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Reading Biographical Writings from a
Historical Perspective: On the Literary and
Historical Significance of Ouyang Xiu FXB5{%’s
“Biography of Sang Yi”

Chen-hui Lee”

Abstract

As the Qing historian Zhang Xuecheng ZEZZf once remarked:
“The decline of historiography marks the beginning of literary biography.
Since the Tang and Song dynasties, this trend is evident in the funerary
inscriptions E#% of Han Yu §%AY and Liu Zongyuan H5Z7T, as well
as the prefaces and narratives Fgift of Ouyang Xiu EXf5{Z and Zeng

Gong 5"

The process through which the biographies found in historical
works were transformed into a literary genre is vital for understanding the
development of prose in the Tang and Song dynasties. This change also
serves as a pivotal point for examining how the Chinese narrative
tradition was expressed in both literary and historical writings. Through
an analysis of Ouyang Xiu’s “Biography of Sang Yi ( Z[%{# ) ,” this
article proposes several new observations and interpretations regarding

the issue of “paratextuality” between historical and literary works.

The argument advanced in this article consists of three parts. First,
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employing the framework of Western narratology, the article interrogates
the content and narrative modes found in the “Biography of Sang Yi,” as
well as the ways in which Ouyang modeled traditional biographical
writing. Second, this article sheds light on the narratological device
Ouyang Xui employed in “The Biography of Sang Yi,” which
deliberately avoided the traditional practice of portraying the
protagonist’s whole life, by examining Ouyang’s innovations against the
historical context of the Song Dynasty. Finally, building upon the above
analysis, the article demonstrates the paratextual quality of Ouyang Xiu’s
biographical writings. It argues that his “Biography of Sang Yi” can be
viewed as a starting point for contemplating both the paratextual
relationship between official and private biographies as well as the

rhetorical strategies that inform their composition.

Key words: Ouyang Xiu EX[5{Z, biography, guwen 3, narrative,

paratextuality
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