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Plebeian Culture and Poetry Clubs in the Song Dynasty:
A Case Study

Abstract: Poetry clubs emerged in the Tang dynasty but did not flourish until the Song dynasty. The present
essay is a case study of poetry clubs in the Song from the perspective of plebeian culture, focusing on a record
in Wu Ke’s Canghai’s Remarks on Poetry of a poetry club established by Rong Ni in Jinling, whose members
were primarily plebeians. The term plebeian in the present essay refers to artisans and merchants in urban
cities. With the development of cities in the Song, urban culture flourished more than before. Plebeian culture
was part of urban culture. As a form of organization of plebeians, the various “clubs” were part of plebeian
culture. Plebeian poetry clubs may be considered part of this club culture. Chronologically, this kind of poetry
club constituted a developmental expansion of earlier literati poetry clubs. Contemporaneously, they may be
considered a phenomenon of plebeian culture, as they belonged in the various urban clubs in the Song. Rong
Ni’s poetry club reflected the aspiration to, and imitation of, literati culture by well-to-do merchants at the time.
In terms of its goal, structure (including its membership), location, and operation, it had its own characteristics
that set it apart from traditional literati poetry clubs. The emergence of such a poetry club in the late Northern
Song reveals a kind of cultural upward mobility, which reflected a mutual approximation of elite and popular
cultures, though it did not result in their complete fusion.
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