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Re-reading Gong Zizhen And His Love Poetry
Kang-i Sun Chang
Abstract

Several intriguing events in Gong Zizhen’ s (1792-1841) life has already
inspired mis-readings (or over-readings) of his poetry, but it was Gong Zizhen’ sown
commentary on hislove poetry that has become most problematic. On the one hand,
because of itsintensity and self-absorption, Gong’ slove poetry isdoubly rich when
accompanied with diary-like notes. On the other hand the poet'sdesire to “tell more”
through the self-commentary often has the paradoxical consequence of leading the
reader to more conjectures and hencefictional fabrications.

Thispaper examinesGong’ snotion of loveandthereaders problem of reading
Gong by doing aclosereading of Gong’ slove poetry to the courtesasn Lingxiao. One
of the conclusions of this paper isthat apoet’ s self-commentary, though extremely
effectiveinliterature, can bevery dangerousinredl life. Burdened by thecommentary’ s
evocative power, and filled to bursting with curiosity and imagination, some read-
ers might have ended up writing their own version of what happened. Theirony is
that Gong Zizhen’ soriginal intent was the exact opposite of this: he wrote the self-
commentary in order that later historianscould haveaclear view of hislife. Ironicaly,
it turns out that the poems he so carefully clarified have simply taken on fresh

Keywords: Lingxiao, Jihai zashi collection, “Dream Words’ (Yi Ci), “Entering the
center of the Great Peace” (ruding), “Leaving the center of the Great
Peace” (chuding)

Kang-i Sun Chang is a professor in the Department of East Asian Languages and
Literatures, Yale University.
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enigmas— they have, in effect, alife of their own.

Like many great authors, Gong Zizhen was brought into the canon only after his
death. There arelayers of ambiguity surrounding Gong that the modern readers have
yet to strip away.



