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The Significance of Classical Studies in Ruan

Yuan’s Prose Theory

Kwai Sang Lee *

Abstract

Through the interpretation of the “Wen Yan” X & (Commentary on the
Hexagrams of Qianiz and Kun3®) in the Yi Jing H#& (Book of Changes),
Ruan Yuan [t7C, a renowned scholar of classical studies during the Qing
Dynasty, developed a unique view of literary criticism, which has widely
drawn the attention of students of Chinese history and literary theory.
However, being influenced by modern academic disciplines, students who spe-
cialize in literature tend to ignore the elements of classical studies in Ruan
Yuan’s theory. They suppose that Ruan’s citation of the “Wen Yan” is mere-
ly an appeal to authority as a rhetorical device, so as to help him more easily
elaborate his own theory. These comments on Ruan’s theory are neither accu-
rate nor conclusive.

Confronting these prevalent views, this paper aims to elucidate the homo-
geneity between the prose theory and the classical studies of Ruan Yuan in
terms of the method of Classical commentary. The author concludes that (1)
Ruan’s “Wen Yan Shuo” 35 it is a result of his own classical studies, rather
than an essay with the intent to appease Confucian tradition; (2) his advocacy
of Wen Xuan SGE is also one of the results of his classical studies; (3) the rea-

son for extending his discoveries of classical studies to the domain of literature

* Kwai Sang Lee is an associate professor in the Chinese Department at the Hong Kong Institute

of Education.



322 ERRTESEER 24 655 11
was to reunify the paradigm of literature and that of classical studies.

Keywords: Ruan Yuan [JtJT, theory of prose, classical studies, evidential

studies, literary criticism



