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The Inner Meaning and Cultural Extension of Su Shi’s Broken Qin Poem
PAN Lianyu

Abstract: Su Shi’s “Broken Qin (Chinese seven-stringed zither) Poem with Preface”, composed during
the Yuanyou era, stands as a paradigmatic text demonstrating the mutual permeation of his evolving
philosophical system and literary praxis. Through its polyphonic narrative architecture, the work constructs
a multidimensional discursive field for the dialogic interaction of Three Teachings. It subtly embodies the
Confucian axiology of “A gentleman is not a mere tool”while resonating with the metaphysical proposition
from the Book of Changes: “What transcends physical form is called Dao”. The poetic imagery of “Though
the broken Qin remains unrepaired, its Qin-essence suffices within” inherits the metaphysical sensibility of
Tao Yuanming’s broken Qin that “apprehends the Qin’s quintessence”, while elevating the Daoist notion of
“attaining meaning while forgetting words” through an aesthetic transformation of “formal incompletion
versus spiritual wholeness” to the Neo-Confucian height of “non-duality of substance and function”. The
poem “Postscript to Broken Qin Poem” articulates a doctrine of “unfettered equality” that engages in
profound intertextuality with the Huayan Buddhist conception of “unobstructed interpenetration between
principle and phenomena” and “universal non-obstruction”. This poetic synthesis of Three Teachings’
doctrines artistically manifests Su Shi’s late-life intellectual configuration characterized by “Confucian
exterior, Daoist interior, with Buddhism supplementing Confucianism”. From the perspective of literary
tradition continuation, “Broken Qin Poem” achieves creative transformation of Tao Yuanming’s poetic
paradigm. While Tao’s broken Qin imagery originally functioned as an aesthetic symbol within Xuanxue
(Dark Learning) discourse, Su Shi sublimates it into a philosophical meditation on “phenomenon/noumenon”
through the dialectic of “Qin-as-instrument versus Qin-as-essence”. Within Su Shi’s intellectual trajectory,
this poem serves as a chronological milestone. The concept of “mutual cultivation of internal and external”
developed during his Huangzhou exile (1080-1084) reaches its consummation in Yuanyou period as the
“non-duality of phenomenon and principle”. The dialectical logic of “Qin broken yet Dao preserved” in
the poem epitomizes the ultimate internalization of his philosophical vision. Regarding its significance in
intellectual history, the work reflects the underlying dynamics of Northern Song Confucian transformation.
Su Shi’s construction of a “Three Teachings syncretism” model through poetic discourse constitutes a
creative response to the Cheng brothers’ Neo-Confucian proposition of “nature as principle”. This literary-
philosophical synthesis not only demonstrates the Song literati’s hermeneutic strategies in negotiating
competing intellectual currents but also prefigures the later development of Dao Learning through alternative
epistemological channels.

Keywords: Su Shi; Broken Qin Poem; literary intratextuality; literary extratextuality
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