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Writing Literary History: How Does One Write a Book on the
History of Travel Literature in Ancient China?

This talk concerns my current research project, which is designed to produce a

book-length study of the development of travel literature (youji wenxue %= W E2) in
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China. It is my view that the development of travel literature in ancient China is a
continuous process, which has its roots in the Six Dynasties (220-589), beginnings in the
Tang (618-907), maturation in the Song (960-1279) and Yuan (1279-1368), and its peak
of development in the late Ming (1368-1644).

Since the 1980s, a significant amount of research has been published in Chinese
on travel literature dating from the traditional and modern periods. In Europe and North
America, however, Chinese youji—especially authors and works that predate the
twentieth century—is still a relatively new field. My book will be the first critical history
of ancient Chinese travel literature published in English or any other European language.

My talk is designed not only to present a report on the status of my research
project, but also to discuss several of the issues and challenges one faces when writing
literary history (wenxue shi 22 5). For instance, what exactly is “literary history” and
what are the ways one can (should?) write it? If we regard youji as a distinct, independent
genre of literature (wenxue ticai 3722 F5%K), then how do we define it? How do should
we understand it? Where do we find the literary component in youji compositions? How
do we distinguish travel writings that are “outstanding” from those that are just
“mediocre?” In other words, how do we sort out the “best travel writing?”

The key approach I use to distinguish works that deserve exemplary ranking in the
long history of Chinese travel literature is this: because youji is a written literary medium
that deals mainly with description of visual phenomena (mountain vistas, historical
monuments, river scenes, and so on), thus one critical way to evaluate travel writing is to
isolate, analyze, and discuss how well an author uses language to create “word pictures”
(tujing [E5F) of scenes or places. Writers who are most effective in this regard, I argue,
create “word pictures” that—among other things—allow readers to vicariously
accompany the author on his journey. The best travel authors successfully do this by
manipulating language in order to achieve various narrative, descriptive, and lyrical
effects.
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