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The Formation of a Tragic Story: The
Death of Li Yu and Related Legends

Fang, Cheng-hua "

Abstract

This article examines the well-known story of the death of Li Yu, the Last
Lord of Southern Tang, who was poisoned to death with “gianji yao” (Z #% %) by
Emperor Taizong of Song in 978. However, there is a divergence of views
regarding the timing and reasons for Li’s death as recorded in the biographies of Li
Yu written during the Song dynasty. Based on the archives preserved in online
databases, this research discovers that the earliest documentation of Li’s death can
be found in Xu Xuan’s tomb epitaphs, which suggest that Li’s death was caused by
“sickness.” While opinions with regard to the cause of Li’s death remained
unanimous during the Northern Song period, the story that Emperor Taizong
poisoned and murdered Li was first mentioned in Moji (2 i€ ), a miscellany written

and edited by Wang Zhi (E 4%) during the Southern Song period in the early 121

century. Although Wang’s story was scarcely referenced throughout the Southern
Song period, his narrative of Li’s tragic death became popular during the Ming
dynasty. To some extent, the story of Li’s death gradually turned out to be far-
fetched and remained inconsistent with the historical accounts of his death from
the Song dynasty. What is the reason for a less recognized story in the Song dynasty
to be prevalent and influential among the writings of the Ming literati? How should
readers from different spatio-temporal backgrounds assess the credibility of
varying narratives considering the legends of Li’s tragic death? This article, thus,
aims to analyze the pivotal factors that led most contemporary readers to favor
Wang Zhi’s story over the records preserved in the Northern Song.
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