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Poeticised Ruler: The Supreme Deity,
Heavenly Grandfather and The Creator
in Su Shi’s Poems: Lauding the
Sublime and Depicting Oddities

Fung, Chi-Wang”

[Abstract]

Su Shi’s works on classics studies and his ritual texts mostly inherit the Confucian
concept that “the supreme heavenly ruler takes everyone as his own offspring”. He
believes “the deities in the odes of Chu does not exist in reality,” but at the same time
says in one of his own poems that “the ruler sends Wuyang for my soul”, suggesting
that his poems are full of imagery. At least 69 of his poems mention the heavenly
grandfather and the creator, exceeding the total number in Tang poems, which is far
more than any other person from the Song before him. Based on this, how should the
poeticised heaven-man relationship in his works be interpreted?

This article is a case study of Su Shi, examining the key words synonymous to the
heavenly ruler in all Tang and Song poems, pointing out that: 1) Song poems have a
greater tendency than Tang poems to depict the relationship between Heaven and an
individual. However, in Song poems, Shangdi (the supreme deity) is never a subject of
criticism or joke, resulting in the use of other euphemistic terms, namely the heavenly
grandfather and creator, by writers desiring to argue with or satirise the heavenly ruler,
and Su Shi was amongst the most frequent practitioners of these terms; 2) the
sophisticated discussions seeking to define ‘the supreme deity’ in Song etiquette and
religion, have nearly no impact on the representation of the ruler in Song poetry; 3) Su
Shi was the greatest in manipulating the ruler’s literary construct from the Tang through

the Song. His works have enriched the imaginative content in Song poems. He says that

* Associate Professor, Department of Literature and Cultural Studies, The Education University of

Hong Kong.
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“the creator feels for poets, but still has to make them go through hardship so as to
refine their language and expression,” and opines that the mentally tiring nature of
poetry writing could explain the misfortune of most poets; 4) the representation of the
ruler in different works of a single Song author is not always the same. There are
sometimes contradictions, indicating that its meaning depends on the subject matter of
the poem, whether or not the term is strictly defined from a philosophical perspective.
Despite the rise of Neo-Confucianism, the humane representation of the ruler in Song
poems continued to diversify, meaning that classics studies and philosophy did not

necessarily affect Song people’s pursuit of the art of poetry.

Keywords: Su Shi, Shangdi, Tiangong, Creator, Lauding the Sublime and Oddities,
Song Poetry
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