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Students of modern and contemporary criticism have been frequently
pulled between the two camps of theorists. On the one hand, we have some
Russian formalists, some New Critics, and some phenomenological critics
who insist on the ontological existence or autonomy of the literary work.
For their critical performance, the historicity of the author and the reader are
irrelevant or at most of secondary importance. Their effort is directed
towards “objective” study of the aesthetic qualities (“literariness™) of
literature. On the other hand, we have some reactionary (or rather, the
traditional) group of theorists who reemphasize the historicity of literary
phenomena; they consider it necessary to reinstate literature as a link in the
chain of being. For this group, literature cannot be fully experienced
without reference to the nonliterary, non-sign, non-text, non-semiotic
aspects of life — something that goes beyond scientific analysis.

The present discussion will not presume to argue out the pros and cons
of these different critical persuasions. Instead, it will focus on the concept of
feng-ku B in traditional Chinese criticism to see how it embraces both
sets of theories (if indeed they can be considered as “sets” for the
convenience of discussion). During our discussion, we will consider briefly
how the concept is related to the problem of form and content dichotomy,
to the modern cult of objectivity and impersonality (vs. the expressive
theory that forms the core of Chinese poetics), to the controversy between
affective fallacy vs. “affective fallacy fallacy” (Fish, 82), and to the idea of
organic form. All these side glances are meant for mutual illumination
between the concept of feng-ku and its related theories. We may then hope
to arrive at some measure of agreement about what are the constituents of
feng-ku, and how the concept may be applied to our studies of modern and
contemporary western critical theories.




250 TAMKANG REVIEW

In 1880 Emile Zola remarked in his Experimental Novel that it would no
longer be a praise to a writer to say that he has “imagination,” since
imagination was no longer “the predominating quality of the novelist.” On
the contrary, one has to speak of his “wonderful faculties of observation and
analysis” (Zola in Stevick, 50-51). Granting that Zola was pointing to the
“realistic” character of the modern novel, we may still note how literary
concepts and their attendant terminology change in accordance with the
vicissitudes of the times and popular taste. It should be easy to see that
imagination in its fundamental sense does not fall; it is Zola’s and many
science-minded critics’ conception of the imagination that has fallen in an age
in which biological man has replaced metaphysical man. The critical spirit of
this scientific age has ignored, for instance, the dignified sense of “imagi-
nation” that it is a vital, unifying, “‘beauty-making” power (Coleridge, BL,
X1, XIV; Adams, 470-71), and returned it to the eighteenth century when
imagination meant little more than “fancy.” If imagination means simply
the faculty to “invent” far-fetched, irrelevant, or *“‘unreal” matters, it may
rightly fall, as the taste of the reading public changes. But if it means the
faculty to create an aethetically unified work of art out of the sluggish
matters of our experience, we cannot see why it should fall only because our
attention is directed more to the particulars and the minute, and to a more
systematic approach to literature.

Although the upholders of formalistic approach to literature may not
admit it, there is no denying that the rise of science has largely determined
the shape of most contemporary critical theories. To be sure, some modern
theorists, such as Eliot with his “union of sensibility” and John Crowe
Ransom with his “world’s body” (Wellek, 96) have shown that the concern
of literature goes beyond science, and that it conveys much that cannot be
scientifically measured or verified, the general trend of contemporary
criticism has been to employ as much as possible the positivistic methods of
defining areas of investigation, making distinctions, gathering factual
evidence, and following logical reasonings. The problem whether there is a
self-sufficient, objective text whose full significance can be revealed by
analytical investigation is one that has worried many critics and is one for
which no universally convincing answer can be found. If the traditional
saying of the Chinese that “peetry has no ultimate interpretation” (shih-
wu ta-ku) B EESEEL is to be believed, the critics may well resign themselves
to Sisiphus’s labor. No matter how objective or scientific it aspires to be,
if criticism is in some sense “‘creative,” which is to say “imaginative,” and the
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critic as man is both the critic and the object of his critical operation, it
follows that literary criticism can never be an exact science.

Be that what it may, the consequence is that in their attempt to purify
their areas of inquiry (form “subsumes™ content), the expressive function of
the author, and the affective force of the literary work on the reader tend to
be neglected. In other words, the socio-historical, affective, or in a word,
“extrinsic” dimension of a work of art has ceased to occupy a significant
place in criticism. This dimension, which I would choose to call “‘the vertical
dimension,” forms an “organic” relation with the textual, intrinsic, or “the
horizontal dimension.”

It is interesting to note that literary criticism in China had a humanistic
beginning in the Han and Six Dynasties. Chinese literary criticism flourished
after some important terminology used in personal evaluation (primarily for
official preferment) — such as wen-chih 3 ’E (outward refinement and
innate character), and feng—ku (bearing and physical build) — had been
grafted into critical writings. Several commentators have pointed out that
the term feng-ku has been in current use since the Wei-Chin periods. It was
first used in evaluating personal character and portrait paintings, then its
use was extended to all branches of arts (Liao Chung-an and Liu Kuo-ying, 2;
Chen Kung, 128-29). Regarding human characters, feng (wind) means spirit,
air, mien or bearing, while ku (bone) refers to bone structure or build, and
indirectly signifies strength resulting from “straight™ structure. Thus, feng is
an abstract quality of which ku is the concrete embodiment. The burden of
the critic lies in apprehending the abstract quality through an “inter-
pretation” of its concrete embodiment in the text. It is abundantly clear that
those Chinese critics’ use of feng-ku and other related terms implies an
awareness of the dual burden of criticism.

Liu Hsieh ZI#8 (c. AD. 464-522), the most comprehensive Chinese
critic who wrote Wen-hsin tigo-lung = 0B ¥ , must have found the terms
feng and ku both as separate terms and as a compound useful for presenting
his literary theory. As separate terms, feng presents Liu’s prescriptive notion
that literature should have an affective power through its “sincerity,” and
ku his ideas on how literature should "organize its materials into concise,
unified patterns. Together, feng-ku may be considered as Liu’s basic
requirements for all styles of literature.

Liu Hsieh defines feng as “the source of influence and inspiration, and
the precise expression of emotion and vitality” (W 28 / 83 / 3). He demands
that literature should have the power to sweep through and sway our whole
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being. And the literary “wind” that gives this power should be “deep”
(shen), or profound; and pure (ch’ing), or free from irrelevancies. These
modifiers remind us of the first two of the Six Benefits to be obtained from
immersion in the Classics — ““deep feeling untainted by artificiality” and
“unmixed purity of form” (S 20). Like these two Benefits, therefore, the
concept of feng is concerned with the soul, and hence, vitality, of a literary
work.

A reading of the first chapters of The Literary Mind — the Tao and the
superiority of the writings of the sages — may give us the impression that Liu
Hsieh is much more concerned with the moral function of literature than
with its aesthetic appeal to him. Such an erroneous reading may then lead us
to conclude that feng (the “wind”) means the didactic influence on the
reader. When Liu Hsieh discusses form and content, he makes it clear, asin
the chapter “Emotion and Literary Expression,” that one implies or depends
on the other (S 174, W 31 [/ 88 / 1-3). He praises Confucius as the foremost
sage because his “profound reason shapes his literary theme, / And his breath,
full of talent, weaves itself into exquisite patterns” (S 16; W2 / 5/ 4). In
tracing the origin of the term feng to the Shih-ching (or The Book of Songs)
poetics, Liu uses the expression hua-kan {fj& , which literarily means
“enlightenment and inspiration.” More precisely, however, it refers to the
catalytic change that takes place in the mind of the reader after it has
exposed itself to the impact of the literary work of art. Classical Chinese
expressions are usually poetic and complex. Paraphrasing may distort instead
of correctly interpreting what was actually meant. Much of a classicist like
Horace, who considers the aim of the poet to be “to make his words at once
please and give lessons of life” (Adams, 73), Liu Hsieh sees the value of
literature in its appeal to the whole man and not just to his moral nature.
Some traditional critics, notably Arnold and De Quincey, are more clearly
didactic than Liu Hsieh. Arnold demands that poetry “inspirit and rejoice
the reader,” yet he repeatedly emphasizes “moral impression” (Adams, 577,
581). De Quincey distinguishes literature of power from that of knowledge,
and thinks that the former appeals mainly to man’s “moral capacities”
(Trilling, 192). _

The idea of the literary “wind” leads to the idea that the expressed
emotion can be moving> only when it exhibits “sincerity” (not in the sense of
biographical truthfulness, but “poetic truth™). Yet it is apparently not
sincerity of emotion alone (or whatever is identifiable as the content) that
gives literature its inspirational and persuasive power. As is shown in his
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repeated use of feng-ku as a compound, Liu Hsieh’s ku is a complementary
concept to feng. For a literary work to have feng, or the capacity to stir the
reader, the emotion has to be “objectified,” or aesthetically embodied in the
structure of the work. Such a formulation does not imply that the creation
of a literary work is merely codification, and literary criticism merely a
process of decoding. As if the term ku were not sufficient for the aesthetic
qualities he has in mind, Liu Hsieh asserts that only feng-ku coupled with
ts’ai 58 (ornaments) can produce true literary excellence. Such a reading
leads us to conclude that even feng-ku, important as it is, does not suffice..

There is no doubt that Liu Hsieh’s ku refers mainly to the structure of a
literary work. He demands that the literary pattern should have a “straight”
structure, a fine rhetoric, and that it should not be ‘“verbose, diffuse, and
incoherent” (W 28 / 83 [/ 4-9}. In other words, it should be an affective and
forceful expression of emotion and intent. If we go to the “Organization”
chapter, in which matters and meanings are designated as “the bone and
marrow” (W 43 / 112/ 11), and to the third and fourth of the Six Benefits —
“empirical truth untarnished by falsehood” and “moral ideas uninvolved in
perversity” (S 20), we may be tempted to decide that the literary “bone”
denotes matters and meanings, or simply the substance of a literary work.
It will be closer to the general intent of the “Feng-ku” (or “The Wind and
the Bone™) chapter if we take ku to mean the proper choice and arrangement
(hence, “objectification”) of the subject matter.

A comparison with Arnold again may clarify this point. Like Liu Hsieh,
Arnold makes much of the “action” and has an ambivalent attitude toward
“expression.” Yet, in mentioning the three things that a modern writer may
learn from the ancients, he does not forget about formal requirements —
“choice” and “accurate construction.” The three things are: ‘“the all-
importance of the choice of a subject; the necessity of accurate construction;
and the Subordinate character of expression” (Adams, 581). Since “wind”
involves form as well as content, we may say that Liu Hsieh’s literary “wind”
arises not only from the first, but also from the second thing in Arnold’s
statement. [t is indeed synonymous with Arnold’s “total impression™ as
well as “moral profundity.”

The general confusion in the interprefation of this important concept of
feng-ku stems from a failure to recognize the organic relation between feng:
and ku. Liu Hsieh shows this relation by referring to the corcept of ch’i
“The emotion [embodied in structure] ,” he says, “contains ‘wind’ just as a
body holds vital breath [ch’i}” (W 28 | 83 ] 4-5). Feng and ku are
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sometimes separated simply for the convenience of analytical discussion. In
fact the two terms are frequently used together as a compound, and Liu
Hsieh never mentions one without having the other in mind. Although he
cites an example which excels in feng, and another in ku, we cannot really
conceive of a work which has feng and yet without ku, or vice versa (cf.
Hsu Fu-kuan, 324).

The organic relation between feng and ku is similar to that between
substance and pattern, and even more comprehensive in its implication. The
- suasive force of the literary “wind” can be revealed only through an organic
unity in the structure. The “wind” therefore does not have its separate
existence. On the other hand, where there is a firm linguistic pattern, it will
hold an affective potentiality (cf. Liao Wei-ch’ing, P’ing-lun, 1, 26). Thus,
the concept of feng-ku involves two dimensions of organic unity — ku
concerns mainly with the horizontal dimension within the work, and feng
governs the vertical dimension, linking the author, the work, the reader, and
the universe beyond through the concepts of ching (emotion) and ch’
(vitality), or ch i-li (vital force).

Still another confusing element in the chapter is Liu Hsieh’s use of the
word ts'ai (beautiful literary patterns). If, as Huang K’an says, “the ‘wind’
is the idea and the bone is the language™ (Cha-chi, 101), tsai should have
been included in the concept of ku. Yet, in Liu Hsieh’s discussion zsui
stands out as a third element besides feng and ku. He wrote:

A pheasant, with all its colorful feathers, is limited in its scope of
flight to 2 hundred paces, because it is fat-fleshed and has little
or no vigor. An eagle may not have beautiful plumage patterns,
but its wings carry it high in the sky, because of its strong bone
structure and mighty vitality. Strength of literary talent is
comparable to these cases. If we had the wind and the bone
without colors, we would have a group of eagles in the forest of
literature; but if we had colors without the wind and the bone,
we would have a crowd of pheasants jumping about in a garden
of letters. - Only when a literary piece has both beautiful colors
and ability to soar high do we have a singing phoenix in the
world of literature. (S 163-64; W 28 /84 [1-3)

We may wonder what is the place of this #s@i in Liu’s theoretical
structure. Being a beautiful choice and arrangement of literary clements,
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ts’ai should be part and parcel of ku. Yet, Liu’s idea is that it may or may
not contribute to literary excellence depending on whether it is organically
related to the structure (ku) and whether it yields stronger “total impression”
(feng). 1t is typical of Liu Hsieh to consider the function of #s%i in relation
to feng-ku, and an understanding of its place in his theoretical structure is
essential. »

Both feng and ku suggest strength or vigor (/i) in the metaphor of flight,
and feng-ku is the manifestation of vitality (ch%). Although there is the
question of emphasis, both feng (or feng-li), and ku (or ku-li) frequently
mean feng-ku. Ku then is not just any linguistic or literary pattern. In the
following passage when Liu Hsieh tells us how feng-ku is manifested in the
texture of a literary piece, he is speaking mainly about ku: “To be firm and
exact in diction, and in resonance sure without being heavy: this is what is
meant by vigor of wind and bone” (S 162-63; W 28 / 83 / 8).

Ts'ai is desirable, but not entirely necessary. It is clearly undesirable
when it is more than abundant and does not cohere as an integral part of a
literary work. We may recall here that Arnold advocated a return to ancients
to learn the all importance of structure over and against “expressions.” Much
of a classicist like ‘Arnold, Liu Hsieh objected to the kind of tsai (what
Arnold calls “happy expressions™) that is “heavy” or hamper the firmness of
structure or precision in diction. Thus he says:

If one can understand the essential principle of feng-ku, one will
be able to succeed in one’s literary pursuits. But if one should
go against the principle, no amount of embellishments will do
him any good. (W28 /83 /11-12)

In the biological analogy in the “Organization” chapter, ¢z u-ts'ai (literary
embellishments) is “the flesh and skin,” which ranks as the third in
importance, next to “feeling and ideas as the soul” and “matter and meaning
as the bone structure” (W 43 / 112 / 11). In the analogy of birds quoted
above Liu makes it clear where his preference lies with regards to feng-ku
and zs’ai. The best is the phoenix which has both feng-ku and #s’ai; next in
excellence comes the eagle which has feng-ku but lacks z57ai; the pheasant
brings up the rear, having #s'ai. but not feng-ku. _
By proposing the criterion of feng-ku Liu Hsieh emphasizes the proper
function of tsai (literary embellishments). If we say that the totality ‘of
impact is to be derived from the operation of organically unified substance
and pattern, then we may consider feng to be the impact, ku the unity of
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substance and pattern that have been unified into an artistic whole, and
ts’ai the linguistic embellishments, which are the ornaments that may either
enhance or lessen artistic effects. ,

Liu’s scheme can be illustrated by a comparison with similar statements
by Chung Hung and Arnold. Chung Hung may be said to have applied the
concept of feng-ku consistently in his classification and evaluation of Six
Dynasties poetry. In the Preface to his Shik-p’in B, Chung says that
“the highest poetry lies in using the three rhetorical modes [of hsing B
(evocation), pi i (metaphor), and fu HR (narration)] properly, infusing it
with vitality and adorning it with beautiful colors, so as to give the readers an
abundance of taste and the hearers a profound impression” (Chen Yen-chieh,
4). What Chung calls taste (wei) is the affective quality of poetry that comes
mainly from the vitality (feng-li & JJ ) emanating from the work, but the
affective quality cannot be truly great unless the work has beautiful colors
(tan-ts’ai  F3% ) that are organically related to the substance (cf. Liao
Wei-ch’ing, Pling-lun, 1, 25-35). By the same token, Arnold says that poetry
is “interpretative both by having natural magic in it, and by having moral
profundity.” The former can be understood as organically related formal
elements, which Liu Hsieh calls fs%i, and the latter as feng-li or vitality, for
by “moral profundity” he means “the ideas and laws of the inward world of
man’s moral and spiritual nature” (Culler, ed., 285).

Unlike Chung Hung, with whom tan-tsai (beautiful colors) is always a
laudable quality, Liu Hsieh is ambivalent toward s Liu praises chi &

(novelty), and /i B8 (beautiful patterns or colors) as well as #sai only when
they do not deviate or act contrary to the principles of the Tao, or cheng
1IE (norm), or nature (like that in Arnold’s “natural magic”). This is
understandable because he adopted a polemical stance toward the ornate
thetoricism of his contemporary literature.

Whatever its sources or constituents, when it is understood as the
affective force of a literary work, the “wind” of a literary work can be
associated with various similar concepts in the East and West. The compound
feng-wei Bk (flavor) and feng-ch’ii JA# indicate that feng is related to
wei.  And Chung Hung speaks of wei (taste) as does William Hazlitt of
“gusto” (Bate, ed., 301-03; Bate in Bloom, 328). Modeled after Thomist
philosophy, Hopkins and Joyce (or Joyce’s Stephen) aesthetic theories are in
some ways similar to Liu’s feng-ku. Hopkins’ idea of instress resembles feng,
while inscape is comparable to ku, and the sudden realization of “this-ness”

3., &

is very nearly Joyce’s “epiphany,” or “claritas,” which in turn are different
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brands of feng. Defined as a vigorous appeal to the audience, Russian
formalists’ “novelty” is yet another brand of feng, for when it strikes the
reader as something “wonderfully new,” it will never fail to stir him — at
least for the moment (Lemon and Reis, 21-22). All that matters is whether
the literary expression is “relevant” — relevant to life, and the relation of
feng with life is again seen in the Chinese compound expressions of feng-ch’i
JE\ 5 and ch'i-ku %R, 5 — examples of linking feng-ku with the concept that
“in literature the ‘breath’ of life is the gist of the matter” (Lu Chi’s “Essay,”
in Ronald Miao, 1026).

The proposition of the concept of feng-ku may be seen as a deter-
mination to see to it that structure and other literary expressions contribute
to the effective presentation of “sincere” emotions or human values. We
may see Liu’s concern for the unified effect of structure in “Casting and
Cutting,” in which he advises the writers to mold their compositions
according to the following three steps:

A good beginning, consisting in choosing the correct genre as the
appropriate medium for expressing the inner feeling; as the next
proper step, the collection of material which is relevant to the
theme; and as the final step, the creation of linguistic patterns
forceful enough to raise the important points into relief. (S 180;
W32/89 /18 f£)

The objective of these steps is the achievement of “a close-knit organization
from beginning to end, which manifests a unity of external and inner
elements” (S 226; W 43 | 112 [/ 15). Any literary endeavor that does not
contribute to this end is therefore invalidated and condemned.

One useful concept formulated by the Russian formalists is that the
criteria of “literariness” change, and what is “novel” will sooner or later be
“automatized” to become old (Tynjanov in Matejka & Pomorka, 66-77). It
is, therefore, neéessary for the artist to come up with a new device to
“deautomatize,” “foreground,” or ‘“‘defamiliarize” things for the audience
(Chi, 500-10 et passim). Liu Hsieh understood that it is part of human
nature to seek for things novel, and he also recognized the importance of an
artist’s ability to create novel effects, to adapt to new situations, new modes
and cadences. Yet, he also emphasizes, on the other hand, the importance
of tradition or established principles (W 29 / 84 / 14-17). His concern was
more with the qualities that make works ever fresh and universally appealing.

Although literary talents are often impatient about any absolute values
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at all, there must be some universals which enable us to talk about
“liferariness as the only pertinent aspect of literature” (Erlich, 198), and
about what is “relevant to real life” (Kettle, I, 28-29). A rigid formalist view
of Liu Hsieh would be simply to dismiss him away as old-fashioned and his
concept of feng-ku as totally incomprehensible.

The dominance of formalism in literary criticism has created among its
zealous adherants the illusion that literature stands alone and apart from
history, its readers, and all their values. No matter how literature or criticism
turns against itself, the values of literature and life itself are too big a reality
to allow slight or negligence. Among many of the efforts to restore literature
to a proper relationship with “extra-zesthetic” matters, Rene Wellek
restressed Eliot’s idea in “Tradition and the Individual Talent” (Adams, 784)
atout an artist’s free reaching into the past. After stating that he has
modified and “implicitly rejected” his earlier view that “an artist develops
toward a single future goal,” he makes it clear how structure is related to
values and how a work of art, created in a “free act of the imagination,”
stands in relation to those extraneous matters. His remarks are helpful to our
understanding of Liu’s concept:

A work of art is not simply a member of a series, a link in a
chain. It may stand in relation to anything in the past. Itis not
only a structure that may be analyzed descriptively. ¢ is a
totality of values that do not adhere to the structure but con-
stitute its very nature. The values can be grasped only in an act
of contemplation. These values are created in a free act of the
imagination irreducible to limiting conditions in sources, tradi-
tions, biographical and social circumstances. (Wellek, 75) [Italics

added]

What Wellek says about the totality of values is actually the essence of Liu
Hsieh's feng. By saying that a work of art “may stand in relation to anything
in the past,” the senior scholar-critic has both the horizontal and vertical
dimensions in mind. [t is, moreover, a relief to see that, in spite of Zola, the
word “imagination” still retains its currency and validity in modern critical
terminology.  Thus, with the concept of feng-ku, Liu Hsieh gives both
substance and form, author and reader their proper places and bridges the gap
between the historical universe that embraces the author, the literary work,
and the reader.
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