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The project, "The Idea of Four Tangsin
the Ming Dynasty's Study of Tang Poetry”, is
divided into two parts. Thefirst part deals
with the historical setting of the idea of Four
Tangs (Early, High, Middle, and Late). Three
debates dominate the study of Tang poetry in
the Ming Dynasty. They are: (1) the
entanglement of writing and criticism, (2) the
importance of time and talent, and (3) the
authenticity of poetry. These debates evolved
as more and more anthol ogies of Tang poetry
appeared and the idea of Four Tangs became
more and more sophisticated.

The second part deals with the
sophistication and dissolution of the
distinction of Four Tangs. Beginning from
Gao Bing's conceptualization of Early Tang,
which reflects the tendency of the early
Ming's scholars to refocus on the historical
origins of Tang poetry, the idea of Early Tang
was enlarged, revised, and transformed into a
characterization of style, instead of time
period. Asaresult, Four Tangs started to be
used as four general styles of Tang poetry.

The discussion of High Tang devel oped
in two direction. On the one hand, the
demarcation of forms became more rigorous
and emphasis was put on chi-yen-ke-hsin (

), leu-shih ( ), and jueh-chu (

). On the other, more attention was paid to
poets other than the great two, Li Poand Tu
Fu. It reflects not smply the selection of
different poets and styles, but also diminishes
the importance of Li Po and Tu Fu and
deconstructs the idea of Four Tangs as a
periodization.



The discourse on Middle and Late
Tangs was meager and minor in comparison
with that on Early and High Tangs. In general,
Ming's scholars tended to treat middle and
late Tangs together and focus more on poems
from middle Tang.

The distinction of four Tangs became
standardized in the Ming dynasty. In the
process of discussion and debate, Four Tangs
as periodization terms was gradually replaced
by Four Tangs as stylish terms and there
arose a pluralism of styles as more and more
different poetry scholarsjoined the
discussion.
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