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Pondering Images: Rereading Zhang Heng’s
“Sixuan fu”

Min-Min Wu*

Abstract

The earliest work on the theme of spiritual travel is Qu Yuan’s [ [
“Lisao” HfEEF. In this poem, Qu recounts his imaginary journey through
the heavens, which he began because of his confusion about life, and in
which he relates the struggles with expectations, melancholy, and
resentment that he faced during his journey. Qu’s work initiated the
literary tradition of a poet taking an imaginary spiritual journey because
of his anxieties. Zhang Heng’s 5Ef#; “Sixuan fu” FEZ & (Fu on
Pondering the Mysterious), which dates from the Eastern Han dynasty, is
an important work in this tradition. While there are many obvious
similarities between Qu’s “Lisao” and Zhang’s “Sixuan fu,” especially
with respect to structure and phraseology, some scholars have also
pointed out important differences between the two works. This study
reinterprets the “Sixuan fu” from a spatial perspective. First, it discusses
why Zhang was eager to embark on a distant journey even though he
served as shizhong {1, a position close to the center of power. It
moreover analyzes the similarities and differences between his view of
space and those found in the “Lisao” and the “Yuanyou” #Z7#E. It

demonstrates that the travel route delineated in the “Sixuan fu” was a
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ring-shaped cycle, which differed from the column-centered route of the
“Lisao” and the cross-shaped route of the ““Yuanyou.” The ring shape was
a symbol of space and time in the Han }% dynasty, a visual image that
originated in the wall paintings on celestial phenomena situated in
Nanyang Fgf% and the bronze mirrors and Liubo 751 game boards of
the Eastern Han B)% dynasty. The course of the journey described in
the “Sixuan fu,” from the mountains to the sky, symbolizes the six
stacked horizontal lines of the hexagram Dun #%£p. In addition to using
elements from immortality literature to demonstrate his anti-immortality
stance, Zhang also employs the techniques of grand fu [# poetry to
denounce despicable people and express his concern for the state. Finally,
via his pondering over two kinds of images, the ring-shaped universe and
the hexagrams, Zhang finds a way to remain unperturbed and to

determine the proper attitude toward life.
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