MERCER UNIVERSITY TEAM COURSE PROJECT

CHN 3XX   Field of Selves: Arts, Intellect, and Culture of China

Course Description: An interdisciplinary, theme-based introduction to the humanities as they have evolved and developed throughout China’s 3,000 year history, this course familiarizes students with such foundations of Eastern thought as Confucianism, Daoism, and Buddhism. The class also explores Chinese approaches to the generation and appreciation of visual and literary art and to the ways in which Chinese sensibilities are inflected by Chinese language. Among other subjects covered by the class are aesthetics, holism, the challenges of translation, aestheticism, contextuality vs. rationality,  constituted identity, the relational self, persistence in change, idealizing vs. paranomasic culture, orality, metaphysical cosmology vs. metaphysical cosmogeny, suasion, xin, tian, and ancestor worship. 

Goals: The course should foster in the student understanding, appreciation, and basic conversancy in the foundations of the artistic, intellectual, ethical, and religious cornerstones of the culture of China. By the end of the course, students should be able to discern and define Confucian, Daoist, and Buddhist thought as they manifest and inter-relate in Chinese history and culture. Students should also be able to intelligently discuss Chinese aesthetics, holism, quandaries of translation, relational and constituted identity, lineage, and the other terms, ideas, and processes which are covered in the course. 

Core Texts


Analects of Confucius


Sutra of 42 sections


Vimilakirti or the Lotus Sutra (or part)


Dao de Jing


Zhuang Zi

Additional Readings  and course materials selected by individual instructors:


Selected poems, artworks, artifacts and excerpts 


Examples posted on Blackboard


Note: visual art includes architecture and sites

Shuhai project translation engine


Makes it possible for students to do their own translations
Course content and organization

Possible assignments: 


Take home reading questions, in-class participation and Blackboard 
discussion, short writings, research paper in stages, presentation of research 
results, tests, longer essays . . .Activities and assignments below are 
suggestions but individual faculty select and adjust

First week:

Brief overview of Chinese History with emphasis on cultural matters

Maps of China

Part One: Confucius 


2 weeks reading and discussing texts; at start of some classes listen to music 
on bells, look at some artworks and images directly related to Confucius with 
mini-lectures (on that music and art and/or the reading of the day (contexts, 
concepts, special terms e.g. ren, li, etc).


2 weeks on topic: Person, family, and community


Activities & assignments:  Discussions, in-class writing, debates, reading 
questions, work on finding topic for longer paper, finding sources and 
bibliography, 
introduction to Chinese characters and development of 
writing (or this could be part of first week),

Part Two: Dao 


2 weeks reading Dao de Jing & ChuangZi; some music and artworks directly 
related to Daoism at start of classes . . . 


2 weeks on topic of Nature and Environment


Activities & Assignments:  in class writing, language and problems of 
translations,   practice analyzing art and poetry, 
some comparative 
examples (East/West; visual art/poetry; Confucian interpretations/Dao) 
proposals for research paper, tentative bibliographies, 
outlines maybe, 

Part Three: Buddhism


2 weeks reading on Buddhism and a short Sutra and/or part of Lotus Sutra, 
some music and art directly related . . .


2 weeks on topic of Religion and Spirituality


Activities: First drafts, in class writings, . . ., more as above,  

Part Four:


2 weeks student presentations

Films: (possible selections) to be added to 


Unknown Pleasures


To Live


Living Chinese Philosophy


The Last Train Home


The Road Home


Mulan (2009) 

Music available at Mercer Naxos (selected examples):


Chinese Taoist Music


Chinese Percussion Music


China Very Best of Chinese Music


Classical Chinese Folk Music


Silk String Quartet: Contemporary and Traditional Chinese Music


Jing Ying Soloists: Evening Song – Traditional Chinese Instrumental Music


Traditional Chinese Zheng and Qin Music


Chinese Buddhist Music


Chinese Music from the Han Court on ancient instruments (own)

Recommended Readings and other potential texts (selected by individual instructors):  to be added to over time
See also lists from the Institute website

Lin Yutang  Chinese Theory of Art  1967


An anthology of primary source readings on art 

Chang Chung Yuan  Creativity and Taoism  1970


A study of the relations of Daoist philosophy, literature, and poetry

Sullivan, Michael  The Three Perfections: Chinese painting, poetry, and calligraphy


On the close connection of calligraphy, painting, and poetry

Birch, Cyril. Anthology of Chinese Literature
China: 3,000 Years of Art and Literature

Body and Face in Chinese Visual Culture (artifacts)
Ames, Roger. The third part of Self As Person in Asian Theory and Practice
Grant, Beatta. Writings of the Red Brush

Spence, Jonathan. God’s Chinese Son

Nylan, Wilson. Lives of Confucius

Finqarette, Herbert. Confucius: The Secular As Sacred

Essays by Peter Hershock, Roger Ames, Stanley Murashige, Eric Liu, Maxine Hong Kingston

Dutton, Michael. Streetlife China
Selections from Discourses of Cultural China in the Globalizing Age
Selections: Embodied Modernities: Corporeality, Representation and Chinese Cultures
Mainstream Culture Refocused: Television Drama, Society and the Production of Meaning in Reform-Era China
From the Soil: the Foundations of Chinese Society, Fei Xiatong 

Leidy, Denise Patry  The Art of Buddhism: An Introduction to Its History and 
Meanings 20??

Vimalakirti’s Triumphant Silence: Bridging Indian and East Asian Buddhism? In Asian Texts – Asian Contexts: The Art of Infusing Asian Philosophies and Religions ed by David Jones and Ellen Klein  SunyP 2010

