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Study on the Origins and Development of the Song-Poetry School during
the Daoguang-Xianfeng Period

Ma Weizhong

Abstract: Chen Yan [44i7 and Zheng Xiaoxu X524 , among others, grouped together poets active during the
Guangxu and Xuantong periods who were committed to Song-style learning and labeled them the “Tongguang
style” [A] J&.44 , with the intention of continuing the Song-oriented poetic trend that had emerged during the Tongzhi
reign. In fact, the modern movement of Song-style poetry can be traced back to the Daoguang and Xianfeng
periods, and was closely intertwined with the political environment and social tensions surrounding the Opium
War. Whether poets advocated learning from the Tang or the Song tradition was, at its core, a political question. At
the same time, this debate also corresponded to broader patterns in literary development. During the so-called
“prosperous age of the Qianlong and Jiaqging reigns” , the rulers prided themselves on both civil and military
accomplishments. Poetry, as a literary genre, was therefore required to conform to the imperial will by projecting
the grandeur of the High Tang /% J# . This explains why notions such as “spiritual resonance” and “moral style”
dominated the poetic field. Nevertheless, inherent diversity of literature always asserts a resilient vitality, often
independent of human intention, even under an autocratic monarchy. As the Qing dynasty reached its apex and
then declined, poetic trends with Song-learning inclinations—such as those stressing “texture and detail” , the
“Tongcheng " #fil 3 school, and the doctrine of “natural sensibility”—arose in response. By the Daoguang-Xianfeng
period, these poetic currents were further propagated by figures such as Cheng Enze F£ & 7%, Zeng Guofan
# , and Jiang Shi YT. {2 , eventually developing into the large-scale modern Song-poetry movement, which
accompanied classical Chinese poetry through the final stage of its historical trajectory.

Keywords: Daoguang-Xianfeng period; Song-poetry school; “texture and detail” ; Tongcheng; “natural

sensibility”
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