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“The Three Li Brothers of Gaomi”

and the Formation of Gaomi Poetics
Jiang Yin

Abstract: Gaomi was known for its achievement of literature in ancient times, and the height of its literary
reputation is attributable to the influence of the Gaomi School of Poetry. As it is known, in the Qing
dynasty, famous literary families were often leaders in places rich in literary production. In Gaomi, poets
from the Liu, Shan, Li and Wang families formed the core of the Gaomi School of Poetry. Among them, the
most influential ones were the three brothers of the Li family, namely Huaimin, Xiangao and Xiangiao, who

were termed “Gaomi San Li” (The Three Li Brothers of Gaomi).

As a long-standing regional school of poetry from the middle of the Qianlong period to the late Qing, the
emergence and establishment of the Gaomi School of Poetry was closely related to the literary activities of
the “The Three Li Brothers of Gaomi” and the compilation of Revised Charts of Poetic Sects with Rankings
in the Middle and Late Tang Dynasty. Li Xiangiao had an opportunity to associate with Yuan Mei, a well-
established literary figure of the time, when Li served as an official in Guangxi province; this helped the
School extend its influences from Shandong to the Lingnan area, and eventually to the northern provinces.

The achievement of the Gaomi School was also mainly reflected in the poetic discourse of the three brothers.
The Three Li’s in the Qianlong era virtually wrote only poetic criticism and it was rare that by doing so they
had become famous, extended their influences far and established their school. This could be explained
that their failure in imperial examination was instrumental in evoking their passion and faith in another field
of intellectual endeavor: poetics seemed to be their choice amid a situation of no choices. They regarded
studying and writing works on poetry their career and even historic mission, which was worthy of devoting
their life efforts.

From the perspective of regional poetics, the practices of the Three Li's were a kind of anomalies. From the
perspective of the overall poetic trends in the Qianlong period, however, there were indeed certain inherent
reasons for what was happening; and these were the adolescent complex of rebellion and the patricide
complex, as often seen in cultural history. The liberal and inclusive atmosphere enjoyed by the academics
in the Qianlong period nourished the soil for the growth and spreading of this rebellious force. By criticizing
and having dialogues with various schools of poetry, in the previous period or contemporary, the Gaomi
School constructed and developed itself, with its characteristic discourse on poetry.

Keywords: Gaomi San Li (The Three Li Brothers of Gaomi); school of poetry; poetics
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