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Kong Yingda’s Theory of Poetry Based on “Image” and Its Historical
Significance in Poetics

Zheng Wei

Abstract: Kong Yingda, a great Confucian scholar of the early Tang Dynasty, was the first theorist to introduce
“image” (Xiang) into poetics, thus establishing an image—based discourse system. By incorporating concepts in The
Book of Change into The Book of Songs, Kong Yingda established a poetics system of analogy based on the worldview
of the image of trigrams in the study of Change, and also established a methodological approach to understanding
aesthetic images through Xiang and Yi in the study of Change. In the context of the prevailing metaphysical thought
and the prevalence of an empty literary style since the Han and Wei Dynasties, Kong Yingda sought to restore the
practical discourse character of poetry, guided by the principle in Change that “understanding human affairs through the
imagery of objects”. In the history of the study of The Book of Songs, Kong Yingda’s poetics greatly enhanced the
theoretical quality and interpretive power of “analogy and association” in the Han Dynasty, and also loosened the
relationship between Xiang and Yi. The later proposition by the Song scholars of “verses with no apparent meaning or
sense” was a logical development of this process. In the history of ancient aesthetic theory of artistic conception, it was
through Kong Yingda’s poetic transformation of the philosophy of image of trigrams that the poetics of Xiang gradually
became popular in the Tang Dynasty and became a major discourse mode in ancient Chinese poetry criticism.

Keywords: image of trigrams; aesthetic image; analogy; Maoshi Zhengyi
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