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On the Conception of “Style” in Wen Hsing Tiao Lung
Hsu Fu-kuan,
Professor of Chinese

It seems to be generally accepted that the specifically literary
quality of a work inheres in its style. This literary style is the principal
topic of literary criticism, It is also the major interest of Liu Hsieh’s
Wen Hsing Tiao Lung, which Professor Vincent Y. C. Shih of the
University of Washington has recently translated into English. (It is
entitled The Literary Mind and the Carving of Dragons (Thought
and Pattern in Chinese Literature), published by Columbia University
Press.)

In spite of this early Chinese interest in style, from the “Ancient
Essay movement” of the Tang Dynasty, the definition of the.term
“style” has become vaguer and vaguer. Later, in the Ming Dynasty,
people were so confused as to mistake genre for style. Literary
historians in China and Japan maintain the traditional misunderstanding
of style (wen tih) even in interpreting Liu Hsieh’s book. Such a
misunderstanding not only hinders. the study of the book but confuses
the general appreciation and criticism of literature.

The author has three aims motivating his research:

1) to clear away the misunderstandings by recovering the original
implications of the term. ,

2) to make a systematic arrangement of the complicated portions of .
the book in order to help the reader grasp the correct meaning.

3) to lay the first foundation for the reconstruction of the idea of
“style” in Chinese literature by tracing the historical development
of Chinese literature and making a comparison of Chinese and
western literary theory.

Naturally these aims will never be achieved in a single effort.

Many western books deal with style, but they are inadequate for

our problem. In China it is even worse. The old tradition has been
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lost and no one has been successful in building a new one. The author

hopes eventually to make a contribution in this area.
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