Huang T’ing-chien’s Theories of Poetry

Lin Lit (S. Y. Tiang)

1. Tien-t’ieh Ch’eng-chin
or
“Turning Iron into Gold”

In a letter to his friend Yuan-hsiin ( 5C &) Huang T’ing-chien (3% FEEX,
1045-1105) offers the following comment on literary composition:

If one is to equally match the ancients, one must know of the mechanics
of their writing . . . The only approach to literary writing is to be straight-
forward without being coarse and vulgar in expression.}

KR E A 1 HEE ARHR - SRR {HAEFETEW%K*E@P
Ho : .

This statement does not constitute the whole of Huang’s poetic theory,
but its emphasis on the mechanics of the approach to writing of ancient
_ masters suggests Huang’s consistent advocacy of the use of tradition, the idea,
« . .without being coarse and vulgar in expression,” is probably one of the
reasons that leads him to try his hand on the style of “strangeness,”? which
includes the choice of obscure and strange words or allusions, and what he
called turning iron into gold (2854 ) —his term for using tradition, or
borrowing. ’ .

Huang’s theory of using tradition is seen in one of his letters to his
nephew Hung Chii-fu (L4574 ). The theory later became the major poetic
tenet of a group of Sung poets known as “Chiang-hsi School” (FLFGIR ).
The theory in its essentials, reads as follows:
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It is most difficult to coin one’s own literary expressions. In Tu Fu’s poems
and Han Yi's prose, there is not a single phrase that cannot be traced back
to some literary provenance. Because of their own lack -of knowledge in
literature, recent scholars have made the assertion that Tu and Han usually
created their own idioms and expressions. Those ancients who excelled in
literary composition were the ones who could really utilize and blend the
~myriad kinds of materials into their own writings. Even when they drew
on the ready-made phrases of the past, they were able to adapt them in
such a manner that the phrases, as if wrought on by some magic catalyst,
would turn from iron into a piece of gold. Literary creation has not been
the primary task of a Confucian scholar; but since you have inquired of it
and wanted to learn about it, you must be aware of its complexity. I hope
you will give it some careful and thorough thought. To make a work
exalted, to make it appear like the loffiness of Mount T’ai or that of the
floating clouds in the sky; to make it powerful so as to look like the
autumnal sea of waves of Ts'ang River that contains in it whales capable
of swallowing a boat—for those, one must not be confined by the rules
and held to the mere principles of simplicity and crudity.?
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The dictum “turning -iron into gold” adhered to by Huang and his
followers, serves as a clue to our understanding of Huang’s poetic creations.
When Huang mentions that “it is most difficult to coin one’s own literary

~expressions,” he implies that one should draw on expressions of others. It is
not necessary for us to argue how true this statement is; what is true is that,
because of this reason, Huang advocates drawing on the works of previous
writers. He believes that by effectively adopting expressions of others in one’s
own literary writing, one can turn the derived phrases into “a piece of gold.”

What is “iron?” Obviously, it implies sources or works of the ancients
that are to be used for poetic composition. The use of such materials involves
either imitation, borrowing, or assimilation. Whatever the case may be, “iron”
signifies the past, “‘gold” the present; or, simply, the former represents the
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past tradition, and the latter, a new tradition. And if we are not to take
“iron’” and “gold” to be a comparison in value, then the statement that the
new work is “gold,” suggests something better, or at least something different.
I have pointed out that Huang based his theory on the premise that “it
is most difficult to coin one’s own literary expressions.” T. S. Eliot,.in
“Tradition and the Individual Talent,” has also said something similar:

When we praise a poet...we pretend to find what is individual, what is
the peculiar essence of the man. We dwell with satisfaction upon the poet’s
difference from his predecessors, especially his immediate predecessors;
we endeavour to find something that can be isolated in order to be en-
joyed. Whereas if we approach a poet without this prejudice we shall often
find that not only the best, but the most individual parts of his work may
be those in which the dead poets, his ancestors, assert their immortality
most vigorously. And I do not mean the impressionable period of adoles-
cence, but the period of full maturity.*

Both Huang and Eliot seem to make the assertion that “in poetry there is
no such thing as complete originality owing nothing to the past.”” This is
generally true, if we are talking about “literary heritage.” By this I mean
that a poet is related with the past either through influence, assimilation,
imitation, derivation, or plagiarism. But we must not regard derivation or
borrowing as a virtue simply because “it is most difficult to coin one’s own
literary expressions.” It is true that a great deal of Chinese poetry is in a way
derivative, but our judgment of merit of a poem that uses derived expression
lies in its poetic significance. We ask: has the derived expression served to
enrich the poem in terms of imagery, poetic mood, state of mind, etc.?
. Has it surpassed the original in poetic achievement? In short, does the poem
turn out to be a piece of “gold?” If not, derivation is-definitely undesirable
and not to be encouraged, for it would prevent a poet from trying to be
creative.

Although Huang advocates derivation and has termed the skill as
“turning iron into gold,” like most of the Chinese literary figures of the past,
he does not elaborate on his theory explicitly. The generally acknowledged

_and oft-quoted phrases in the aforementioned letter are: “even when they
drew on the ready-made phrases of the past, they were able to adapt them in
such a manner that the phrases as if wrought on by some magic catalyst,

would turn from iron into a piece of gold” EEENH AZHE » A& » 10
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FF—N » Bi8 K &1 ). This is all we know about his theory of “turning
iron into gold.” As to how a poet should put the theory into practice, he does
not tell us. The phrase “ready-made phrases of the past” (F AZBEE)
does not necessarily refer to “worn-out,” “hackneyed,’” or “popular” expres-
sions, although in Chinese “ch ‘en-yen” ( S ). does bave the above meanings.
To be sure, many “ch'en-yen” in Huang’s poetry are not ‘“‘hackneyed.”
But due to the very fact that the best lines or phrases by the past writers,
poets or otherwise, are quoted over and over, they tend increasingly to
become “hackneyed.” Yet to Huang, “chen-yen’” may mean something else.
In his preface to “Following Again the Rhymes of Yang Ming-shu’s Poem™

(FF KRB BAA ), he writes:

T am old and lazy now, and have not written poetry for years. I have
already forgotten its form and meter. Now that Ming-shu is interested in
this art, I will try to show him some principles which may enable him to
understand the particulars: what poetry does is to turn the vulgar into the
refined, and to turn the old into the new. In this way, a poem would be as
perfect as the unbeaten trdops of Sun-tzu and Wu-tzu;® or as the archery
of Kan-yin and Fei-wei® who were able to break an arrowhead with the
top of a bramble. Skills as such are considered the wonder of poets.’

EREREE » SERES  EREEE » RUREENFX » 28
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Huang"has enumerated two important facts in the art of poetry: “to turn the
vulgar into the refined” ( PI{8&5HE), and “to tumn the old into the new”
(LI ). The former involves the skill in handling the subject-matter or
theme, while the latter advises that a poet must be aware of the literary
heritage and utilize it. Both of them, in my opinion, coincide with his
- statement: “even when they drew on .the ready-made phrases, as if wrought
on by some magic catalyst, they would tumn from iron into a piece of gold.”
It is therefore reasonable to assert that Huang’s ch'en-yen and tien-t’ieh-
ch'eng-chin (B58ifK £ ) are similar to i-su-wei-va ( DA EFE) and iku-
wei-hsin (VL #5%r ), for the process of ““tumning iron into gold” resembles
the process of “turning the vulgar into the refined,” or “turning the old into
the new.”” All of these point toward betterment, if not perfection, in writing
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poetry. .
Interestingly, Su Tung-p’o (FFE ¥, 1037-1101), generally regarded
as the greatest poet of the Sung dynasty, has expressed something similar:

One must have the ambition to attain great achievement when writing
poetry. When allusion is employed, one is to turn the old into the new, the
vulgar into the refined. Poetry becomes imperfect when it deliberately
emphasizes novelty and strangeness.®

HEBEBME » AEE LSRR -
DIMA B3 5 iP5 BT » JIRE IR o

The only difference between the statements of Huang and Su is that Su con-
fines his theory to the employment of allusion ( Fj 28 ) while Huang expands
the category to include practically everything in poetry, that is, expression,
theme, mood, allusion, etc. And although we have no concrete evidence to
prove that Su wrote his theory before Huang, we have reasons to believe that
Huang derived the original idea from Su, as Su was Huang’s senior and
teacher, and Huang was well-known for his enthusiasm for borrowing ideas
and lines from others, and, in fact, advocates the art of borrowiﬁg, At least
Liu Ta-chieh (% A7Z%), a modern critic, is convinced that Huang drew on
Su’s ideas.” ’

At this point, we may recall what Eliot has said in his essay about
“Tradition™:

The difference between the present and the past is that the conscious
present is an awareness of the past in a way and to an extent which the
past's awareness of itself cannot show ...the poet must develop or
procure the consciousness of the past and that he should continue to
develop this consciousness throughout his career.’®

This consciousness of the past here is what Huang meant by the “old” (#).
When a poet is aware of the conception of poetry as a living whole of all the
poetry. that has ever been written, Eliot continues:

What happens is a continual surrender of himself as he is at the moment to

something which is more valuable. The progress of an artist is a continual
self sacrifice, a continual extinction of personality.'!

Those who are familiar with Eliot’s essay will immediately recognize thgt' this
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process of depersonalizaﬁon is what he called Impersonal Poetry. But our
concern here is the idea of the poet’s consciousness of the past which is
similar to Huang’s i-ku-wei-hsin, or “turning the old into the new.” Admit-
tedly, to be able to “turn the old into the new,” to take expressions of
the past and turn them into “gold,” and to “turn the vulgar into the refined,”
a poet is first required to plunge himself into the whole spectrum of literary
tradition for inspiration and models, then undertake the process of “turning
iron into gold.” Neither i-ku-wei-hsin nor i-su-wei-ya means that one simply
takes a phrase or line from. the past master; the process demands the skill,
that is, tien-t'ieh-ch'eng-chin, or “turning iron into gold.” This skill is, as
I understand it, to blend the material (tradition) into a new combination.
A poet’s relation to the past is not a relation of an occasional search for an
appropriate phrase when needed. It is rather a constant contact and awate-
ness of its existence. In this way, a poet can store up many materials and s
able to blend them and “retouch” (2} {,) them into a new compound when
writing poetry. In fact Huang has repeatedly advised his admirers and friends
that in order to distinguish oneself in poetry, one must be thoroughly familiar
with “ten-thousand volumes of books.” The works of T’ao Ch’ien ([% &),
Tu Fu (3t &), and Han Yi (8 &) were his faverite to pattern his poetry
after. . '

If tien-t’ieh-ch’eng-chin and i-ku-wei-hsin are the necessary methods to
wiite poetry, the more a poet reads the better it is, for materials accumulated
in a poet’s mind would be the elements that produce poetry. A poet’s mind,
as Eliot remarks, is “a receptacle for seizing and storing up numberless
feelings, phrases, images, which remain there until the particles which can
unite to form a new compound are present together.”'? The “new com-
pound” here resembles that of Huang’s ‘chin (4, “gold™) and hsin (=,
“new”); whereas, the numberless feelings, phrases, images that are stored up
in a poet’s mind refer to the materials absorbed from the tradition, and
in Huang’s term, they are ku (g, “old”). Interestingly enough, Eliot’s
“particles” in the above quote is comparable to Huang’s “magic catalyst”
(ZF}—4$i); both of them have the function of forming a new comp'oun'd.

Although Huang has not elaborated on his tien-t ieh-ch ‘eng-chin theory,

- it is quite apparent that a skill is involved. The ideas of “iuming the vulgar
into the refined” and “turning the old into the new,” it seems to me, offer .
an interpretation to tien-t’ieh-ch’eng-chin. We know that all these theories
deal with the use of tradition, which means derivation or borrowing. The
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process in using tradition requries the skill of “retouching.” Since it is
Huang’s belief that a poet should derive sources from the past writers for his
poetic composition, what makes the new product better than the orlgmal
the process of turning “iron” into “gold” requires “retouching’ whatever he
draws on in order to turn it into a better work. We must not forget that the
“iron” in itself is already a complete material, and to successfully transform
it into 'a new. compound, a special skill of reconstruction is needed. On the
basis of the phrases “magic catalyst™ and “tien-tieh-ch’eng-chin” employed
by Huang — “tien” (,\.5) literally means “touch” — “retouching” seems to
be a preferable ferm to “reconstruction.” o
“It is useful at this point to examine how he applies his theories (i-su-
wei-ya, i-ku-wei-hsin, tien-t’ieh-ch ‘eng-chin) to his poetry. For purposes of
comparison, I have translated a few of his representative poems. In order to
retain as much of the original expression as possible, I have deliberately
sought to remain as close to the original as possible, For the convenience of
comparison, I have also provided a word for word translation to the text.
' BB M E '
Inscribe Yang-kuan Painting

OB B OE & % ¥
Boken-intesﬁnes sound inside without form shadow,
2. # ®mE K f&

Painﬁng out no sound also broken-intestines,

. REB B B OB K

Think of Yang-kuan farther west road,
4 4 B &8 E R o4 ¥

North wind lower grass loom cattle sheep.

—

“Inscribed on the painting
of Yang Gate_”13

1. In the sound of a heart-broken person, no human
image is shown. ' ’ )

2. Alas! the painting,' though soundless, also makes us
heart-broken. o

- 3. Thinking of Yang Gate and the road that goes farther

west, - ‘

4. Among the grasses bent by the north wind, loom the
cattle and sheep. o
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The above poem is written in Chiteh Chii (#8 H]) form. The title and
the theme remind us of Wang Wei (F# , 701-761), the famous poet of the
T’ang dynasty, who wrote at least three hundred years before Huang a piece
in the very same form entitled “To See Yiian Erh Off as Envoy to An-hsi”’
(B3 %76, also known as “The Song of Wei C1ty” [ & ] and
“The Song of Yang Pass” [[5 Bl ] ) which reads:

Wei City: morning rain soaks the light dust. )
By the inn, green upon green, willow’s color now new.
You had better drink one cup more.

West of the Yang Pass: no friend.**

BRIANEBERE
EEHHNEH -
BEBEE—E
75 B BRI A ©

This is .a farewell song that later became very popular among the
scholars and the general public as a sad song, sung at farewells. “Wei City
refers to the region (north of Wei River) in which there was much military
~ activity to resist the barbarians who-killed the inhabitants there by the mil-
lion. The Yang Pass is the last pass to the barbarous land.””'* This explains
the melancholic touch and the background of Huang’s poem. The allusion
of the third line “Thinking of Yang Gate and the road that goes farther west”
(B EBB FEFE R ) derves its source from here. Since it has been a
_ popular farewell song since the middle of the eighth century, the thematic
~ aspect of Huang’s poem is inevitably *“old” (i) and “vulgar” (&), or
common. It is therefore a case that involves i-su-wei-ya (to tum the vulgar
into the refined) and i-ku-wei-hsin (to tum the old into the new) And in lines
--one and two:

B OB B E OB OB =
Broken-intestines sound inside without form shadow
{(In the sound of a heart-broken person, no human:
image is shown) o

g m@ms KX & B
Painting out no sound also broken-intestines
(Alas! the painting, though soundless, also makes
us heart-broken.)

436



Shih Jung (J£7), editor and annotator- of the second collection of
Huang’s poetry, that is, Shan-ku wai-chi (1L #L£), points out that both
of these lines derived from Po Chii’s (5 J& 5}, 772-846) couplet:

— ' B — &
One sound intestine one break
(An intestine breaks whenever a cry is uttered)

EH &£ Z &

Can have how many intestines?
- (How many intestines can one have?)¢

By comparing the two, it is obvious that Huang borrows the idea from Po
with some skill of retouching. Now the last line of the poem:

t R & E R 4 =¥
North wind iower grass loom cattle sheep
(Among the grasses bent by the north wmd
loom the cattle and sheep)

Evidences show that this expression is taken from a ballad of the Southern
and Northemn dynasties (420-588). The ballad is known as the “Ch’ih-le
Song” ( % ¥/8K ) which ends with the following:

X B B B - EE

Sky grey-grey, wilderness boundless
(Grey and vast is the sky, boundless is the
wilderness)

B w B KR 4 =x
Wind blow grass low loom cattle sheep.
(Among the grasses bent by the wind, loom
the cattle and sheep)!’

The striking similarity between the last line of Huang’s poem and that
of the “Ch’ih-le Song” can be readily recognized. Huang changes the original
“wind blows” (JEIK) to “north wind” (J;&) and reverses “grass low”
(E{E) to “lower grass” ({£2%). The function of these alterations was
perhaps “turning iron into gold.” The “retouching” involved here the shifting -
‘of the main verb. In the original line the main verb is “blow” ( %X ) while in
Huang’s version it becomes “lower” ({E); that is, the first portion of this line

437



appears to be, literally, “north wind lower grass” (JLJE{KEE ) instead of
“wind blow grass low” (EIR B /% ). The word “low” ({&), which serves as
an adjective in the original becomes a transitive verb in Huang’s version.
As -a whole, the first two lines of Huang’s poem are derived from Po Chii,
the third from Wang Wei, and the last from “Ch’ihde Song.”” The whole
poem, as we can see, constitutes derived expressions from three sources.
‘The first three lines may be considered a reconstruction of the ideas of
others, but the last line is actually a direct borrowing from an ancient ballad.

Huang’s theory .of tien-tieh-ch’eng-chin, as I see it, implies both partial
and. total derivation. As for i-su-wei-ya (to turn the vulgar into the refined)
and i-ku-wei-hsin (to turn the old into the new), they also allude to derivation
but at the same time introduce the recomstruction of expressions used by
previous writers. A few additional examples will help clarify and even define
the bases on which his practice rests. '

o OB 2 #® B
Inscribe Hui-ch’ung’s Painted Fan

B &% £ T B T B\

1. ‘Hui-ch'ung brush tip disclose river surface,

2. Ten-thousand li (mile) clear waves towards
OB
setting sun

i -2 i # A KR
3. Plum shadow horizontally slant people not see,
® # O B g K

4, Mandarin-duck mutually face soak red dress.

“Inscribed on Hui-ch’ung’s Painted Fan”

1. The scene of the river is revealed under Hui-
ch’ung’s brush,

2. That the luminous waves of ten-thousand li
‘seem to rush towards the setting sun;

3. The shadow of the plum tree slants horizon-
tally, no one is around,

4, ‘The mandarin ducks soak their red feathers in
the water.!?

This poem is also in the Chiieh Chii form, and although it only consists of
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four lines, each line, except the second, is derived from some literary source.
The first line is taken from Tu Fu’s “Song of Painting” (£} #]) which runs:

WE T £ B 4 &

General set brush disclose lively face
(After the touch of General Ts'a0’s brush,
all the dead faces look lively)*®

The subtitle of Tu Fu’s poem is “for General TsaoPa” (RIS ET )
who was a famous imperial painter of the T’ang dynasty known especially for
his paintings of horses and for his portraits of officials who had given meri-
torious service to the court. The above line refers to Ts’a0’s painting of por-
traits, and is a compliment to and admiration of the artist. Huang borrows
this line directly with no significant change except the name of the painter
and a reversal of word order in the third and fourth characters. This method
is identical to the method employed in the last line of the “Yang-kuan™
poem mentioned earlier. In this poem Huang changes the “General” (§$5)
to “Hui-ch’urg” (F4%) just as he changed “wind blows” (JE1x) to “north
wind” (JL/&) in the “Yangkuan” poem. The reversal in the word erder
from the original “set brush” (F &) to “brush tip” (£ ), involves agian
the shift of the verb. In Tu’s line, ksia (T) is a verb denoting either to
start or to set (the brush), while in Huang’s, isia signifies “under’” or the
“tip”* of the brush. The alteration from “General set brush’’ BETE)t0
“Hui-ch’ung’s brush tip” (B4 2 T), then is identical to his method of
changing “wind blow grass low, loom cattle sheep” ( BLIRE (K& R=E), to
“nerth wind lower grass, loom cattle sheep”’ (JEEERE R 43¢ ). As for
the second portion of this line, Huang’s image, “disclose river surfice’
( BAYL & ) is definitely a direct borrowing from Tu’s “disclose lively face”
(BBEm), al;though the former refers. to a river scene, and the latter to faces
of the esteemed dead officials. ,

In the third line of the above poem: .

B ¥ B &8 A XA

Plum shadow horizontally slant people not see,
(The shadow of the plum tree slants horizon-
tally, no one is around)

the image of plum blossoms is based on one of Lin Pu’s ( ¥k 38, 967-1028)
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- “plum blossoms’’ poems. Lin, a recluse who remained single all his life, had
referred to plum blossoms as his “wife’” and he addressed many poems to
them. One of the best known pieces is entitled “The Little Plum Tree in My
Mountain Garden’” (1LJB/N& ), which contains the following famous
couplet:

B i C N QR - R -
Sparse shadow horizontally slant stream clear shallow,
(Sparse shadows slant across the clear and shallow
stream) ) . ‘

BE. F B B A KB
Secret fragrance drift move moon dim hazy.
(Secret fragrance drifts through the dim and hazy
moonlight)*° i

Note that Huang replaces the image “sparse shadow” (B &), with a more
direct “plum shadow’’ (#§ &), but the meaning remains the same. As for the
last line of the poem, Huang did not even bother to change a word but simply
lifted a line from one of Tu Mu’s (14 , 803-852) Chiteh Chil poems.*!

In a poem of Chiteh Chii form, if four out of four of its lines show
some sort of borrowing, partially or totally, such as in the case of Huang’s
“Yang-kuan® poem, or even three out of four as in the “Painted Fan” poem,
they can hardly be called “original.”” When we recall Huang’s statement:
“it is most difficult to coin one’s own expressions,” “not to be original”
is probably what he had in mind when writing poetry. But this practice still
remains to be justified as to what extent a poet can “borrow,” and still
produce a piece of “gold.”

1. To-t’ai huan-ku
or
““Snatching the Embryo’ and
“Changing the Bone”

Hui Hung (FB#) in “Leng-chai Yeh-hua” ( % g5 % 55 ) quotes Huang
as saying: '

Ideas for poetry are inexhaustible but human talent is
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limited. To use a limited talent to chase inexhaustible
ideas is a task that not even T’ao Ch'ien and Tu Fu
could fuifill. *“Retaining the idea while using different
words” is called “Changing the Bone;” and “imitating
the idea to further describe it ™ is called “snatching the
Embryo.’’??

BEREE  MASHR » DERET
ERBLE » BRIOBRIE T o
RO RS » BBk ;
BEREMREL » B AR o

According to- Hui Hung’s quotation, two methods were offered by Huang,
namely, to-tui (#ZJ5, “snatching the embryo™); and huan-ku (e,
“changing the bone”). Although we have no evidence to prove that Huang
actually used these terms, they have been attributed to Huang and have been
widely cited by many later critics, especially in criticisms like Shih-hua’
(#F355, “Remarks on Poetry™).

It seems to me that the passage concerning the idea of fo-t'ai huan-ku
is an interpretation of Huang’s theory tien-t’ieh-ch’eng-chin (turning iron
into gold). This interpretation was most probably made by his contem-
poraries or scholars of the same period (Sung dynasty). The passage in
question begins with a statement very similar to the one seen in Huang’s
tien-t’ieh-ch'eng-chin passage that reads it is most difficult to coin one’s
own 'Iiterary expressions.” This is. the reason for Huang’s advocating imita-
tion. Similarly, because “ideas for poetry are inexhaustible but human. talent
is limited, to use a limited talent to chase inexhaustible ideas is a task not
even T’ao Ch’ien and Tu Fu could fulfill,” and, therefore, one should imitate
when writing poetry. The methods of imitation, as we have already observed,
are fo-tai (“snatching the embryo™) and huan-ku (“changing the bone™).
The former is described as “imitating the idea to further describe it” ( $2 2
HEMEAEZ); the latter, as “retaining the idea while using - different
words (REE R &HEE). A careful examination of these methods
reveals that they actually serve as illustration of Huang’s view about “turning
iron into gold,” and “turning the old into the new,” both of which Huang
had failed to elucidate. But in Hui Hung’s quotation, the terms fo-t'i
(“snatching the embryo”) and huan-kis (“changing the bone”) are provided
with a somewhat explicit explanation. This is why I believe that the
expression fo-t zi-huan-ku might not be Huang’s own. It is likely that they
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represent interpretations of Huang’s original ideas of imitation. -And the
expression itself may have been coined by Hu1 Hung.

In his The, Art of. Chmese Poetry, James JY. L1u has paraphrased
to-t’ai (“snatching the embryo”) as “to put new wine in an old bottle,”
. and huan-ku (“‘changing the bone™) as “to put old wine in a new bottle »B
Actually, the phrases, “imitating the idea to further describe it” and ¢
taining the idea while using different words,” refer to one method rather than
two different ones. Indeed, we see no difference between “to develop an
imitated idea by way of different description’” (fo-tai) and “to use different
words to present the same idea” (huan-ku). The question involves the
“degree” of imitation, not two different “methods.” Hui Hung, in quoting
Huang’s theory, offered some examples to illustrate the *“methods.”” The
following is the so-called zo-t ai (“snatching the embryo’’) method:

B oomom B OE
Drunken face like frosted leaves,
My drunken face resembles the frosted leaves,)

B f RE B
Though red not is spring.
(Though it is red but not spring.)

‘ —Po chiti

CRE " E Ok HE &
Children n’nstakmgly joyful red face remain
(Children are mistaken and joyful of my youth,)

s & ROE M

One laugh how know is wine red.
(I laugh: How do they know it is the color of
wine?)? '

— Su Tung-p’o

In the above two couplets, the former is written by Po Chii-i of the T’ang
dynasty (618-906), the latter, by Su Tung-p’o of the Sung (960-1279). Hui
" Hung indicated that Su, who imitated Po’s idea, had performed the technique
of “snatching the embryo” (fo-t'ai), that is, “to imitate the idea and further
describe. it.”” Po’s original idea is about a drunken face which reveals the color
of youth under the effect of wine (“youth” is implied by the metaphor
“red”’), and in a somewha ~ironical-tone, he immediately points out that
the red complexion is not “spring” — another metaphor for “youth,”” but
“frosted leaves,” an image which signifies “autumn’’—a metaphqr,forv“old
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ge.” This idea was “snatched” by Su {to [ &Z] means to take over by force).
Instead of copying the original lines, Su presented the derived idea with a
different description. The result, as we can see, is that the children mistake
the redness of his face to be a sign of youth while it is, like that of Po Chu-i’s,
the color caused by wine. Su’s tone here is self- mockmg, and the present-
ment, more direct. This is indeed a method of “using tradition,” and is surely
another way of achieving Huang’s technique of “turning iron into gold,”
or “turning the old into the new.”

As for the method of huan-ku (“changmg the bone”) Hui Hung offered
the followmg example:

HOXE R # " %
Azure sky end place disappear lonely swan
(A lonely swan disappears at the edge of the
azure sky)

—LiPo

H B *x = # X B
White bird gone completely azure sky return
(When all the white birds disappear, the azure
sky returns to its color)?*

— Huang T’ing-chien -

The first line is by Li Po, the second, by Huang T’ing-chien; both aim at
presenting us a “skyscape.” According to Hui Hung, Huang’s line involved
the method of “retaining the idea while using different words,” the “idea”

being the “skyscape.” In the original line, the author paints us a picture
of a bird, a swan to be precise, flying towards the edge of the ‘azure sky,
probably still in sight but about to completely disappear; while in the
imitated line, it is the bright and clear azure sky with the disappearance
of the birds. The “bone” (words) of the original line has been changed by
Huang, but the “body™ (idea) remains -the same. Judging by these two exam-
ples of imitation by Su and Huang, it would seem apparent that there is really
no essential difference between “snatching the embrjro” and “changing the
bone.” In fact, Yang Wan-i' (4525 K | 1127-1206) who began his career as
a Chiang-hsi poet, had already regarded fo-t’ai huan-ku as one method when

‘he illustrated the theory in “Ch’eng-chai Shih hua” (Qﬁ%?,ﬁ “Ch’eng-

chai’s Remarks on Poetry™?).2
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Thus:

¥ A &K E
Crossing river light not wet.
(The moonlight is not wet when crossing the -
river.)
— Y Hsin (fi5 {5, 513-581)

A HOEARR
‘Entering river toad not sink,
(The moon does not sink when entering the river.)
— Tu Fu (712-770)

d* ok oE ok ok ok ok

% AW E R
Setting moon fill house beams,
(The setting moon is shining on the beams,)

B 5 R H&

Still wonder shine complexion
(I wonder if she is shining on your face too.)
—Tu Fu

% B B T K
Setting sun reflect river waves,
(The setting sun is reflecting on the waves,)

®H k. Ee

Vaguely resemble complexion,
(It vaguely resembles your face.)
' — Huang T'ing-chien

In the first set of examples, Yi Hsin’s “light” (3£ ) refers to “moon-
light;”” while in Tu Fu’s line, it is changed to “toad” ( ﬂ!,%;), which’'is 2 common
allusion to the “moon’ in classical poetry. Thus, from “the moonlight is not
wet when crossing the river” to “the moon does not sink when entering the
river,” the image or idea remains the same. Both lines reveal the reflection of
the moon: on the water except that the specific object “moonlight” in the
original is replaced by a more concrete allusion and the “moon” in the
_ imitation piece. And the description differs: ore emphasizes “crossing’ and
“not wet,” while the other.emphasizes “entering” and “does not sink.”
Nevertheless, the imitation of idea in the latter is evident.
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In the second set of examples, Huang changes Tu’s line “the setting
moon is shining on the beams” ( & B B %) to “the setting sun is re-
flecting on the waves” ( 7% H 7L ). Needless to say, Huang derives the
idea from Tu, although the subject here is “setting sun” instead of “‘setting
moon.” In the second lines the main metaphor in both cases is “complexion”
or “face” (B 4, literally also means color). Huang uses it as a comparison,
while in Tu it is a reminiscence of his friend Li Po. Of these examples, Yang
Wan-i commented that they are using the methods of “turning the old into
the new” (F-ku-wei-hsin) and to-t’wi-huan-ku (“snatching the embryo and
changing the bone™). It is to be noted that he did not separate ro-t ai-huan-

" ku, as Hui Hung did, into two different methods.

To conclude, we may regard all the terms mentioned in this paper,
namely tien-tieh-ch'eng-chin (“turning iron into gold”), I-ku-wei-hsin
(“turning the old into the new”), i-su-wei-ya (“turning the vulgar into the
refined”), and fo-tai-huan-ku (’snatching the embryo and changing the
bone”), as one whole method of imitation, instead of taking each of them to
be separate methods. The differences in terminology reflect more the emphasis
on one or another aspect of the process.involved in the method.

Notes
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