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The Ladder of Learning: Neo-Confucianists’ Art of
Reading and the Construction of the Prose Canon in

Fourteenth to Sixteenth Century China

HU Qi

“The Eight Masters of the Tang and Song” constitute the canonical genealogy
of prose writing in late imperial China. Recent studies have identified the origins of
this genealogy and clearly delineated the early stages of its canonization. However,
little work has been done on the formation of this canon. How were the masterpieces
categorized? Why were they put into such an order? Compared with the old canon of
the Wenxuan, which organized literary works according to various genres, this new
canon of guwen prose organized its material by author. What made this transition
possible?

In this paper, I demonstrate that the masters-oriented prose canon was actually
an embodiment of the Neo-Confucian learning process, which insisted upon the
intensive study of a limited set of paragons. A new genre of study guides, referred to
collectively as “the art of reading” books, was created to integrate training in prose
writing and the process of reading classics as a holistic program of education, aimed
at both moral cultivation and success in the civil service examinations. It did not take
long for this program to find popularity among elites in the fourteenth to sixteenth
centuries, thanks to the printing press and the network of local academies. With
interdisciplinary perspectives of philosophical thought, literary criticism and social
history, this study aims to explore the interaction between Neo-Confucian reading
guides and the construction of the prose canon, and to shed new light upon the study of
canonization as well as the history of Chinese literature.

Keywords: guwen Neo-Confucianism the art of reading  canonization
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