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Zeb Raft studied Chinese at Oberlin College and received his
Ph.D. from Harvard University’s Department of East Asian
Languages and Civilizations in 2007. His research focus is Chinese
literature in the period between circa 200 and 800 C.E., with
interests including poetry, historiography, and manuscripts. As
someone who primarily writes in English about Chinese materials,
he also pays special attention to the history of the translation of
Chinese poetry into Western languages. In addition to his book, he
has published two articles about early medieval Chinese
historiography, respectively examining the importance of primary
source documents and the composition of biographies. His
publications on poetry include two articles on the Tang poet Liu
Zhangging and a forthcoming study of a unique fifth-century poetry

commentary. His studies of translation history include an article on
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method in the work of the great translator Arthur Waley, as well as
an ongoing investigation into the revision process of the most
important early-twentieth-century translation of Tang poetry, The
Jade Mountain, by Witter Bynner and Kiang Kang-hu. His work is
tied together by a concept of rhetoric—attention to the templates
that motivate what a text says to an audience and how audiences
respond to texts—and inspired by the idea that new interpretations
and ideas are always available, if we are willing to push forward

into the unknown and unexpected.
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This book is about how history was written and what historical
writing meant in the period we conventionally call “early medieval
China” (roughly, the third to the seventh centuries, or the age
between the great empires of Han and Tang). Historiography was a
crucial cultural force in this period, as a single statistic shows: a
bibliography from around the turn of the Common Era lists just
eleven works under the category “history,” while one compiled not
five hundred years later has more than a thousand.

How, then, can we explain the significance of historiography,
in this period and even in premodern China generally? In the past,
different aspects have been emphasized. For instance, looking at the
dynastic histories, some have regarded them as instruments of the
state, since states sponsored their compilation and authorized their
publication. Conversely, others have noted that the landed gentry
fill the biographies of these histories—and that the gentry wrote
them. So maybe history represents their ideals. There are various
received ways of evaluating Chinese historical writing, and each
has its explanatory value. But this book encourages us to think about
the significance of historiography a little differently.

First, if we just start with the word “historiography,” we can
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see that it has two dimensions — “history” and “writing.” This may
not seem to contain much tension: writing is just the best way for
history to be preserved. But there is a difference between thinking
about “history (as it was written down)” and really starting with the
writing itself and thinking about “how the writing of history played
a role in the formation of history.” In other words, the focus of this
book is historiography, not historiography, using the literary
methodologies of close reading to draw an inductive picture of how
“history” was conceived and constructed in this period. It aims to
convey a sense of the distinctive “texture” of these sources, and
what it feels like to work with them. Its conclusions aim to benefit
both “historians,” who have traditionally held possession of the
materials of “historiography,” and students of literature, who
frequently use historical materials as background in their
discussions of literary works.

To develop a new picture of historiography, this study places
its subject in the framework of “rhetoric.” Rhetoric is the study of
persuasion. Where does persuasion occur within historical texts?
What persuasive potential is contained in the forms of historical

writing themselves? Under the guidance of this rhetorical approach,
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the book is able to offer many new ideas—yet many of its new ideas
remain in communication with old ones, both in our source texts
and in the secondary scholarship. Especially important is the
scholarship of the mid-twentieth century European and American
scholars who saw the study of China, “Sinology,” turn from a
tradition into an academic discipline. For instance, one of their ideas
was that Chinese biography was basically eulogistic in nature,
having evolved out of the funerary memorial. Expanding on this
proposal, my book argues that the “praise and blame” of traditional
historiography tends toward “praise,” and that the emphasis on
praise enables mechanisms of irony that open up the possibilities of
“blame.”

Another old idea, since neglected if not discarded, is the
concept of “role and type.” The educated elite of premodern China,
it was proposed, chose “roles” to play in life, based on their
knowledge of exemplar historical personalities. The twist is that
“role” has a problematic counterpart: the “type.” Historical actors
chose “roles” to perform in real life, but historians chose “types” to
represent them, and if there could exist perfect harmony between

these poles of historical existence and historiographical
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representation, there could also be severe disjunctions. Indeed, this
is the crux of the conundrum faced by readers of traditional Chinese
historiography. “Did the historical person really say or do that?” we
ask. “Or was it just something the historian thought he might have
done, or might not have done at all but serves well to illustrate his
personality, or the part he played in some political drama?”” At the
other extreme, should you find yourself thinking everything in a
biography is the historian’s invention—well, what do you think the
person really did, given that he was playing “roles” based on
“types”? This book explores how “historical actors” navigated this
dualism, playing roles to type, knowing that history would record
them in certain ways of representation. Ultimately, the most
essential argument of the book is that the complex of role and type
was a part of historical action itself. That is, historiography and
history were mutually constitutive, each shaping the formation of
the other.

The first two chapters use the role-type concept to unravel a
fifth-century biography. Chapter four goes on to address another
dimension of this question: self-representation. As the earlier

generation of scholars found, “primary sources” are a key element
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in Chinese historiography. The author positions this against a more
recent emphasis on the power of the “anecdote”—a vivid, brief
story used for purposes of illustration—to stress the importance of
“documents” (poetry and prose composed by historical actors in
historical situations) in this historiography. The author explores this
idea from a distinctively rhetorical perspective, analyzing a court
debate level by level, from the speakers’ arguments to the way they
fit together into the portrait of the protagonist, and on to the way the
historian framed them at the level of historical interpretation. The
book’s fifth chapter takes up this point from a more general
perspective, arguing that “historiography” was not just a matter of
writing history books, but comprised a whole process, from
document to archive.

In sum, this book represents the engagement of rhetoric—the
search for the persuasive possibilities pertaining to any given text
or situation—with the close reading of historical sources. Depicting
an age in which life and history were fused together, it encourages
its readers to embrace a nuanced understanding of historical truth in
pre-modern China, taking the dynamic interplay between lived
experience, written representation, and rhetorical strategies into

account in their studies of medieval Chinese literature and culture.
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