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Shifting Power and Cultural Memory: A New
Inquiry into the Evolution of the Function and
Form of “ Shangshu Style” Official Documents

in the Western Wei and Northern Zhou
Dynasties

Zi-Xuan Zhang*

Abstract

The Shangshu style reform initiated by Yuwen Tai and Su Chao during
the Datong era of the Western Wei was, in substance, targeted at official
documents conveying military and state rhetoric. Previous scholars have
largely evaluated its success or failure from a literary perspective, while
overlooking its significance with respect to the Confucian classics and
historiography. This article conducts a diachronic investigation of
Shangshu style documents from the perspectives of political history, the
Confucian classics, and cultural memory, and gleans several new insights.

First, although the reform of the Shangshu style officially began with
the promulgation of the Da Gao in 545, the use of Shangshu style
documents actually originated in the earlier war between the two Wei
dynasties. Second, the Western Wei dynasty’s Da Gao made use of content
from the Yao Dian, Dayu Mo, and Da Gao, sections of the Shangshu, as
well as the cultural memories behind them. On the occasion of worshiping
the ancestors’ temple, Yuwen and Su tried to create a textual image of
Emperor Wen of the Western Wei as a ruler comparable to Yao, Shun and

the sage kings of Xia, Shang and Zhou, which far surpassed his actual
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political status. The discourse of Yuwen and Su about respecting the
emperor actually used his renown to strengthen the connection between the
Guanlong regime and the orthodoxy of the Northern Wei dnasty, which
helped to demonstrate its claims of dynastic superiority over the Eastern
Wei. Of course, the more the Wei emperor's reputation grew in prominence,
the more effective Yuwen Tai became in using the emperor's majesty to
command others. Third, during the period of dynastic transition between
the Wei and Zhou, the function of the Shangshu style changed from
“respecting Wei” to “replacing Wei” in order to defend Yuwen’s autocratic
power and the legality of Zhou’s displacement of Wei. However, due to the
obvious gap between medieval style dynastic successions and those during
the time of Yao and Shun, the Shangshu style documents could no longer
invoke tangible resources of cultural memory as justificatory support,
which in turn led to changes in their textual form. Fourth, the Shangshu
style was not officially abolished in 559; however, because its primary
political functions had been exhausted and imperial preferences had
shifted, the decline of the Shangshu style and the resurgence of parallel
prose as the dominant form used in official documents became an

unmistakable trend.

Key words: Shangshu style, the Western Wei and Northern Zhou

dynasties, official documents, Da Gao, cultural memory
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