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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 The Yongzheng 雍正 Emperor, born in 1678 and reigned from 1723 to 1735, is 

the third Qing emperor to rule over China proper. He was the eleventh son of the Kangxi 

康熙 (1654-1722, r. 1661-1722) emperor and ranked as the fourth prince since seven of 

his elder brothers died young. Yongzheng was his reign title, and his actual name is Aisin 

Gioro Yinzhen 爱新觉罗胤禛. When he ascended to the throne, Yinzhen was forty-five 

years old, and he was on the throne for thirteen years. Although it seems to be a relatively 

short period compared to his father Kangxi, who ruled for sixty-one years, and his son 

Qianlong 乾隆 (1711-1799, r. 1735-1796), who had the de facto power for sixty-four 

years, these thirteen years of ruling set the foundation for the consolidation of the Qing 

empire. Moreover, the Qing dynasty experienced its most flourishing time under the reign 

of these three emperors. Many Chinese scholars recognize it as the “prosperous age” 

(shengshi 盛世) or the High Qing in the west,1 which is also the last Golden Age in the 

entire Chinese imperial history. Acting as the connecting link between his predecessor 

and successor, the Yongzheng emperor was praised for being “the greatest centralizer and 

stabilizer of the Qing dynasty”.2 

 The Yongzheng emperor was known for being a diligent and self-disciplined 

emperor. Because of his important political status and the fact that he did have many far-

reaching legislative initiatives, historians and scholars have always been interested in 

Yongzheng’s political reformations. The establishment of the Grand Council (junji chu 

                                                        
1 William T. Rowe, China’s Last Empire: The Great Qing (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 2009) 
63. 
2 Pei Huang, Autocracy at Work: A Study of the Yung-cheng Period, 1723-1735 (Canada: Fitzhenry & 
Whiteside Limited, 1974) 21. 
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军机处) is one of the moves that generate plenty of discussions. However, as much has 

been discussed towards these aspects of him, Yongzheng’s literary accomplishment has 

drawn little scholarly attention. In fact, the Yongzheng emperor not only was good at 

Chinese calligraphy but also had many works in literature. This paper is an analytical 

study of Yongzheng’s leisure poetry recorded in Yongdi Ji 雍邸集 (Collection of the 

Yong Mansion), a collection of poetry the young Yinzhen wrote before enthronement. 

The name Yongzheng in the title only refers to this individual but not to his later status as 

an emperor, for this appellation is more familiar to the public. This also applies to the 

entire paper, and “the Yongzheng emperor” will be used to distinguish his identity as an 

emperor. 

In the preface of Yongdi Ji (hereafter YDJ), Yongzheng addressed himself as “the 

most leisure (xian 闲) person in the world.”3 The word xian – simple pleasure of living in 

idleness and keeping one’s self away from officialdom – also appears frequently both in 

titles and bodies of this group of poems. Because Yongzheng was such a hard-working 

and strict emperor and the action of him seemed to be in huge contrast before and after he 

took the throne, many historians do not believe he was as leisure and calm as he 

described in the poems. Also, because Yongzheng was not appointed as the crown prince 

until the very last day of the Kangxi emperor,4 scholars doubted his purpose for writing 

leisure poetry and interpreted prince Yinzhen’s pursuit of xian as a strategy to disguise 

                                                        
3 “When I was still in the Yong mansion, I was fortunate to be the most leisure person in the world.” 朕昔
在雍邸，⾃幸为天下第⼀闲⼈.See Shizong Xian Huangdi Yuzhi Wenji 世宗宪皇帝御制⽂集, vol. 6 
(Taiwan Shijie Shuju, 1985) 5-6. 
4 Kangxi publicly designated his second son Yinreng 胤礽 (1674-1725) as his heir apparent in 1676. 
Yinreng was deposed in 1708 for the first time, restored in 1709, and re-deposed in 1712. After the second 
deposal, Kangxi did not appoint his heir apparent until the very last day. For a detailed description on the 
struggle of heirdom, see Huang, 60-75. 



 3 
 

his political ambition. By doing so, they believed Yongzheng distinguished himself from 

other potential heirs and eventually won the favor of his father. Controversies about the 

legitimacy of Yongzheng’s throne has never stopped even nowadays, and the excessive 

concern people had for political issue overshadowed Yongzheng’s literary attainment as 

if they are unworthy to read. However, if people could set aside the preconception that he 

was writing those to cover his real desire, it does not take much time to find out that 

Yongzheng was a great poet with fine writing skills. Through re-reading his leisure 

poetry, I’d say that it was his true temperament in pursuing such way of life. That prince 

Yinzhen did enjoy the things he described in his poetry and his life at leisure, and he was 

a person who knew his position. He fulfilled his obligations at different stages of the 

public and private life, which contributed to the seeming discrepancy of him as a prince 

and as an emperor. 

The imperial system had existed in China for more than two thousand years. 

Imperial culture also contributed to an essential part of Chinese traditional culture. 

Although there are not too many studies on this aspect compares to other genres, imperial 

literature has an irreplaceable significance in the history of Chinese literature. As the 

name suggests, it means literary works created by emperors. The generation of imperial 

literature can be traced back to the time of 2200 BC. Book of Rites wrote, “in ancient 

times, Shun made the Qin with five strings, and used it to sing Nan Feng.”5 “Nan Feng” 

was a poem expressing concern for the people. According to the legend, it was written by 

Emperor Shun and was considered the first imperial poem. “The Song of the Great 

Wind” (dafengge ⼤风歌) is also one of the imperial poems that people are familiar with, 

                                                        
5 昔者舜作五弦之琴，以歌南风. 
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written by Liu Bang (256-195 BC, r. 202-195 BC), Emperor Gaozu of Han: 

A great wind came forth, the clouds rose on high. 

Now that my might rules all within the seas, I have returned to my old village. 

Where will I find brave men to guard the four corners of my land?6 

Because of their supreme social status, emperors possessed better educational resources 

and were well-educated. Ancient Chinese emperors would more or less create works in 

poems and essays. Among them, some were with higher achievements, such as Cao Cao 

and Cao Pi. The unique writing style of the Cao family generated a poetry category called 

Jian’an poetry. 

 As for Qing imperial poetry, on the basis of imperial literature, it also reflects the 

culture interflow of Manchu and Han. Qing dynasty was not the only time when the 

ruling class was non-Han people, to its most recent past, the Yuan dynasty was ruled by 

Mongolian. However, Qing emperors undoubtedly possessed the highest literary 

attainments among all minority rulers. On the one hand, culture and technology had 

developed to a certain extent as Qing was the last dynasty of imperial China. It was also 

the most long-lasting dynasty among that of minority regime. On the other hand, because 

the Qing regime was considered as “outsiders” of the Central Plain, the relationship 

between the Manchus and Han people was quite intense. For the sake of national unity 

and social stability, early Qing rulers made many efforts in reconciling the Manchu-Han 

relationship. Learning Han classics was one on the strategies. Although this paper does 

not intend to expand on that aspect, it may provide some clues to the understanding of the 

Han-Manchu relations at that time. 

                                                        
6 Edited by John Minford and Joseph S. M. Lau. Classical Chinese Literature: An Anthology of 
Translations (Columbia University Press, 2000) 415.  
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Content of the paper 

 This paper contains five chapters. Chapter two presents previous scholarly studies 

on Yongzheng’s literary works and examines the preface of YDJ. Scholars are more 

interested in novels of the Qing dynasty compares to poetry at that time, and it is not until 

the recent twenty years that imperial literature started to draw some attention. This 

chapter summarizes some existing documents in the study of Yongzheng’s literary works 

and introduces the collection YDJ from its preface. Preface of this collection contains 

information that reveals Yongzheng’s life living in the Yong mansion. It provides 

answers to three questions: Was Yongzheng able to live leisurely? What was his 

purpose? What was the content of this collection? Since xian is the central theme of this 

paper, chapter two also provides the conception of leisure poetry and introduces the 

process of its generation. 

 Chapter three and four are the main parts of the paper. I select some of 

Yongzheng’s outstanding and representative pieces from YDJ and present them in these 

two chapters. Chapter three mainly explores the aesthetics of Yongzheng’s writing 

through his landscape poems. He had a style of clear and elegant, which can be seen from 

his choices of words, especially from certain verbs and adjectives. These poems also 

display Yongzheng’s longing for a life free from officialdom and his feeling of joyfulness 

while living at leisure. Poems listed in chapter five are divided into two categories. The 

first group is narrative poem, from which we could get a glimpse on his daily life as a 

prince. The other group contains poems with religious implication. This specific group of 

poems constitutes a large part of his leisure poetry. Yongzheng was exposed to studies of 

Chinese religious culture since young. He had his understanding of different religious 
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teachings, and this may have influenced his writing style as well as his mindset. Unlike 

narrative poems which directly inform us of his activities, poetry with religious 

implication is a projection of his inner life. The two chapters allow us to have a more 

comprehensive understanding of Yongzheng’s personality. 

 Chapter five summarizes some of the main arguments over Yongzheng regarding 

his literary works. It concludes Yongzheng’s writing style and aesthetic taste and 

provides possible topics for future study in this and related areas. The purpose of this 

paper is twofold: first to introduce Yongzheng as a person with a poetic mind and literary 

talent, and secondly to complicate our understanding of Emperor Yongzheng as an 

individual. 
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Chapter 2: Literary Review and the Preface of Yongdi Ji 

Qing dynasty is always associated with its significant accomplishments in 

traditional serial novels. Poems of that time were not as highly regarded as novels, let 

along poems written by Manchu emperors. Not entirely being ignored, there are still a 

few periodicals and books in the English language that contain studies of the imperial 

poetry. Among all Qing emperors, poetic works from Kangxi and Qianlong are most 

popular to analyze, partially due to their longer time staying on the throne. 

The posthumous title of the Kangxi emperor was “the sacred ancestor of Qing” 

(Qing shengzu 清圣祖), implying his great contribution to the dynasty was in all aspects. 

He attached great importance to cultural development. Series of books were published 

under his commandment, including Kangxi Dictionary, Complete Tang Poems, and Gujin 

Tushu Jicheng 古今图书集成 (Imperial Encyclopedia).7 In addition to these actions, 

Kangxi himself also had more than one thousand poems handed down. Unlike those who 

had been a prince for a while before enthronement, Kangxi’s time as a prince was very 

short. When he was enthroned, Kangxi was only eight years old. From a very young age, 

Kangxi would need to deal with political issues and counterbalance powerful court 

members. Perhaps for this reason, many of his poems were about society, war, and 

people. Shi Lixin comments on Kangxi’s verse and says that although they seemed to be 

too straightforward and lack of magnificence, Kangxi’s poems presented an imposing 

manner.8  

                                                        
7 Edited by Chen Menglei 陈梦雷. The completion of this collection experienced two reigns started in 1701 
and completed in 1728. Yongzheng wrote the preface of the collection. 
8 Shi Lixin 史礼⼼, “Jishi Shuhuai Qixiang Gaohun – Du Qing Shengzu Kangxi Shi 纪实抒怀 ⽓象⾼浑
——读清圣祖康熙诗,” Gudai Zuojia Zuopin Yanjiu 古代作家作品研究 3 (1992): 37. 
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Speaking of the Qianlong emperor, he was the most productive poet in the entire 

Chinese literary history. Qianlong composed more than 43,000 poems in his lifetime, 

almost the sum of Complete Tang Poems.9 In contrast to the vast number of poems he 

wrote, the standard of them is often criticized by literati. Although many of Qianlong’s 

poems are doggerel and lack of literary value, Yan Zinan mentions that his poesy implies 

culture connotation that would help us better understand the cultural exchange between 

Manchu and Han-Chinese. In his article, Yan analyzes poems of Qianlong and other 

officials, and states Qianlong was concerned about the Manchus losing their custom of 

archery and horsemanship because of sinicization.10 Other studies on Qianlong’s poetry 

are likewise to use his work as a way to understand the historical era Qianlong lived. 

As for the Yongzheng emperor, partly due to his shorter time on the throne, less 

scholarly attention has been drawn to him than the two emperors mentioned above. 

Popular topics related to Emperor Yongzheng are usually his road to the throne, 

relationship with his brothers, and series of measures in enforcing autocracy. Few would 

talk about his works in Chinese literature. That being said, Yongzheng actually had 542 

poems preserved today. Although the number of poems he wrote seems like a drop in the 

ocean compares to that of Qianlong’s and is half to that of Kangxi’s, the literary and 

aesthetic value of his poetry is the highest amongst the three. Unfortunately, there has not 

been any scholarly writings on Yongzheng’s literary works in the English language. Even 

in China, it is very rare. Gong Wang’s article “Yongzheng emperor’s poetry and article” 

                                                        
9 Complete Tang Poems (Quan Tangshi 全唐诗) collected poems written by various Tang poets and was 
edited by ten people. It contained more than 48,000 works by more than 2,200 Tang poets and was 
published in 1706.  
10 See Yan Zinan, “On the Divergent Implications of Archery: Discussing the Poetry of Nobles and 
Officials on Manchu and Han-Chinese Cultures,” Political Strategies of Identity Building in Non-Han 
Empires in China (2014): 197. 
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(Yongzheng Huangdi de Shiwen 雍正皇帝的诗⽂), published in 1990, might be the 

earliest work that provides a general introduction to Yongzheng’s poetry. Gong appraises 

Yongzheng’s proses to be logical and persuasive and his poems to be impressive and full 

of philosophical thinking.11 The other important document is Yongzheng Huangdi de 

Wenxue Yashang Yanjiu 雍正皇帝的⽂学雅尚研究 (a study in the elegant literary style 

of the Yongzheng emperor), written by Wu Wei 吴蔚 and published by Beijing 

Publishing House Group in 2016. It is the first book that elaborates the writing style and 

aesthetic taste of Yongzheng. The book covers all forms of his literary work and reaches 

out to the political function besides literary significance. So far, these are the only 

significant works that focus on Yongzheng’s imperial anthology. Hopefully, this paper 

would work as the stepping-stone for literature study of Yongzheng in English-speaking 

countries. 

Literary Work of Yongzheng and the Preface of Yongdi Ji 

 There are two collections of Yongzheng’s poetry: YDJ and Siyitang Ji 四宜堂集 

(Collection from the Hall of Four Appropriateness), both are recorded in Siku Quanshu 

四库全书 (Complete Library of the Four Treasuries).12 Yongzheng was titled as “Prince 

Yong of the First Rank” (Heshuo Yong Qinwang 和硕雍亲王) before he took the throne. 

Thus Yongdi refers to the mansion Yongzheng lived while he was still a prince. It is 

nowadays the Lama Temple (Yonghe Gong 雍和宫) in Beijing. The Kangxi emperor also 

                                                        
11 Gong Wang 公望, “Yongzheng Huangdi de Shiwen 雍正皇帝的诗⽂,” Shehui Kexue Jikan 社会科学辑
刊 1 (1990): 116, 123. 
12 Yongzheng’s poems discussed in this paper are mainly retrieved from electronic reserves of Shizong 
Xian Huangdi Yuzhi Wenji 世宗宪皇帝御制⽂集 (hereafter YZWJ). Available: 
http://www.kanripo.org/text/KR4f0002/ . 
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granted prince Yinzhen the Old Summer Palace (Yuanming Yuan 圆明园) as a reward, 

and Siyi was the name of Yongzheng’s study room in the Old Summer Palace. Qianlong 

later explained the meaning of Siyi as “appropriate for flowers in the spring, for wind in 

the summer, for the moon in the autumn, and for snow in the winter.”13 Poems recorded 

in Siyitang Ji are those written by Yongzheng after he took the throne. This paper only 

discusses representative poems from YDJ. 

 Before entering the main body of YDJ, it is worth to mention the preface of it. 

Poems collected in the book were those written before Yongzheng’s enthronement, yet 

the preface was written afterward when he was already the emperor. Since Yongzheng 

addressed himself as a xianren 闲⼈, it implies that this was the image he wanted others 

to think of him as. As for whether he succeeded in shaping this image of him, we can 

wait until after reading his poem. The question before that would be: how could it be 

possible for him, a Manchu prince, to be the most leisure person in the world? In the 

preface of YDJ, Yongzheng presented his answer to this question, which I summarized 

into three aspects. 

1. Does Yongzheng have the physical condition to live leisurely? 

 In the first part of the preface, Yongzheng demonstrated his idle state in two parts: 

the external political environment and the internal feelings of him. He wrote:  

…I was born in a time when the country was at its height, the Revolt of the Three 

                                                        
13 春宜花，夏宜风，秋宜⽉，冬宜雪，居处之适也. Qianlong ordered court painters to draw pictures 
for forty sights in the Old Summer Palace and wrote a poem for each sight. This line came from his poem 
for Hall of Four Appropriateness. The paintings were edited into two volumes and named the Forty Sights 
of the Old Summer Palace 圆明园四⼗景图. 
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Feudatories14 was pacified, and the nation was in tranquility. My father granted 

me his favor so that I could serve him as a prince. I was promoted to be at the 

First Rank and have nothing else to do other than everyday greetings. Thus the 

living environment was stable and peaceful. Besides, I was naturally not an 

extravagant person. I do not have to crave for wealth, nor do I need to worry 

about poverty. I only hope that there be no deception so that I live in harmony 

complying with where I live. My feelings are thus in a state of tranquility as well. 

…朕⽣当国家⿍盛之时，三逆荡平，四⽅宁谧。仰蒙皇考钟爱，承欢膝下，

位列亲藩，寝门定省之余，⽆他事事，境之所处闲也。兼之赋性不乐浮华，

既⽆庸皇皇于富贵，更不烦戚戚于贫贱，只期消融机巧，遂觉随处乐天，情

之所寄又闲矣。 

This paragraph implies that Yongzheng had the physical condition to live leisurely. First 

of all, his identity as a prince and Kangxi’s benevolence to him provided Yongzheng with 

material security. Secondly, the pacification of the Revolt of the Three Feudatories 

indicated the political situation at that time was settled and stable. These were the 

leisureliness of the external environment. Furthermore, Yongzheng stated that his instinct 

was “not keening on ostentation but rather to live with harmony.” This paragraph states 

the leisureliness of his internal feelings. It can be seen that at least from the objective 

conditions, Yongzheng indeed was able to be a leisure person. 

2. What was his intention for writing these poems? 

 In the second paragraph of the preface, Yongzheng explained occasions and 

                                                        
14 三藩之乱 in Chinese. The three seigniors refer to Wu Sangui 吴三桂 in Yunnan province, Shang Kexi 
尚可喜 in Guangdong province, and Geng Jingzhong 耿精忠 in Fujian province. 
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purpose he composed poems: 

…During the times when I follow [my father] to the northern frontier and regions 

south of the Yangzi River, once in a while my father would assign a topic and 

asked us to compose poetry. I tried my best to respond to his poems. I did this 

only to win a smile from the emperor’s face. Therefore I did not bother whether 

my work was delicate or clumsy. As for banquet and touring, sometimes my 

feelings were evoked by certain things. Therefore, I wrote poems and used them 

as records for things experienced, from which I could cultivate my temperament. 

…每于随从塞北，扈跸江南，偶遇皇考命题属赋，勉强应制，⼀博天颜欢

笑，初不计字句⼯拙。⾄于宴赏登临，触物寓感，有会⽽作，因诗记事，借

以陶写性情⽽已。 

According to this passage, there are roughly two types of poems: one was poems 

responding to Kangxi (yingzhi shi 应制诗), the other was poems Yongzheng wrote to 

record things and to cultivate temperament. Leisure poetry discussed in this paper 

belongs to the second type. 

3. What are the contents of poems recorded in YDJ? 

 Yongzheng stated explicitly in the second to last paragraph: 

…My former life at leisure and with satisfaction now have all changed, and I have 

to be vigilant and hard-working for the court. And my chanting of morning 

flowers and evening moon all became thoughts for cold winter and rainy summer. 

[suggesting the hard condition for people] 

…向之优游恬适，今则易⽽为朝惕厉忧勤，花朝⽉⼣之吟，皆成祁寒⾬暑之

思矣。 
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In this short sentence, Yongzheng not only compared his feelings before and after 

enthronement but also summarized the content for poems in both YDJ and Siyitang Ji. 

What he wrote in the latter one was worries of climates and ordinary people whereas in 

YDJ he was able to enjoy his leisure life and “chant for morning flowers and evening 

moon.” This one more time emphasized how free and relaxed the young Yinzhen was 

when living in the Yong mansion. 

 In the preface of YDJ, Yongzheng shaped and emphasized the image of him as a 

xianren from objective and subjective perspectives. Indeed, Yongzheng himself did not 

define these poems as leisure poetry, but from the conceptions he expressed in the 

preface and many of his poems deliberately contain the word xian 闲, leisure poetry 

would be a proper category if they are to be defined. In the 373 poems collected in YDJ, 

over two hundred of them are leisure poetry. But what exactly is “leisure poetry”? 

Origin and Definition of Leisure Poetry 

 Definition of leisure poetry was first given by the famous Tang poet Bai Juyi ⽩

居易 (772-846). In his prose “Letter to Yuanjiu,” (Yu Yuanjiu Shu 与元九书) Bai wrote: 

…For the past few months, I was searching and collecting my letters and poems. I 

found poems of old and new, organized them according to their category, and 

divided them into different chapters. …For those I wrote when I was alone after 

work or lived at leisure after getting resigned from officialdom, I felt satisfied and 

my mind in tranquility, thus I wrote poems to cultivate my temperaments. I 

named this type of poems ‘leisure poetry’. 

…仆数⽉来，检讨囊帙中，得新旧诗，各以类分，分为卷⽬。…又或公退独

处，或移病闲居，知⾜保和，吟玩性情者⼀百⾸，谓之闲适诗。 
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There isn’t a strict, fixed standard for defining leisure poetry. According to Bai, any 

poem that meets the following criterion may categorize as leisure poetry: poems without 

specific historical and political implication and are written to express feelings and relax 

mind and body. As he said, “to cultivate [his] temperaments.” Looking back to the 

preface of YDJ, Yongzheng’s intention to write poems is in line with what Bai described 

above. Fang Yuan ⽅媛 concludes two main themes from Bai Juyi’s leisure poetry. One 

is poems that describe the leisure and peaceful life of Bai, and the other is poems 

stressing that he was away from the officialdom and immersed in nature.15 Yongzheng’s 

leisure poetry contains similar themes, which will be discussed in later chapters. 

 When it comes to leisure poetry, there is another person needs to mention in 

addition to Bai Juyi, that is Tao Qian16 陶潜 from the Eastern Jin dynasty. Although Bai 

Juyi was the first person to develop the conception of leisure poetry, Tao Qian was 

considered to be the originator of this poetic genre. Bai had more than sixty poems 

praising Tao and was profoundly influenced by him both in terms of life attitudes and 

writing style.17 Famous for his pastoral poetry and virtuous character, Tao Qian was 

praised by the literary critic Zhong Rong 钟嵘 to be “the most honored hermit poet 

throughout the ages” (古今隐逸诗⼈之宗) in his book Shi Pin 诗品 (appreciation for 

poems). The aesthetics of Tao’s poetry and his view of life had a profound effect on the 

later generations even today, and he has always been one of the most influencing poets 

throughout the Chinese history. 

                                                        
15 Fang Yuan ⽅媛, “Bai Juyi Xianshi Shi Yanjiu ⽩居易闲适诗研究,” Wen Shi ⽂史 3 (2010): 63. 
16 Also known as Tao Yuanming 陶渊明, 365? – 427. 
17 In her article, Chen Jing 陈婧 analyses poems written by Bai Juyi in chanting Tao Qian and summarizes 
how Tao strongly influenced Bai Juyi’s writing style. See “Bai Juyi de Yongtaoshi Yanjiu ⽩居易的咏陶
诗研究,” Journal of Chongqing Three Gorges University 2 (2013): 55-58. 
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 Yongzheng, without exception, respected Tao Qian as well. In some poems 

collected in YDJ, Yongzheng either directly mentioned the name of Tao or used his lines 

as an allusion. In the following verse “Free for One Day” (yiri xian ⼀⽇闲), Yongzheng 

wrote: 

Closing my door for one day and cutting myself off from the dusty, boisterous world; 

I truly praise Yuanming’s action of not bowing (for money). 

Observing the chessboard, I accidentally come to understand books on the side; 

Displaying crosswise my Qin, I only press on the strings to play the ancient tone. 

Feelings for now all end up in the wine cup, 

Thoughts of the past all vanish from the pillow. 

I believe this floating life is all but an illusion, 

if so, then where wouldn’t this body be free and unfettered! 

闭门⼀⽇隔尘嚣，深许渊明懒折腰。 

观弈偶将旁著悟，横琴只按古⾳调。 

新情都向杯中尽，旧虑皆从枕上销。 

信得浮⽣俱是幻，此⾝何处不逍遥！18 

The first line is an allusion to Tao Qian’s “not bowing for five pecks of rice.”19 It displays 

Tao’s attitude of not moving by wealth and consisting a life away from officialdom. 

Yongzheng mentioned this allusion not only to praise Tao Qian but also showed his 

agreement with Tao’s choice of getting away from the turbulent mundane world. The 

poem described his activities in this one day off. Observing the chessboard, playing the 

                                                        
18 YZWJ, 24: 6. 
19 Refers to the article in the Book of Jin. 潜叹⽈：吾不能为五⽃⽶折腰，拳拳事乡⾥⼩⼈邪！ 
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Qin instrument, drinking wine, and taking a nap. Although this poem was about one 

particular day, from it, we still see Yongzheng’s pursuit of such life. The fifth sentence 

indicates the way for Yongzheng to get rid of all kinds of sentiments is through drinking, 

and Tao Qian was also renowned for his poems in drinking wine. He had a group of 

poetry named “Drinking Wine,” and among all of them, the fifth one was no doubt most 

famous, starting with “I built my house near where others dwell.”20 The name of 

Yongzheng’s poem “Mountain air is fine at evening of the day”21 was a direct quotation 

from that poem. The last sentence of this poem goes as “if at this moment I could meet 

with the hermit Tao, I would invite him along with this bright moon to continue the fine 

journey [with me].”22 Again mentioned Tao Qian and as a hermit. 

This isn’t the only time he referred to the poem “Drinking Wine,” in another one 

named “My Friend’s Study Room” (Youren Shuwu 友⼈书屋), Yongzheng wrote as 

follows: 

I envy how relaxed and natural you look, just like an immortal; 

If your mind is free from the world, what would it matter even if you are further away? 

Rain showers over the misted light, and the cyan vapor enters the window; 

Wind sways the bamboo shadow, so green that they could serve as our bamboo mat. 

羡君潇洒致如仙，⼼远何妨地更偏。 

⾬洗岚光青⼊牖，风摇⽵影绿当筵。23 

The second sentence is derived from the line “when the heart is far the place of itself is 

                                                        
20 结庐在⼈境. Translated by William Acker. 
21 The complete line in Drinking Wine is “mountain air is fine at evening of the day, and flying birds return 
together homewards.” ⼭⽓⽇⼣佳，飞鸟相与还. English translation by William Acker. 
22 此际若逢陶隐⼠，更邀明⽉续佳游. YZWJ, 24: 2.  
23 YZWJ, 21: 5. 
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distant.”24 Both lines express the understanding that as long as one’s mind is clear and 

free from the world, it does not matter where s/he is, because everywhere and anywhere 

would be the same for the mind. The last two sentences are also very beautiful, and 

readers could depict the scene in mind. We all know that light and shadow are physical 

phenomena that couldn’t be touched. It was the mountain mist that rain showers over, and 

the bamboo that wind blows on. However, if the line goes like “rain drops on the 

mountain and wind blows on the bamboo,” it simply loses the artistic conception. 

Between objective and nonobjective scenes, the two lines carry out a vivid picture. 

Because leisure poetry often writes about life at leisure, the description of natural scenery 

then becomes a frequent theme. While this line depicts the beautiful landscape 

surrounding the study room, it also reflects Yongzheng’s peaceful state of mind. 

 Yongzheng had his uniqueness in depicting the scenery, and from the lines above 

we could get a glimpse of his talents in the choices of words. This is perhaps related to 

his reading experiences from a very young age. Yongzheng used to transcribe literary 

works of previous dynasties, ranged from the end of the Han dynasty to the Ming 

dynasty. He organized these works and published this collection Yuexin Ji 悦⼼集 

(collection to entertain the mind) in 1726. Contents of the book do not limit to one single 

genre or theme but share a similar ideology. Most of them present the intention of 

pursuing leisureliness and the desire to detach from the secular world. For example, 

“from the hanging curtain I realize the endlessness of daytime, and from the quiet willow 

I feel the gentleness of the wind”25 and “to be a leisure person, carry a Qin, a pot of wine, 

                                                        
24 The complete line in “Drinking Wine” is “you ask of me ‘How can this be so?’ ‘When the heart is far the 
place of itself is distant.’” 问君何能尔，⼼远地⾃偏 English translation by William Acker. 
25 帘垂知⽇永，柳静觉风微 from Shenshi Yin 省事吟 written by Shao Yong 邵雍. Shao Yong was a 
famous Daoist priest and poet from the northern Song dynasty. He styled himself as “Mr. Peace and 
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and a river of wind.”26 The purpose for him to do this, as Yonzheng wrote in the preface, 

was “to please himself and express his feelings.”27 It is not surprising to see works from 

Bai Juyi and Tao Qian being collected in this book, including “Peach Blossom Spring” 

(taohuayuan ji 桃花源记), in which Tao portrayed a fairyland of idyllic beauty. Works 

selected in the collection written by Bai Juyi also presented an attitude of living leisurely. 

In the article Chishang Pian 池上篇, Bai wrote “[where I live] has books and wine, songs 

and strings.”28 Yongzheng’s preference for reading reflect his literary taste,29 and his 

writing style may as well be affected by what he read. Although this paper would not 

extend on the content of Yuexin Ji, it provides evidence to the point that Yongzheng used 

to seek for a life of freedom and leisureliness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
Happiness” (Anle Xiansheng 安乐先⽣), and many of his poems were about life in seclusion. See Yuexin 
Ji, 72. 
26 做个闲⼈，背⼀张琴，⼀壶酒，⼀溪云 from Shuhuai 抒怀 by Su Shi 苏轼. See Yuexin Ji, 102. 
27 放逸⾝⼼，寄兴寓怀. See Yuexin Ji, preface. 
28 有书有酒，有歌有弦. See Yuexin Ji, 37. 
29 For a study on Yuexin Ji and how it affects Yongzheng’s literary view, see Wu Wei, “Yuexin Ji yu 
Yongzheng zhi Wenxue Guan 悦⼼集与雍正之⽂学观,” Masterpiece Review (2011): 113-115. 
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Chapter 3: Aesthetics of Yongzheng’s Leisure Poetry 

 Scenery descriptions in leisure poetry are different from general landscape poems. 

Most scenery descriptions in Yongzheng’s leisure poetry are close to life and record the 

four-season landscape in where he lived. As Ouyang Xiu wrote in “Story of Old Tippler’s 

Pavilion” (zuiwengting ji 醉翁亭记), “scenery of the four seasons vary, therefore my joy 

is also limitless.”30 Yongzheng’s leisure poetry recorded bits and pieces of his daily life 

and the varying views of his residence at different times. Yongzheng has his unique style 

in scenery description. Wu Wei compares his pure and elegant writing style to a young 

lady with light makeup.31 A poet’s writing style is related to the artistic technique he 

uses. For example, Bai Juyi was accustomed to using metaphors, contrasts, and allusions 

in his leisure poetry.32 This chapter focuses on lyrical landscape poems in YDJ and 

analyzes Yongzheng’s rhetorical art, mainly his use of verbs and adjectives and the use of 

reduplication. 

Use of Adjective and Verbs 

 Yongzheng said in the preface that he was “naturally not an extravagant person,” 

his writing style perfectly reflect this attitude of life. The use of words is usually succinct 

and sincere. Yongzheng tended to use adjectives and verbs, and sentences in which these 

words locat also became the punch line of his poem. Following are some of his 

representative landscape poems, through these examples, we would have a better 

understanding of his writing style. The first one is called “the Front Porch” (qian lang 前

                                                        
30 四时之景不同，⽽乐亦⽆穷也. 
31 Wu Wei 吴蔚, Yongzheng Huangdi de Wenxue Yashang Yanjiu 雍正皇帝的⽂学雅尚研究 (Beijing: 
Beijing Jiaoyu Chubanshe, 2016) 104. 
32 Mao Yanjun ⽑妍君, “Bai Juyi Xianshi Shi Yanjiu ⽩居易闲适诗研究,” diss., Shaanxi Normal 
University, 2006, 134-136. 
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廊): 

Tortuous corridors incline and turn, adjacent to the tall bamboos; 

Sitting and leaning on the layered rock, my interests last long. 

Fine grasses flourish all over, invading my couch with green; 

Wildflowers contend in beauty, touching my clothes with fragrance. 

On branches of the green parasol tree, I hear the excitement of the cicada; 

On the edge of the dike with emerald willows, I watch the cranes fly. 

At this moment my free body has nothing to do; 

Joyfully I whistle and chant, enjoy this unrestrained life on my own. 

曲廊斜转接修篁，坐倚层岩意兴长。 

细草敷荣侵榻绿，野花争艳袭⾐⾹。 

碧梧枝上听蝉躁，翠柳堤边看鹤翔。 

此际闲⾝⽆⼀事，怡然啸咏⾃徜徉。33 

This is a seven-character octave and quite typical scenery poetry. None of the words are 

elusive but are just right, especially the second couplet. Fine grass corresponds to 

wildflowers, and the verb invading corresponds to touching. Yongzheng pairs the soft 

object “fine grass” with a strong verb “invade,” while the strong object “wildflowers” 

with a soft verb “touch.” There are two ways to interpret the word xi 袭: either as attack 

or as touch. I chose the second meaning for two reasons. First, according to the rules of 

lüshi 律诗, these two lines should match each other, as we could see from fine grass and 

wildflower. Since Yongzheng already paired a quite aggressive verb “invading” with the 

                                                        
33 YZWJ, 21: 7. 



 21 
 

soft object, it is reasonable that the verb in the second line would carry a gentle meaning. 

This also provides a bold contrast to the picture. Although the grass is delicate and 

tender, they can be invasive that the couch was covered by their color; the flowers are 

blooming wildly with bold color, and their fragrance gently spread over the clothes. The 

seemingly contrast carry out one meaning: that the spring scenery is splendor at his front 

porch. Last two sentences portray his life full of joyfulness and freedom: listen to the 

cicada, watch the cranes fly, and enjoy days away from officialdom. 

 In one other poem, “Reading in the Spring Garden” (chunyuan dushu 春园读书), 

Yongzheng used similar verbs in this line: “fluffy, fine grass invades the footstep with 

green; bright-colored peach blossom covers the penthouse in red.”34 The first sentence is 

similar to that of “the Front Porch,” and the second sentence specifies the flower to be the 

flamboyant peach blossom. The word “bright-colored peach blossom” (夭桃) reminds 

people of one song in the Book of Odes, goes as “the peach tree is young and elegant, 

brilliant are its flowers.”35 Flowers in the previous poem stress on the scent, and that of 

the latter one stress on the color, both appear to be lively and vivid. 

 Following poem has a similar structure to “the Front Porch,” named “Living in 

the Garden” (yuan ju 园居): 

The very beauty of spring should be at the time of Qingming Festival. 

Accumulating on the mountaintop is the light of the mist, and charming is the clear dawn. 

Above the curtain, swallows of the village compete in flying; 

Upon the pond, warblers from Shanglin Garden sing with skill. 

                                                        
34 蒙茸细草侵阶绿，浓艳夭桃映阁红. See YZWJ, 21: 1. 
35 桃之夭夭，灼灼其华. English translation by James Legge. 
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Willow branches swaying, encompassing the fog-covered handrail; 

Red petals falling, wafting down the embroidered pillar. 

I just finished composing my short poem, and the daytime seems to be forever; 

Leisurely, I follow the white crane walking alongside the willows. 

⼗分春⾊属清明，翠积岚光媚晓晴。 

帘幙争飞村社燕，池台巧啭上林莺。 

青丝摇曳萦烟槛，红⾬霏微扑绣楹。 

赋罢⼩诗清昼永，闲随⽩鹤柳边⾏。36 

The second line does not only provide a vivid picture but also depict the sound of 

swallows thumping wings and orioles twittering. This time the pattern of contrastive 

object and verb appears in the third couplet: swaying green branches versus falling red 

petals, encompass versus waft, and fog-covered handrail versus embroidered pillar. The 

word ying 萦 is often paired with mist and creates a feeling of gently floating object. 

Yongzheng used it here to describe willow branches, emphasizing the soft, gentle 

movement of them in the wind. In contrast, the word pu 扑 is usually seen with hard 

object, yet here it is combined with delicate flower petals, also pointing out the vast 

number of them. Similar to the second sentence in “the Front Porch,” this line blend 

softness with hardness, and vice versa. Again, the last sentence reflects his tranquil 

mentality. “Chanting a short poem” and “following the crane walking alongside the 

willows” both exhibit that at that moment Yongzheng was in the state of satisfaction and 

pleasure. 

                                                        
36 YZWJ, 22: 9. 
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 pu is one of the popular verbs Yongzheng liked to use. It appears in some other 

poems as well. For example, “gentle breeze secretly swings the flower branches, and 

pieces of red petals fall on the wine bottle” (微风暗拂花枝动，⼏点残红扑酒罂) 37; 

“hitting on my clothes are the falling petals, close to the water surface are the newly 

bloomed lotus” (扑⾐飘落絮，贴⽔出新荷). 38 Although in all three sentences he used 

pu to describe the same object – falling petals, each line depicts a different picture and 

generates different feelings. 

 The use of adjectives also makes poetry more elegant. In the previous poem, there 

are “fog-covered handrail” (yanjian 烟槛) and “embroidered pillar” (xiuying 绣楹). The 

poem below is one of the most outstanding landscape poems, “Impromptu Poem of 

Pavilion after Rain” (yuhou yuanting jijing ⾬后园亭即景): 

Mountain stream rounds and turns, and reflects the floating wind like a mirror plate; 

Green peaks rise and fall, and the dark color sweeps over the mountain surface. 

Wind blows over the trees along the riverbank, deep and light are the flying leaves; 

Rain drops on the path covered by moss, thin and thick are the dyed green. 

Sounding Qin creates a distant harmony with the saults falling from the rock; 

Reed screens all together hook up to the pavilion above the water. 

It is the beginning of the night when all the sounds are in silence, 

Next to the handrail I sit and own every single star in the lake. 

⽟溪宛转云流镜，翠巘参差黛扫屏。 

堤树风翻深浅叶，径苔⾬染淡浓青。 

                                                        
37 YZWJ, 21: 2. 
38 YZWJ, 21: 13. 
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鸣琴遥和岩头瀑，凉箔齐钩⽔⾯亭。 

最是夜初群籁寂，临轩坐拥⼀湖星。39 

The first couplet contains two metaphors: the surface of the mountain stream is as clear 

as mirror surface, and the massif is like a screen covered with pure green. Images 

depicted in this poem are fresh and elegant: “floating wind in the water mirror,” 

“mountain screen swept by dark green,” “deep and shallow leaves,” “subtle and dark 

cyan color.” Nothing is difficult to understand, but through these simple words, 

Yongzheng was able to produce a fresh and bright picture. The verb “dye” (ran 染) in the 

second line is most remarkable. It is as if the rain dissolves the color on the moss and 

dyes the path with green. Moreover, Yongzheng indicated the color green without using 

the word “green” (lü 绿). Instead, he used cui 翠 (emerald green), dai 黛 (dark green), 

and qing 青 (blue-green) to describe the various shades of green. As we read the poem, it 

is not difficult for us to imagine the picture of Yongzheng sitting in the pavilion and 

enjoying the beautiful night scene of his garden. Last five characters of this poem also 

indicate a mental state of openness and peacefulness Yongzheng had. 

Use of Reduplication 

 In Chinese, reduplication (diezi 叠字) is common rhetoric often seen in classical 

poetry. Repetition of a word always emphasizes impression and feelings, sometimes also 

imitates sounds. The most typical use of reduplication appears at the first line of the ci 

poem “Note After Note” (Sheng Sheng Man 声声慢), written by Li Qingzhao 李清照 

from the Song dynasty: 

                                                        
39 YZWJ, 25: 16. 



 25 
 

Searching and searching, seeking and seeking, 

so chill, so clear, 

dreary, and dismal, and forlorn. 

寻寻觅觅，冷冷清清，凄凄惨惨戚戚。40 

It is rare to use reduplication for the entire sentence, and this line also became the most 

popular line from Li Qingzhao. Here the repetitive words deepen the feeling of 

melancholy and are very moving. When writing about scenery, reduplication brings a 

visual beauty to the reader. It can also be used to simulate sounds. Reduplication appears 

in many of Bai Juyi’s leisure poetry. For example, “deep and clear is the form of the 

spring in Yuquan Temple; free and relaxed is my physical body like floating clouds” (湛

湛⽟泉⾊，悠悠浮云⾝) 41 and “rain on the desolate mountain rustling, strings of the 

autumn Qin twanging” (寒⼭飒飒⾬，秋琴泠泠弦). 42 The first one portrays scenery, 

and the second one portrays sound.43 Just like Bai Juyi, Yongzheng also uses 

reduplication a lot in his poems. Following are some examples in which Yongzheng 

applies reduplication: 

Shiny and brightly, the Milky Way hangs closely above the Forbidden City; 

Broadly and clearly, the moon shines upon the vermilion column. 

耿耿银河低紫禁，溶溶冰镜上丹楹。44 

Misty mountain air smoothly soaks my clothes, 

Slow fragrance softly puffs on my face. 

                                                        
40 Stephen Owen, An Anthology of Chinese Literature (London: W. W. Norton & Company, 1996) 581. 
41 题⽟泉寺. 
42 松声. 
43 Mao, 127-128. 
44 YZWJ, 23: 9. 
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濛濛岚⽓侵⾐润，款款⾹风扑⾯轻。45 

Burbling sound of virid gully surpasses that of stringed and woodwind instrument, 

Tiered dark cyan rocks arrange in order as if they are a set of paintings. 

泠泠碧涧胜丝⽵，叠叠苍岩列画图。46 

The use of repetitive words is refined and creates an elegant impression. In the first two 

lines, qin 侵 and pu 扑 appear once again, recalling that from the previous section. The 

difference is that this time the two sentences are in a parallel relationship. They are paired 

with two gently words, run 润 and qing 轻, which I translate as smoothly and softly. In 

the second example, lingling 泠泠 gives the sound of mountain stream and diedie 叠叠 

draws the picture of overlapping rocks. The word lingling is often used to describe a 

sound that is clear and intense. In the previous example, Bai Juyi used this term to mimic 

the sound of the plucked strings. The second example not only depicts scenery but 

meanwhile implies that Yongzheng’s state of mind was very peaceful at that time. In fact, 

he does express this in the third line of this poem, which says “leisurely I unfold 

thousands of pages of scriptures, and waking up from a nap, I newly boil half pot of tea” 

(闲中随展经千页，睡起新烹茶半壶). Through the use of reduplication, the poem is 

able to carry both sound and image within the text. 

 In another poem “Moon,” Yongzheng wrote: 

Willow branches are thin and slender, outside of which starlight conceals; 

Flowers are silent and still, between which candle shade declines.  

Only in the misty wave of the dark green river, 

                                                        
45 YZWJ, 21: 1. 
46 YZWJ, 24: 9. 
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A small boat carries the entire moon back.  

纤纤柳外星光隐，寂寂花间烛影微。 

独有沧江烟浪⾥，扁⾈载得满轮归。47 

The first couplet renders a silent night. Words he chose all carry a feeling of tranquility 

and delicateness: two duplicated words emphasizes the fine and remote state of willow 

branches and flower, and the verbs yin 隐 and wei 微 highlight the pale light of star and 

candle. This line alone would be a great description of a night scene. However, the 

transitional word du 独 (only, alone) and the last sentence depicting a single boat 

carrying back the moon make the tone of the poem more lively. We are able to imagine 

the poet Yongzheng enjoying the silence and beauty of the night with comfort. 

 Other than scene description and onomatopoeia, Yongzheng likes to use 

duplicated words to describe the elapse of time. See the following lines: 

Youth time is always gentle and affectionate; spring is like the ocean, adopting 

everything. 

Reciting and chanting from the books I have, my interest in doing this has no end. 

韶光脉脉春如海，讽咏芸编兴不穷。48 

Green grass is growing luxuriantly, yet the springtime is going to an end; 

Glorious youth is leaving slowly, but do not let the wine cup become empty. 

萋萋芳草春将去，冉冉韶光酒莫空。49 

Slowly and gradually, the current life is going to be past event. 

                                                        
47 YZWJ, 25: 4. 
48 YZWJ, 21: 1. 
49 YZWJ, 21: 2. 
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Vaguely and unclear, affairs of human life after all become flying dust. 

冉冉浮⽣成往迹，茫茫世事总飞尘。50 

Both ranran 冉冉 and momo 脉脉 contain the meaning of gradually and gently, implying 

that time always pass away without one may even notice it. shaoguang 韶光 in the first 

example is likely a substitution for the word spring since it also means springtime; that in 

the second line may carry a double meaning. Although spring is leaving, and the time of 

youth will not come back, Yongzheng was not feeling pity by saying “do not let your 

wine cup become empty.” He was enjoying that moment of time. Through the chanting of 

the passage of time, Yongzheng also implies his understanding of life in these poems, 

which will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 

 As the political situation reaches relative stability since mid-Kangxi period, the 

imperial court also reinforces literary regulation. Literati at that time praised the view of 

pure and elegant writing, which had influenced later generations.51 The imperial court 

also advocated such writing style, and in 1733, the phrase “qingzhen yazheng 清真雅正” 

(clear, real, elegant, and orthodox) first appeared on the imperial edict from Yongzheng.52 

His writing has implemented this feature. The language style of Yongzheng’s leisure 

poetry is indeed exquisite and elegant. His use of words allows us to imagine the scenery 

he portrayed in our minds easily. Through these descriptions, we are also able to feel the 

relaxed and comfortable mental state Yongzheng had while living at the Yong mansion. 

Yongzheng’s leisure poetry reflects his style and aesthetic orientation. Through the use of 

                                                        
50 YZWJ, 24: 5. 
51 Wang Zhenyuan 王镇远 and Wu Guoping 邬国平, Qingdai Wenxue Piping Shi 清代⽂学批评史 
(Shanghai: Shanghai Guji Chubanshe, 1995) 7. 
52 雍正⼗年始奉特旨，晓谕考官，所拔之⽂，务令’清真雅正’，理法兼备. See Liang Zhangjv 梁章钜, 
ZhiYi Conghua 制艺丛话. 
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specific verbs, adjectives, and reduplication, what we see is the unique beauty of a 

refined taste. 
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Chapter 4: A Life at Leisure 

 The previous chapter presents the aesthetic value of Yongzheng’s leisure poetry. 

This chapter emphasizes the content of his poems. Many poets, especially reclusive 

poets, like to write about their life experiences through poems. Yongzheng was without 

exception. Many of his leisure poems directly talk about his daily life while at the Yong 

mansion. This is an outward manifestation. In addition to this, there are quite a few 

poems reflect his inner feelings. This group of poems is an inward manifestation of his 

character. That summarizes two main sections of this chapter. 

Poems Depicting His Daily Life 

 Unlike his predecessors, Yongzheng was born in a time when the political 

situation was relatively stable, which he also stated in the preface of Yongdi Ji. While he 

was still a prince, instead of practicing horse-riding and archery, Yongzheng spent more 

time reading classical literature. He mentioned activities such as reading books and 

sitting quietly in many of his poems. In the following poem “Sitting in the Evening” 

(yezuo 夜坐), Yongzheng wrote: 

Sitting alone in the silent garden, 

outside the wide-opened window are the inclined shadow of the bamboo; 

Vaguely I hear the hourglass turning, 

What I do hear is the singing of frogs on the field.  

Vivaciously is the spring, flowing through the jade-like pebble, 

Gently is the moon, shining on fine cobblestone. 

At leisure, I enjoy the quietness of this place, 

Holding a book in my hand, I wait for the tea to boil. 
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独坐幽园⾥，窗开⽵影斜。 

稀闻更转漏，但听野鸣蛙。 

活活泉流⽟，溶溶⽉照沙。 

悠然怡静境，把卷待烹茶。53 

Sitting alone in the garden, listening to the sounds of nature, reading books, and drinking 

tea. This poem opens up a picture of Yongzheng’s leisure life for us. This poem 

highlights the character jing 静 (quiet, static) while it actually portrays things that are 

motional and sounding: croaking frogs and floating streams. First three lines describe the 

external, active environment, and the last sentence converts these into an internal feeling 

of peacefulness. We do not only see the scenes Yongzheng saw but also experience his 

mood. The third line is another example of reduplication. The word huohuo 活活 may be 

explained in two ways: either as vibrant or as an onomatopoeia for running water. Wei 

Jianxun interprets it as the second meaning, and that 活 is just like the word huahua 哗哗 

(mimicking the sound of water stream), as it forms a contrast with the quietness 

Yongzheng’s mind was experiencing. 54 In another poem “Meditation in My Study 

Room” (shuzhai zuoyu 书斋坐⾬55), Yongzheng wrote: 

In the summertime, my study room is quiet. 

Clouds hanging so low that whisk over the platform.  

                                                        
53 YZWJ, 21: 2. 
54 See Yongzheng Shiwen Zhujie 雍正诗⽂注解 (Liaoning: Liaoning Guji Chubanshe, 1996) 3. 
55 坐⾬ is a Buddhist language. Indian Buddhist monks would sit on meditation during the three months of 
summer, which is called 夏坐/坐夏 (sit for the summer). See Ding Fubao 丁福保, Foxue Dacidian 佛学⼤
辞典, online, Internet, 2010. Available: http://buddhistinformatics.ddbc.edu.tw/glossaries . Because this is 
the rainy season at the same time, people also use 坐⾬ to refer to such period. From the context of the 
poem, it is unlikely to be raining when Yongzheng wrote this poem.    
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Bamboo wind sweeps the emerald stone, 

Lotus rain drops on the clear pond. 

Letting go of my interest, I open a newly brewed wine; 

With my heart at leisure, I examine my former poems. 

As evening getting cold, I bring out my table and mat, 

and there is no need to open up the circular fan. 

长夏书斋静，云低拂讲帷。 

⽵风扫翠⽯，荷⾬滴清池。 

逸兴开新酿，闲情检旧诗。 

晚凉⽣⼏席，团扇不须披。56 

 This poem depicts his relaxing time. At the same time, the sentences are very 

neatly matched. This poem mentions one of the things that Yongzheng might normally do 

is drinking, and that he drinks when he feels like it. Wine has a special symbolic meaning 

in the culture of traditional Chinese poetry. As mentioned in the previous chapter, the 

establisher of leisure poetry, Tao Qian, his most famous series of poems are named 

“Drinking Wine.” Wine appears frequently in Yongzheng’s leisure poetry as well, one 

that I mentioned before is “do not let your wine cup empty.” Yongzheng also has lines 

such as “drinking wine while discussing articles, I recall the happiness of old time” (把酒

论⽂忆旧欢)57 and “(like) fluttering viburnum drops in my wine cup” (飞舞琼花⼊酒

                                                        
56 YZWJ, 21: 13. 
57 YZWJ, 24: 10. 
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杯).58 Even after he became enthroned, Yongzheng still seemed to keep this hobby.59  

 Other than reading and drinking, there are also other things recorded in 

Yongzheng’s leisure poetry. For example:  

Spreading the writing paper, I trace copybook for calligraphy; 

Opening a book, I freely express my hidden affections. 

铺笺摹古帖，披卷畅幽怀。60 

Because I love water, I frequently go fishing, 

when enjoying the sight of flowers, I occasionally inscribe a poem. 

爱⽔频垂钓，看花偶⼀题。61 

When my mind is in harmony, I place my Qin just right; 

When my heart is clear from worries, I write lines that are refined. 

兴洽张琴好，⼼清得句⼯。62 

These verses all reflect the relaxed and leisure life of Yongzheng. The last line mentions 

the Chinese traditional musical instrument Qin 琴, which is a seven-string instrument 

with a history of over three thousand years. The ancients often play Qin to entertain 

themselves, and Qin as a symbol also appears frequently in literature and poems. 

Yongzheng plays the Qin to entertain and cultivate his mind as well. Among all poems 

recorded in Yongdi Ji, eight of them mention Qin. For example, “whisking my table, I 

                                                        
58 YZWJ, 25: 4. 
59 In one of his secret imperial edicts, Yongzheng wrote to one of his governors and asked him to seek for a 
special wine produced in Ningxia. 宁夏出⼀种⽺羔酒，当年有⼈进过，有⼆⼗多年不进了，朕甚爱饮
他，寻些过来，不必多进，不⾜⽤时再发旨意，不要过百瓶，特密谕。 See Yongzheng Chao 
Hanwen Zhupi Zouzhe Huibian 雍正朝汉⽂朱批奏折汇编 1 (Jiangsu: Jiangsu Guji Chubanshe, 1989), 
832. 
60 YZWJ, 21: 13. 
61 YZWJ, 25: 14. 
62 YZWJ, 22: 6. 
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tune the key of the Qin” (拂⼏调琴韵) 63 and “(catkins) brush on the Qin and fall on the 

scrolls to accompany my study room”(拂琴飘卷伴书帏).64 Even after his enthronement, 

there are paintings of the emperor plucking the Qin.65 Lin Shu finds out that there were 

almost two hundred different Qin mentioned in the archives of the Yongzheng period.66 

In this way, Yongzheng was not only able to enjoy a relaxing lifestyle but also his mind 

and heart would receive peacefulness.  

 Reading books, tracing calligraphy, inscribing poems, fishing, and playing the 

Qin. These poems gradually unfolded the life of prince Yinzhen in front of us. Whether it 

is his description of daily activities or the words he used in the poems, both reflect that 

his life and mental state were relaxed and free. From this type of leisure poetry, what we 

see is not the diligent and strict feeling that he brought us as an emperor, but rather a 

literati who indulge himself in nature. Knowing this side of Yongzheng is also crucial for 

us to understand this person. 

Religious Implication in Yongzheng’s Leisure Poetry 

 Besides poems directly write about his activities, there is also a group of poems 

that presents the internal feeling of Yongzheng. That is poetry with religious implication.  

The word “religious” used in this paper does not contain the same meaning as we often 

think of western religion, but more of a complex system of the major schools formed 

throughout the history of China. To be more specific, the three most influencing schools: 

                                                        
63 YZWJ, 22: 7. 
64 YZWJ, 25: 14. 
65 There is a series of paintings named Yongzheng Xingle Tu 雍正⾏乐图 (paintings of Yongzheng having 
fun), produced by anonymous, portraying Yongzheng emperor with different identities. In two of them, 
Yongzheng was playing the Qin in the nature.  
66 Lin Shu 林姝, “Gaoshan Liushui shi Zhiyin – Yongzheng Huangdi yu Guqin ⾼⼭流⽔是知⾳——雍正
皇帝与古琴,” Zijin Cheng 紫禁城 8 (2012): 56. 
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Confucianism 儒, Buddhism 佛, and Daoism 道. Ever since the Pre-Qin period, Chinese 

traditional schools of thoughts have great influence in politics. These teachings formed 

the initial system of Chinese philosophical ideology, and the teaching of Daoist schools 

even generated the later religion Daoism. Buddhism was introduced to China from India, 

and by the time of the Qing dynasty, it was one of the three major schools in the country. 

Although it was not indigenous as the other two, Buddhism experienced its revival during 

the late Ming, and Chan Buddhism was promoted through imperial support as well as 

Confucian literati.67 

 Perhaps because Qing emperors are Manchu, they were more open to accept and 

adopt different cultures into their own culture. Richard J. Smith commented on the 

religious activities in Qing dynasty, saying that “probably at no other time since the 

Mongol Yuan dynasty had China’s rulers evinced such a wide-open and tolerant attitude 

toward religion.”68 Yongzheng had a close relationship with Buddhism and experienced 

Buddhist enlightenment while he was still a prince. According to his account, it was in 

the spring of KX51 (1712), when he set with Buddhist monk for two days and burned a 

total of five incenses, Yongzheng reached the ultimate realization.69 The authenticity of 

his story may be questioned, but it is evidence that there is an insepatable connection 

between Yongzheng and religion. Huang Pei describes him as “a student of 

Confucianism, a disciple of Legalism, a patron of Ch’an Buddhism, and an admirer of 

Taoism.”70 Yongzheng was not bounded with a single religion or school of teaching but 

                                                        
67 Jiang Wu, Enlightenment in Dispute (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008) 81. 
68 Richard J. Smith, The Qing Dynasty and Traditional Chinese Culture (Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 
2015) 238. 
69 延僧坐七、⼆⼗、⼆⼗⼀，随喜同坐两⽇，共五枝⾹，即洞达本来. See Yongzheng Yuxuan Yulu 雍
正御选语录 (1733). 
70 Huang, 36. 
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absorbs ideas from different religious teaching, selectively restates certain ideas and adds 

on his understanding. 

 Yongzheng does not only read religious scrolls, but his writings on Buddhist 

thoughts also have broad influence. Yongzheng Yuxuan Yulu was a collection of 

quotations from venerable Buddhist monks recorded and published by Yongzheng. 

Poems recorded in Yongdi Ji are not religious poems but poems with religious 

implication. Most of those works talk about his visit to Buddhist and Daoist temples, 

describing his life in the mountain, and imagining the wonderland immortals live.  

 In the poem “Entertaining myself in the mountain house” (shanju ziyi ⼭居⾃怡), 

Yongzheng wrote: 

Ever since my birth, I have indulged myself in secluded places; 

I often like to live in the deep mountains. 

Hundreds of florae flourish and wither complying with their nature; 

The sun and the moon rise and fall no matter what. 

The imperial court allows me to be free from officialdom, 

Heaven and earth grant me this life at leisure. 

On the days when the sun has risen high when I get up; 

That is when I seem to reach the trail of immortals. 

⽣平耽静僻，每爱住深⼭。 

百卉从荣谢，双丸任往还。 

朝廷容懒慢，天地许清闲。 
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睡起三竿⽇，仙踪似可攀。71 

From landscape poems selected in the previous chapter, it is not difficult to see that 

Yongzheng is a person who prefers quiet places. He favors the beauty and tranquility of 

nature, and the first line of this poem restate this preference. The third and fourth 

sentences are in accordance to the traditional thought of Chinese cosmology that 

everything has its way of being and would not be affected by others. Flowers always 

blossom and fall, four seasons change, and the sun and the moon would rise and fall 

anyhow. Following the Way of heaven and earth, that is what Yongzheng is expressing 

here. Nature has its way of being, and Yongzheng clearly admits and follows it as well. 

The title of this paper also comes from this poem. “Heaven and earth granted me this life 

at leisure,” this sentence not only highlights Yongzheng’s attitude of following the way 

of nature but also reflects his open and clear attitude towards life.   

 This group of poems does not belong to religious poems, but through the lines, we 

could see Yongzheng’s insights and comprehension of Chinese religious culture. The 

following poem is the seventh poem from the group poetry “Casual Chanting at Rehe” 

(rehe xianyong qiqi 热河闲咏其七). According to Wu Wei, this poem was written in 

KX49 (1710),72 when Yongzheng was thirty-two years old. 

In idleness, I forget about the summer heat as well as myself, 

Noble spirit suffuses everywhere, penetrating the heaven. 

City and mountains are the residences for gentlemen, 

Mountains and city are houses for emperors. 

                                                        
71 YZWJ, 24: 5. 
72 Wu, Yanjiu 93. 
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I don’t look for immortals to discuss the original meaning of things, 

and I feel too lazy to find an eminent monk for a lecture on sutras. 

Between heaven and earth and from ancient to now, there is only one howl. 

I am in such leisureliness and satisfied, yet who else would know? 

闲来忘暑兼忘我，浩⽓冲融贯太虚。 

城市⼭林君⼦宅，⼭林城市帝王居。 

不寻仙客谈元旨，懒觅⾼僧讲梵书。 

天地古今惟⼀啸，悠然⾃得有谁知。73 

The word 太虚 is a Daoist term. Although I translate it as heaven, it contains the meaning 

of the universe, a profound theory, and the foundation of the Way. Second line implies 

intertextuality, that the two sentences complement each other and together provide one 

complete meaning: no matter city or mountain forests, and no matter one being emperor 

or gentleman (without rank), as long as one follows the correct path and cultivate the 

mind, then it does not matter where one lives. Feelings expressed in the second line recall 

the famous prose “My Humble Home” in which Liu wrote: 

Hills are not famous for height alone: ‘tis the Genius Loci that invests them with 

their charm. Lakes are not famous for mere depth: ‘tis the residing Dragon that 

imparts to them a spell not their own. And so, too, my hut may be mean; but the 

fragrance of Virtue is diffused around.74 

What matters is the person who lives in a place, not how the place likes nor the 

                                                        
73 YZWJ, 24: 9. 
74 John Minford and Joseph S. M. Lau, Classical Chinese Literature: An Anthology of Translations, trans. 
Herbert Gile (New York: Columbia University Press, 2000) 1009. ⼭不在⾼，有仙则名。⽔不在深，有
龙则灵。斯是陋室，惟吾德馨。 This essay is also collected in Yuexin Ji. 
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geographical position of the resident. 

Here Yongzheng also emphasizes that one does not have to live in seclusion to be 

a gentleman and being an emperor could still enjoy the happiness of acquiring the right 

Way. It is true that due to his social identity it would be hard for him to withdraw from 

officialdom and live in the mountain like a hermit, but that would not stop him from 

enjoying the nature and learn the wisdom of ancient sage. It could be true that he was 

lazy for “searching for immortals to discuss original meaning” and “finding Buddha to 

learn a lecture on sutra,” but it also implies that even without these actions, Yongzheng 

still reaches his joyfulness. 

 One other poem “Free from worries of the dusty world” (kuangran chenlu qing 旷

然尘虑清) also expresses similar thoughts: 

Nature of calmness contains the true intention, 

With tranquility, I observe the Way in the universe. 

I do not leave the earthly world of man, 

yet suddenly I feel all the secular sentiments become void. 

Form is the moon shining through the curtain, 

Emptiness is the wind blowing pass the bamboos. 

I make one long howl, 

Bending and lifting my head, earth and heaven are so vast that do not have a limit. 

性静涵真趣，澄观宇宙中。 

未离⼈境外，顿觉俗情空。 

有⾊穿帘⽉，⽆⼼过⽵风。 
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⼀声长啸罢，俯仰浩靡穷。75 

The second line recalls the point of view that place should not be the hindrance for 

searching the Way. The third line again uses intertextuality. It is not possible to translate 

the two sentences separately. A more precise way to write this line would be “有⾊⽆⼼

穿帘⽉，⽆⼼有⾊过⽵风.” Both “curtain-crossing moon” and “bamboo-passing wind” 

are existence in the non-existence. This is an implication of the Buddhist principle stated 

in the Heart Sutra, that “Form is exactly Emptiness, Emptiness exactly Form; Form is no 

other than Emptiness, Emptiness no other than Form.”76 Therefore, there is no difference 

between the moon and the wind. They are with form, and at the same time, they are 

emptiness. How does Yongzheng reach such state of mind? He provides the answer in the 

first line: through meditation.  

 The word chenghuai 澄观 comes from 澄怀观道, which means clear the mind 

and one will comprehend the Way. The nature of quietness Yongzheng has allowed him 

to reach the state of emptiness through meditation, and with a clear mind, he is able to see 

the true intention. It is not the first nor the only time that Yongzheng emphasizes his 

preference of quietness. In the poem “Entertaining Myself in the Mountain House” 

mentioned earlier, he clearly stated that “I prefer places that are quiet.” In one other 

poem, Yongzheng wrote: 

A burst of soughing originated from the autumn forest, 

No one would harmony with me to finish this song of sunset. 

Fallen leaves whistling, yet the sound suddenly disappears; 

                                                        
75 YZWJ, 23: 7. 
76 ⾊即是空，空即是⾊；⾊不异空，空不异⾊. The full name of the Heart Sutra ⼼经 is 摩诃般若波罗
蜜多⼼经. 
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Hanging spring splashing, and the noise can just be noticed. 

The melodious sounds are like that of a windward flute, 

The interrupted sounds have nothing to do with the flat stone that used for threshing silk. 

Quietly I sit in solitary, and the sound of nature does not annoy me, 

Suddenly in this quietness, I obtain the emptiness of the heart. 

飒然⼀派起秋林，相和⽆⼈竟⼣吟。 

落叶萧萧声乍隐，悬泉㶁㶁响堪寻。 

悠扬岂似临风笛，断续⾮关捣练砧。 

默坐寂寥听不厌，恍于静⾥得空⼼。77 

First three lines of the poem all depict different sounds of autumn, however, surrounded 

by these sounds Yongzheng was able to sit in silence and reach a state of emptiness. The 

seeming noise of the surrounding environment – the sound of the wind, falling leaves, 

and spring – does not bother him but instead allows Yongzheng to sit still and free the 

mind. And in this state of tranquility, he was able to find the “true intention.” Like he 

wrote in the previous poem, “all the secular sentiments become void.” 

 Meditation as a technique has been practiced in many religious beliefs, including 

Buddhism and Daoism. Yongzheng wrote in one of his leisure poems that “when I am not 

busy I just realize the turbulence of earthly matter; in quietness, I start to understand the 

subtlety of the Way.”78 One must clear all distracting thoughts from the secular world, 

and a mind of calmness is the basic requirement for enlightenment. This appears in many 

of his poems, for example: 

                                                        
77 YZWJ, 24: 2. 
78 闲处⽅知尘事扰，静中始悟道机微. YZWJ, 26: 1. 
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Quietly I observe how relaxed things are, 

and all of a sudden, I acquire extraordinary realization. 

静观物何闲，超然得妙悟。 79 

When your mind is tranquil and let it be, everything will naturally gain its Way; 

When your sentiments are all emptiness, then what affair would bring you sorrow? 

⼼静随缘皆⾃得，情空何事可关愁？80 

Meditating the principle of decaying and growing, 

Holding my breath, I see the innate principle of Nature. 

静观消长理，不息见天⼼。81 

All of these lines express the same principle that the mind of human beings need to be 

settled down so that one would realize the natural flow of the world. Residing at leisure 

and locating in quietness (居闲处静) perfectly summarize the living condition of 

Yongzheng at that time. 

 In addition to these poems, there are also poems that Yongzheng wrote to record 

his experience visiting Buddhist and Daoist temples. “Fourteen Poems Recording Visit to 

Mount Qingliang” is such group poetry. Qingliang Mountain is another appellation for 

Mount Wutai in Shanxi province, which is considered as a religious place.82 In the 

fourteen poems, Yongzheng portrays the beauty of Mount Qingliang, within which he 

also writes about religious impression he received from visiting this place. Following 

                                                        
79 YZWJ, 25: 4. 
80 YZWJ, 24: 2. 
81 YZWJ, 25: 1. 
82 In Gu Qingliang Zhuan 古清凉传 (Tale of the Old Qingliang), monk Huixiang 慧祥 wrote “Scripture of 
Immortals says: Wutai Mountain, this is the name of where immortals live. It is always surrounded by 
purple clouds, and immortals live there.” 仙经云：五台⼭，名为紫府，常有紫⽓，仙⼈居之。 
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lines are selected from this group poetry. 

The boundless learning of Buddha, I enter from the tiniest end; 

At the origin of Eight Auspicious Offerings, there is no need to practice meditation. 

⽆边觉海毫端⼊，⼋⽔源头不⽤参。83 

Three thousands of world can be concluded as Emptiness and Form; 

They are never away from even a gleam of Buddha’s wisdom. 

世界三千空⾊喻，岂离般若⼀毫光。84 

Under such dust-free and enlightened mental state, my thoughts can be settled; 

My mind and spirit are unconstrained, along with the clouds they are free. 

⽆尘觉地猿能定，不系神⼼云共闲。85 

“空⾊” in the second sentence again refers back to the interpretation of Form and 

Emptiness in the Heart Sutra. This line expresses the meaning that all those worldly 

matters are merely existence and non-existence, and what seems to be so important in 

human life is only a tiny bit of Buddha’s wisdom. The character 猿 in the third example 

does not mean ape, but instead it metaphors a mind with turbulence (⼼猿). This poem 

mainly describes the natural beauty of Mount Qingliang, and this line emphasizes that 

this is a place to leave all earthly matter behind and appease the mind. 

Without a decent understanding of religious culture, it would not be easy to write 

such poems. The last volume of Yongdi Ji contains a set of poems inscribed on paintings 

                                                        
83 YZWJ, 25: 5. 觉海 refers to Buddhism. ⼋⽔ means water with eight different merits. 何等名为⼋功德
⽔？⼀者澄净、⼆者清冷、三者⽢美、四者轻软、五者润泽、六者安和、七者饮时除饥渴等⽆量过
患、⼋者饮已定能长养诸根四⼤增益。 See Ding, 2247. 
84 YZWJ, 25: 6. 般若 (bo’re) is a transliteration from Sanskrit Prajna, the ultimate wisdom taught by 
Buddha. 
85 YZWJ, 25: 7. 
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called the Sixteen Poems on the Book of Immortals. These poems depict different 

celestials and places they live, such as “every wine cup is filled with fine liquor; every 

place is covered by flourishing flowers”86 and “unicorn as the ride for immortals, and 

fairy child wears clothes made with feathers.”87 From these poems, we see that 

Yongzheng was deeply influenced by traditional Chinese religious culture. He even titled 

himself as the “Householder of Complete Enlightenment” (圆明居⼠) and “Householder 

of Disillusioned” (破尘居⼠). Stabilized political environment and uncrowded living 

condition guarantee him the external factors for being relaxed. However, his internal 

mentality is what enables him to enjoy the life at leisure. Because he can feel the power 

of nature with a calm heart, Yongzheng was able to see the true intention of himself and 

this world. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                        
86 琼液卮卮满，琪花处处繁. YZWJ, 27: 12. 
87 独⾓仙家骑，双童鸟⽻⾐. YZWJ, 27: 11. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion and Conclusion 

Discussion and Future Studies 

 One possible reason for the few pieces of research on Yongzheng’s literary work 

may be answered through Feng Erkang’s view. In his book Biography of Yongzheng, 

Feng wrote, “Yinzhen was good at acting as a double-dealer to deceive his competitor 

and cheat his father,” “with the help of Yuexin Ji, Yinzhen was able to propagate a 

thought of tranquility and being free from the secular world. He disguises himself as a 

prince of leisureliness and uncompetitive, only to deceive people so he could cover up his 

real ambition in seeking the throne.”88 I do not totally agree with what he said. On the 

one hand, over half of the poems in YDJ are leisure poetry, and how they can reflect 

Yongzheng’s mentality is exactly one of the purposes of this paper. If Yongzheng was 

using them as a means to disguise himself so he could win over the favor of the Kangxi 

emperor, how much effort should he put to pretend himself as another person 

completely? On the other hand, Feng reaches his conclusion on the premise of knowing 

the historical fact that Yinzhen was the succeeding emperor. This is a bottom-up thinking 

process. That is, now that we know Yinzhen eventually became the heir to the throne, 

everything he did as a prince must be purposeful. Although this way of thinking has some 

truth in it, it is somewhat lacking comprehensiveness. Suppose in the end it was not 

Yinzhen who became the emperor, how would historians evaluate his literary work? Will 

he be regarded as “prince with the most poetic mind among Kangxi’s sons”? On this 

matter, I think Wu Wei made a more justified suggestion, that “to win over Kangxi’s trust 

                                                        
88 Feng Erkang 冯尔康, Yongzheng Zhuan 雍正传 (Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe, 2014) 51-53. 胤禛惯⽤两
⾯派的⼿法进⾏活动，愚弄对⼿，欺骗乃⽗。…胤禛借助《悦⼼集》宣传恬淡和出世思想，把⾃⼰
装扮成怡情⾃适、与世⽆争的皇⼦，欺蔽世⼈，掩盖他的谋夺储位的活动。 
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was not [Yinzhen’s] purpose but rather a result [from what he did].”89  

Moreover, pursuing a life at leisure does not conflict with his position as a prince. 

As Yongzheng said, “city and mountains are the residences for gentlemen; mountains and 

city are houses for emperors.” Poems listed in the previous chapters already showed what 

he believed was once the mind reaches the correct place, the Way naturally flows. 

Holding the position of a prince allows him to possess a grateful living environment, and 

Yongzheng never expressed one thought of living as a recluse. His living at leisure is 

different from hermits like Tao Qian. In the preface of YDJ, he wrote this sentence right 

after addressing himself as the most leisure person in the world, that “however, this 

leisureliness I state here is not like those who withdraw from society and live in solitude, 

nor is it expressing aspiration through bamboo” (然所谓闲⼈者，⾮若箕颍遗世，⽵⽊

斯志之类也).90 Yongzheng was clear about not resigning from the world. I would say 

that he actually caught a glimpse of the Buddhist truth. Many people choose to live in 

seclusion because they could not gain a proper position at the court. It seems that they did 

lay down their thoughts for all secular matters, but once there was a chance, they were 

likely to go back to the positions. Yongzheng was a born prince. This provides him with 

an easy start at the physical level so that he has more time to think about things at the 

aesthetic and spiritual level. It is not to say that he does not have the ambition, but that 

was not his only purpose. As Wu Wei said, “[becoming the succeeding emperor] is the 

                                                        
89 Wu, Yanjiu 139. 由此看来，‘虚伪说’显得太⽚⾯，并不符合实际情况；‘韬光养晦说’赢得康熙的信
任不是⽬的⽽是结果。 
90 箕颍 stands for Mount Ji and Ying River. It is said that an ancient Sage Xu You 许由 used to live at the 
foot of Mount Ji on the south of Ying River. Therefore people later uses this word to refer to those who live 
in seclusion. People “expressing aspiration through bamboo” is likely a reference to the Seven Sages of the 
Bamboo Grove (⽵林七贤). 
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result” of all his actions. 

 Due to the limitation of the content, this paper only mentions selected poems 

Yongzheng wrote before enthronement. In fact, after he ascended to the throne, 

Yongzheng retained the pursuit of life at leisure. Although it was hidden deeper inside 

him because of all the duties an emperor had to deal with, we could still see it from some 

other aspects. Chapter five mentions there are paintings of Yongzheng playing the zither 

and dressed like a Daoist priest. This hobby carries on as he became the emperor. There 

are quite a few “costume portraits” of Yongzheng, in which he would dress up as people 

with different identities. In some of the paintings, he even dressed like a western 

monarch. In most of these costume portraits, Yongzheng either appears as a Daoist or a 

Buddhist practitioner, relaxing and entertaining himself in nature. It is possible that 

Yongzheng could be affected by the growing culture of masquerade from Europe,91 yet 

dressing himself up as a religious person reflects his relationship with Chinese religious 

culture. 

 Yongzheng’s aesthetic and poetic pursuit can also be seen through the style and 

verses on porcelain with painted enamels. This type of porcelain, falangcai 珐琅彩 in 

Chinese, was first generated from European countries and introduced into China during 

the late years of the Kangxi emperor. Enamel painted porcelain of Yongzheng period is 

known for being simple but elegant, and connoisseurs praise the style of it as the 

“pinnacle of refinement.”92 The emperor was very concerned about porcelain making and 

said to his court member that “you should first present me with samples and produce 

                                                        
91 Wu Hung, “Emperor’s Masquerade – ‘Costume Portraits’ of Yongzheng and Qianlong,” Orientations 26 
(1995): 31. 
92 Sotheby’s. Yongzheng: the Age of Harmony and Integrity (Hong Kong, 2015) 18. 
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them only when I allow you to.”93 Thus the style of porcelain highly reflected 

Yongzheng’s artistic taste. In addition to patterns, there are verses from poems painted on 

many porcelains as well. The content of what to write is also under the control of the 

emperor, as Yongzheng ordered the cabinet Dai Lin to write for him imitating his 

chirography.94 These poems express similar feelings as Yongzheng’s leisure poetry did. 

For example, “in their [cranes] light sleep they could feel immediately the falling of pine 

needles; when they are at leisure after dancing, they hear the flowing of the mountain 

stream.” If we recall the line from “Living in the Garden,” “after chanting my verselet, 

daytime seems to be long and forever; with idleness, I walk along the willow trees, 

following the white crane,” Yongzheng wrote on similar features. Chen Peijie examines 

images and poems painted on enamel-painted porcelain and concludes that those with 

landscape themes usually symbolize the spirit of seclusion.95 The aesthetic preference of 

Yongzheng is consistent with his literary style. This proves even more that he has not 

changed this pursuit of a relaxing and leisure life after he was enthroned. 

 This paper only focuses on Yongzheng’s leisure poetry written before 

enthronement. It has its limitation in understanding the integrity of Yongzheng. However, 

at least it displays a side of Yongzheng that differs from what we usually think he is. 

Besides, I hope this essay successfully reintroduces Yongzheng as a poet, not as an 

emperor. His appreciation for a writing style of “clear and elegant” has influenced the 

literati at that time as well as later generations. For future studies, it would be interesting 

                                                        
93 尔等先做样呈览，朕看准时再做. See Qinggong Neiwufu Zaobanchu Dang’an Zonghui 清宫内务府造
办处档案总汇 (Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe, 2007).  
94 照朕御笔，着戴临写. See Huoji Dang 活计档. 
95 在雍正题句珐琅彩瓷的⼭⽔题材中，图⽂多象征隐逸精神。…表明了雍正皇帝崇尚恬静⽆为的隐
⼠⽂化. See Chen Peijie 陈沛捷, “Yongzheng Tiju Falangcaici de Tuwen Guanxi Yanjiu 雍正题句珐琅彩
瓷的图⽂关系研究,” diss., Jingdezhen Ceramic Institute, 2012, 52. 
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to examine Yongzheng’s articles and proses and see how similar or different they are in 

writing style and intentions compare to that in his poems. Also, this essay does not reach 

the point of poems Yongzheng wrote after he became the emperor, another topic worth 

researching. I love the topic of cross-disciplinary study of Yongzheng’s literary work and 

artworks of that time, for example, the relationship between enamel-painted porcelain 

and Yongzheng’s writing style and aesthetic appreciation. 

Conclusion 

 Since Bai Juyi developed the category of leisure poetry, there are more and more 

studies in discussing this genre. However, Yongzheng was not on the list of researching. 

Through a close reading to his leisure poetry, there are certain values of Yongzheng’s 

leisure poetry. On the one hand, the poem itself contains specific artistic value. 

Yongzheng’s choice of words presents poetic beauty, and his poems provide resources 

for the study of imperial literature. In addition, Yongzheng’s literary policy of qingzhen 

yazheng deeply influenced the orientation of the literary world of mid-Qing. Through his 

words, we may get a glimpse of what kind of literary works the imperial court was 

seeking at that time. On the other hand, his leisure poetry contains thoughts of leisure 

aesthetics and spiritual pursuit. His poems are full of simple pleasures of life: tea-tasting, 

reading books, plucking a string instrument, etc. Through the joy of daily activities, there 

are also philosophical thinking of life. Leisure poetry generally expresses the desire of 

retiring and seclusion, being a prince also made it special for Yongzheng’s leisure poetry. 

 In general, Yongzheng’s writing style embodied in his leisure poems is concise 

and refined. He makes good use of adjectives, contrasting verbs, and reduplication words. 

He has a deep understanding of Chinese religious culture, which enables him to stay calm 
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and appreciate the beauty of nature. Study the literary attainment of Yongzheng emperor 

does not only provide us with a more comprehensive understanding of him as an 

individual, but it also helps us to learn about the literary atmosphere of early-mid Qing 

dynasty and contributes to the general study of leisure poetry and imperial literature. 
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