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Ji Kang and Opening up Zhuangzi’s Transcendental
Realm in the Chinese Lyrical Tradition

Chi Xiao

Abstract

The style of Ji Kang’s poetry has long been generally treated as

acute and blunt. Beyond the discussion of this manner, this essay is

concentrated on its other aspect, the tranquil and apathetic realm of immanent

transcendence reflected in one tenth of Ji’s extant poems. The essay highlights

their extraordinary importance in the development of traditional Chinese

lyricism by opening up an earthly habitat for spirit.  The essay contextualizes

this literary phenomenon in the intellectual shift in Wei-Jin Dark Learning

from the studies on Laozi and the Book of Changes to the

studies on Zhuangzi and thereby goes further to discuss this existential

and aesthetic realm through Ji Kang’s theoretical works on yangsheng

(the way to keep in good health) and on music. The discussion confirms that

the tranquil and apathetic realm of immanent transcendence expressed in Ji’s

poetry is precisely a literary presentation of his relaxing status of yangsheng

and his ideal musical state without sadness and joy. In terms of an individual’s

life manner, the three are identical with each other by embodying Zhuangzi’s

ideal to rid oneself of existential straits. All are “the supreme joy” that no one

but an anchoret is able to taste. Hence, the three statuses are intertextually

related and mutually confirmed. The essay concludes that in three points the

* Chi Xiao is an associate professor in the Department of Chinese Studies at National Singapore

University.
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works of Ji Kang mark the impact of Zhuangzi’s ideal on Chinese lyricism.

First of all, Ji Kang proposed for the first time in the Chinese theory of art that

the lyrical work could surpass the status of sadness and joy in its highest

expression. Secondly, the new life manner and a carefree and relaxing place

beyond the celestial world praised in Ji Kang’s poetry gave an impetus to the

birth of landscape poetry. Thirdly, with his theories of yangsheng and music,

as well as his poetry of tranquil and apathetic style, Ji Kang illustrates the

supreme elegance of blandness in art.      

Keywords: Ji Kang , Zhuangzi , Dark Learning, poetry, lyricism, Six

Dynasties 

蕭 馳∕嵇康與莊學超越境界在抒情傳統中之開啟 129


