
This character is often associated with beauty or aesthetics. It is com-
posed of two parts. The upper part is the character yang, or sheep, while 
the lower part is da, or big. Sheep was an important form of livestock in 
ancient China. It is said that fat sheep, or big sheep, were considered 
visually lovely and to taste good. Both its appearance and taste could be 
described as mei. Hence, the combination of yang and da became the 
character mei.
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The Six Dynasties era was a flour-
ishing period for literature and the 
arts. Various artistic movements 
stimulated complex ideas of beauty. 
Aesthetics of that period were char-
acterized by three trends, known 
as the act of nobility, Xuanxue and 
cultural fusion. 

Act of nobility 
During the Six Dynasties era, 

great aristocratic families began to 
arise, establishing firm control over 
Chinese society. The dominance 
of aristocratic families deeply in-
fluenced people’s lifestyles. People 
tended to value the life of nobility. 

Aristocratic people developed 
and followed particular rules of 
etiquette. Their customs and be-
haviors were considered the model 
of nobility. Influenced by this aris-
tocratic etiquette, people in the Six 
Dynasties era paid great attention to 
their dress and manners. It is said 
that Cao Zhi (192–232), a prince of 
the state of Cao Wei, had to perform 
a set of activities before meeting 
a scholar named Handan Chun. 
These activities involved taking a 
bath, fu fen (an ancient approach to 
make-up), dancing hu wu (non-Chi-
nese dances originated from Central 
Asia) with hair unbound and nude 
from the waist, and swordplay. After 
these activities, he dressed up and 
came to see Handan Chun. These 
activities had developed from the 
popular lifestyles of contemporary 
literati. In the mid-3rd century, a 
group of eccentric geniuses known 
as the Seven Sages of the Bamboo 
Grove retreated from the hypocrisy 

and danger of the political world 
to a life of drinking wine and writ-
ing verse in the countryside. They 
impressed the world with their care-
free, unconventional manners and 
behavior, such as wearing rough 
clothes with hair disheveled, stum-
bling around naked and indulging in 
ecstatic experiences through alcohol 
and drugs, especially the notorious 
Five Minerals Powder, which creat-
ed psychedelic states and made the 
body feel very hot. These symbolic 
manners and ways of acting have 
worked profound changes upon 
Chinese culture. 

The aristocratic class believed that 
it was their cultural heritage and 
customs that enabled their clans 
to continue to thrive. Therefore, 
they valued education and cultural 
literacy. There were several talents 
that ranked high in cultural literacy: 
being accomplished in the classics; 
having a good command of the 
Daoist canon and qing tan (literally 
known as pure conversation, an 
activity involved witty conversation 
about metaphysics and philosophy 
that took place among political 
and intellectual elites); being good 
at literature, music, calligraphy or 
painting; being acquainted with the 
game of Go and medicine or other 
talents. The massive literary legacy 
that had been handed down since 
the pre-Qin period accounted for a 
major source of knowledge in the 
Six Dynasties era. Being able to un-
derstand and interpret these classics 
was a standard of the literati. Qing 
tan, the most important aesthetic 
movement during the Wei-Jin pe-
riod, was essentially a competition 
of knowledge and intellect. 

A keen intellect and wit was also 
highly praised in contemporary 
society at the time. Being witty and 
quick to understand things was es-
sential to social activities such as in-
tellectual discourse and playing the 
game of Go. Because of the heavy 
emphasis on intellect, people from 
the aristocratic class were often 
engaged in things that didn’t take 
much physical effort, and a martial 
spirit tended to be spurned. As a 
result, an image of frailty associated 
with the intellectual was established 
and has been influential in shaping 
the aesthetics of the Chinese people 
ever since. 

Xuanxue 
Xuanxue, a metaphysical phi-

losophy that grew in the Six Dynas-
ties era, was a dominant trend of 
thought, spreading from its status 
as a philosophy to a value and belief 

that deeply affected people in that 
era. Based on the Daoist canon, 
Xuanxue was concerned with the 
relationship and nature of Being 
and non-Being, and stressed the 
free expression of human nature 
and emotions. Under the influence 
of Xuanxue, people found beauty 
everywhere. They chanted about 
the charm of nature and preferred 
love to traditional etiquette. Litera-
ture and arts were put in a higher 
position and flourished. Aesthetics 
in the Six Dynasties era showed an 
unorthodox attitude towards the 
world. 

This attitude didn’t focus on being 
useful and practical but was more 
concerned with beauty and art. 
People paid more attention to the 
charm of personal traits than gen-
eral material importance. Scholarly 
discourse occurred for the purpose 
of enjoying the views of speakers, lit-
erary talent and the abilities of anal-
ysis and the elegance of interaction. 
When it came to nature, people en-
joyed its enchantment and tried to 
understand nature instead of own-
ing it. Drinking and appreciating 
the arts were also aimed at gaining 
poetic experience and achieving an 
unworldly beauty. Objects or things 
that were characterized by being 
simple, remote, bright, smooth or 
refreshing were highly valued. This 
understanding of beauty laid the 
foundation for the aesthetics of the 
traditional Chinese arts and is still 
influential today. 

Cultural diversity and fusion 
As a result of the disintegration 

of the society and constant migra-
tion, contacts between the Han 
people and various non-Han ethnic 
groups stimulated cultural rivalry 
and fusion. Inevitably, the changes 
and uncertainties of the age were 
reflected in the aesthetics. 

The Han Chinese found them-
selves in cultural conflict and fusion 
with two civilizations—one from the 
Central Plain in the north, and the 
other one from the Jiangnan area 
in the south. The Three Kingdoms 
was the tripartite division of China 
among the states of Wei, Shu and 
Wu. Although the state of Wei 
claimed itself the orthodox regime 
of China, the state of Shu considered 
itself the extension of the Han Dy-
nasty, which was the acknowledged 
orthodox regime of China. Mean-
while, the state of Wu established 
its own sovereignty in the Jiangnan 
area and joined the competition for 
supremacy over China. Most of the 
communication among them was 

through political or martial move-
ments. 

Cultural rivalries emerged when 
the Jin court escaped from the 
nomad invaders and reestablished 
their government in southern 
China. Large numbers of Chinese 
fled south from the Central Plain, 
causing the gradual shift in Chinese 
civilization from its earlier northern 
centre to the less populated south-
ern zone. Noticing huge differences 
in languages, diets, customs, habits 
and arts, the outsiders and the locals 
observed and occasionally mocked 
each other. Soon, however, people 
from the north began to understand 
and accept the local culture. As a re-
sult of the confusion, a new culture 
formed and began to dominate the 
Jiangnan area. 

The period between 420 and 589 
in Chinese history is conventionally 
called the period of the Northern 
and Southern Dynasties, when 
northern China was politically sepa-
rated from the Chinese dynasties 
established in Jiankang (known as 
Nanjing today), leading to a wide di-
versification of political thought and 
philosophy. The Daoism-oriented 
Xuanxue was highly influential 
in the Southern Dynasty and was 
viewed as the orthodox philosophy. 
Still, marked by the adoption of the 
Chinese language, costume and 
political institutions, the rulers in 
the north were ardent supporters of 
Confucianism. Lyrical and romantic 
poetry was popular in the south. In 
the north, where war was always 
near, martial influences appeared in 
poetry and were greatly appreciated. 

At the same time, more com-
plicated cultural communication 
occurred between the Han Chinese 
and nomad invaders. Northern 
China was ruled by a series of dy-
nasties founded by invaders from 
central Asia, including the Xiongnu, 
Jie, Xianbei, Di and Qiang. Most of 
them maintained their own social 
customs and practiced native reli-
gions while adopting the Chinese 
way of life. Tuoba Hong (467–499), 
an emperor of the Xianbei-led 
Northern Wei Dynasty, was said to 
be heavily into studies of Chinese 
culture. The Han Chinese and the 
nomads that settled in northern 
China interacted and learned from 
each other. The comparative study 
of the aesthetics of the two parties is 
also an interesting task. 
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CHINESE WISDOM

Beauty

香草美人	
xiāng cǎo měi rén
Xiangcao refers to sweet grass that 

has a pleasant fragrance and meiren 
refers to beauty. This proverb often 
symbolizes the relationship between 
a monarch and his subjects.

The proverb originates from the 
long melancholic poem named Li 
Sao, or Sorrow after Departure. Its 
author is Qu Yuan (340–278 BCE), 
one of the greatest Chinese poets. In 
this poem, Qu expressed his longing 
for a good king and a good govern-
ment and his sorrow for being plot-
ted against by evil factions at court 
and as a result being rejected by his 
lord. He used sweet grass and beauty 
to symbolize good government and 
people of moral integrity, and the 
filthy and smelly to symbolize the 
crafty and evil, thus making a sharp 
contrast between the good and beau-
tiful and the evil and hideous.   

There are more than 15 types of 
sweet grass mentioned in the Li 
Sao, symbolizing lofty ideals, moral 
purity and goodness. For example, 
“For Selinea and Angelica I care,/ 
And wreaths of Cymbidium flowers 
I oft wear” (trans. Zhuo Zhenying). 
With the imagination of wearing 
scented flowers, Qu indicates that 
he tries to keep his integrity through 
self-cultivation. “A thousand or 
more patches of Orchids I grew,/ 
And planted Melilotus of a hundred 
mu.” Growing Orchids implies Qu’s 
determination and effort to main-
tain the personal trait of nobility. 

Beauty serves as a metaphor 
related to the King of Chu and Qu 
Yuan himself. “ ’Tis true that wither 
may the plants, which today thrive: 
To meet th’ Beauty in her youth ’tis 
wise that I strive . . . At first we both 
committed ourselves to the cause,/ 
Why, then, did you in th’ separa-
tion I fear and resent,/ But that th’ 
Beauty’s changeablility I lament.” 
Qu compared himself to a beauty 
betrayed by her lover, alluding to 
being slandered by enemies and be-
ing rejected by the king he served. 

This character is often associ-
ated with beauty or aesthetics. It 
is composed of two parts. The 
upper part is the character yang, 
or sheep, while the lower part is 
da, or big. Sheep was an impor-
tant form of livestock in ancient 
China. It is said that fat sheep, or 
big sheep, were considered visu-
ally lovely and to taste good. Both 
its appearance and taste could 
be described as mei. Hence, the 
combination of yang and da be-
came the character mei.

Aesthetic trends of Six Dynasties era

A detail of “Seven Sages of the Bamboo Grove” by the Ming artist Chen Hongshou (1599–1652) Photo: FILE 

EDITOR’S NOTE

From 220 onwards, following 
the era of the Han Dynasty, 
China experienced nearly four 
centuries of upheaval and 
dislocation between north and 
south, known as the Six Dynas-
ties era (220–589). It covers 
several overlapping periods in-
cluding all of the following: the 
Three Kingdoms (220–265), 
the Jin Dynasty (265–420), the 
Sixteen Kingdoms (304–439), 
and the Southern and Northern 
Dynasties (420–589). During 
this time, Chinese culture en-
countered various ideas from 
outside China, and its charac-
teristics were influenced by new 
cultural practices.
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