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Yu Xin’ s Memory Palace: Trauma and Violence in

Early Medieval Courtly Poetry

Xiaofei TIAN

Department of East Asian Languages and Civilizations, Harvard University

Abstract; How does a person remember and write a traumatic experience and turn it into a work of litera-

ture? How does traumatic memory shape its representation in literature, and how does its literary representation

re — shape a person’ s memory? The causes of trauma—war, death, violence, or diaspora—have always existed

in societies throughout history; but in the case of a sixth — century Chinese aristocratic poet, Yu Xin, we see a

particular twist that was to produce a far — reaching influence in Chinese literary history. For Yu Xin, since the

existing poetic language was inadequate for expressing his traumatic experience, he attempted to create a new

poetic language by changing the types and conventions of southern court poetry. In this process, he constructed

a textual “memory palace” with the material, resources and technologies of southern courtly poetry and thus re-

invented the so — called Palace Style poetry of the Southern Dynasties.

Key words: Yu Xin; memory; trauma writing; Southern Dynasties court poetry
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