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Poetry Quotation, Commentary, and the Ritual Order:

Staging the Noble Man in Zuozhuan

Martin Kern

Abstract: The present essay is a study in the historiographic rhetoric of
Zuozhuan. At its center is a detailed examination of the junzi yue B F+H
(“the [or a? noble man says”) comments that are unevenly spread across the
255 years of Zuozhuan narrative but that share a number of distinct
characteristics. These comments represent the most prominent metatextual
level of Zuozhuan but are also interwoven—to a statistically meaningful
extent—with several other such levels, in particular references to what is and
is not “in accordance with ritual propriety” (li ve 1841,/ fei li ye JEFEM,) and a
large number of quotations from the Classic of Poetry (Shijing &g £8).
Reviewing the full range of existing studies on the “noble man” comments as
well as on the use of the Classic of Poetry in Zuozhuan, presenting detailed
numerical accounts of the different metalevels and their interrelation, and
providing a series of case studies of specific Zuozhuan anecdotes, the present
essay argues in detail that the “noble man” comments are not exterior to
Zuozhuan but are often closely interwoven with its narrative. The essay
further proposes that on certain occasions, it is not the narrative that prompts
the “noble man” comments but, the other way around, it is the desire to stage
the noble man as the ideal reader of history that engenders the structure of
particular anecdotes. Most importantly, the essay presents Zuozhuan as a text

both didactic and theatrical: a spectacle that in its various metatextual layers—
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above all the “noble man” comments—stages the exemplary figure of the
“noble man” and with that figure the exempiary interpretation of both history
and historiography. In this analysis, Zuozhuan does not offer a transparent,
positivistic account of history. Instead, it presents a semiotic system where
historical meaning appears shrouded or incomprehensible at first but is then
unveiled and laid out in the “noble man’s” perspicacious decipherment. As
such, the “noble man” is theatrically staged as the ideal model that didactically
guides the reading of both the narrative and its metatextual interpretation. In
staging the “noble man” in his virtuoso performance of interpretation,
Zuozhuan ultimately engages its reader to become a “noble man” himself,
fluent in the semiotic idioms of the ritual system, moral excellence, inherited
poetry, and the historiographic representation of the past.

Keywords: noble man (junzi); Zuozhuan; historiography; Classic of

Poetry (Shijing); interpretation
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