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Writing the Historical Memory of a Fallen State:
Narratives of Rise and Fall in Xu Xuan’s
“Inscription on the Tombstone of King Wu
of Longxi” and Comments on Li Yu

Zhang Xincheng

This paper examines tomb inscriptions as a medium to analyze the Zhao
Song dynasty’s official attitude toward defeated monarchs, specifically to
illuminate the conditions and mindsets of Southern Tang officials after their
submission to the Song dynasty. It further observes how the Zhao Song rulers and
ministers recalled and constructed the historical memory of their conquest of
Southern Tang and interpreted the political status of the conquered. The study
delves into the complex and tense political background behind Xu Xuan’s
commission by Emperor Taizong of Song to compose the tomb inscription for Li
Yu of the Southern Tang dynasty. It reveals that Xu Xuan, while adhering to the
Zhao Song dynasty’s official stance of rightful unification, maintained a sense of
loyalty to his former ruler, conferring special literary and historiographical value
to his work. Xu Xuan constructed a narrative that interpreted the fall of the
Southern Tang dynasty as an act of divine will, thus mitigating Li Yu’s
responsibility as the monarch of a fallen state while extolling the Song Dynasty’s
legitimacy as divinely ordained. Xu also whitewashed the Song dynasty’s
aggressive invasion and shifted the blame for the state’s collapse onto Wuyue,
which had disrupted relations between the Zhao Song and the Southern Tang
dynasty. Emphasizing the Southern Tang dynasty’s absorption by the orthodox
Zhao Song dynasty stemmed from Emperor Taizong’s pursuit of the ruling
objective of “great peace” (taiping K ). In his final evaluation of Li Yu’s
character and accomplishments, Xu Xuan highlighted Li Yu’s governance
through benevolence and careful maintenance of vassal relations, thereby
prompting the group of surrendered officials to re-acknowledge the historical fact

of the Southern Tang dyansty’s conquest by the Zhao Song dynasty. Following the



AR TR ERECIE - 247 -

“Yan Xu” JHFF stele’s tradition of factual recording, Xu Xuan objectively
pointed out the flaws in Li Yu’s rule and implied a reflective critique. In the
inscription, Xu Xuan depicts Li Yu’s entombment process in a sorrowful,
elegiac Sao style, which reveals a commanding and free-spirited eloquence. Xu
Xuan’s impact on the Northern Song literary scene was profound; re-evaluating
his ornate prose illuminates that the literary trends in the Northern Song court—
advocating for the ancient way, adherence to rules, and emphasis on vigor and

style—originate from the early Song figure Xu Xuan.

Keywords: Li Yu, Xu Xuan, Southern Tang dynasty, tomb inscription,

ornate prose in the Song dynasty
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