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The Construction of Yan Zhitui’ s Literary Theory from the Perspective of

Confucian Classics Studies: Centered on “Literary Writings” in The Yan Family Instructions
Zhang Jinmet

Abstract ; As a pivotal literary criticism text emerging amid the revival of Confucian scholarship in the Northern Dynasties, “Liter-
ary Writings” in The Yan Family Instructions constructs a four—dimensional literary theoretical system covering literary origin, literary
function, literati cultivation and literary style, with Confucian classics as its core. In terms of literary origin, Yan Zhitui proposed that
all literary works “derive from the Five Classics”. He mapped different literary genres to their canonical origins: imperial edicts stem
from The Book of Documents, expository essays from The Book of Changes, lyrical works from The Book of Songs, ritual texts from The
Book of Rites, and remonstrance writings from The Spring and Autumn Annals. This mapping establishes a normative paradigm where
Confucian classics serve as the substance and literature as its application. In terms of literary function, literature shoulders dual mis-
sions with extensive applications: socially, it inherits the political and educational function of “governing people and consolidating the
state” from The Book of Documents and The Spring and Autumn Annals; individually, it carries forward the poetic education tradition
of “cultivating spiritual temperament and implicit remonstrance” from The Book of Songs, with moral practice prioritized per the Confu-
cian maxim “only after fulfilling moral duties can one engage in artistic learning”. In terms of literati cultivation, he stressed the inte-
gration of moral integrity and literary talent, drawing warnings from thirty—six cases of literati with moral defects and setting “self—culti-
vation and household regulation” as the prerequisite for literary creation. In response to the ornate, frivolous literary fashion prevalent in
the Southern Dynasties, he advocated returning to substantial content and restraining excessive ornamentation, reconstructing a Confu-
cian standard balancing content and form via a four—element framework: logical coherence, literary spirit and tone, thematic sub-
stance, and refined rhetoric. Disseminated through the family instruction genre, this literary theory popularized Confucian classical liter-
ary criticism and laid a theoretical foundation for the Ancient Prose Movements of the Tang and Song dynasties.

Key words: The Yan Family Instructions; Confucian classics studies; literary theory
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