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Yu Xin’s “Pacing the Void” Stanzas and the Construction of Stat
e-Sanctioned Daoism at the Northern Zhou Court

The idea of “Pacing the Void” (buxu # j) has a rich textual legacy in early Daoist
sources and a set of ten “Pacing the Void” hymns holds a prominent place in the Numinous
Treasure (Lingbao % ¥ ) ritual program. Yu Xin R (513-581), famed poet and
statesman of the Liang % (502-557) and the Northern Zhou # % (557-581), was the
first author to compose “secular” renditions of “Pacing the Void” stanzas. While scholars
have long noted these poems in the development of the “Roaming in Transcendence”
(youxian #%in) literary mode and the Chinese literary tradition, few, if any, have attended
to them with any scrutiny. The stanzas, a labyrinth of allusions to a variety of texts, stories,
images, and ideas, require careful attention to grasp their potential meaning and significance.
This presentation offers a close reading of the stanzas, touching upon their compilation
history, the commentarial tradition, and the historical setting of the Northern Zhou. | argue

that they must be understood in the context of a concerted effort by Emperor Wu and
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members of the royal family to create a suitable form of Daoism conducive to their aim at
unification of the northern and southern states. This research demonstrates the importance
of considering literary sources in examining Daoist history, as well as the necessity of a
deeper knowledge of Daoism for a greater understanding of literary history.
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