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Late Ming ancient-style essay anthologies and the problem of

Ming literary “formalism”

Ming classical prose has long been criticized for emphasizing style over substance.
According to later scholars, most Ming writers, harried by “eight-legged essays” and social
writing, pursued classical prose as an empty formalistic exercise. This talk offers a new
perspective on Ming classical prose as seen through Ming “ancient-style prose” (guwen T ()
anthologies. Extensive reading in printed editions held in the National Central Library and
Princeton University Gest collections reveals a shift in what people wanted from guwen essays
over the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. In the sixteenth century local education officials
collected guwen essays to rectify both the writing and the moral behavior of their students. In
the seventeenth century celebrity editors competed to satisfy late-Ming readers’ desire for the
strange and uncommon. Despite this shift, the two periods share a concern with literary form

and a pedagogical willingness to help the reader see it, although a paradoxical contempt for the
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common reader also characterizes the later period. Why did Ming people focus so much on the
surface of the text, when a guwen essay should ideally convey maximum substance through
minimal form? To answer this, we must look at what is distinctive about literary experience and

society during the Ming.

A [ A
¥ 54 (Timothy Clifford) - 2 B4 R ERE VA FALF P i LigE
Ao A ARPFYP AT L e BInL R L EF Y RS SIS A e R AT D
TEHA oW AEEEFEFT Y o kE 7 2485 T Adapting Ancient Prose
for Modern Writers: Reading, Editing, and Printing Classical Prose Anthologies in the Late Ming

and Early Qing ; -



