Xianzong 5% (r. 778-820) in the first month of 820, the
political landscape of Chang’an underwent significant transformation, leading to the
elevation of several friends to more prestigious positions:*> Li Shen and Yu Jingxiu were
appointed as Hanlin Academicians,** Li Zongmin 255X (d.846), Yuan’s early
acquaintance, was appointed Secretariat Drafter,>> and Niu Sengru 4 f5{F (779-848), Bai’s
friend, received the title of Participant in the Drafting of Proclamations (zhi zhigao FAHi &%)
and was transferred to Vice Censor-in-chief (yushi zhongcheng 18 5 71 7%) in winter.>® Yuan
later mentioned that Duan Wenchang B{ L5 (773-835), one of the new Grand Councilors,
recommended him for office, possibly facilitating his promotion.’” Bai’s return to the capital
that same year likely followed a similar pattern: surrounded by newly ascendant allies, his
appointment as the Director of the Bureau for Receptions (zhuke langzhong F % HH) and

Participant in the Drafting of Proclamations was due to Niu Sengru’s recommendation.>®

3 Yuan’s returning in 819 was likely due to Linghu Chu’s 24 (766-837) help. Linghu Chu might be
seeking political allies. Yuan Zhen’s poems were appreciated by Muzong, and he had poetic exchanges with
Linghu’s friend Li Fengji. But their relationship later deteriorated. Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu
xinbian,178-79, 181-82.

34 JTS, 16.475-76.

35 JTS, 16.481. Yuan knew Li Zongmin pretty early. See Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian, 23. He
mentioned Li Zongmin in his annotation of “Poem in Response to Hanlin Academician Bai’s [Poem] in Place of
a Letter in 100 Rhymes,” recalling their interactions with Li Zongmin when preparing for the special exam. See
in Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 133-34. Yuan probably introduced Li Zongmin to Bai.

36 JTS, 172. 4469. Bai knew Niu Sengru when he was living in Huayang Temple #:[5#H in 805 and 806, see
Xu Song #&Fa (1781-1848), Dengke ji kao buzheng *ZFFIECHEH IE, suppl. Meng Erdong i —%4 (Beijing:
Zhonghua shuju, 2019), 590. It is uncertain if Niu Sengru knew Bai Juyi through Li Zongmin and Yuan Zhen,
and Yuan seemed not to have interacted with Niu. But Niu was likely to belong to the same social network at
that time. Bai sent poems and letters to Niu and his other friends when he was in Jiangzhou, see “Letter Written
on Another’s Behalf” & in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 283-84; see also Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi shiji
Jiaozhu, 1439-40.

37 JTS, 166.4338. Duan also recommended Niu Sengru.

38 Lu Yang, “Gudu de Bai Juyi: Jiu shiji zhengzhi yu wenhua zhuanxing zhong de shiren,” 115-116. Bai also
seemed to have good relationships with the Grand Councilors, and Gu Xuexie argued that it might be because of
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That winter, while on a night duty with Yuan Zhen, Li Zongmin, and Wang Qi T2 (760—
847), Bai composed a poem lamenting how belated his advancement had been.*

Against this background, the eruption of the jinshi examination dispute in 821 appeared
sudden. Relatives of Li Zongmin and Yang Rushi #5i% == (b. 778) passed the exam
supervised by examiner Qian Hui, while Duan Wenchang and Li Shen protested because their
pre-selected candidates had failed—Yuan joined their objections. As a result, Bai Juyi and
Wang Qi were appointed as re-examiners. Since only three of the original fourteen candidates
passed the second exam, Qian Hui, Li Zongmin, and Yang Rushi were demoted.*’ Nearly
everyone involved was an acquaintance or friend of Yuan and Bai, and Yang Rushi, the only
figure not yet mentioned, was Bai’s affine (Bai had married his cousin). Bai had befriended
his younger brother, Yang Yuqing #5=H (784-835), as early as 799.*! As the one with a
wider network of friends and no wish to take sides, Bai found himself in a dilemma; he
attempted to petition for leniency but failed nonetheless.*

The two sides in the jinshi exam scandal gradually came to be seen as the prototypes of
two opposing factions—Li Shen and Duan Wenchang represented the Li faction (with Li

Deyu added later), and Li Zongmin and Yang Rushi belonged to the Niu faction (with Niu

Yuan Zhen’s assistance and the Councilors’ agreement. See Gu Xuexie BZ:EH, Gu Xuexie wenxue lunji 1
A EmAE (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 1987), 107-08.

I Stay Overnight in the Secretariat with Three Drafters Who Are Wang Eleventh, Li Seventh, and Yuan
Ninth, and Talk about Our Past, Being Moved” ...... HF+—ZF-tax =& NP E G E RIE, in Xie

40 JTS, 168.4383-84.

41 See “Letter to Yang Yuqing” FAZE 15 in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 292.

42 See “Memorial on Re-examining the Jinshi Candidates” i # % i -3 B in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji

Jiaozhu, 1290-91.
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Sengru added later). The dispute thus seemed to shatter the interpersonal network that had
once linked members of their generation, just as they were finally stepping onto the political

stage and as the political climate around them was becoming increasingly volatile.

2. “Yuan-Bai” in Political Turbulence

In this new atmosphere of tension, another conflict broke out between Yuan Zhen and Pei
Du £/ (765-839), a renowned official who had played a key role in the Yuanhe campaign
against rebellious provinces.*® This dispute may have had an even greater impact. Yuan’s
career progression from 820 to 822 was exceptionally quick. In 820, he became a Participant
in the Drafting of Proclamations. Then, in February 821, he was appointed Secretariat Drafter
and the Hanlin Recipient-of-Edicts Academician (hanlin chengzhi xueshi ¥t & B %5:+), a
prominent position close to central power.** Although he was forced to leave the Hanlin
Academy in October, he assumed the office of Grand Councilor in February 822. Pei Du and
other critics attributed his success in this period to support from the eunuchs, and Yuan’s

biography in Jiu Tang shu reflects this interpretation.

Soon [Yuan Zhen] was appointed as Director of the Bureau of Sacrifices and a
Participant in the Drafting of Proclamations. Officials in the government despised him
because the appointment order did not come from the Grand Councilors’ office. ...Not
long after, he was summoned to join the Hanlin Academy and appointed as Secretariat
Drafter and the Recipient of Edicts Academician. Because of the eunuch Cui Tanjun
[who had recommended Yuan Zhen to the Emperor in text not translated here], other
eunuchs eagerly associated with Yuan Zhen. The Administrator of Military Affairs Wei
Hongjian had an especially close connection with Yuan Zhen, and Emperor Muzong
revered him even more deeply. Pei Du, the Military Commissioner of Hedong, submitted
memorials three times, saying that Yuan Zhen and Wei Hongjian were sworn friends who

43 Pei Du was also promoted by Pei Ji, see JTS, 148. 3992.

4 On the importance of Hanlin Academicians in the late Tang, see Lai Ruihe, Tangdai gaoceng wenguan, 194-
96.
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were conspiring to disrupt the stability of the government. His language was intense and
straightforward. Taking into consideration the opinions of the inner and outer courts,
Muzong removed Yuan Zhen from the Hanlin Academy and appointed him as the Vice
Director of the Ministry of Works. The emperor’s favor did not decline, and in the second
year of Changqing (822), Yuan Zhen was appointed as Manager of Affairs [the late Tang
title for Grand Councilors]. The day the edict was issued, there was no one in court or
commons who did not scorn him.*

B AR A R %D%Jnu o WIEL EFaAHAHR, HElZ, .. JE AR, N
W, BrEs A AE2L. b ACLEIRZ I, aff %Ei, T R 53 9 1 i T B
ARG, BIRERFIE. FORE R = bg, FHESAR RAISAZ AT, wiEl
L FHBEET. BEBEPAA, TIRENE, R TAEARS. EREERE,
B4, FPEH. i H, 9 mAREK Y

While whether Yuan had allied himself with eunuchs is debatable,*® it cannot be denied
that his reputation suffered during that period, as shown by his works.*’” The dispute between
him and Pei Du ended in failure for both sides. In February, Yuan Zhen gained the position of
Grand Councilor, and in March, Pei Du was also appointed. Later, Yuan Zhen was falsely
accused of plotting to assassinate Pei Du. Following an investigation, both Yuan and Pei were
demoted in June. This consequence was likely a scheme orchestrated by Li Fengji Z*i& 75

(758-835), who was an opponent of Pei Du.*® Due to the complex dynamics of the political

4 JTS, 166.4333-34. Xin Tang shu offers a shorter but largely similar narrative of the Changging conflicts, see
Xin Tang shu #7E 2 (Beijing: zhonghua shuju, 1975), 174. 5228-29. Zizhi tongjian adopts this negative
attitude and combines other sources that further strengthen the criticism. It retains the account that Yuan was
recommended by Cui Tancui and adds a story about Wu Ruheng’s B fFE# (ca. 769—824) public insult of Yuan,
originally found in Wu’s biography in JTS, see ZZTJ, 241.7779-80; JTS, 158.4162—63. Tongjian also briefly
records the conflict between Yuan and Pei and blames Yuan, portraying him as allying with the eunuchs and
deliberately impeding Pei’s military actions for self-interest, ZZT.J, 242.7801-02, 7810, 7817-18. For a general
discussion of Song scholars’ moral evaluations of Yuan, see Zhou Xianglu, Lishi de daoying: Yuan Zhen
chuanbo jieshou shi J&& L5 U RS %2 (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2019), 28-44.

46 See Fu Xuancong, Li Deyu nianpu, 102. For a detailed argument against the JTS discourse, see Zhou
Xianglu, Lishi de daoying, 1-25. However, Zhou Xianglu argues that Yuan Zhen was slandered by the Niu
faction, which I find unconvincing and largely influenced by previous studies on factionalism.

47 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 423-25, 441-43. These articles will be briefly discussed in the next section.

48 Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian, 219-22. For a general overview of this incident, see The
Cambridge History of China, vol.3: Sui and T ang China: 589-906, 644-45. Tongjian kaoyi appears skeptical
about attributing it to Li Fengji. See ZZTJ, 242. 7817-18.
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climate in Changqing and the negative judgments of Yuan Zhen’s actions, some scholars
think that their relationship was affected and Bai Juyi intentionally distanced himself from
Yuan.** However, this conclusion may be somewhat arbitrary given the existing evidence,
and a close connection between Bai and Yuan is still discernible.

Firstly, Bai’s career path in the capital seemed to be connected with Yuan’s. As
mentioned before, Yuan Zhen’s aid may have contributed to Bai’s recall. In July 822,
following Yuan’s downfall, Bai was appointed as the Prefect of Hangzhou (Hangzhou cishi
UM 3 52). There has been controversy over whether he requested this assignment or was
instead a demotion,*® though in any case it was likely related to Yuan’s shift in position.>!
Secondly, Bai kept interacting with Yuan, writing poems that praised Yuan and expressed his
affection. In Bai’s poem “Waiting to Enter the Court at Dawn, I Write this Poem to Send to
Academician and Cabinet Elder Yuan Ninth with Respect” 15 A & 2 35 214 70 L2+ 4
%, he lauded Yuan’s political success and referred to him as both an “Academician” and a
“cabinet elder [at Secretariat (zhongshu sheng 1 &4) and Chancellery (menxia sheng [T

4)],” pointing to Yuan’s recent appointments as the Hanlin Academician and Secretariat

4 Jian Changchun ZE&#, Bai Juyi pingzhuan HJE %513 (Nanjing: Nanjing daxue chubanshe, 2002), 192.
Jian Changchun argues that Bai did not agree with Yuan’s deeds so he only had a few poetic exchanges with
Yuan, but had more with others. However, the decreased amount of poetic exchange might have been influenced
by the tense political climate with Yuan Zhen at the center. Also, most of their exchanged poems were composed
during times of separation.

50 See Hiromichi Yoshimura 75415418, Tangdai de shiren yanjiu FEACIEE AW AL, tr. Qin Lan ZEJa et al.
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2014), 236-42.

3! Yuan and Pei’s adversary Li Fengji became the Grand Councilor and obstructed Yuan Zhen’s friends at
Hanlin Academy, Li Deyu and Li Shen. Reasonably, he could also hinder Yuan’s close friend, Bai Juyi, who also
spoke highly of Pei Du. See Hiromichi Yoshimura, Tangdai de shiren yanjiu, 241-42. Ma Minghao also points
out that Bai’s career from 820 to 822 was influenced by Yuan, see Ma Minghao F5##it, Tangdai shehui yu
Yuan-Bai wenxue jituan guanxi zhi yanjiu JERALE BT A SRR BIR W 5T (Taibei: Taiwan xuesheng
shuju, 1991), 54.
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Drafter.?> During the Cold Food Festival, Bai was on night duty in the Secretariat and wrote
a poem when he missed Yuan Zhen.? The final couplet, “Having not spent a night with you
throughout the spring, how is it any different from my time back in Zhongzhou” &% A [
i, fATSL/EREI captures the closeness of their relationship. Lu Yang points out that they
expressed their excitement about collaborating as the main edict composers (cichen k) in
both the inner and outer court, which might be written for broader audiences at court.>* Even
if they did not deliberately circulate their writings, poems composed during this period were
more likely to be read by fellow bureaucrats due to their presence in Chang’an.>® If the
decline in Yuan Zhen’s reputation was real, Bai’s poetic interaction with him could indicate
his supportive attitude. It is worth mentioning that in 822, a year lacking exchange poems
possibly due to the political situation,”® Bai nevertheless composed a memorial expressing

gratitude (xieguan biao 7% 7<) on Yuan’s behalf when Yuan was appointed the Grand

other as “cabinet elder.” P FIIT S “fH2E” See in Nie Qingfeng #5if B, Tang guoshi bu jiaozhu JF B 54
BF (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2021), 221.

>4 Lu Yang, “Gudu de Bai Juyi,” 116.

55 After Bai gained a higher prestige title and was able to wear red later this year, he wrote another poem to

the tomb epitaph and spirit path stele inscription (shendao bei #HIET#) for him.

%6 According to their extant collections, no exchanged poems can be definitively dated to this year, but possibly
some works might have been excluded or lost. However, two poems written by Yuan Zhen and sent to Bai Juyi
can be dated to 822, after Yuan's demotion. See Yang Jun #55, Yuan Zhen ji biannian jianzhu (shige juan) JG
FEAE SR EVEGTFT ) (Xitan: San gin chubanshe, 2002), 861. While Zhou Xianglu dates them to 823, see
Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen ji jiaozhu JCREEERZE (Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 2011), 643-44. There is
no extant response from Bai. For a discussion of these two poems and their potential involvement in future
exchanges, see Zhong Xiaofeng ##MEEIE, “Shiyi de duihua yu yingxiang: Yuanhe shiren jiaowangshi yanjiu”
HRREREC R, JUMEE ASZEFFF 7T, PhD diss., (National Dong Hwa University, 2010), 86-89.
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Councilor.’” He wrote of how Yuan, “not being promoted by others” (bu you ren jin N A
1), had been “consulted for confidential strategies [by the Emperor]” (fang yi mimou /i LA
254 and had “received so much favor that it led to slanderous allegations” & 4%, 78
#4312 . The language is similar to that of Yuan’s later self-defense. The two joined in
advocating for a change in the writing style for edicts, a proposal initiated by Yuan Zhen and
seconded by Bai Juyi.’® They also shared the same view regarding the December 821
demotion of their friend Li Jingjian, whom they attempted to help.>’

It cannot be definitively stated that they belonged to the same faction, since Bai did not
actively participate in the conflicts involving Yuan, and it remains debatable whether a
factional framework would be useful. Still, it appears that they were generally on the same

side or perceived to be on the same side.®® Nevertheless, Bai’s emotional support proved

insufficient to improve Yuan’s situation, and he may also have found himself in a dilemma

37 Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 1347-50. Notably, Bai himself added the annotation, “Writing for Weizhi”
#4iZ AE. Hong Mai #t38 (1123-1202) criticized Bai and considered him to be whitewashing Yuan’s wrong
deeds. See 1349-50.

8 Lu Yang, “Gudu de Bai Juyi,” 116. There has been debate about the exact characteristics of the new style and
the works that belong to this category, particularly Bai Juyi’s edicts. Nevertheless, Bai certainly supported
Yuan’s efforts.

% In December, 821, Li Jingjian reproved the grand councilors when drunk and was therefore demoted with his
fellow drinkers in the Historiography Institute (shiguan 2€f). Li Jingjian was recommended by Yuan Zhen and
Li Shen in 820, and when the case occurred Yuan had already left the Hanlin Academy and could not help.
When the order to demote Dugu Lang #&fILEH (775-825) and the other three who drank with Li Jingjian was
issued, Bai submitted a memorial to dispute and returned the order, carrying out his right as Secretariat Drafter.
But Bai’s risky move did not succeed. In 822, when Yuan became the Grand Councilor, he called back Li
Jingjian and Dugu Lang; the other three remained as local Prefects but were given higher-prestige titles. The
proclamation of rewarding titles was also written by Bai Juyi, expressing his compassionate attitude. See Zhang
Dazhi 5RiE &, “Cong shiguan dao Zhongshu: Zhongtang Li Jingjian an de zhengzhi kongjian™ i 5 £ 21| -H &
—— S RABUE 7S [, Weijin Nanbeichao Suitang shi ziliao 32 (2015), 123-29.

60 Zhu Jincheng seems to indicate that Bai was standing alongside Yuan Zhen, while Han Yu F#& (768-824)
was closer to Pei Du, so Bai inexplicitly ridiculed Han Yu. Bai’s appointment to Hangzhou was also related to
Yuan Zhen’s demotion. See Zhu Jincheng 243, Bai Juyi nianpu A JE 2T (Shanghai: Shanghai guji
chubanshe, 1982), 133.
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when Yuan clashed with their previous friends as well as Pei Du, whom Bai held in high
regard. Their relationship continued to be close; however, the disturbing events of this period
and the negative opinions surrounding Yuan’s career could have influenced how they later
reflected and wrote about these experiences.

As discussed above, during this short but complex period when they were both present at
court, Yuan and Bai did share certain experiences, feelings, and thoughts. Yet, because of the
different circumstances they encountered (or different kinds of embarrassment they faced),
there were things that could not be shared, or perhaps not agreed upon. The next section will
examine a few exchanged poems written afterward, which mention and likely reframe their
Changqing experiences, and explore how they each tell these stories from their own
perspective before finally combining them into a shared narrative through poetic
communication. Although shared experiences can generate overlapping memories, they do
not automatically produce a shared narrative. A narrative—how a story is told, where it
begins and ends, and what it highlights or passes over—has to be worked out. For Yuan and
Bai, this intriguing process seems to suggests negotiation, compromise, and intentional

silence.

3. Remembering Changqing in Exchanged Poems

The political tensions at the court persisted with the departure of Yuan Zhen and Bai Juyi
from Chang’an and eventually became the “Niu-Li factional strife” familiar to modern
readers. While both Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen were distant or forced to be distant from central

power during this period, they continued to engage in frequent literary correspondence.

25



In June, 822, Yuan Zhen was demoted to be the Prefect of Tongzhou (Tongzhou cishi |7
JH 3| 5) and was transferred to Yuezhou as the Prefect and the Surveillance Commissioner of
Zhedong (Zhedong guanchashi #7T H#1%21#) in 823. During the period from 823 to 824,
when Bai was governing Hangzhou and Yuan in Yuezhou, their poetic exchange reached a
peak.®! Much of their poetry appears to have been lost, but based on two prefaces written in
828, we get a sense of the large number of poems they exchanged with one another.®? Also in
823 and 824, their collections were compiled, both were named Changging ji 24, and
Yuan wrote the preface for Bai’s.

Apart from their poems, Yuan directly brought up his political experiences in two prose
pieces also written during this time. One is the “Memorial Expressing the Gratitude of the
Prefect of Tongzhou to His Majesty ” (Tongzhou cishi xieshangbiao [F)JNH] 55 F38) in
822, a customary practice of expressing gratitude for an appointment.®> The other is the
“Presented Self-Narration” (Xuzou #{%%) in 823, likely written as he began compiling his
works.®* These pieces, along with the xieguan biao written by Bai, present Yuan’s encounters

in a similar way: the Changqing court was hazardous and irrational, while Yuan Zhen,

1 As Li Shen later recounted, “Weizhi and Letian were only separated by a river at this time, responding to and
matching each other’s poems almost every day,” 2 BLE4 K HRE R ERITHE, HAMIAIAEZ in Lu Yanping
JEHEF, Li Shen ji jiaozhu ZE#PEERETE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2009), 161.

2 See “Preface to Twenty-three Poems Matching Weizhi’s” FIflZ &% 1+ =7 « /¥ in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi

Jiaozhu, 1891.
3 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 441-43.

% Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 423-25. According to JTS, Yuan Zhen wrote this article when he edited his previous
drafts at the end of the Changgqing reign. Zhou Xianglu dates it to 823, the same year as Yuan’s first poem which
will be discussed below. See Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen ji jiaozhu, 887. Yang Jun dates it to 824, which might
also be possible. Yang Jun, Yuan Zhen ji biannian jianzhu (sanwen juan) JCFASE4REEVE(HUCCE) (Xi’an: San
qin chubanshe, 2008), 911.
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presented as an upright and loyal official, was slandered after gaining Emperor Muzong’s
special favor. As a self-defensive effort to clear Yuan’s name, the depiction of the Changqing
years in these works, though from an opposite standpoint, somewhat aligns with the accounts
in the Jiu Tang shu and confirms the attacks on Yuan and his reputation. However, in a set of
exchanged poems, a different representation of the past Changqing years gradually emerged.
In 823, Yuan Zhen reviewed his earlier poems and political memorials. He then
composed a poem and sent it to Bai Juyi. Bai initially responded with a matching poem but
followed up with another, indicating that he had further thoughts. Yuan then responded to this

response. Below are the first two poems.

During a lull in work in the prefectural office, I had the opportunity to put in order and revise
my earlier poetry; the sealed memorials tightly packed the cases and there were just over one
hundred scrolls. At this I was inspired to compose a lament for myself and to send it to
Letian (Bai Juyi).®

RIS DS 458 LG o M T A ) B R M e v i o 1 KR T R

Yuan Zhen

VT AR T 22 /N My recent memorials and my youthful poems—

— AR A ] A One and all amounting to nothing, they are entirely lamentable.

IR B AR, My sight grows so bleary with writing that [ can’t tell red from blue;

ROl Z2 gk My heart has cracked with the effort and my hair is white as silk.

S 5252 H, What has hastened my premature aging is the proliferation of
business;

IR B AR ? When will I at last have requited our monarch’s great bounty?

RIE N K i+ Now that Heaven has sent us down as two families with no
successors,

RO S B ? To whom are we to entrust our literary collections?

Responding to Weizhi (Yuan Zhen)®

el

Weizhi's title says: “During a lull in work in the prefectural office, I had the opportunity to
put in order and revise my earlier poetry. The sealed memorials and drafts of remonstrance

% Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 284.
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tightly packed the cases and were just over one hundred scrolls. At this I was inspired to
compose a lament for myself and sent it to Letian.”

WM “REBAHE, SRS, JHERMA .. BEHE, BRMEE, (ERnn
i, AR, HEFER. 7

Bai Juyi

T 23 LELAR B R The poems we’ve traded fill scrolls and cases—

DA R R IR What in our youth was a game in old age makes for gloom.

BEREREE, In every sound they were pieces as pretty as the tinkling of chilly
jades;

F) AT EEAR (AR In every line they were lyrics as lovely as if they were decorated in
colored silk.

WM B H K I chant and enjoy them alone on the moonlit night,

1510 ] & H R Lamenting that we’ve come to white-haired old age.

HH 2k 4 A AR BE 4T It’s always been true that talent and fate grind away at each other—

RIE I AR AR HE? Who do we have to blame for Heaven’s not having sent us sons?

Weizhi’s line says: “Now that Heaven has sent us down as two families with no successors,
To whom are we to entrust our literary collections?”” That is why I bring up the matter here.

Wz mzm: O REMF T, SO SCPAREN? 7 SR 2 .

The first poem by Yuan covered several issues with a sentimental undertone that was
evoked in his review of his previous poems and memorials. The realization that his efforts
had been unrewarded, combined with his physical decline, gave rise to two anxieties: that he
might never fulfill his political aspirations and that he would leave no male heir to inherit the
literary legacy. It is noteworthy that Yuan’s poem likely carried a political meaning, since he
directly asked when he could repay the emperor, and the “recent memorials” he looked at
were probably composed during his time in the Changqing court. However, interestingly, Bai
Juyi, who was aware of the circumstances in which Yuan wrote the poem since he copied
Yuan’s explanatory title in his annotation, responds only to the literary dimension. His poem
centers on their poetic exchanges and attempts to alleviate the misfortune of lacking heirs in
the last couplet. Bai’s responding poem is not inadequate, but it definitely leaves certain

topics, namely the “recent memorials” in Yuan’s original poem, unaddressed. Maybe he
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found it intractable to deal with the implications of Yuan’s Changqing experiences or just
chose to focus on one topic. Nevertheless, Bai Juyi did not stop there, probably because he

noticed the problem, and proceeded to compose another poem.

Six Rhymes Reflecting Further Thought and Again Sent to Weizhi®’
B ORI R 7S ERE A

Bai Juyi
RS,
B S 4 M A
Fz .
GESIE I E
B TR] RS BRAN Ee o
FEFE AR G,
T B T AR B AT
G (AEN IR A
LU E 2RI
FESUATN €53
TERPFEN, W
ZEH . T BRE
B, T EEHIE .
= B e e vt
T A= TR )
g, IR
B, EMC M.

ERECI itk P
R, AR TF
R, B TTANRE
B WA HE v
HEMmR, 7Lk,
T
(LM T AR EE .
BN S A0 T
MR T,

Nationwide fame and honor are yours;

Your poems and prose, collected in cases, remain unmatched.

Praising Weizhi.®

From far away, | know you are facing memorials and drafts alone;
And I suddenly recall the time when we both served in court.

The verses we traded filled volumes and scrolls,

Weizhi and I have exchanged hundreds of poems, a number unmatched
in recent times.

Upon our appointments, we composed proclamations for each other.
When I was appointed Secretariat Drafter, Weizhi wrote the edict, and
when Weizhi was appointed Hanlin Academician, I wrote the edict.

Ever since Changqing, the wording of edicts has become elegant and
classical;

Weizhi was a Participant in the Drafting of Proclamations at the
beginning of the Changqing era. His elegant classical writing style
changed the popular style and was followed by successors.

When it came to the Yuanhe era, the poetic style was refreshed.
People say that Yuan and Bai composed one-thousand-word metrical
poems, sometimes called “Yuanhe style.”

Each of us has a daughter like Wenji, though still in her childhood;
Cai Yong had no son but a daughter named Yan, whose style name was
Wenji.

Yet neither has a son like Tongzi to be our heir.

Tao Qian’s underage son was named Tongzi.

Why should we seek a Wang Can to preserve the lyre and books,*

% The parts in italics are the self-annotations added by the authors; for Chinese text, I use blue.

% Cai Yong had nearly ten thousand volumes of books; in his old age, he sent several cartloads of them to
[Wang] Can. #8HEHITEE, REFHBEF I Sanguo zhi —[BE (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982), 28.
796.
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ER LG s B AR N When it is better to pass them down to daughters than to outsiders?

The title of this poem elucidates the motivation for its creation, that is, to say what has not
been expressed. The first couplet compliments Yuan’s fame and literary achievements. Bai Juyi
then turns to what he omitted in the last poem. He admits that he knows what aroused Yuan’s
sentiment was not only the exchanged poems but also those memorials and documents composed
when Yuan was responsible for drafting edicts. He directly brings up the past Changqing years as
he recalls the time when they both served in court. The subsequent two couplets merge their
literary compositions and personal relationship. Each couplet combines an old story with a new
memory created in 821 and 822, incorporating the Changqing experiences into the discourse of
their enduring bond and poetic exchange that began in the Yuanhe era. The third couplet
juxtaposes the best representation of their relationship, the poetic exchange that lasted for years,
with the composing of appointment proclamations for one another, suggesting that the latter was
the continuation of the former. According to Bai’s note, these proclamations referred to his
appointment as Secretariat Drafter and Yuan’s as Hanlin Academician.”® In fact, as officials who
were responsible for composing edicts, they might write for anyone, even adversaries. The
deliberate juxtaposition of the two edicts likely implied the close connection of their composers,
namely Bai and Yuan. The next couplet commences with another Changqing story, Yuan Zhen’s

reform of the style of edicts, which was followed by Bai Juyi.”! While not explicitly stated, it

70 Bai’s appointment proclamation seems more likely to be the one for Participants in the Drafting of
Proclamations, in Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 565. It was actually composed in the last year of Yuanhe, but since
Muzong had already succeeded, I would generally use “Changqing” to refer to years 820, 821, and 822 when
they were both in Chang’an.

"I Lu Yang, “Gudu de Bai Juyi,” 116.
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was another shared accomplishment, just like the “Yuanhe style” established by their earlier
poems.”? The last two couplets address the problem of having no son, suggesting that daughters
are capable of preserving the cultural heritage of the family.

However, intriguingly, Bai Juyi evades a clear response to Yuan Zhen’s inquiry “When
will I at last have requited our monarch’s great bounty?” He also remains silent about several
things that occurred during those years, including the political controversy around Yuan’s
advancement, which was probably the main reason for his frustration.

Given the historical context and the accounts in Jiu Tang shu and their other writings, it
is evident that Bai deliberately selected which elements to include. He specifically focused on
indisputable aspects such as Yuan’s edict reform and their shared reputation for literary
exchange. Yuan’s appointment as Grand Councilor is not mentioned, and he appears instead
as a successful and significant edict composer who enjoyed nationwide fame and was
celebrated for his literary accomplishments. The Changqing years are no longer a period of
disputes and plots, but a precious time for them to reunite and interact—a chance to continue
the ““Yuan-Bai” literary exchange and shared fame. Perhaps Bai sought to console Yuan while
also suggesting that he had achieved enough and did not need to strive further,”® but Yuan

still had greater aspirations. Maybe it was a deliberate strategy to restore Yuan’s fame, or an

2 Though Bai’s self-annotation indicates that some of their poems were called “Yuanhe ge” JCFI#%, the
concept of “Yuanhe ti” JUAIHY, a similar term regarding poetry in the Yuanhe era, is complex and ambiguous.
See Anna M. Shields, “Gossip, Anecdote, and Literary History; Representations of the Yuanhe Era in Tang
Anecdote Collections,” Jack W. Chen and David Schaberg eds., Idle Talk: Gossip and Anecdote in Traditional
China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2014), 111-12.

3 Possibly, Bai would prefer Yuan to retire or acquire a sinecure with him. When their career just started, Bai
had an agreement with Yuan that they would retire together in the future, which was called the “Green Mountain
pact” FH1L14) and often mentioned in their later works, which will be discussed in the Epilogue. I referred to
the translation by Bret Hinsch who briefly mentions it in Bret Hinsch, Passions of the Cut Sleeve: The Male
Homosexual Tradition in China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990), 81.
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effort to address Bai’s own unpleasant recollections. Nevertheless, in just a few lines, Bai
reconstructs their political experiences at the Changqing court as a personal narrative—an
alternative version that stands alongside, rather than replaces, the accounts preserved in Jiu
Tang shu and other sources. In what follows, the term “Changqing narrative” is used not for a
single continuous account, but for the narrative that gradually emerges when these exchanges
are read together, as they selectively recount, reframe, and re-evaluate the Changqing years
from Yuan and Bai’s joint perspective. This narrative, though not immediately taken up by

Yuan, would eventually be echoed in his own writing.

Responding to Letian’s “Six Rhymes Reflecting Further Thought” Poem’
P4 R Bk AN S I RS /N R A

Yuan Zhen
e FBERES, Like pitches and tones sharing their sounds in music are you and I;
LER B, In literary composition you are the unique Ling Lun of our time.

RMEANA T People recognize you in the brilliance of Jia Yi;

7 e A E AR The emperor rejoices in having you serve like Sima Xiangru.

Zﬁzﬁ?ﬁﬁ (Z=1%)  Letian had “Chanting in the Qin Region” and “One Hundred Verdicts,”

S CEEIHAD, ¥R which in the booksellers’ stalls were marked as “prose and poetry written by

ST EE LG 2 Bai the talented.” Also, the edict appointing Letian as the Participant in the
“H j%ii " X Drafting of Proclamations says: “Reading his literary writings makes me

SN IR glad that I can be a contemporary with someone like Sima Xiangru.”
“ B8, ﬁiﬁi*ﬁ

ANl g — EH o7

REET 5 ke I once repaid you with a thousand words in matching rhymes;

BERE T T %ﬁEﬁ i Letian once sent me several metrical poems of one thousand words, and 1
e, TEIRHIARER matched all of them using the same rhyme in the same order. Later on, it
T Ao 4% 2 1% LLR S became popular.
H.
B S IE LR . Together we prepared to address the three inquiries with candor, sharing
our vision for governance.
PN % [HJE§I R, Letian and I took the special examination together and sought out previous
l&xk NI ELA S, examinees’ blunt answers to understand all strategies of governance. The
PLa &S H 2 k. Ho9E story is already recorded in the annotation of that poem.
d/\éj@ ﬂfL{J o

" Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 284.
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TG ror B L Yuan’s poems were mingled with forgeries and difficult to distinguish;
1% EUHEBAE T 5%, 18 Younger generations like to create counterfeits of my poems, which have
Witz . HEIEHE L circulated everywhere. Since I arrived in Kuaiji, someone has copied one
HNE (=5 1 hundred “Palace Poems” and two volumes of “Miscellaneous Poems,”
Fo, M (HERF) W claiming that all were composed by me. When I inspected them myself, it
G, W oe THHE,  turned out that none was real.

Ho

AT A8 R BT . Bai’s format spread far and evolved with time.

LLOTAM 2, B When Letian was serving in Hanlin Academy and Secretariat, he compiled
S SRS, R edicts, replies, and other documents into specifications, referred to by the
e, ZESEEIE inner court as “Bai’s format.” It was always sought out by newly arrived
. BEA NS L3K Academicians and was valued more even than the “Six Codes.”

o, TEIER NI

.

B A || AR Though Cai Yong’s daughter could recite books from memory,

IR IR H VU H 6% Cai Yan could recite more than four hundred pieces of family-preserved
= o books.

AP S A EE? How could an official like Yu Gong have no legacy
BRI TR 2. Letian has sent me a poem that said: “His heart is like the stone that people
St itify, EhahiE strike to voice grievance; every action will definitely reach and help the
. W)\, powerless ones. There are eighty families in Dongchuan, whose grievances

N

>y

iz

975

G5 .7 B and indignation were resolved when once they were put into words.” Being
ML 28K, WY H A moved by the plaint of not having a son, I naturally wrote this sentence.
),

P B R E A 3, We are not too old and still have hope,

TR S AT Do not just entrust the treasure to someone else.

Yuan starts by reaffirming their close relationship and mutual understanding then lauds
Bai’s literary talents and accomplishments. In the second couplet, where in his own poem Bai

begins to reminisce, Yuan instead emphasizes Bai’s fame, which was acknowledged by both

75 “His (Yu Dingguo’s) father Yu Gong was a Prison Clerk of the District, then worked in the Judicial Section of
the Commandery. Every lawsuit he judged was fair, and even people punished by the law held no grudge against
his judgment. ...Earlier, Yu Dingguo’s father Yu Gong’s alley gate had collapsed, and elders in the neighborhood
were rebuilding it together. Yu Gong said: ‘Let’s make the alley gate a little taller and larger so that it can
accommodate tall-canopy carriages pulled by four horses. The lawsuit I judged should accumulate a lot of merit
for my posterity since no one has been wronged. There must be someone successful among my descendants.’
When Dingguo became the Councilor-in-chief, and Yong (Yu Dingguo’s son) became Censor-in-chief, they
were given hereditary enfeoffment.” AT FefRRRsE, HOURE, YICF, B SOEE TAFTREA
Mo oo MBI, JLEMIEE, TR TamE.: “bEkKEM, SRS mERE. K6
MEREME, REANE, THLARE.” 2EBRARM, KRBEERR, BE#Es. Han sh,
71.3041, 3046.
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the public and the emperor. In the first half of the third couplet, he mentions their poetic
exchanges as well but primarily focuses on his long same-rhyme matching poems. In contrast
to Bai, who brings up selected memories of Changqing, Yuan directs his attention to a much
earlier period: the preparation for the zAiju exam at the start of the Yuanhe era. During this
time, they resided in the Huayang temple #£[5#{, engaged in political discussions, and
collaboratively composed Celin ##K. Matching Bai, Yuan also talks about their literary
compositions in the fourth couplet, contrasting his poetry with Bai’s document writing. The
next two couplets of the poem strike a more optimistic tone on the prospect of successors,
indicating that the possibility of having sons remains.

Moreover, Yuan’s poem appears to include inexplicit political connotations. The slight
self-deprecation in his suggestion that inferior forgeries were circulating under his name
might imply dissatisfaction with his present achievements and reputation. Yu Gong’s story
suggests that if an official is just, he will surely have successful posterity. Yuan, therefore,
indicates that as an upright official, he is likely to have male offspring in the future. But how
can he tell if he has accumulated enough merit, as Yu Gong did? In the self-annotation, Yuan
mentions the poem Bai had sent him before, praising the integrity with which he helped
people resolve their grievances. However, given that the annotations were likely added later
for a potentially broader audience,’® we must wonder whether Bai understood the allusion
when he first read it without explanation. Both possibilities are intriguing: If he could not,

Yuan’s line might serve as a hidden expression of his determination that he would strive to be

6 Yu Zhiyue #7218, “Lun Zhong Tang shiren zizhu qishi tixian de duzhe yishi: yi Bai Juyi, Yuan Zhen deng
shiren wei zhongxin™ FH R aF A B H S5 HE B A RE 2 2 PLEJE Sy ToHESEEE N2y, Wenyi lilun
yanjiu 2016.1: 149-50. Though Bai probably did not need explanations to understand what Yuan referred to, in
this case, the poem Yuan mentioned in the annotation had no direct connection to the “Yu Gong” story.
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like Yu Gong. If he could, the poem written in 810,”7 along with the recollection of the zhiju
exam, forms a reminiscence, reminding Bai of the time when they shared governing ideas and
political aspirations and when Bai fully supported Yuan’s official career. Thus, the
impression of a euphemistic disagreement emerges. Yuan appreciated Bai’s comforting
words but remained unconvinced, proceeding to pursue greater political success, just as they
had envisioned in their younger days.

In short, Yuan returns Bai’s praise and continues to depict their bond. However, he does
not directly respond to Bai’s Changqing narrative, instead turning to earlier experiences
before 815. Later, in 824, when Bai left Hangzhou for Luoyang, Yuan requested his literary
works and personally compiled Bai’s collection. While editing Bai’s poems, Yuan composed
a poem in which he recounted two stories: one from 815, the tenth year of Yuanhe, and the

other from 821.

Editing the poetry collection for Letian, I think of one year when we were riding back
from the southern city, drunk. On horseback, we took turns singing risqué verses,’®
continuing for several miles without interruption. At the beginning of the Changqing era,
we both stayed in the Palace of Abstinence in the southern suburb as Participants in the
Drafting of Proclamations. At night, we happened to be trading verses and chanted dozens
of poems. The senior officials at the Secretariat and Chancellery and the Hanlin
Academicians, more than thirty people in total, were all surprised and got up to listen.
Even the minor officials were watching in crowds. Nobody went back to sleep until the
next morning, Letian and I chanted without intermission as well. Therefore, I wrote down
these stories at the end of Letian’s collection. It was a cold winter night in Yuezhou, yet I
remained unaware of the wind and rain. As dawn approached, the gates began to be
unlocked. At this moment, I composed this poem.”

8 Anna Shields translates yanshi Y55 as “poetry of seductive allure.” See “Defining Experience: The ‘Poems
of Seductive Allure’ (Yanshi) of the Mid-Tang Poet Yuan Zhen (779-831),” Journal of the American Oriental
Society 122.1(2002): 61. I do not refer to this translation for the fluency of the citation.

7 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 290.
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The first story was also mentioned in Bai Juyi’s “Letter to Yuan Ninth” B&jc /L3, It
took place when Yuan Zhen had returned to Chang’an after his five-year demotion in
Jiangling, only to be promptly banished to Tongzhou once again. The date of the second
episode can be verified in Jiu Tang shu: “On January the first of the first year of Changqing,
the emperor offered the sacrifice in person at the Taiqing Palace and Imperial Ancestral
Temple. The emperor’s carriage set off for the southern suburb on that day”® & B ju4F1E A
Oz, FBEMAHS. KE. £H, A& ERRE. Yuan proudly recorded the
significant interest their verse-trading aroused among high-ranking officials. The
demonstration of their closeness and literary talent within the political sphere parallels the
composing of each other’s appointment edicts. Controversial voices surrounding Yuan’s
career are silenced, and other officials appear not as slanderers or enemies but as mere
admirers of literary works. The juxtaposition of the two stories echoes Bai’s “Further
Thought” poem, particularly in how the poem integrates their experiences at the Changqing
court into the earlier discourse of their relationship. Yuan further expands this discourse by
concluding with the specific circumstance of spending an entire night immersed in Bai’s
poems in the year 824. Finally, Yuan Zhen joined Bai Juyi in crafting their own
representation of the Changqing encounters. Drawing on their shared experiences, Bai and

Yuan deliberately chose which aspects to highlight and which moments to stage. The political

80 JTS, 16.484
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disputes that undoubtedly occurred were disregarded, with more light shed on poetic
interactions, literary reputation, and the bond between the two. By adding this anecdote of
that dramatic night, Yuan enhances the overall appeal of the retelling of their past.

As part of their lifelong cultivation of a legendary poetic partnership, these poems would
naturally focus on the literary dimension and shared experiences, making the omission of
certain political occurrences understandable. Notably, Bai’s “Further Thought” poem and
Yuan’s matching poem contain an unusually high number of self-annotations,®! given that
they consist of only six rhymes. By contrast, some of their other poems, if designed for
obscure themes, lack such annotations. Probably added in 823 and 824 when both Changqing
ji were finalized, annotations in these poems specifically reveal that their poetic language was
not merely literary expression but was based on real stories that happened between the two.
The practice of adding self-annotations demonstrates the authors’ consciousness of potential
readership other than direct recipients who did not need explanations to understand. By
informing their readers of background stories for almost every line, Bai and Yuan sought to
ensure their poems could be “correctly” understood within the contexts they provided,
reflecting efforts to control the interpretation of these poems. The envisioned audience likely
extended beyond an immediate social circle and even the elite spheres, as suggested by the
notes about well-known allusions like “Wenji,” also encompassing posterity given Bai’s and

Yuan’s concern for the preservation and circulation of their works after death.

81 On self-annotations in Bai and Yuan’s works, see Zha Zhengxian 7% IF:%, “Lun zizhu suoshi Bai Juyi shige
chuangzuo de ruogan tezheng yu yiyi” & H s FE 2 sk i8R 4 T HRIE B 38, Wenxue yichan
2015.2: 85-93. Also Yu Zhiyue, “Lun Zhong Tang shiren zizhu qi shi ti xian de du zhe yi sh,” 148-56.
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The Changqing narrative they constructed was eventually realized through the
incorporation of self-annotations, which served not only as contextual notes but also as
instruments for guiding how the poems would be read, highlighting the political and literary
accomplishments they wished to emphasize. Although both were aware of the accusations
surrounding Yuan’s career, which were later reflected in Jiu Tang shu, it remains uncertain
whether they intended to counter such accounts directly. Nevertheless, these exchanged
poems, written in awareness of contemporary and future readers, reveal a shared concern for
shaping public and posthumous perceptions. Through such concern, they ultimately crafted
an alternative perspective on Yuan Zhen’s reputation and their experiences during the
Changqing period, one centered on private understanding rather than public controversy.

This Changqing narrative ultimately favored good reputation over bad, affection over
conflict, and writing over political action. More importantly, it privileged the stories shared
between the two of them over a collective account, in other words, exclusiveness over
collectiveness. Such selectivity was reasonable, reflecting both the actual circumstances of
their lives and the distinct focus of each writer. Yet emotionally, it also may be read as the
creation of a private poetic space, one where intimacy and constancy could be imagined
against the instability of real life. In the face of long separation, diverging political attitudes,
and the anxieties of aging and failure, this literary world may have been their true
consolation: a world deliberately constructed, but one in which they could always remain
together, untroubled by disagreement or loss.

At the same time, the poems reveal traces of unease. Yuan’s tactful objection, together

with the question he poses in the original poem but that Bai leaves unanswered in his
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matching response, hint at underlying incongruities rather than perfect harmony. Their shared
narrative of Changqing was achieved through communication and negotiation, which was not
a complete resolution. When they were young and ambitious—or later, when both were
exiled and yearned for return—their differences in temperament and ideals could be
overlooked. After the events of the Changqing court, however, these contrasts could no
longer be hidden. The poems discussed above thus mark their attempt to manage, not erase,
that difference. In the following section, this paper turns to how their political experiences
and images were represented from other perspectives—both their own and those of their

contemporaries.

III. Changqing in Plural Voices

The previous chapter examined how Yuan and Bai themselves jointly reshaped their
Changqing experiences through exchanged poems and self-annotations, a process initiated by
Bai and eventually echoed by Yuan. This chapter turns to other perspectives on the same
period. First, it looks at Bai Juyi’s later self-reflections, in which he reconsiders his political
past. It then examines how other contemporaries, including Li Deyu and Liu Yuxi,
represented political experiences in the Changqing court, as well as political images and
careers, in exchange poems with Yuan Zhen. Together, these texts show how the Changqing
years and their aftermath were remembered and reassessed from perspectives that do not fully

align with the Changqing narrative constructed by Yuan and Bai.
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1. BaiJuyi’s Reflection and Retreat

In July 822, Bai Juyi set off from Chang’an again—this time with a stronger social
network, a more respectable political résumé, greater literary fame, and a far better
appointment than the last time. In a poem written on his journey to his new post in Hangzhou,

he briefly recalled his experiences of the previous years.

KIE—5T, (I am) just a man from Taiyuan,
Sl HER: (B Looked upon myself as mediocre and vulgar.
LIEARRE, In old age, I unexpectedly received exceptional grace,

Vet YR Fifted and cleansed from the mud and mire.
RIS Once placed in a post where I could speak,
FEBhEHAEH I wished to assist the court in its governance.

fRIE = k=, Bowing beneath the palace gate, I submitted three memorials,
HEEAME. Yet my bluntness and folly failed to accord with the imperial will.
LN N F The sagely ruler upheld the greater principle,

BEEAIL, Granting leniency and sparing me from death.

BlaatEa N, A phoenix edict suspended my position as Secretariat Drafter,

fa R While the fish letter appointed me Prefect.

B R, Within my heart, I weigh honor and disgrace as one,

ZEFELT 1E . Yielding and following wherever fate may lead.

FEAT BRI, This journey has been quite pleasant;
P IEE R AT 40 . The experiences are well worth recording.
FKINEER, Spurring my horse across the Blue Stream,

[ 1 46 o From here begins a most delightful excursion.

Bai’s Jiu Tang shu biography records the event succinctly: “Juyi submitted memorials
multiple times to discuss this issue (the rebellion in Heshuo 7] #H), but the emperor could not
adopt his advice; thus, he requested a post away from Chang’an”® J& 5 2 FiismH s, K

FANBEH, J33K4MTE Yet in this poem and in his tomb epitaph written by Li Shangyin 2%

8 JTS, 116.4353.
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kS (813-858), it is clearly implied that this was a demotion. According to Bai’s own
account, it seems to have been another trouble incurred by his speech and writing.3* The
exact incident, however, remains uncertain. Bai alluded to the process several times and
hinted at its severity,%® but maintained deliberate silence, choosing vague language and
offering no annotation that might clarify the situation.

Still, the coherence of the poem’s narrative does not rely on specifying the event, for the
cause has already been ascribed to Bai’s own “blunt and foolish” temperament. This mode of
self-reflection recurs throughout his works ever since his early days. For instance, in a poem
on his self-portrait written while serving as Hanlin Academician, he adopts a surprisingly
pessimistic tone.*

JEMIE %85, My nature is like catkin willow—quick to wither;

BERE LS. My heart like elk and deer—hard to tame.

TS /%3 £,  Why was I, then, on the crimson steps,

TIAEFFFRL?  Serving as a court minister for five long years?

MZMAEM:,  Moreover, with such a rigid and unbending temper,

HMEERH[REE. It is hard to mingle with the dust of the world.

ANMEIEE A, Not only am I without an appearance to become the noble—

HRLVEMA . Talso fear that disaster may arise from it.

HE 87, It would be best to resign early,
WHXZIR & . And reclaim a life among clouds and springs.

8 During Bai’s service in the Hanlin Academy, he once incurred Emperor Xianzong’s displeasure, but escaped
punishment thanks to Li Jiang’s explanation on his behalf. See ZZ7J, 238.7676-77. He later attributed his
demotion to Jiangzhou to the resentment provoked by his poems and memorials. See “Letter to Yang Yuqing” in
Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 292; “Letter to Yuan Ninth” in Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 324. For his political
actions during his appointment as Hanlin Academician, see Fu Xuancong, Tang Hanlin xueshi zhuan lun JE¥%]
M- {45 (Shenyang: Liaohai chubanshe, 2005), 437-49.

8 For examples, see Hiromichi Yoshimura, Tangdai de shiren yanjiu, 240-241.
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This realization—that his temperament was unsuited to official life and would likely
lead, or had already led to misfortune—frames Bai’s recollection of his experiences at the
Changqing court. Those years became, in his poetry, another lesson in self-knowledge,
persuading him that he was unfit for political life and should abandon his ambitions for
advancement. It might be read as a political gesture, yet it is understandable that one might be
truly reluctant to depart for work at four in the morning.®” Enthusiasm for political discussion
and satirical poetry is also quite different from the bureaucratic reality of routine, repetitive
administrative labor.

Having witnessed turmoil at court and ultimately drawn into it, Bai turned the upheavals
of the Changqing years into reflection—a sign that he should withdraw before further
troubles arose. Continuing his journey, he arrived in Hangzhou in October, enjoying its
scenery, the autonomy of local governance, and the relative leisure that followed. Except for
a brief return to Chang’an in 827 and 828,%® he deliberately kept his distance from the
political center and eventually received a sinecure in Luoyang. However, Bai’s self-
positioning already hints at a certain distance from the Changqing court and from Yuan’s
political aspirations, which could possibly explain some of his motives in the response to
Yuan’s poems from the last chapter. The following section will explore what happens when

other figures take up Changqing as a ground for expressing political concerns and hopes.

87 For the time when Chang’an officials set out for court, see Zhao Zhen i &, “Tangdai Chang’an cheng jiegu
kao” JHAR AT 575, Journal of Shanghai Normal University (Philosophy & Social Sciences Edition)
2006.3, 97. Bai Juyi frequently remarked on his dislike of attending the early-morning court audience (zaochao

1504, 2683.

88 This appointment was likely due to Wei Chuhou’s # & JE (773-829) and Pei Du’s assistance. See Zhu
Jincheng, Bai Juyi yanjiu )& Z8F 9T (Xi’an: Shaanxi renmin chubanshe, 1987), 151-52.
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2. Those Who Aspired to Return

When Yuan Zhen served in the Hanlin Academy in 821, he also became very close to—

and almost formed an alliance with—his fellow Academicians: Li Shen, his old friend, and Li
Deyu, who later became one of the most influential politicians of the late Tang.®® Therefore,
when Li Fengji targeted Yuan Zhen, he likely intended to move against Li Shen and Li Deyu
as well. After Yuan stepped down from the position of Grand Councilor in 822, Li Deyu was
transferred from Vice Censor-in-chief to Prefect of Runzhou (Runzhou cishi M #H 52) and
Surveillance Commissioner of Zhexi (Zhexi guanchashi #7581 %21#).°° Li Fengji also
manufactured conflicts between Li Shen and Han Yu ¥4## (768-824), attempting to drive Li
Shen out, but failed that time.”! He eventually succeeded, engineering Li Shen’s demotion to
the Assistant of Duanzhou (Duanzhou sima i)t 5] ) in 824, after Emperor Jingzong 5
(r. 824-827) acceded.”

Both Yuan Zhen and Li Deyu remained in prestigious provincial posts while turbulence
at court intensified. Unwilling to let his career end there, Yuan Zhen sent a set of poems to Li

Deyu, looking back on their shared past in the Hanlin Academy and forward to the future.

Four Poems Sent to Grand Master Li of Zhexi”®

Yuan Zhen

MR LA Willow eyes and plum hearts stir toward spring;
HEETE ST AN ?  White-haired, westward I gaze—whom do I recall?

8 Yuan Zhen, Li Shen, and Li Deyu were referred to as the “Three Talents” =& together, see JTS, 173. 4497.
% Fu Xuancong, Li Deyu nianpu, 104-06, 115-118.

o1 JTS, 173.4497-98.

92 JTS, 173.4498-99; Fu Xuancong, Li Deyu nianpu, 127-28.

9 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 288-289. Yuan Zhen addressed Li Deyu as  “Grand Master Li” 25k K because Li
held the title of the Grand Master of Censors (yushi dafu il 52 K K) at the time.
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G K SF AR The Prefect of Jinling once rode beside me,
JLEESRE—PKEE.  Together we trod the dusty path to the Silver Terrace Gate.

SRERIR IR N A Deep within the Ruizhu Palace, few people knew of it,
ARVGEGE K.  Where the Net Cord hung west of the Taiye Pool.

T IR ] R BB AR After hearing the Imperial words at dawn in the Bathing Hall,
WIS RSB,  We rode side by side along the corridor, laughing.

HRATE R L, The Net Cord was hung over the Taiye Pool, where Academicians

S, HoR waited to be summoned.

.

ey NEINEERE Serving night duty in the Hanlin Academy, we spoke of
companionship;

SR S AN B B There was never a night we did not talk until dawn.

=i PN I remember best the quietness after midnight at Western Tower—

T RSEE N =, Only two or three chimes of the bell from the Jade-Morning
Temple.

KRB, R The Jade-Morning Temple stands behind the Purple Palace.
R,

FH 218 &4 158 2 7 Since the great roc by nature always flies southward;**
Wi R A H Though the post in Zhexi is grand, I remain unsatisfied.

FE T2, Hope you can cross the western river early and return—
PRI Do not discard boat and row, lingering in the pools of spring.

The exact date of these poems is controversial, but likely falls between 824 and 827.%°
The first three poems recall the days when they worked together in the Hanlin Academy
during the Changqing court. Intriguingly, this Changqing memory shared between Yuan Zhen

and Li Deyu, though it contains personal closeness as well, is largely framed within a

% This line refers to the “Carefree Wandering” (xiaoyao you 1Ei&1#) chapter in Zhuangzi #£7: “In the
darkness of the Northern Ocean, there is a fish named K un. The K’ un is so big that no one knows how many
thousands of tricents [three hundred paces] its body extends. After it metamorphoses into a bird, its name
becomes P’eng. The P’eng is so huge that no one knows how many thousands of tricents its back stretches.
Rousing itself to flight, its wings are like clouds suspended in the sky. When the seas stir, the P’eng prepares for
its journey to the Southern Ocean, the Lake of Heaven.” b=, HAZ MR, 2 K, AmHILTHE.
WA, B M. W2, ARIJLTEG, 8wk, HEFERZ &, 9, BT
., ME#H, Kbt Translation follows Wandering on the Way : Early Taoist Tales and Parables of Chuang
Tzu, tr. Victor H. Mair (New York: Bantam Books, 1994).

95 Wu Weibin Rf#3K, Xinbian Yuan Zhen ji ¥4 7CH4E (Xi’an: Sangin chubanshe, 2015), 7928-30.
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noticeable institutional context. The locations mentioned and explained in annotations
provide the physical setting: within the Daming Palace, especially the Inner Palace. The
ability to enter, remain in, and become intimate with this imperial space was not only part of
a Hanlin Academician’s duty but also a marker of proximity to the emperor—in other words,
to power.

Although some Yuan—Bai exchanges also include extensive bureaucratic themes, that
background usually gives way to their more foregrounded interaction. In the exchanged
poems discussed in the previous chapter, titles, official duties, political encounters, and even
specific historical moments are mentioned, but they function more like a blurred backdrop
while the spotlight falls on the two figures in front. In the four poems to Li Deyu, by contrast,
the institutional setting is not negligible: each memory is situated beside particular imperial
buildings, making the setting as vivid and important as the actors.

Moreover, the last poem, closing the reminiscence, appears to voice a more direct
political aspiration. “Zheyou” (Right of River Zhe) refers to Li Deyu’s post in Zhexi, yet the
grammatical subject Yuan uses is “l.” It is unclear whether he is speaking on Li Deyu’s
behalf, expressing sympathy, or speaking for both as fellow victims of the same turmoil. The
last couplet is likely metaphorical: on a surface reading, Yuan hopes Li Deyu will return to
court and not waste his talents on a post beneath his ambition. It may also imply that Yuan
refers to himself as the “boat and oar,” wishing that once Li returned, he could facilitate
Yuan’s own recall rather than leaving him stranded in an unsatisfying position. Even if this

risks over-reading, given their political ally Li Shen’s advancement in Huichang & 5 (841—
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846) era,”® such an intention is highly plausible. The unfortunate fact is that Yuan did not live
to see Li Deyu’s eventual ascendancy under Emperor Wuzong 5% (r. 840-846).

In 825, the first year of Baoli # J& (825-827), after Emperor Muzong who had first
promoted them passed away and Jingzong ascended the throne, and while Li Fengji and his
allies controlled central power, Li Deyu, still in Zhexi, wrote a poem recording a dream. In
the preface, he noted that in last July he “suddenly dreamed of composing a poem recalling
past days in the Inner Court” 22 B 55 #45} B 1. Having remembered fragments upon
waking but later forgetting much, he gathered what remained and wrote it down this year,
sending it to one or two old colleagues.”’ Yuan Zhen was one of them and wrote a matching
poem. Li Deyu’s appointment as Hanlin Academician lasted two years and two months, while
Yuan Zhen’s lasted only eight months. Their time as colleagues overlapped from February to
October 821, the first year of the Changqing reign. Muzong’s appreciation and their shared
experiences were evidently meaningful enough to prompt two forty-couplet poems. Because
they also depict Changqing encounters, these poems may be read as an alternative Changqing
narrative—this time shared and created by Yuan Zhen and Li Deyu.

Forty-Couplet Poem Recounting a Dream”®

Li Deyu

P 2 A The quiet chambers lent themselves to solitude;

RE AL B M The empty tower dispelled melancholy.

2T %A Each Academician had his own room, and in the West Court (the

%, PHIEA/)N  Secretariat) there was a small tower where we often gathered for
banquets and conversations.

% JTS, 173. 4499-4500.

7 Fu Xuancong and Zhou Jianguo JAZ[H, Li Deyu wenji jiaojian ZE{EA5 LHER % (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 2018), 556.

%8 Fu Xuancong and Zhou Jianguo, Li Deyu wenji jiaojian, 556-57.
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In the morning, flowers glowed brilliantly in the light;

In the evening, the pines murmured with a rustling sound.

On painted walls, one could see flying cranes;

In the paintings of immortals, giant turtles appeared.

The walls of the Hanlin Academy were adorned with paintings of pines
and cranes. Formerly, on the west wall there had been a painting of
the Curved Dragon Mountain in the Sea. Emperor Xianzong once
wished to visit the place himself, but the eunuchs, fearing the journey,
erased it.

Leaning against the eaves shaded by peony trees,

While trailing grapevines falling off the trellis.

These eight lines all depict scenes within the Hanlin Academy, which
those who have once been there can still imagine vividly.

The lotus lay still, and Penglai Pool fish slices were served;

Ice chill, wine from the Ying workshop was poured

Whenever an Academician first assumed office, the food bestowed was
the sliced fish from Penglai Pool. After the summer solstice, the
aromatic wine was conferred. Since the smell was rather strong, we
often mixed it with water before drinking. There was a Ying wine
workshop in the inner court.

The bestowed lychees came from afar,

And we were also graced with loquat.

At the beginning of the previous reign, the south once presented
lychees, and I too received a share by imperial bestowal; later,
because the route was so long, the tribute was discontinued.

The scent of musk mingled with orchid fragrance,

And frost-like radiance blended into apricot ointments.

The weight of imperial favor felt immense,

Yet carrying home such gifts never felt burdensome.

These eight lines describe the imperial bestowals, which were often
taken home after court.

At dusk, we watched the Pear Garden riders returning;
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%Fﬁﬁ ALZES

At night, we heard the imperial guards’ hounds.

B Y ] A Whenever the Pear Garden finished its hunts, even late at night, we
jﬂﬁ&%fﬂ, ﬁm could still see the riders returning at the gate of the Academy.
[ b B
fHEIZZER,  Fans turned, flashing colored pheasant-feathers;
FELREER1%.  Hawks rose, lifting silver cords.
WFF %418,  Reins awaited the grasp By Yuan Ang;”
HIEZHE.  Letters expected to be written by the guest from Shu.!%
AP, We always remonstrated frankly,
BE I Yet even when retired from duty, we remained worried.
I \FEJIRNEE  These eight lines describe the sights within the inner court.
JIr#i o
SERATE 48,  The tortoise turned its head,
EAHLEFM . Gold ornaments dangling; the phoenix flew, trailing embroidered
robes.
W55, Once, I was granted a brocade robe. The term “trailing” takes the
W, ZHUTF  meaning from “there is not trailing or not flowing for the poet.”
NARAEL
HIEAZNIGS The willows along the imperial moat were tender;
KIBEE#EESL.  The steeds from the Heavenly Stables were splendid.
PSS All Academicians were allowed to borrow a flying-dragon horse.
HEMS o
B#EHE, We often rotated the spring duty shifts,
PFE FoEi#k. At leisure times we wandered the Imperial Garden.
WS SFEL Y The Puji Temple adjoined the Lotus Garden, where we often went for
SUAHIE, HEHT strolls and sightseeing, the Lotus Garden was also called the Southern
Mk, FEEIR Park.
FEPAEZR TN
JEARAT BT Mist hung low among bamboos near the halls;
B Pr&EEPk.  The wind tore at peach blossoms along the walls.

% Yuan Ang was a man of Chu, with the style name Si. ...

When Emperor Wen was coming down from Baling

and wished to drive westward at full speed down a steep slope, Yuan Ang, on horseback, rode up alongside the
carriage and took hold of the reins. The emperor said, “General, are you afraid?”” Ang said, “I have heard that the
son of a family worth a thousand in gold does not sit beneath an overhanging eave, and the son of a family
worth a hundred in gold does not ride on the crossbar at the front of the carriage shaft. A sagely ruler does not
place himself in danger to gamble on good fortune. Now Your Majesty is galloping in a six-horse carriage,
racing down a steep mountain. If the horses are scared and the carriage crashes, even if Your Majesty makes
light of your own person, what about Emperor Gaozu’s ancestral temple and the Empress Dowager?” The
emperor thereupon stopped. H##, AN, F&ki. WERAE b, ARVEE P IRMR . RS, W

B, LR ORENAR? 7 RE: “EEFH%Z%JJEE, B T AL, BEEAREMmET.
A PETEENEE, BN, WA SEEE, BENGEEES, e, KEM? 7 EJhiE Shiji101. 2737,
2740.

100 The “guest from Shu” here likely refers to Sima Xiangru A (179-117 B.C.), the famous Western
Han writer.
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I \HJIRIRR  These eight lines describe our entertainments on the vacation days.
H 2 5K

Intriguingly, this poem exhibits a striking feature: there is scarcely an “I,” or a “you and
I,” as the remembering subject, which prevails in the Yuan-Bai exchange. If a subject must be
posited, “my fellow colleagues” &% in the fifth couplet is the most likely candidate,'*!
making Li Deyu’s Changqing reminiscence read as a collective memory, except for a self-
reflection at the end. Among the sixteen couplets quoted above, nothing is overtly private:
any former Academician who was once his colleague could recognize the scenes in the
opening four couplets, receive the same bestowals, and witness what Li records of the inner
court.!%? Only the leisurely activities hint at a particular circle of friends, yet Li does not
specify with whom he rotated shifts or wandered the Imperial Garden. As with the four
poems discussed above, the institutional setting here is unmistakable and even overwhelming.
Li’s self-annotations reinforce this impression: they add no personal histories, only notes on
objective details, official custom, and public knowledge.

Even so, although Li’s poem and annotations read like shared memory or common
knowledge, they were in fact inaccessible to most. As noted, few ever entered the Inner
Court, let alone lingered there long enough to accumulate so many memories—facts that
justify the abundance of annotations, since most contemporary and later readers would need

the background explained. Politically, this can be read as a display of intimacy with the

101 The original couplet is: “Our lord values talented writers, and my fellow colleagues are all outstanding

figures.” FJaPail%, BHRIEE

102 More than ten people have served as Hanlin Academician in Muzong’s court, see Fu Xuancong, Tang Hanlin
xueshi zhuan lun, 642-45.
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throne and a claim to past proximity to power, yet it still leaves Li’s account resembling a
bureaucratic record—or even a poetic documentary—of the Changqing Hanlin Academy.!%
In response to this institutional tone, Yuan Zhen’s matching poem attempts to supply an
additional voice.

Matching the Grand Master Li of Zhexi’s “Forty-Couplet Recounting a Dream™!%4. .
Yuan Zhen

REELER I A Looking back, I once attended at your side;
BEIEEMH. Thinking of you now, melancholy takes me.

TR CBEER), I recently replied to your new “Record of Music”;

har 48 CHESED. You still sent along a new sequel of “Li Sao.”

IR KRE Recently the Grand Master sent me his “Song of the Bili”; having

B, MAIA Jjust finished my response, this piece follows.

&, EE

e P fht & L At the Ah Pavilion,'® we were often on duty, accompanying the
emperor,

K I Bl A 22 [F] The Grand Master and I frequently shared night duty.

Ho

J7aE L. On Fanghu Island we bestrode the giant turtle together.

i B SRAY 3 Borrowing the “ginkgo-leaf” horses to ride,

ZAHIN, FIE Newly appointed Academicians could customarily borrow flying-
THES . dragon horses.

1 B ] o Brocades with dangling grape patterns were generously bestowed.
fift C AR Explained earlier in the original poem.

IKFHEH, At the ice-cellar, rare fruits were distributed;

ST o Imperial wine was kept in golden bottles.

103 Several mid- and late-Tang literati produced records about the Hanlin Academy, possibly following the
tradition of “record on the hall wall” (tingbi ji EEEEEC). For example, Li Zhao’s 2% (fl. 9th cent.) Hanlin zhi
A&, Du Yuanying’s #LJC3H (769-833) Hanlin yuan shi biji B4 EERC, Wei Chuhou’s Hanlin xueshi ji
FIAREE 5T, Wei Biaowei’s 2R/ (fl. 9th cent.) Hanlin xueshi yuan xinlou ji ¥E 4B Hi#50, Yang Ju’s
¥8E (fl. late 9th cent.) Hanlin xueshi yuan jiugui S5 LBt & #i, Wei Zhiyi’s FEHGH (ca. 765-807)
Hanlin yuan gushi ¥FKEE S, Yuan Zhen’s Chengzhi xueshi yuan ji 7% & 5 +Fi 50, and Ding Juhui’s T &
Mg (fl. 9th cent.) Chongxiu chengzhi xueshi biji FEAEK B 2:1-BERL. See Fu Xuancong, Tang Hanlin xueshi
zhuanlun, 5-8. Li Zhao, Du Yuanying, Wei Chuhou, Wei Biaowei, and Yuan Zhen were all active in the 820s,
and all served as Hanlin Academicians during Muzong’s reign.

104 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhenji, 802-03.

105 «“Ah Pavilion” means a pavilion with eaves on all four sides.
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Myl A G

Like Zhongli Yi #E§fE (fl. 1st cent.), I alone declined pearls as
a caution;'%

BEEEAEW] Like Zihan T% (fl. 6th cent. B.C.), I accepted jade with
integrity, not out of greed.'"’

BAUZALES, The grain-patterned paper was speckled with vermilion marks,

B HE AL Memorials and edicts were written on grain-patterned paper.

BIREARIE = Orchid lamps burned high with a bluish flame.

R 3] 451] 5 368 Ly By regulation we proofread and wrote hemp-paper edicts through

o the night.

RTEAS, Speaking on behalf of the emperor was no easy duty;

2 E =L T Serving as the Recipient-of-Edicts was especially toilsome.

FEELR T, AHAR I and the Grand Master alternated as the Recipients of Edicts in

R Hanlin Academy.

Bt [, Magpies flew around the moon to roost together;

R LA EE Night hounds were like a blustering wind.

ST B SH ¥, Clerks passed tokens that opened the lock;

- o % SR The Academy had confidential access to the Silver Terrace Gate;

=, §H, ¥H each dawn the gate attendants checked tokens to open the lock—

P8 B2 P 85 the noise was incessant.

BHEEAZ.

106 'When Emperor Xianzong (r. 57-75) ascended the throne, Zhongli Yi was summoned to serve as the Imperial
Secretary. At that time, the Governor of Jiaozhi, Zhang Hui, was convicted of embezzling a thousand catties of
gold. He was summoned back and executed according to the law, and his assets and property were recorded and
handed over to the Grand National Treasury. An edict ordered that they be distributed among the officials. Yi
received precious pearls, but he cast them all onto the ground and did not bow to accept the gift. The emperor
was astonished and asked him why. Yi replied: “I have heard that Confucius endured his thirst rather than drink
from the water of Bandit Spring, and that Zeng Shen turned his carriage around at the lane of Shengmu, because
they disliked those names. This treasure is defiled by embezzlement; I truly do not dare accept it.” The emperor
sighed in admiration and said, “How pure are the words of the Secretary!” He thereupon instead bestowed on Yi
three hundred thousand cash from the palace treasury. ZHIREINL, U mE . REZRERSFERK, ALmET4,
Hog Rk, DUEWMAKRAR, YRR . SRR, BURMMAFEG . ik, .

“HREATEEREIRK, B2 ERERCHE, BHAM. WERC T, AT W

“EHIEMEZZ EUESE =18 R Hou Han shu 1%1%£% (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1965), 41.
1407-08.
197 This allusion comes from Zuozhuan, Xiang 15.8 (558 B.C.): There was a man of Song who obtained a piece
of jade and presented t to Yue Xi (Zihan). Yue Xi refused to accept it. The presenter of the jade said, “I showed
this to the jade smith, and the jade smith thought it a treasure. That is way I presume to present it.” Yue Xi said,
“I consider not being covetous a treasure, while you consider the jade a treasure. If you give it to me, then we
both lose what we treasure most. It is better for each of us to keep his own treasure.” The man bowed with his
forehead touching the ground and told his story: “A commoner cherishing a precious jade disk cannot go
through a village without meeting harm. I am submitting this so as to avoid death.” Yue Xi placed him in the
lane where he himself lived and had a jade smith work on the jade and refine it. After the man became rich, he
sent him back to his place. RABIFE, BT FFHZ. BMEEE: “DUREN, EADRRHE,
WU .7 TE: “RUAERT, WULERTT. & UABRE, BEdd A NG BEms
Fl: “ONNIREE, AWTDUBAE, AtLGEtw.” FREILE, MEARZIZ, EmRERLT Zuo
Tradition = Zuozhuan : Commentary on the “Spring and Autumn Annals, ” tr. Stephen Durrant, Wai-Yee Li,
David Schaberg (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 2016) 2: 1034-37.
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The bell-cord quivered, as if stirred by spirits.

In the Academy, there was a bell hung for night duty. When
transporting urgent documents, it was pulled instead of shouted
orders. In wartime, it sounded as if moved by someone—the tone
matched the level of urgency with no errors.

Such abundant favor runs so deep that it is hard to repay;

My heart has stayed wary and cautious, self-restrained to excess.
I dared to offend his majesty’s countenance with utmost sincerity;
When words leapt forth I feared and fretted.

Though I wore purplish-blue ribbon of favor,

I was content with plain living and still wore robes made of ramie.
Visits from kin and guests were largely declined;

Whomever I recommended must be truly worthy.

From “Ah Pavilion” onward, all describe the days when I also
served in Hanlin Academy: staying deep within the mysterious
inner court, frequently performing duties, working hard,
remaining cautious and awed, handling all matters with

meticulous care, and the like.'”

We kept away from banquets and parties,

And in spare hours strolled through temples and cloisters.
Academicians had no regular social gatherings; Grand Master
and I met now and then only for leisurely walks at temples.

At Jetavana (Ci’en Temple), there was a whole grove of apricots;

At the Immortal Grotto (Xuandu Abbey), there were ten thousand
peach trees.

On Bohai, the blue swells abated;

Kunming Lake as though seared by calamity’s fire.!%

198 Since this annotation says “when I also served in Hanlin Academy,” FE[RI/E##k H 1 translate the omitted
subject in these lines primarily as “I.” Some of the couplets also feel too personal to be describing someone
else, but it is uncertain if they also refer to Li Deyu.

109 Kunming lake was an imperial artificial pond in the Western Han. It is said that there was black ash at the
bottom: “It is also said that when Emperor Wu (r. 141-87 B.C.) dug out the Kunming Pool, he found black ash.
A Hu from a foreign land said, ‘This is the remnant of the ashes from the destruction of Heaven and Earth.”” X
FIlar 27 B B4R S KR SMEIA = e 2 R E) K 2 6t Taiping yulan XF4H%E (Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 1960), 871. 3861. Here Kunming Lake likely refers to the emperor himself.
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ENEREX T

Before we could attend His Majesty’s passing,

AN S5 The death edict had fallen and the mourning wail had risen.
JRIRIETTIR , My bitter tears outmatched river waves;

RB IR Cries of grievance rose like the sea’s surf.

WG B RHE, The ink on the gracious edict was still damp;

s o
02 FE 2,

I already dreamed of the mausoleum secured fast.

A S M A) 2 These two lines in the original poem were said to be composed in
ZHE, WS the dream; hence I use the word “dream.”
I{a== A =——r
EZEN S
FIER K, Heaven'’s treasure is renewed;

EESR/ ISR

The new emperor takes up the great pole to steer the vessel of
state.

WU Still pitying the shabby hairpin and shoes,
HEEEE. Again entrusting the old banners to the old ministers.

“Whg” or, From “Bohai” onward, all express gratitude for favor from the
ERE IS previous emperor and for the new grace of the new emperor.
JEE Lo Gazing north (but unable to return), my heart grows more pained;
7Y A P AR Turning west (but cannot meet my friend), I scratch my head

again and again.
JUE R H , The sun above in the Nine Heavens is out of reach,
P HTIE 2] o In the two Zhe areas only a skiff will fit.

Yuan’s poem begins with compliments on Li Deyu’s literary talents and political

merits—appropriate courtesies—then turns to their shared past in the Changqing years, as he
announces in the title: “Grand Master’s original title said he once composed a poem in a
dream, sending it to one or two colleagues; therefore my matching poem, too, will only
recount our former Hanlin days.”''® KRAE F GA L FIRE LAG — MR, #S Pl
FIMEIA B SEE W1 8 He preserves Li’s bureaucratic frame by opening with Hanlin
settings and customs, and even supplements them—for instance, the regulations for drafting
edicts, the lock-checking at dawn, and the movement of urgent documents. Yet he overlays

this with a restored first-person angle and exclusive memories shared with Li. Continuing the

19 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhenji, 802.
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exchange-poem convention of “I”” and “you” (“Looking back, I once attended at your side;
thinking of you now, melancholy takes me”), he establishes the speaking subjects for what
follows. The autobiographical annotations—night duty together, alternating as Recipients-of-
Edicts, strolling in temples during leisure—not only reveal intention but constrain
interpretation within a personal perspective. It thus seems that Li’s poem furnishes the
institutional stage (the Hanlin Academy), and Yuan reintroduces the actors on that stage (Li
Deyu and himself). This narrative strategy that combines bureaucratic context with personal
encounters accords with the “Four Poems Sent to Grand Master Li” above. Still, the
conspicuous institutional settings present their relationship less as conventional friendship
and more as close colleague bond.!!!

Another distinction lies in structure. Li Deyu arranges his recollections into four groups
of four couplets each: scenes in the Hanlin Academy (/N2 #147), imperial bestowals (& }5),
sights in the Inner Court (A ZFT#7), and entertainments on vacation days (Vi H 1#£/5%),
foregrounding a descriptive and introductory style rather than narration. Yuan’s poem offers
no such explicit taxonomy, but he does signal certain contents. From “Ah Pavilion” onward,
twelve couplets show the two of them “staying deep within the mysterious inner court,
frequently performing duties, working hard, remaining cautious and awed, handling matters

with meticulous care...” In fact, more than half of these couplets fall under what might be

1 An intriguing detail is that, both in the title and in the annotation, Yuan addresses Li Deyu by his official title
“Grand Master,” while referring to himself by his given name, which is a humble gesture. In contrast, in his
exchanged poems with Bai Juyi—for example, the poems discussed in Chapter 2 and the “Poem in Response to
Hanlin Academician Bai’s [Poem] in Place of a Letter in One Hundred Rhymes”—Yuan uses Bai’s style name
(Letian) and the first-person pronoun yu ¥ for himself (though in the title of the hundred-rhyme poem he still
refers to Bai by his official title). The possibility of alteration during transmission cannot be ruled out, but this
contrast clearly marks a distinction between formal and informal address, or even between distance and
intimacy. The different word choices may reflect the expected range of circulation and readership, or simply the
different nature of the relationships involved.
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called an official service category—that is, performing duties, working hard, remaining
cautious and awed, and handling matters with meticulous care—emphasizing both the toil
and vigilance of service and their upright devotion to court. Such topics are only briefly
touched in Li’s “inner court sights™ part.

However, it is worth pointing out that some of the official duties Yuan mentions are not
merely ordinary administrative tasks. “Offend his majesty’s countenance” (JLgH) likely
suggests speaking with the emperor in person—a privilege enjoyed mostly by high officials
or those holding significant posts. Although this expression may be metaphorical, the
“purplish-blue ribbon” (#4#%%) in the next couplet is another indication of status and power.
Purple ribbon usually alludes to the Han law that only those of the highest rank could wear a
golden seal and purple ribbon; in the Tang dynasty, it refers to the purple robe, an honor for
officials above rank three or awarded as special favor. Yuan Zhen was granted a purple robe
and golden fish-purse on the day he received his appointment as Hanlin Academician at age
forty-three.!'? Yuan also writes about “visits from kin and guests were largely declined”—a
claim of integrity—but it is worth asking at what position, and with how much power, one
has to be in order to avoid suspicion, or at least to perform such a gesture. Further, not
everyone had the power and opportunity to recommend others, let alone assert—as Yuan does
here—that “whomever I recommended must be truly worthy,” which seems to imply that he
(or he and Li Deyu) could recommend multiple candidates. Although these descriptions may

possibly refer to both Yuan and Li as Academicians, the type of responsibility and the implied

significance nonetheless align more closely with the post that Yuan held in the Hanlin

112 Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 620.
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Academy—the Recipient-of-Edicts, the head of Academicians—a position later succeeded by

Li Deyu. As recorded by Yuan, its duties include:

In general, whenever there were major edicts and decrees, important dismissals and
appointments, confidential plans of the grand councilors, secret memorials from officials
inside and outside the court—anything to which the emperor gave particular attention—it
was he (the Recipient-of-Edicts) alone who was granted audience; no one else was
allowed to take part.'!?

KNKES KREE. RMZHEE, NihzEzE, E2iEes, SAERY,
(LR G T

Thus, these couplets, even if they may apply to both Yuan and Li, still point to the kind
of role that Yuan presents as central to his Changqing experience: significant, powerful, and
uneasy—a role he had once played and continued to recall. Rather than focusing only on
edict writing as a literary accomplishment, he highlights other aspects of the post—
remonstrating face to face, wearing the purple robe as a sign of great favor, being wary of
suspicion, and recommending only “truly worthy” men—which together evoke proximity to
the emperor and participation in major discussions and decisions. In this respect, his
emphasis contrasts with Bai Juyi’s “Further Thought” poem, where Yuan appears above all as
an outstanding edict writer. Yuan does not deny that identity, but he absorbs it into a broader
picture of Hanlin service. Taken together, these elements sketch a familiar moral portrait of
the upright court official—fearless in speech, cautious under favor, and careful about

patronage.!'* The poem thus also works as an implicit defense of his conduct in light of the

13 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 647. For a general review of Yuan’s Changqing career from an institutional perspective,
see Lai Ruihe, Tangdai gaoceng wenguan, 193-97. Still, Lai Ruihe mostly adopts the JTS perspective.,

114 Earlier couplet, “Like Zhongli Yi, I alone declined pearls as a caution; like Zihan, I accepted jade with

integrity, not out of greed” may also be relevant.
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existing attacks on his career and reputation. The contrast suggests that, even when they look
back on the same post, Yuan and Bai select and arrange different facets of it, and these
differences contribute to the multiple ways in which the Changqing years could be
remembered and retold.

Apart from underscoring his political attitude and deeds in the Changqing court, Yuan
also dwells on “gratitude for favor from the previous emperor and for the new grace of the
new emperor.” This is present in Li’s poem as well, but Yuan devotes more space and
emotion to it, making it more explicit and noticeable. Expressing immense gratitude for
Muzong and hope tinged with regret over his own inability to return to Chang’an, Yuan turns
Li’s institutional poetic documentary into a political self-narration. He does not recount the
Changqing court conflicts, perhaps in deference to Li Deyu’s Hanlin theme, yet he does not
entirely let go of the grievance he had voiced earlier when he asked, “When will I at last have
requited our monarch’s great bounty?” Now that the monarch who promoted him is dead, the
question is transformed rather than resolved. In exchange poetry it is normal for each writer
to emphasize different concerns, but the dynamic here differs from the poems with Bai Juyi.
With Bai, the Changqing narrative emerges from an exchange in which both poets gradually
reshape their partly shared and partly divergent past through communication and negotiation.
With Li Deyu, Yuan instead takes Li’s bureaucratic recollection as a base and layers his own
self-justifying account on top of it, turning a shared Hanlin memory into a personal way of
remembering Changqing—as a time of intense service, closeness to power and imperial
favor, and a source of unresolved longing to return. This version of Changqing sits alongside,

rather than within, the Changqing narrative constructed between Yuan and Bai: here Yuan is
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not presenting himself as a talented writer or half of a literary duo, but as a former
Academician, a colleague, and a once influential official situated within the political history
of the period.

Though there are no further exchanges between Yuan Zhen and Li Deyu on this topic,
another matching poem, based on these two, was written by a third person—Liu Yuxi, who
was not present in the Changqing Hanlin Academy, and was not even in Chang’an at the time.
His title says “The Grand Master Li of Zhexi showed me his ‘Forty-Couplet Poem
Recounting a Dream,’ and it has been matched by Grand Councilor Yuan of Zhedong. Their
poems are talented, so I continue their voices.”' !> W7 F82= K Kb 2 VU -5 H- W R oA A 4
AT AN2E SR A AEE KA Though Liu was part of their literary exchange circle, he
definitely did not belong to Li Deyu’s “one or two colleagues,” and it remains unknown why
Li also sent the poem to him. Replying to the two poems, Liu Yuxi mostly provides a
flattering account of Li Deyu’s political career, with special emphasis on his post as the
Hanlin Academician in the Changqing court. Notably, in contrast with the pessimistic endings
of Li’s and Yuan’s poems, Liu Yuxi adopts a brighter tone on their experiences—by adding

himself into the comparison.'!®

FiMHE B 15 WY The crouching dragon once received timely rain,
W Zhedong

HIVHER M 1S 52 The lone crane still calls on the riverbank.

Wrvh e Zhexi

o

115 Tao Min P and Tao Hongyu FHALN, Liu Yuxi quanji biannian jiaozhu %5 854 S48 FERER
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2019), 627.

H_[«

116 Tap Min and Tao Hongyu, Liu Yuxi quanji biannian jiaozhu, 628.
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) FH e B [HL When the sword is called for, the case is opened;'!”
/N of the two lords.

5 B My bow lies idle, hibernating in its sheath.

EFi:P self-reference

JEVZELENT, The phoenix once perched among the bamboo,
/N of the two lords.

FPIAEEE But my quail wings have never left the weeds.
EFi:P self-reference

SRR, Wu and Yue stand as twin commands,

R E east and west their harbors link ten-thousand ships.
Al LL i Today you rival Pan Yue (247-300) and Lu Ji (261-303),
AT broader and grander, like rivers and seas.

Liu, as their friend and possibly someone seeking political alliance, had been discarded
by the court for years and was only just beginning to face a more favorable situation. Besides
complimenting their literary talents, he also holds their political achievements in high regard,
referring to their advancements in Changqing—especially Yuan’s appointment as the Grand

Councilor—and their current posts as the Surveillance Commissioners, in contrast with his

17 “The ‘Alternative Biography of Lei Huan’ says: Huan, style Kongzhang, was a man of Poyang, skilled in
astronomy, calendrics, and divination. When Zhang Hua, Minister of Works of the Jin, one night saw a peculiar
qi rise in the region of the Dipper and Ox constellations, he asked Huan whether he had seen it. Huan said, ‘This
is what is called the gi of a precious sword.” Hua said, ‘In former days someone who read my physiognomy told
me, “You will one day be eminent, with a precious sword at your side.” These words now seem about to be
fulfilled.” Thereupon he appointed Huan as Magistrate of Fengcheng. When Huan arrived at the district, he
moved the prison and had the ground dug down more than thirty chi, obtaining a single cyan-stone case. Inside
was a pair of swords, whose patterns and brilliance were not yet very distinct. Huan took yellow-and-white earth
from Xishan in Nanchang and used it to wipe them; the swords’ radiance suddenly blazed forth and shone
brilliantly. He then sent one sword, together with a little of this yellow earth, to Hua, and kept one sword for
himself. When Hua received the sword and the earth, he said, ‘This is Gan Jiang; Mo Ye has still not come. Yet,
as numinous objects brought by Heaven, in the end they ought to be reunited.” He then sent Huan one jin of red
earth from Huayin. When Huan used it to grind and polish the sword, its fresh radiance became even brighter.
When Hua was executed, the sword was gone, and no one knew where its jade case was. Later, after Huan’s
death, Huan’s son Shuang wore the sword and was crossing at Pingjin when the sword, for no reason, fell into
the water. He had someone dive down to search for it. They saw two dragons, each more than ten zhang long,
coiled around one another. After a short while, a faint radiance emerged, and the river shone as though lit by the
sun.” FEIMEE: RfLE, BN, BEE L. SRR ER R AR, AR T, K
Fl: ‘BLEEr .’ #EH: ‘RAHEEx, BEH, S5, WEMNMR. TIUBRERS. K
5, B, AT, SEOR M. PEEY, SCRAREY. BRI E LA A, @
SRR, JyE—af s i, 5 gl. EEYL, B TR, EEBEEAE. ARRAM
Y, &EGH. JPECEER R iR, S, BRI, RAESR, @0, KESERPTE.
BIRT:, MR IO, AEREK, S NBOKIER, RRRECL, BAZ. AW, JeRiEE,
W& H Il Taiping yulan, 343. 1577. Punctuation and a few corrections of characters follow Tao Min and Tao
Hongyu, Liu Yuxi quanji biannian jiaozhu, 637.
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humble self-evaluation. Though Yuan Zhen indeed faced attacks and a decline in reputation,
to his friends and allies, he was still Grand Councilor Yuan, one who had once, and still, held
an eminent position.

Across these different modes of recollection and retelling, “Changqing” is no longer a
single nostalgia but a set of positions—bureaucratic, autobiographical, and aspirational—that
reassemble a short reign as political memory. This plurality of voices also opens the archive
outward, inviting other contemporaries to reuse the same materials for their own purposes.
On that ground, Liu Yuxi’s interventions shift the focus again from inward remembrance to
outward endorsement, pushing the Changqing story toward renewed prospects.

In official histories, Muzong does not receive a high appraisal during his brief reign, yet
these alternative accounts of the Changqing years fill in a missing piece of the puzzle. It is
striking that, for different individuals, this seemingly negligible period could carry so many
meanings and effects. From the official histories, through the Changqing narrative centered
on the Yuan—Bai literary duo, Li Deyu’s Hanlin “documentary,” and Yuan Zhen’s political
self-narration, to Liu Yuxi’s third-person praise, a more complex understanding of
Changqging—and of how history is remembered, reworked, represented, and received in
poetry—becomes possible.

Taken together, Yuan Zhen’s four poems to Li Deyu, his matching poem to “Poem
Recounting a Dream,” and the earlier “During a lull in work™ poem analyzed in Chapter 2 all
show that his political aspirations did not fade but continued to be articulated through later
exchanges. Across these poems, he repeatedly returns to the same cluster of concerns:

gratitude for Muzong’s exceptional appreciation and a sense of unresolved obligation to
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“requite” that favor, which lead to the hope of one day leaving his provincial post and re-
entering the central court to make a difference—and to the fear and anxiety that accompany
that hope. The Hanlin Academy and Inner Court thus become more than remembered
settings: they function as the stage on which an unfinished political life is re-envisioned and
offered back to potential allies. People around him also reacted differently to the expression
of such concerns. Bai Juyi quietly and euphemistically stepped aside; Li Deyu, at least in
poems discussed above, offered the stage and resources; while Liu Yuxi perceived and
responded to Yuan’s continued longing for recognition and recall in a poem written in 828 or
829, where he both sympathizes with Yuan’s frustration and imagines a court still waiting for

his return.!'®

Grand Councilor Yuan of Zhedong Lamented the Sultry Weather of Plum Rain Season
in His Letter, Thus I Sent a Seven-Character Poem'"’

Liu Yuxi

& L1 B 1 531, Ever since Mount Ji parted with Mount Qi,

fi] A B A ? For what matter did the phoenix fly for years?

HEFREEHEN, Hundred officials confer to bring the former minister back,

FJURAMRAB I 5 The Nine Heavens reverently await the far-posted minister’s
return.

IR BIE At dusk you drift on the level lake, peering into a clear
mirror;

= B R B R SR At dawn the high pavilion opens, brushing away the green
mist.

A HE SRR, Today, reading your letter, I am most melancholy—

oy [T R PR A For I hear the plum-rains have spoiled your court robes.

The title confirms Liu’s poem was written in reply to one of Yuan’s letters. Although that

letter is now lost, this poem strongly indicates that Yuan once again raised his political

118 Scholars have noticed that in terms of political attitudes and stance, Liu Yuxi is more similar to Yuan Zhen,
although he later associated more frequently with Bai Juyi. Zhu Jincheng, Bai Juyi yanjiu, 219-220.

119 Tao Min and Tao Hongyu, Liu Yuxi quanji biannian jiaozhu, 774-75.
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concerns. The first couplet uses metaphorical expressions: Mount Ji refers to Yuan Zhen in
Zhedong, and Mount Qi means the court in Chang’an. Liu Yuxi is asking the question for
Yuan Zhen: Why was he kept on the post in Zhedong for almost six years and never
summoned back? For consolation, Liu depicts an imaginary picture in which the court is
expecting Yuan to return. While acknowledging the beauty of scenery in Yuezhou, where
Yuan was then posted, Liu Yuxi further expresses his empathy: he understands what Yuan is
sad about—and so is he—that “the plum-rains have spoiled your court robes,” in other words,
the fear and worry of not being able to return to Chang’an.

Finally, this again suggests that Bai Juyi’s efforts to console Yuan Zhen, together with the
Changqing narrative the two of them managed to create, worked only within certain limits:
they may have helped to restore Yuan’s reputation to some extent, but they could not address
or resolve the fundamental problem he faced. Just as the rupture within their friend circle
could not be mended, so too did the rupture and the pronounced distinction between Yuan and
Bai themselves remain. The divergence is visible within the very process of constructing the
Changqing narrative: in the topics that fell silent, in the question Yuan posed that Bai chose
not to answer, and in the subtle mismatch between what each of them wanted to stress. It also
surfaces more clearly when they revisited Changqing apart from one another—Bai in his own
self-reflection, and Yuan in poems exchanged with other contemporaries—turning the same
years into different modes of retelling with different focuses. In this light, as their paths
gradually diverged, the topics of their poetic exchanges also shifted. Traces of political
experience still appear at times, but more as remembered background—dates, offices, and

episodes that inevitably anchor their lives—or as courteous praise of one another’s posts.
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Political ideals and aspirations seldom seem to become the center of their ongoing poetic
dialogue, which turns instead toward leisurely pleasure, personal concerns, the desire for

physical reunion, and other forms of emotional attachment.'?°

Epilogue: An Unfulfilled Appointment and The Rest of The Story

This thesis has traced how the brief Changqing reign was remembered, reconstructed,
and contested in the writings of Yuan Zhen, Bai Juyi, and their contemporaries. Beginning
from official accounts and the carefully crafted exchanges between Yuan and Bai, and
moving toward later poems that take up Changqing as institutional memory, political self-
narration, and retrospective praise, the discussion has followed how a short and seemingly
marginal reign was repeatedly rewritten as part of personal history and political aspiration.
The epilogue, however, does not turn to broader questions of Tang political culture or literary
history. Instead, it returns to a more specific issue that has run quietly through the previous
chapters: what became of the later Yuan—Bai exchange?

A short answer, based on the foregoing analysis, would be that their frequent and
abundant exchanges continued, but their topics and emphases shifted. This epilogue adds one
further observation: a single theme recurs again and again, mostly in Bai’s poems (both
matching and non-matching). Because most of Yuan’s later poems have been lost, only half
of the dialogue survives. To glimpse this unfinished half, the following pages turn back to Bai

Juyi’s side of the story.

120 However, given that most of Yuan’s later poems have been lost, the exact picture of their later exchanges
remains uncertain. It is possible that Bai may have had access to some of Yuan’s other poems to which he did
not reply.
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It is highly likely that the two had, from relatively early on, made an appointment to
retire together, often referred to as the “Green Mountain Pact” 7 [L14Y. Although such vows
of shared retirement were a common literary and political gesture, this one appears unusually
concrete, given how often it is invoked and how specific the plan seems to be. The particular
term first appears in the poem “Sent to Yuan Ninth” 77 JG /L, written in 809, where Bai sighs:
“Now, as we grow old with the passing time, together we are failing to keep our pact with the
green mountains.”?! WiFEH H2E, L£&EH LAY This was the year when Yuan was
appointed Investigating Censor and later reassigned to Luoyang. His investigation in
Dongchuan % JI| was considered exemplary and was highly praised by Bai.!?*> In Luoyang,
Yuan attempted to buy an estate, possibly with this shared retirement in mind.'?

Later in 817 or 818, when both men were demoted, Bai mentioned the pact again in a

poem explicitly recalling that earlier agreement:'**

EEHFB,  You grew weary of official life early;

HEHILIRA . As for worldly affairs, I know them too deeply.

WISEHH,  Evenin our days of honor and glory,

CAYMRIR . We had already agreed on a date to retire with woods and springs.
B BTV Now that we are each cast adrift,

B2, Our bodies ailing, teeth and hair grown weak.

AERMESF,  If we make no plan to live as recluses among the clouds,

HEFAM 2?2  Where do we hope to go together, hand in hand?

122 See in “Sent to Editorial Director Fan” H#% 34 in Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi shiji jiaozhu, 55. Fan was the Vice

123 Zhou Xianglu, Yuan Zhen nianpu xinbian, 79-80; “Leaving for the Eastern Office” 5 %, in Ji Qin, Yuan
Zhen ji, 183.

124 This poem is titled “Back when Wei Zhi and I were at court, we shared the wish to retire; it has been almost
ten years from now, and we drifted in demotion and grew old, I look back to the former pact and wish to set a

new one for later years” ¥ B2 7E5H H [ B RIR 2 WFA 5T HFimik 2 NEZ AT & HA1E M Xie Siwei,
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RFFE i&1%,  Let us wait until your daughter is married,

MR E W . And my term of office is complete.

THAEFE A 28,  When we are free of family burdens,

HAMMEE .  And have the modest means for fishing and woodcutting.
B L Then, at year’s end, on the road to the green mountains,
HE #HFER.  White-haired, let us keep our plan to return together.

Although the use of allusion is somewhat opaque in the last couplet,'?> the poem clearly
confirms the “Green Mountain Pact” and indicates what their plan looked like—at least by
this time. After their shared and divergent experiences at the Changqing court, and as both
men in fact grew older, the idea of retiring together appears with increasing frequency in
Bai’s poems. In 823, he casually mentions his plan for retirement in “On New Year’s Eve,

Sent to Weizhi”:!2¢

FIRA T, The springs and rocks of my home hills, I regularly recall;
TH B JRL 78 T 4T The storms and waves of the worldly road, you know in detail.
LR AR, Being older than you, it suits me to retire first;

B U= Next year | shall be fifty, and three years more.

Yuan Zhen replied with: “We originally agreed on a date to retire from office together;

we share the familiarity with New Year’s Eve feelings, both being old.”'?” /K& #AFR It [F]

125 Bai’s wording seems to be related to this story: “Later, when Shi Chong (249-300) and Ouyang Jian (ca.
260s-300) were arrested, Yue was also arrested on the same day. Shi was sent first to the marketplace [for
execution], and neither of them knew about the other. When Pan arrived later, Shi said to Pan, “An’ren, so you
too have ended up like this?” Pan said, “One could say, it really is ‘In our white-haired years we shall share the
same place of return!”” Pan’s poem for the Jingu Gathering says: “I entrust our pledged bond to my friend as
firm as stone; in our white-haired years we shall share the same place of return.” Thus the poem became an
omen.” BHCASE. BGE A, FHWIE. A5EIET, M. HEE, AaEkE: “24, WIRMEHE
A2 WEEL: AR CAEREPR . WA AR, e iR Yu Jiaxi
#3589, Shishuo xinyu jianshu MEUHEEZEH (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2007), 1081-82. This allusion seems
somewhat ominous in this context.

127 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 361.
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4, BRIEIEZILEE This seems to be the first and only time Yuan explicitly responded to
the retirement pact in extant poems, and even here his attitude remains somewhat elusive.

In 825, when Bai was serving as the Prefect of Suzhou &R/ (Suzhou cishi &M 52)
(also the year when Li Deyu recounted his dream), he wrote three poems to Yuan Zhen at

year’s end. Among them, one offers a brief summary of their rough careers.'?

281 BEARIR TN AH, Though honors and promotions have been frequent, demotions
have been frequent too;

B A fn a5 . In talent and in fate, I am as ill-matched as you.

LA LEPEE, If not handling affairs within the Ninefold Palace Gate,

RIZET B AN £ We would be cast off a thousand /i away.

SRIE R AL We once faced each other in the north and south halls of the
Secretariat,

V=oiEY Wik Y I In prefectures by the sea we were again neighbors, east and west.

M R & B v Ve T The only thing lacking is to build cottages below Mount Song
and by River Luo,

— IR AR N To return together all at once and live as idle men.

Once again, Bai uses their political careers primarily to frame a shared destiny. In the
end, he renews the call: since they have already shared bumpy fates and been close together
whether at court or in the provinces, why not complete this destiny by retiring together?
Yuan’s response is not extant.

In 828, Bai replied to forty-three poems from Yuan at Yuan’s request. Twenty-three of
these replies are arranged as a set in his collected works, and several of them express, directly
or indirectly, the hope of retiring together. Yuan’s originals are lost, so it remains unclear

exactly how he framed the topic. Two examples from Bai’s side are:'?’
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JARFEFH,

I have long admired Xu You, who lived under Mount Ji and by River
Ying;

e 67 HAFA 5 In my later years I expect to follow the way of immortals and
recluses.'*°

Al B R 2K, When will we come beneath the palace gate,

R FEBR TG 2% And together submit our “Memorial Stating Feelings”?'3!

K& T 17, Since I have no offspring,

B EER, And you have already completed your child’s marriage.

AR E R, For so long we have been parted like clouds and rain,

S I B In the end I still plan that we retire to rivers and lakes.

oA kA Fan Li had his light boat,

VeV A 8 And Tao Qian had his sedan chair.

P Lo v AE Two hearts bitterly long for each other;

P TR A RS - Two mouths speak to each other from afar.

HIR-EHERE, What I regret most are these seven springs—

HFRS—IE - Each spring that comes finds us in different places.

In 829, Bai brought the pact up yet again in another matching poem to Yuan, whose

original is in this case preserved. Yuan’s poem seems to have been prompted by his
participation in a Daoist ritual; Bai’s response begins with the local scenes and customs in
Yuezhou, mentions the ritual, and then turns to compliment Yuan’s governance. The

conclusion returns to his long-standing concern:'?

Ry —AE, You and I have aspirations for a lifetime,

WA B FE. Yet our bodies last only a hundred years.
LE=TH, Along the river stretch three thousand /i,

WA And within the city lie twelve avenues.

2 AR, When going out, there is often no companion;

B R On returning, one faces only wives and children.
HEFWLA, White-haired, we have a pact with the green hills—
& LA 2 Can you draw yourself free and go?

130 <P f> likely alludes both to Chi Songzi 7FFA ¥, an immortal, and to the “old man carrying a farm tool”
(hexiao zhangren 1% N), a recluse figure from the Analects (18/7).

131 “Memorial Stating Feelings” (chenging biao 1% %%): a memorial written by Li Mi Z5%% (224-287) to
decline an imperial appointment so that he could take care of his aged grandmother.
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More intriguingly, the last couplet of Yuan’s original poem asks his family: “Luckily
there is a Peach Blossom Spring nearby—would the whole family be willing to go?”!** F4
MRIRIE, 4% H A #?  Baireplaces this with his own question about whether Yuan can
“draw himself free.” Still, there is no sign of Yuan’s answer. That same year, Yuan was finally
called back to Chang’an, but in 830 he was transferred to the post of Military Commissioner
of Wuchang (Wuchangjun jiedushi £ % 1 F£1¥), and he died there in 831. His death
effectively closes their poetic dialogue, leaving Bai’s repeated reminders of the Green
Mountain Pact unanswered—and in another sense, already answered by impossibility of ever
fulfilling it.

In 832, fulfilling Yuan’s last wish, Bai wrote his tomb epitaph, where, possibly for the

first time, he openly and directly confronted Yuan’s experience in the Changqing court.

At the beginning of the Changqing reign, when Emperor Muzong ascended the throne,
he, having long heard of Yuan’s name, summoned him to service as the Vice Director of
the Catering Bureau. Once he arrived at court, he was transferred to Director of the
Bureau of Sacrifices, granted a scarlet robe and fish-purse, and appointed a Participant in
the Drafting of Proclamations. Proclamations are the king’s words. In recent times, by
inherited convention, they had mostly fallen into an adroit yet vulgar style. From the
moment Yuan took up the brush, vulgarity changed once into elegance, and through three
such changes, into the mode of the classic admonitions. People of the time said that the
right man had been found. The emperor approved of him, often summoned him for
conversation, and came to know that he had the talent to assist governance. He was
promoted to Secretariat Drafter and granted a purple robe and golden fish-purse, and
appointed Hanlin Academician Recipient of Edicts. Shortly afterward he was appointed
the Vice Director of the Ministry of Works. Soon after, still holding that office, he
concurrently served as the Joint Manager of Affairs with the Secretariat-Chancellery [the
late Tang title for Grand Councilors]. As he had attained high office, he was just about to
put his own aims into practice, in answer to his ruler’s recognition. Before long,
however, slanderous men framed him with flying rumors, setting him at odds with his
colleagues in the same post. An edict ordered an investigation, but nothing could be

133 Ji Qin, Yuan Zhen ji, 361.
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substantiated. The emperor realized that it was slander; preserving the larger pattern, he
dismissed them both from office...!**

REY], BEmlL, EEA%4, URHSIMIEA . B2, Eaimard, Wik
8, mimlEL . lEs, EEt. AN, 2RRIGB. BATE, mM—2ER
M, ARG RPN bR, BUEBEEE, AL . ERhEE
N, W& RR, MRELIRE. SFELTHAEN, RyAs, FAPEFTFE
Fo AL, iTCE, BEM. A, A NCUREEREFEGL, FE T 1 b
Mo LRIFLEE, 4KHe, BRFEMHREL. ...

Looking also at the aims behind his writings and compilations, how could they be
confined to mere literary craft and brushwork? In truth, his heart lay in securing the
people and saving the state, in bringing his lord to the level of Yao and Shun and making
himself another Yi Yin or Gao Yao. Was it that Heaven did not grant this, or that the man
himself was unfortunate? I have often grieved that at first, when he used the straightness
of his own person as the measure for others and diligently carried this out, he met only
with hardship and mischance, exiled to miasmic regions for ten years, returning with hair
mingled with white. Later, when he turned to expedient ways to rescue the age, changing
and adapting himself, again he met with obstruction and unrest; he sat in the Grand
Councilor’s seat for only three months, leaving before the mat had warmed beneath him.
Whether he advanced with flexible accommodation or stood firm in rectitude, in going
forward and in drawing back, he never obtained what he had in mind...Therefore, his
heart remained unfulfilled. Meeting the times and failing to meet them were the same to
him; gaining high office and not gaining it were the same; rank and wealth were to him
like floating clouds. Why so? Because although his career advanced, his Way did not; his
person met with success, yet his heart did not.'

MBI 2 5, SIERCETIER? B AR Z NGB, BOE M, &
SRE. MRAMES, e AAER? PEEAGUESEA, #infre, QIR
B AE, SR L A, EIT AR X AHEE I, S, SR
AN, JEMAAE=H, FBAEMES. BAER, AL, A Z DA
W, EREANER[F], SAEAGAR, HEBRFEER. 5?7 KT miERAT,
Eg O AE

This is a direct yet carefully composed and deeply sympathetic account of the most

controversial part of Yuan’s life. Bai, having witnessed the events and knowing what had

happened all along, offers a final judgment that can never be heard or answered by the person

he addresses. Here he no longer sidesteps the conflicts at the Changqing court or Yuan’s

134 Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 1928.

135 Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu, 1929.
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seemingly questionable “expedient ways.” Instead, he records them plainly and justifies them
through a comprehensive and empathetic understanding of Yuan’s aspiration, career, and life:
that his deepest and most important hope—to secure the people and to requite the emperor’s
favor—never found fulfillment. Bai’s tone is clearly one of anger and grief at the injustice
and misfortune Yuan suffered. The problem, in Bai’s account, was never a lack of loyalty or
effort, but a mismatch between Yuan’s aspirations and the times he lived in. Read against
Yuan’s earlier question, “When will I at last have requited our monarch’s great bounty?”, the
epitaph functions as a belated reply: the requital never became possible, but the striving itself
is acknowledged and affirmed.

The four-character inscription that follows condenses this judgment:

Alas, Weizhi! Having lived beyond the age of understanding the Mandate of Heaven, 3¢
one cannot call his death untimely; having held ranks that combined those of general and
minister, one cannot call his station low. Yet he did not bring peace to our people, nor did
he exhaust our Way. In his own heart, therefore, his aspiration remains unfinished. !’

WSPFRL , FiHdr, A2 K. Mo, Azl RREER, KAHE
J‘Eo %E/A\Z‘Et‘y /E\IJ}%Z:TO

If Yuan’s aspiration could not be fulfilled even after he had reached the highest offices,
and given his attitudes toward civil service and reclusion in the “Four Elders Temple” poem,
then how could the “Green Mountain Pact” ever truly be kept? It is unclear when Bai fully

arrived at the realization that Yuan’s heart “did not meet its time.” Yet, considering the likely

136 “The Master said: ‘At fifteen I devoted myself to learning, and at thirty stood firm. At forty I had no doubts,
and at fifty understood the Mandate of Heaven. At sixty I listened in effortless accord. And at seventy I followed
the mind’s passing fancies without overstepping any bounds.’” (4dnalects 2/4) T El: H+HLMET %, =
L, PAmAR, Tt R, SHmE, BTG FTak, AR Translation follows David
Hinton. The phrase “understanding the Mandate of Heaven” is therefore commonly used to refer to being fifty
years old.

137 Xie Siwei, Bai Juyi wenji jiaozhu,1929.
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volume of exchanges now lost and the depth of understanding evident in the epitaph, it is
plausible that he knew long before that the pact could not be kept. In that light, Bai’s repeated
invocations of shared retirement do not simply outline a future plan; they also trace the limits
of what history and circumstance would ever allow. The pact hovers between possibility and
impossibility, between promise and its perpetual deferral.

Still, what is the point of asking—again and again—about something one already knows
is impossible? A final answer cannot be offered at this point, but the second concern running
through this thesis can thus be brought into focus. Even when people forgive, communicate,
and negotiate; even when topics shift or mutual understanding deepens, certain silences
remain. In the end, some ruptures—within a friend circle, between two collaborators or close
companions, between aspiration and outcome—cannot be repaired. Separation and death
bring the Changqing narrative of Yuan and Bai, and its many reworkings, to a close. What
remains are the poems themselves: records of an unfulfilled appointment, and of a shared

attempt to turn a brief reign into enduring memory and story.
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