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The Fabrication of Deng Shiru: From the Friendship
between Deng Shiru and Cao Wenzhi to the Narrative in the
“Biography of Wanbai Shanren”

Chen, Shuo

School of Art and Archaeology
Zhejiang University

Bao Shichen’s “Biography of Wanbai Shanren” can be considered to be the most
influential biography of Deng Shiru. Its descriptions of Deng’s friendship with Cao
Wenzhi provide perspectives for how Deng and his calligraphy would be received and
understood by the generations to come. Based on a profusion of letters between Deng
and his friends as well as Cao’s poems and writings, this article identifies and corrects
the exaggerated and fictitious accounts in the biography. A number of details are also
thoroughly studied in this article, including Deng’s early interactions with Cao, their
journey to Beijing in 1790, Deng’s living conditions in Beijing and his southward
departure back home, Cao’s introduction for Deng to enter Bi Yuan’s governor office
in Wuchang, and Cao’s “testament.” By studying the primary sources, this article
reveals how Bao constructed Deng’s historical image. In addition, by examining Deng’s
interactions with Bao, we can see that Bao appreciated Deng’s artistic achievements and
intentionally exaggerated his life stories by centering the interpretation on Deng and
Cao’s friendship. Bao also included his own expectation and the needs of the new era
in his writing, making the “Biography of Wanbai Shanren” a significantly informative
chapter in Yizhou Shuangji, and accordingly, shaping Deng as a master of the “beixue”
(Stele School) movement.

Keywords: Deng Shiru, Cao Wenzhi, “Biography of Wanbai Shanren,” Bao
Shichen, “beixue” (Stele School)
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