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Introduction

III Ii monumental Poetry of the Pre-Qin, Han, Wei, Jin, and
North rn and Southern Dynasties, Lu Qinli, one of the pre­

1II1n. nt scholars of this period, follows established custom in
II lin ing poems by author in chronological order. The earliest
I prance of the mature five syllable line, the form that was to

to :lin te the rest of Lu's compendium, was a poem on a fan,
tI rlbuted to Lady Ban, who lived in the reign of Emperor
h n. of the Han (r. 32-7 B.C.). After giving the text ofthe poem
th xtensive notes on its sources and variants, Lu Qinli con-

I 1<1 : "This poem was probably written by a professional
III I ian of the Wei Dynasty (A.D. 220-65)."

'I'h r is nothing surprising here for those long accustomed
, w rking with Chinese sources, so much so that the scholar
lIt wonder why we mention it at all. Indeed, all anthologies
I I ( th poem under Lady Ban's name in the last part of the
W t rn Han, though very few modern scholars and antholo-

I tually believe that the poem was written by Lady Ban or
I t I ,in that period. The chronological placement of the poem
II ) th tt ch d notes-which discredit the attribution and
Iv th p m a much later date-do, however, beg a very sim-

I I \1 ti n on which some important issues hang. If the au­
Ih. 0' th bo k nd the probable consensus of scholars of
I II It f thi P riod gree that the poem was composed about
two on 'I ha.lf nturi after Lady Ban, why is the poem placed
II I I I th f, t mp ror Cheng in the Western Han, rather
'hlill p m f unknown authorship from the Wei,
III' 11 It",
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The answer to this question comes in several layers. The easy,
pragmatic answer is not to be lightly dismissed: this is where a
reader of Lu Qinli's compendium or of any anthology of early
poetry would look for the poem. We may now disbelieve, for
good reason, that the poem was written by Lady Ban, but the
poem has been associated with her name for the past fifteen
hundred years. Even a reader who did not believe in her au­
thorship of the poem would still expect to fmd her name in the
usual chronological position in the table of contents of the com­
pilation and to find the poem under her name. A more inter­
esting reason is the inability to securely place the poem if we
were to detach it from Lady Ban's name. It could be placed
among the anonymous poems of the Wei Dynasty, but even Lu
Qinli would probably admit that it could perhaps come from the
Jian'an Reign of the Han (196-220) or from the Western Jin in
the last part of the third century. That is, if one acted on the
conviction that this famous poem was written later than Lady
Ban, it would have no secure place in a compilation that is
chronologically organized.

These two points may be generalized: what we will call early
Chinese "classical poetry" has over the centuries become em­
bedded in a chronological account, an account with great
cultural historical resonance. Modern scholarship has seri­
ously questioned some of the components of that account, such
as Lady Ban's poem. No one, however, knows quite what to do
with a poem that has been detached from the account; it no
longer has a "place"; it is no longer fully meaningful because it
cannot fit into the historical network that confers meaning. The
poem therefore is wisely kept close to Lady Ban's name, even
though we know that it doesn't truly belong there. A famous
poem that had had a home for at least a millennium and a half
would otherwise become a vagrant.

Lu Qinli's compilation by and large follows tradition in at­
taching early classical poems to authors and arranging those
authors in chronological sequence. At the same time, the high
quality of his scholarship on the sources, alternative attribu­
tions, and textual variants often destabilizes the very history
implied in the organization. This is particularly tru of po try
before the second half of the third n t 1ry.
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III the present study I will adopt a dual approach, two lines of
nquiry that can never be perfectly disentangled. First, I will

Ic>ok at the surviving material from this early period syn­
II onically, as if it were not historically arranged, with some
po ms attached to authors and some not. Second, I will con-
lu r how the current account of the origins of classical poetry

Wil constructed out of this material in the late fifth and early
h centuries (which I will call the "Qi and Liang," the two

Iyn sties in the South during which the greater part of extant
III rary scholarship on early poetry took place). The advantage
I ,f' t first approach is that by setting aside a putative history of
Ire rences of genre and author, we can see that in many ways
til was "one poetry," created from a shared poetic repertoire

J d hared compositional procedures. The second line of in­
III is also necessary because the textual medium through
whl 'h we have received this material has been selected and

11m times radically reshaped to produce our standard account
r 111 origins of classical poetry.

(.) xamine the formation of the standard account of the
i of classical poetry is not to disbelieve the possibility that

II might be historically true. What we offer is a critique of the
IImptions and the evidence used to prove that it is histori­

II true. What we must conclude is that we do not know when
II J' number of poems were composed and, perhaps more

11111 ( t nt, how they changed over the centuries before entering
til t xtual record that we now have. It is possible, as is com­
IIleml b lieved, that the anonymous "Han" yuefu predate or are
1I111~ poraneous with the anonymous "old poems," which in

hUll r date the Jian'an Reign. It is, however, no less possible
III t ( r urrent "old poems" postdate the Jian'an and that our

IJf J nt v r ions of anonymous yuefu postdate the "old poems."
I'll ar po m by known authors in this corpus that we can
t I r 1. hly or pr cisely, but we will discuss the fallacies by
II ( II tbos d t bl t xts are deployed to historically position

III I 11 h Jor r b dy of texts whose dating is uncertain.
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•
This study has two historical centers. The first is, of course, the
period of the poetry under discussion, stretching from uncer­
tain beginnings (no earlier than the end ofthe first century B.C.)
to the last part of the third century. The second historical
center is the literary world of Jiankang, the capital of the
Southern Dynasties, from the late fifth to the middle of the
sixth century, the "Qi and Liang." The scholars of this latter
period edited, anthologized, and offered critical judgments on
the poetry of the first period. They were the primary mediators
through whom later ages received this poetry, and it is no ex­
aggeration to say that the beginning of Chinese classical poetry
is as much their creation as it is the creation of poets working
two and a half to three centuries earlier. In some cases it is
clear that literary men of the Qi and Liang attributed, know­
ingly or not, more recent poems to the early period- in order to
flesh out the corpus of early poetry.

To understand both our early "historical centers" and how
this poetry reached the Qi and Liang, it is essential to keep in
mind that we are talking not so much about poems and poets
as about manuscripts. It is easy to overlook this because those
manuscripts no longer exist. The modern notion of the "text" as
a disembodied thing that transcends any particular paper
version is very much the consequence of print culture and
mass reproduction. These texts, however, existed in physical
manuscripts, some no doubt in unique copies at some stage of
their transmission. Judging from our knowledge of Tang prac­
tice, poems were often written down from memory, where the
production of variants and variation was the norm. Manu­
scripts were copied and recopied with different degrees of care,
also introducing variants. The "text" was highly flammable. We
know that central libraries were plundered and burned. We
know that the status of poetry in the five syllable line attained
unprecedented heights in the Qi and Liang, and the scholars of
the period showed an interest in the beginnings of classical
poetry, an interest for which we have little earlier evidence. We
can assume with some confidence that the court literary circles
of the Qi and Liang produced beautiful and careful manu­
scripts of early poetry. We have, however, far less confidence in
the quality of the manuscripts they w r opying, and w hay

I
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good evidence that they "fixed" texts according to their own
standards of taste.

The only extensive Chinese manuscript library that survives
is that of Dunhuang, many centuries later. It is such a peculiar
case-a provincial Buddhist library on the margins of Chinese
civilization-that it cannot serve as a perfect model, but it is the
only model we have. What we find there is what might be ex­
pected: there is great variety in the quality of manuscripts,
ranging from those prepared with meticulous care to barely
literate manuscripts riddled with mistakes. To a large degree
the level of care taken is proportional to the "importance" ac­
corded the work being copied. It is an unfortunate fact of cul­
tural history that what was unimportant in one age may be­
come very important in another. Historians of song lyrics (ci "t~)

surely would wish that those copyists had taken the same care
in copying early songs that others took in preparing a fine copy
of the eighth-century poet Gao Shi's works.

If we carry this lesson back to the earlier period under dis­
cussion, we know that Qi and Liang scholars did feel that early
poetry was important. The manuscripts with which they
worked, however, had to pass through generations of copying,
and, as we said, we are ignorant of the scholarly care with
which those earlier manuscripts were prepared. The Liang
monk Sengyou at one point gives us eloquent testimony to the
terrible textual state of the Buddhist manuscripts he was
working on.

We do have some evidence-though, like much of the mate­
rial from this period, it is open to varying interpretations. A
roup of the early anonymous song lyrics and lyrics by Cao

princes appears in the "Treatise on Music" ("Yuezhi" ~;t) of the
ong shu *-~, compiled by Shen Yue ~:tt:!J (441-513). While the
reater part ofthe Song shu was completed in 488, the "Treatise
n Music" was not finished until the early sixth century, per-

h ps at the beginning of the Liang. l This work grows out of a
tr dition of commenting on music (and perhaps preserving
lyri ) for court performance, and it is valuable precisely be-

u it motive is conservation rather than pleasing readers
lot r t d in po try. Anyone who has worked with this material

I, In h I In t r d u lion t a s holarly edition of the "Yuezhi," Su Jinren
"HW' t lhut lilt' 1If11 rorm W08 not omp) ted until the Liang.
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(without the various later emendations) knows that it is filled
with errors, transpositions, loan characters, and missing
words, along with passages and sometimes whole poems that
are utterly incomprehensible. One way to account for this is
oral transmission by performers, but Shen Yue's version either
is a manuscript transcription or faithfully copies manuscript
transcriptions. (Indeed, the only way to account for one of the
most learned men of his age writing down texts in this way is a
commitment to the exact reproduction of his sources.) Some
other early poetry probably also circulated orally before it was
transcribed; we can never perfectly distinguish the changes' to a
text that occur in oral transmission, in transcription of oral
texts, and in manuscript transmission. Shen Yue's very fidelity
to transcribing texts as he had them (including one poem so
unreadable that modern scholars do not even venture punc­
tuation) gives us an image of one stage and level of received
manuscripts in the late fifth century. The fact that these must
have been court manuscripts with a long history of scholarship
behind them does not inspire confidence in the quality of
manuscripts for less "significant" texts.

The Yutai xinyong L**f~, compiled toward the middle of
the sixth century, was intended for readers of poetry who al­
ready had an interest in early poetry. A number of poems from
the "Treatise on Music" reappear there, albeit often in a very
different guise: incongruous passages are dropped; rhyming
lines that do not rhyme are made to rhyme; incomprehensible
passages are made comprehensible. In Yutai xinyong early
poetry is stylistically distinct from more recent poetry, but it is
poetically comprehensible by early sixth-century and later
standards. Some Chinese scholars have argued that the Yutai
xinyong versions are the original poems and that the versions
in the "Treatise on Music" were modified by singers (though
why singers would drop rhymes is incomprehensible). The al­
ternative, championed by Jean-Pierre Dieny, seems more
plausible: in these cases Xu Ling {tilt, the editor of Yutai xin­
yong, took texts from the "Treatise on Music" and edited them
for contemporary poetic taste. Ifwe believe that Xu Ling did this
with the handful of texts with alternative versions in the
"Treatise on Music," what are we to think of the large number of
other early texts for which Yutai xinyong is the only primary
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source? As we will see, we have some other traces of sixth­
century editorial practices, traces that remind us that the
production of anthologies and manuscript texts was an active
procedure rather than a passive copying of received manu­
scripts.

We know Xu Ling's name, and we can guess his role in
shaping many of the texts that have come to represent early
classical poetry. In that era, however, there are also many for­
gotten names of editors and scribes-all doing little things to
texts. We know that scholars then believed in fixing errors in
manuscripts, but a sixth-century scholar's "error" might be
precious evidence to the scholar of the twenty-first century. We
can imagine how they tinkered as they copied, changing this,
reshaping that, writing down a plausible author. And if this is
so, the texts we have do not come from some early moment of
"authorship" but from a complex history of changes. Thus, the
story of the beginning of Chinese classical poetry is not just a
story of the "Han and Wei" but a story of how the Qi and Liang,
the late fifth and early sixth centuries, shaped the evidence for
a story of "Han and Wei."

As I said above, this study has "two historical centers," but
we can never entirely disentangle the first center---elassical
poetry up to the last part of the third century-from the second
center-the Qi and Liang. The two centuries in between our two
historical centers also obviously played a very large role, both
in transforming received materials and "supplementing" them.

•
The basis of our inquiry begins with the material sources and
their nature rather than the usual questions of "genre," "au­
thor," or "poem." There are many relatively stable texts: stable
in the degree of variation, in the ascription of authorship, and
in the title that eventually determined a genre or subgenre.
There are, however, just as many or more texts that are fluid in
all these essential qualities. Although there was certainly a very
loose sense of poetic genre in the third century, the genre
system that we now know was a product of the Qi and Liang
and remained relatively fluid even through the Tang. Ifwe think
of "author hip" as a property of a text, like a title, then we can

that in m y it was something added by inference,
ju t .8 titl s f n w r . We can also see the point at which
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poems become clear within sets of other poems of the same
kind. At the end of this chapter, we show how material from
outside "classical poetry" is integrated into it.

In the third and fourth chapters we take up two related
themes: immortals and the feast. The procedures for attaining
immortality had fIxed sequences, and we show how those se­
quences became mapped onto the sequences of topics within a
theme. Here we also will begin to probe the margins of this
poetry, how it went beyond convention in some pieces by Cao
Cao and Cao Zhi. The themes of the feast and immortality were
very close, along with meditation on mortality; in the following
chapter we will see the thematic crossovers. Finally, we look at
a high register composition by Wang Can and see how a shared
poetic language of low register poetry was the model for the
creation of high register poetry.

Questions of authorship and persona are the concern of the
fIfth chapter. We begin with some texts of questionable attri­
bution as a way of thinking of authorship less as a verifIable
historical truth than as a property of a text, part of the way in
which it comes to be read, even to the extent that it becomes
part of the work's textual evolution. We close with a short re­
ception history of what is now one of Cao Zhi's best-known
yuefu, tracing it from its first appearance in Yuefu shiji around
the turn of the twelfth century through a series of critics who
gave it a secure place in the "Cao Zhi story."

Finally, we come to the "imitations" of the "Nineteen Old
Poems," primarily those ofLu Ji at the end of the third century.
After discussing the specific meaning of ni _, "imitation," we
use those texts to reflect on the "old poems" as Lu Ji knew them,
over two centuries before the texts that we have, dating from
the first part of the sixth century.

•
To write on this period is to engage a mass of scholarship that is
formidable-in Chinese, in Japanese, and in European lan­
guages. I recall a legendary Harvard Chinese dictionary project
of many decades past; in its desire to be truly comprehensive, it
never got past the first word: yi -, "one." The present work
could have been much longer, but I yielded to more moderate
ambitions. This work intersects with the work of a number of
scholars, including that of my teach r H n 'r nk I, who has
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been a seminal figure in the study of early poetry. This present
work grows out of his teaching, slowly germinating over the
course of three decades. It was he who taught me to begin to
think of poetry as a shared practice rather than as a collection
of "creations" by individual poets. To anyone reading these
pages the debt is clear. I think the changes that have occurred
over those decades are no less clear. These changes in large
measure follow from scholarship on manuscript traditions
during the past decades, breaking down the boundary between
written and oral and between "folk" and literati. We do indeed
have clear traces of "orality" in the most basic sense-a con­
sonantal final influencing the following initial-but this could
as easily be the trace of Chinese editing practice (one scholar
reading and the other, sitting facing him, writing) as of the
transcription of singers' practice.

Suzuki Shuji's Kan Gi shi no kenkyu (A study of Han and Wei
poetry) is another work to which lowe a great debt. Rereading it
after three decades reminds one that scholarship of a certain
depth does have permanence. Quite apart from his immense
erudition, he long ago opened my eyes to the conventionality of
the material, how passages move back and forth, and how
versions change in different sources. Coming back to this book
after trying to work things out on my own, I see how clearly I am
following directions he set. My third great debt is to the work of
Jean-Pierre Dieny. Many of the wheels I thought I invented
were first invented by him; his willingness to set aside old as-
umptions and think about the material afresh, combined with
rudition and meticulous scholarship, should be a primary

ide for any student in this field. Finally, every scholar of the
poetry of this period owes a debt of dependency to Lu Qinli
(1911-73), both for his vast efforts in compiling the sources and
for the critical intelligence that informed his learning. Many of
u first studied this period using Ding Fubao's compendium
(b sed on Feng Weine's Gushiji of the mid-sixteenth century)

d looking at indices or encyclopedias and the Li Shan
mm ntary to fInd sources and variants. When Lu Qinli's

w rk, with its m ticulous notation of sources and variants,
pp r d in 1 , it truly changed the field.

Th r m n t m d in this book have some resonance with
ml ~ I'm alai lh ry. In Th II and the Drum: Shih Ching as
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Formulaic Poetry in the Oral Tradition, Wang Ching-hsien ap­
plied Parry and Lord's oral formulaic theory to the Shijing. Hans
Frankel was primarily responsible for proposing an oral for­
mulaic base for anonymous yuefu. Gary Shelton Williams's
1973 dissertation, "A Study of the Oral Nature of the Han
Yueh-fu," offers a more fully developed discussion of yuefu
based on oral formulaic theory, but he takes the received texts
as stable transcriptions of Han materials, as do some theo­
retically sophisticated discussions, such as those in Christo­
pher Connery's Empire of the Text: Writing and Authority in
Early Imperial China. Much thoughtful work was done along
oral formulaic lines, but from a contemporary perspective it is
often based on assumptions that no longer seem tenable.

Since even in their putative Han origins yuefu appeared in
the context of a moderately literate culture, the anonymous
yuefu are either attributed to the "folk" or, in Frankel's far more
plausible suggestion, professional singers. The need for the
"folk" or professional singers was one legacy of Parry's and
Lord's versions of oral formulaic theory, presuming an absolute
barrier between the literati and the preliterate or illiterate
singer. Walter J. Ong's 1982 study Orality and Literacy helped
to bridge this division by means of a notion of "secondary
orality," reflecting on how the processes of orality continued to
function in a literate world. Although he tries to address the
very long periods of transition between preliteracy and modern
literacy, modern literacy remains the standard by which he
conceives of literacy.2 In two important recent articles, "Were
Yileh-fu Ever Folk Songs? Reconsidering the Relevance of Oral
Theory and Balladry Analogies" and "Reconsidering the Role of
Folk Songs in Pre-T'ang Yileh-fu Development," Charles Egan
surveys the scholarship, reexamines the evidence, and comes

2. In some other venue there would be much to address in detail in these
questions, such as the narrative of progress or fall from grace implied in terms
like "preliterate" and "secondary orality," and their relation to a lapsarian myth
of writing, begun by Plato and retold in different guises across millennia in the
European tradition. One of Ong's chapters echoes the weight of this myth very
well: "Writing restructures consciousness." It would be best to reconsider the
matter with a fuller range of particular cases. What is true of Homer or an il­
literate Serbian singer of tales may not be true of an equally illiter te but hi hly
professional medievaJ Welsh bard, composing an awdl und r s v r formal
r stri tions for 0 ourt pr 8 ·ntation.
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to a number of conclusions that overlap with those of the pres­
ent study. Egan, as I do, questions the Han dating of the
anonymous yuefu and their association with the "folk." In the
first of these articles, Egan provides a survey of earlier and
more recent scholarship on oral formulaic theory and its ap­
plication to the case of yuefu. In the second of these studies,
Egan links the Shen Vue material specifically with performance
traditions and the state support for reviving orthodox music.

Understanding the complex interplay between literacy and
orality (and adding generations of scribes between some
hypothetical moment of origin and the texts we have), oral
formulaic theory now becomes important primarily as the an­
cestor of diverse lines of inquiry regarding the production and
circulation of texts in manuscript culture. In the present study,
I would like to set aside oral formulaic theory, along with its
baggage focusing on the question of literacy. Working under the

ssumption that writing has important consequences but does
not "restructure consciousness," I will try to account for the
historical nature of variation and reproduction in written texts,
which are all we have. At different moments and in different
ultural venues, we can see free variation, transformation ac­
ording to different needs, forces for conservation, and the

modification of texts for changed literary values.
•

i cussing this poetry inevitably involves covering ground that
h been covered before. However, I think the differences
hould also be clear. By thinking of manuscripts and manu-
ript traditions, we escape from some of the artificial bounda­

rl s of genre as later conceived and from assumptions of his­
to i al priority that change the way we understand differences
b ween texts as part of a narrative of change. We can think of
th ncyclopedia sources not as excerpts but as versions, ac-

ting that in manuscript culture texts usually changed
W in and size whenever they were written down. One of the
111 t t lling moments in Suzuki's Kan Gi shi no kenkyu, to
will. h J will return, are the nine occasions of citing the final
line fLl Yannian's song for Lady Li, none of which are identi-

[\1. i. ion ,bout "correct versions" are largely functions of
"lin flit-nrys hoI r hip ndprintcultureandofcompen-
I " (I 1< . YII . U hiJi) tJ t pl- din r nt v rsions side by side.
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One theoretically informed recent work also deserves men­
tion. Joseph Allen's In the Voice of Others generously includes
the "Nineteen Old Poems" within the scope of yuefu, but his is a
study of genre and how a genre and its subfamilies are con­
structed by later works that align themselves in relation to
earlier works. I do not dispute his general insights. However, I
am concerned with early poetry and how it is organized into a
history of poetry in the Qi and Liang. Although Allen agrees that
the genre of yuefu underwent a slow process of formation, he
looks at it from the later period when the genre was well formed
enough to be called such. Although he raises the question re­
garding the assumption that early anonymous works in the
yuefu tradition are "Han," he adopts a later perspective that
grants those poems priority. Most of all, Allen accepts the texts
and attributions as they are preserved in the dominant sources
and does not address the fluidity of the material, which is a
central concern here.

Coming to Terms with Early Poetry

Many of the discussions in this study involve recurring pat­
terns in groups of texts. I sometimes call these patterns "com­
positional technique"-not because we have any historical
knowledge of how poems were actually composed but because,
in their relative predictability, these patterns seem to guide the
composition, offering templates for how to phrase lines and
anticipating "what to say next." This is a useful way to think of
this poetry because it involves a repertoire of knowledge that is
not restricted to writers of poetry alone; those who heard and
passed on the poetry had the same competence. Perhaps some
of the extant texts of Jian'an and early Wei poems are indeed
exactly as a poet wrote them down, but we are considering
poetry that has come to us through layers of reproduction-by
those who repeated poems, by those who wrote the poems
down, and by those who copied manuscripts. We have con­
siderable evidence that the texts of poems changed. in this
process-in some cases significantly. But insofar as the early
participants in this process shared a competence-what I am
calling "compositional technique"-such textual change still
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was part of an ongoing practice. When we arrive at the sixth
century we can see other kinds of changes introduced into
textual reproduction, changes that reveal a very different sense
of how poetry works; not surprisingly, the poetics of reproduc­
tion here is consistent with the way poems were written in the
sixth century.

We may eventually want to return to consider "poets" and
"poems" as fixed texts, but it is useful to begin by thinking of
"poetic material," with particular texts not as independent
"creations" but as realizations of one piece of a shared reper­
toire. Any particular realization is not stable over time. The text
itself changes; its title or category often changes; sometimes its
meter changes; sometimes it loses or gains or changes an au­
thor. Sometimes by the good fortune of reputation-but far
more often by chance-a manuscript with one particular ver­
sion of a text survived. People interested in literature read those
manuscripts from the fifth century on to the end of manuscript
ulture in the early Northern Song. It is through these media­

tors that we possess the poetry we do have. When they read,
they were looking for something-and they were overlooking

xts that did not suit their purposes. In compiling the Wen
xuan, Xiao Tong was looking for texts that were "important"­
his sense of literary importance-guided by a new critical in­
t rest in literary history in his day. Xu Ling, while compiling the
Yutai xinyong, was looking for texts that were enjoyable to a

ntemporary audience. The Sui and Tang encyclopedists were
king for texts with material that addressed a predetermined

t of headings. Guo Maoqian was saving everything he could
from the remnants of collections of musical poetry, yuefu-but,
W rking in the late Northern Song, he had only chance survivals
fr m what had once been an extensive corpus of texts. Both our
'urr nt canon of early classical poetry and pieces we neglect are
111 r mnants, surviving into the mass reproduction of print
ul llr through accident and the motives oflater ages.

Th' t rm "intertextuality" is probably inappropriate for early
'I i aJ po try. Intertextuality presumes a relationship be-
tw "t xts." W an safely assume that many more poems
W • 0 d in th early period than have been preserved.
I I t.~ r () v ry £'w x h nge po ms and poems presented in



16 • Introduction

the presence of Cao Cao or Cao Pi, we have absolutely no idea
who, in this period, heard or read which other poem. If a sur­
viving poem was indeed responding to some particular other
contemporary poem, we probably don't have that poem. The
kind of intertextuality that is so important in later Chinese
poetry is usually inaccessible here-and perhaps even irrele­
vant. A poet did not need to think of any particular prior case
because he had read or heard many poems "of the same kind"
and knew many lines that followed a certain pattern. As in
language acquisition itself, the multiplication of particular ut­
terances leads to language as a virtual set of possibilities, rules,
and habits. What we are describing here is neither "oral for­
mulaic" theory nor the poetics of stable textuality. We might
describe this as something in between the two, but it has
elements distinct from both.

I need words to describe this practice. No terminology can be
used with perfect consistency, and no terminology is precise.
Terminology is a way of enforcing a set of conceptual relations
that become persuasive by becoming habitual. Some prefer the
promise of radical difference in neologisms; some like the
resonance of borrowing old words with histories and semantic
depth. I tend toward the latter practice, though I need to be
explicit about how I am twisting old words. I will return to refine
some of these terms in the main body of the study as they are
used in particular cases.

The easiest and perhaps best way to think of this practice is
"composition by theme." We can easily list a limited set of
themes that account for most of the poems in the five syllable
line (probably) composed before the last decades of the third
century-as well as a significant body of poems in irregular
lines and a smaller corpus of poems in four syllable lines. In
thinking of themes, the figure of the roadmap is useful. Some
themes seem to lead easily into other themes; sometimes at a
particular point one could go in various directions-these are
contiguous thematic "territories." Some themes never cross. As
we will see later in this study, meditation on human mortality
can lead to the quest for immortality, to the feast, or to en­
couragement to "work hard." These can crisscross in inter­
esting ways. "Sleepless on an autumn night," how v r, i a very
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common theme, but it leads to none of the sets of themes just
mentioned. It does, however, easily connect with the theme of
separation, which in tum has a route connecting it to the feast
poem. Just as maps are possible itineraries, a sequence of
themes is a potential narrative.

I use the term "theme" in a large and general sense, as it is
ommonly used. To name some of the usual themes in this

poetry is at the same time to remind us how limited the range of
themes actually is. The thematic range of later classical poetry
is vastly broader. Early classical poetry has a limited scope, but
its limitation is part of its appeal.

The second term I use is "topic." Let me first explain the
history behind this choice. The English topic is a derivative of
the Greek topos, "place." The Greek term was brought back into
ritical usage because of the unfortunate fate of its expanded

tin translation, locus communis, which in English literally
b came a "commonplace." In rhetoric it simply means some­
thing often repeated, but it acquired in English pejorative as-

ciations. I prefer a twisted sense of the English "topic" to the
r vived Greek topos as a technical term because I want us to
think of the phenomenon somewhat differently. A topos is a
ufigure of thought"; it is one particular kind of utterance one
r ognizes within a larger discourse. That is, we think of it as

n possibility within discourse rather than the fundamental
onstituent of discourse. (If I am talking about something else
l.d add "Ah, but life is short," that is a topos.) "Topics," as I am

ing the term, are pervasive; they are the constituent com­
n nts of themes in early poetry. Another way of putting this
th t a "theme" is essentially a series of habitually associated
pi . In their thematic unfolding, topics have a sequence that

I m r or less variable, but the process involves expectations
t1 t rtain things will be mentioned in a roughly predictable
( I'd r. Topics sometimes also have "templates," line patterns
with rtain words in fixed positions expressing roughly the
nln mantic content.

Thi brings us to variation, which is one of the most difficult
. T n who is used to this poetry, the significance of

n t difficult at all; one recognizes immediately dif­
of v -dation. The difficulty is to describe those
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differences on a general level. Lines are always varied: they are
varied by poets, by hypothetical transmitters who repeat the
line, and by scribes.

Given five syllables with a caesura after the second syllable
and a limited number of grammatical functions in a positional
language, it is not surprising that early poetry in the five syl­
lable line had a limited number of grammatical patterns. Some
lines became what 1 will call "template" lines: this is a gram­
matical pattern, often with one or two words in the same posi­
tion, with the other positions in the line variable by synonyms
or by conceptual class (for example, "I hitch up my robes," "I
put on clothes," "I wear my shoes," "I tie up my belt"). Some
template lines are strongly linked to topics within a particular
theme, while some serve functional positions in the taxis of a
poem. An example of the latter is opening a poem with the
following pattern: "At place X there is, you If (or 'there is much,'
duo %), Y," in the form XX you IT.

Although it is not at all uncommon to find the same lines and
phrases in a wide variety of poems, these patterns were "tem­
plates" for variation of the sort described. As poetry moved up
the social hierarchy-not necessarily by the social position of
the poet but often by the formality of the circumstance-lexical
register became an important part of variation. A range of
words were marked as "elevated." We will thus speak of "low
register" poetry and "high register" poetry, referring to the way
education, social status, and the public gravity of the moment
can be encoded in lexical choices and, increasingly, in gram­
matical patterns.

•
One other kind of recurring sequence is important; it is related
to habitual sequences of topics but can exist independently.
These are sets of words appearing in roughly the same se­
quence in different lines. That is, in a standard sequence
of topics "A then B," we often find word X in topic A, and word Y
in topic B. Even if the poem varies the topic or changes its
theme, we may still find the sequence of word X followed by
word Y.

Another related phenomenon is the return of a displaced
word. If a poet rephrases a common line and omits an antici-
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pated word for the sake of variation or the need of rhyme, the
displaced word will often appear, sometimes in a different sense,
in the following line or couplet.

These two cases of recurring pattern on the level of particular
words, independent of the meanings of the lines in which the
words are used, are reminders of the degree to which this
poetry can be purely verbal as well as thematic. Although such
word sets often occur with themes, their recurring presence is
independent of the sense of the lines in which those words are
used.

One conclusion 1 have reached in the course of this study is
that sequences, whether of topics or words, often have an in­
ertia that transcends poetic argument and, at best, drives it.
When 1 read a Cao Pi yuefu that closes with paired birds flying
away and cannot understand what that image has to do with
the long poem preceding it, 1 have learned to look for some
habitual sequence of topics that would call for those birds: in
this case the poem contained a long passage on music, which is
commonly followed by an image of paired birds flying away. To
those who would believe that a verbal poem is the expression of
some prior concern or "poetic idea," we must respond that here
poetry is to a large degree a verbal mechanism that often cre-

tes beautiful poetry unreflectively.

•
Variation can occur in the length of a text as well as in the
words. Poets can, of course, vary the treatment of a theme
between terseness and copiousness. But in reproduction as
w 11, poems can grow and shrink. We can see this commonly in

xts where several versions survive and in comparing "origi­
Is" with line-by-line imitations. Scholarly habits firmly in

1 ce in both the "West" and East Asia look for the text as it
xisted in the moment of production. Nothing could be more

'mi 1 ading in understanding early poetry: this was a poetry
th t existed and comes to us through reproduction-by those
who kn w the poem and passed it on, by musicians who per­
form d th po m, and by scribes and literary anthologists of a
I t r r . All f th people in situations of reproduction took
tb 11 I"t·y· h n th text to suit their needs, and, as we will

,tl t,. f th shan es ar often still quite visible.
I orrn n I I '"01 I with m fr dom.



20 • Introduction

•
We can see what the boundaries of a single theme are, but we
don't know what the boundaries of a single "poem" are. In many
works we see what we will call "segmentary composition," that
is, combining formally distinct segments into a longer text. 3

This is clearest in a kind of yuefu that we will call "compound
yuefu," whose sections are often marked by musical termi­
nology in the tradition of manuscripts of musical poetry. Many
such compositions have only two distinct segments, sometimes
with a couplet wishing blessings on the audience added (there
are some that mix many segments, however). In musical termi­
nology there are three predominant section terms: the yan ft,
or "prelude," the jie M, or "stanzas," and the qu ,tt, or "coda."
Sometimes we see only one of these; sometimes we see them
combined.

In some cases the segments are combined with close the­
matic coherence, but in other cases the two components have
no clear relation to one another. In some cases distinct com­
ponents have been combined, and the long interpretive tradi­
tion has been able to reconcile them into a single "poem."

Although segmentary composition is clearest in yuefu, and
explicit in those yuefu where sections are marked, we also see it
in material preserved as "poetry." The markers of transition are
a recognizable closing couplet followed by a recognizable open­
ing couplet, usually with a shift of theme.

As we think of early poetry not as a text determined by a
moment of production but rather as something continually
reproduced, it might be best not to think of "poems" but rather
of "poetic performances" in which received material was often
combined and recombined. 4 We have a number of cases in
which the same segment is reused in different "poetic per-

3. See Yu Guanying's "Yuefu geci de pincou he fen'ge" *}(f,*-~fliJ-#tJ!.~:$f-tIJ.

Yu Guanying, Han Wei liuchao shi luncong *~id}Htl.iiJ1: (Beijing, 1962):
26-38.

4. When I use "performance" in this study, I am not referring to musical
performance of song except where specified. I am using the term as a way of
thinking of the commonalities in the processes of textual production and re­
production. A useful term needs an opposite. The opposite here would be the
exact textual reproduction of a textual original, whether in the con ervatory
textual practice of compiling the Song shu or later s holarly pro Ii -the
scribal equivalent of photo opying.
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formances." Combining segments may have been the norm not
only in musical performance but also in recitation; and we
cannot decide if two segments joined together are "two poems"
or "one poem." If we have a yuefu preserved under Cao Pi's
name with a segment on becoming an immortal, followed by a
second segment in a different rhyme attacking belief in the
immortals, there is something at stake in this question of "one
poem" or "two poems." Ifwe suppose a single author composing
uch a poem with a purpose, then the closing critique of the
ult of immortality is the "meaning"; if, however, compounding
gments was indeed the norm, as it often seems to have been

in musical presentation, then might not a poet also have
ombined two segments in the "moment of production"? In this
cond case we would have a medley. What survives is only the

£ rm in which poetic material entered manuscript traditions
nd was transmitted in manuscript traditions. The biblio­
raphical genre of manuscripts of musical poetry often pre­
rved compound segments. Manuscripts of poetry seem to

h ve preferred single segments--or they preserved "sets."
•

n other kind of variation needs to be addressed, namely,
I trical variation. The same poetic material could be realized
In different meters. Any poet, performer, or editor-scribe could
'hange the meter of many kinds of texts. We can see this clearly
In different versions of the same poem. This invites us to think
or m ter as a possible form in which to realize poetic material.
'1 h material itself is formally variable. Here, however, there is a

1 nr tendency later in the tradition to regularize meters (in­
h.~lding complaints recorded in the Song shu of the variety of

III ·t r in received song materials). Scholars often treat Shijing
I 11 r done in five syllables as "allusions." They may be full
"/lIILI ins" in some cases, but there is a range of possibilities:
Ilu hijing still existed as an oral repertoire (at the very least
10, form d" in school recitation and in public situations
I III 1 tr ing lit learning). There were habitual ways to

III/1k(' U·~ I'f y.l1 bl Shijing line into a five syllable line. There is
III II W II int th third ntury a "popular" four syllable line,

Il 'h w yu fu.
III tlJe'v' lIubl lin w an s a rough distinction be-

I II II W r Fit r v r whi h n ft n be redone in four
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syllables without significant change, and high register verse,
which cannot easily be 'reformulated without significantly
changing its semantic value. It is, perhaps, at this moment that
we can begin to think of meter as defining "genre."

•
In many ways this book presents the unlovely side of the study
of literature, examining both poetry's internal mechanisms and
how its broken pieces were singled out and configured to create
a luminous whole. The anonymous "old poems" already had an
aura by the early fifth century. By the early sixth century they
still had an aura, but the nature of that aura was profoundly
changed: it was an aura in part produced by their very ano­
nymity, within a new literary historical narrative that set them
in a vague Han past. It is hoped that by demystifying both the
texts and the cultural narrative in which they have been set,
their aura will not diminish but change again into a different
kind of beauty.

ONE

"Han" Poetry and

the Southern Dynasties

Our current account of poetry in the Han generally mixes to­
gether ritual texts, verses, and short songs from texts reliably
datable to the Han with a large body of poetry that does not
begin to appear securely in the textual record until the early
ixth century-and in many cases much later. In the formation

of classical poetry, it is this latter body of poetry that is con­
idered by far the most important. Scholars of the poetic cate­
ory known as yuefu ~M ("music bureau") poetry inevitably

begin with an account of the Western Han institution of the
"Music Bureau," sometimes considering the handful of ritual

nd other verses that can be legitimately associated with the
W stern Han institution; they then usually move to a kind of
v rse associated with song but not commonly classified as
yuefu until perhaps as late as the end of the late fifth or early
,ixth century. 1 Another body of early texts, the anonymous
" ld poems" (gushi -;5-%t) , shows in the name given them that
th ir categorization is retrospective. 2 There are also a modest
number of poems arid yuefu attributed to Han authors with
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anonymity came into being as a value in its own right. A poetic
text that simply circulates without a name does not become
"anonymous" until it enters a literary regimen where names are
assigned, decided, and arranged in chronological order.

A primary focus on sources rather than genre allows us to
see yuefu, a genre on which much ink has been spilled, fIrst
and foremost as a bibliographical category. If there is a yuefu
"genre," it is to some degree a genre of manuscript rather than
of poetry. Certain kinds of poetic texts were preserved primarily
or exclusively in this bibliographical category, but many texts
could appear in other kinds of manuscripts as well (such as
"poetry" anthologies). Its lore of musical categories and their
origins-transmitted long after the music was lost-was a
particular-and, one might even say, peculiar-tradition of
scholarship with its own protocols. Some part of that manu­
script tradition survived to inform Guo Maoqian's great com­
pendium, the Yuefu shiji ~M-tt~, completed around the turn
of the twelfth century. Guo clearly relied heavily on the
mid-sixth-century Gujin yuelu 1;+~M<., which postdates the
age of scholarly consolidation of early sources in the Qi and
Liang. This was but one work among many, which leads to the
disturbing question: To what degree is one important part of
our knowledge of early yuefu-a fIeld rich in disputed lore even
in the early period-a function of the chance survival of one or a
few works into the Song? The lore we derive is interesting,
sometimes useful, and often ambiguous. And what do we do
when a passage of a yuefu is cited in a seventh-century ency­
clopedia under a different title from a different musical cate­
gory? We might wishfully attribute this to the carelessness of
the encyclopedist. We might also see this as the trace of one
of the other manuscripts of texts in the musical tradition, lost
before the Song. Or, just as likely, we might infer that the same
passage occurred in several different yuefu.

•
Delimiting the scope of material for this study presents certain
problems, which I will hide in the term "classical poetry." By
classical poetry, I mean a kind of shared poetic practice of
uncertain origin but which appears in history in the last part of
the second century in the informal poetry of the elite. Until the
end of the third century, it remained fundam ntally poetry in a
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low register, though, as we will see, it took on relatively high
register forms on certain social occasions. It never acquired the
allusiveness or lexical range of archaizing poetry in the four
syllable line or of ambitious poetic expositions (fu l!it). Its
conventions also differ from the "Chu style" lyrics (two hemi­
stiches divided by xi ~\..) that were relatively common in the
Eastern Han.

Classical poetry in this sense centers primarily on verse in
the fIve syllable line, though meter must be understood as a
contingent form of realization; we can fInd the same material
realized in four syllable lines, six syllable lines, seven syllable
lines, and in verses with lines of irregular length. What this
poetry shares are themes, topics, sequences of exposition,
templates, and a range of verbal habits that we will discuss

t length in the course of this study. Thus it includes a large
part of the anonymous yuefu-though not, say, the yuefu
ategory "Naoge," whose poems share almost none of those
onventions we mentioned. It includes the anonymous "old

poems," the pieces from the Li Ling corpus, and much of the
fIve syllable verse by known poets through the fIrst part of the
third century.

This poetry has a low register base that is, in some sense,
"popular." I am not unaware of the irony in calling this poetry
lassical poetry; and yet that is part of the story of this book:

how low register poetry was preserved and made "classical."
•

In the fIrst chapter we take up the issue of "Han" poetry, in­
luding the evidence that the anonymous yuefu and old poems

d te from the Han, and the issues around the manuscript
r nsmission of this material. Then we will trace how a literary

hi torical account of classical poetry before the Jian'an Reign
took shape in the fIfth and early sixth centuries, including the

ployment of the "old poems" in that story. Finally, we will
nsider the evidence for the early use of the fIve syllable line .
Th second chapter treats compositional practice, from
mmon "topics" (topoi) to themes to the way in which pieces

r mbin d nd borrowed in different poems. "Historicizing"
I n ping from untenable constructions of his-

ti thi rpus "one poetry" in varying reali-
if n hroni ,W .fin th t problem passages and
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Manuscripts

Weighty claims about large cultural or literary changes an~
maller claims about the tone and opinions of poets in partl­
ular works are based on the continuity of fragile manuscripts .

Reflection on the literary history of the early medieval period
invites us to think back on what we know about the trans­
mission of texts. Scholars often treat this process as if it were
transparent; and when a supposedly Han text appears for the
first time in Guo Maoqian's Yuefu. shiji around the tum of the
twelfth century, most scholars do not wonder what happened
to that text in the intervening millennium. The literary schol­
arship that developed in the eleventh century was intensely
concerned with sources and accurate texts; since such care
generally became the high scholarly norm JlP to th~ pre~ent,
modem scholars generally impute similar care to earlier edltors
and copyists. And yet, when we look at the different texts ~at
have survived from the age of manuscript culture (through ltS
preservation in print culture), we see little evidence (apart from
the canonized Wen xuan) of a commitment to exact reproduc­
tion of texts. Generally speaking, the more sources we have, the

I l d on th t xt th Y h to b r m mb red, the texts they
l <lit d nd organiz d according to their values. We pretend to
I' d the poetry of the "Han and Wei," but we have no direct

ss to the "Han and Wei": a long history stands between us
llld that age, and the dominant mediators were the literary
. mmunities of the sixth century in Jiankang, the capital of the

uthern Dynasties. .
Of this later period much more is known-though much still

l' mains uncertain. The literary regimen of the early sixth
ntury was concerned with preserving fixed texts, ascribing

uthorship (enabling the characterization and judgment of
uthors), and describing chronological f1liations and literary

1 istorical changes. This scholarly and critical activity was the
~ undation for cultural narratives by which these Southern

ynasties literary men defined their own age. This is to say that
ur understanding of early classical poetry through the last

p rt of the third century is radically mediated by the values of a
V ry different cultural world two centuries later.

Rather than beginning with claims about the putative origins of
classical poetry, either in the Western or Eastern Han and its,
early development in the third century, the best way to sort out
this problematic material might be to look first at the later pe­
riod which preserves it and comments on it. Our knowledge of
early classical poetry comes primarily through the literary
scholars of that later era: we still largely follow their judgments,

"II ,," r .( t Wt ( (/1' 'oulll 'flt

3. See Joseph Allen, In the Voice of Others (Ann Arbor: University of Michi­
gan Center for Chinese Studies, 1992),47-52. Allen points out that the con­
viction that such poems are Han is a mere assumption; since his interest is in
the ways in which later poems need an "original," he does not question the
assumption further. See also Charles Egan, "Reconsidering the Role of Folk
Songs in Pre-T'ang Yileh-ju Development," T'oung Pao 86 (2000): 47-99. Egan
questions the evidence for Han dating of Yuefu in detail. See Appendix B.

4. Lu Qinli it~±, Xian-Qin Han Wei Jin Nanbeichao shi 7I::.f.iHt-t-m3l:.Mt+
(Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1983), 175-76. The five syllable line as a set meter
can be dated back to the late Western Han. but the examples of certain au­
thenticity use none of the conventions of "old poems" and some yuefu.

voryin d'
H I.i th
(220- 5), with r r I rg r numb r f po ms that can be credi­
bly attribut d to known authors-though later centuries play
an equally important role in their transmission.

We do not, in fact, know when the anonymous "Han yuefu."
(meaning not the ritual songs but the secular material) or the
anonymous "old poems" took their present forms. 3 There is
much faith in the Han dating of such texts and little reliable
evidence; faith can endure a negative claim (viz. that these texts
are not Han) more comfortably than the agnostic claim made
here. We have a few rough parameters for dating some ele­
ments of this corpus. We know from several verses preserved in
the Han shu that the five syllable line, with its characteristic
rhythms, existed in the first century A.D. and perhaps as early
as the late first century B.C. We know from a poem preserved on
a stele inscription that some of the conventions of such poetry
already existed soon after the middle of the second century
A.D.4 On the other end, we have late third-century imitations of
particular anonymous "old poems" that follow the current ver­
sions line by line; this tells us, with some degree of confidence,
that our versions of these particular poems were in circulation
in the late third century A.D.

I I
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mor v riati t Li Y nrli n ~~-"f-, a
in r in th ourt f < mp ror Wu of th H n, w oft n quoted

in our various ourc s; despite the fact that a stable and easily
accessible "original" text was preserved in the Han shu, the last
lines were quoted in nine different variations. 5 These particular
variations all preserve roughly the same "sense," but this is not
always the case. Our evidence for textual variability begins at
the beginning of the sixth century, when the material we are
considering-"popular" poetry in the five syllable line and ir­
regular lines-had already achieved the status of a serious
genre. We have every reason to wonder about the textual con­
dition in which such material reached the literary world of the
early sixth century, especially considering the immense loss of
manuscripts with the fall of the North in 317 and uncertain
care in transcription.

The "Treatise on Music," Yue zhi ~.to:, of the Song shu rep­
resents the careful conservatorial work of generations of
scholars of musical poetry; the resulting text lias been rela­
tively stable since the early sixth century. Yet anyone who has
worked with those early texts in the Song shu recognizes all the
standard problems of manuscript transmission: loan charac­
ters, transpositions, dropped lines, wrong words. It represents
exactly the textual problems of which the Liang monk Sengyou
{W ~i; complained in Buddhist manuscripts. 6 Rather than a
"problem text," the Song shu materials probably represent the
most accurate representation of the best manuscript traditions
of transmission of early poetry. The very conservation of their
imperfections is a mark of their special status. This, in turn,
invites us to think of the processes that shaped the other,
textually more perfect poetic material that has survived. The
obvious transformation of Song shu texts into "poetry" in its
early sixth-century sense in Yutai xinyong and elsewhere en­
courages us, at the very least, to ponder the textual condition of
other sources no longer extant. It also reminds us that most
sixth-century editors and copyists-not working under the
special protocols of those charged with preserving imperial
musical traditions-ehanged texts as they saw fit. Literary

5. Suzuki Shilji #*"*;k., Kan Gi shi no kenkyu il~~to)bJf~ (Tokyo: Tai­
shilkan shoten, 1967),81-82.

6. Quan Liang wen 71.12b.

(holr hip fr m th N rth rn ong on was far closer to the
tr ints of the scholars of the musical tradition; it is
hronistic, however, to assume the same constraints on Xu
, ompiling the Yutai xinyong as an anthology for reading

pI ure.
Th critical and editorial work of the early sixth century was

I d on a rich manuscript culture. Our understanding of the
I mge of that manuscript culture largely derives from the
II ibliography" ("Jingji zhi" ~&.,fi.to:) of the Sui shu, which was

mpiled in the early seventh century, but which incorporates
w t is clearly a bibliography from the Liang (502-54).7

Zhi Yu's :t~ Wenzhang liubie X"'ij,L~IJ from the late third
ntury is generally considered the first general anthology of
lles lettres.8 Fragments of its general discussions and genre

h adings survive, and it seems to have begun with poetic ex­
sitions and poetry, like its extant sixth-century descendant,

he Wen xuan. While Zhi Yu must have included examples of
poetry in the five syllable line in a range of poetic meters,9 his
xtant comments on poetry strongly favor the archaic four
yllable line: not only did he consider the four syllable line

"correct" (zheng .iE.), but his only surviving comments on par­
ticular poems name five praiseworthy pieces by Wang Can, all
in the four syllable line. 10 It seems quite possible that this

7. An account of the libraries and bibliographical work of the period is given
in the introduction to the "Classics" section of the "Bibliography" of the Sui shu
(pp. 906-8). Although numerous bibliographies are listed there, the Sui shu
"Bibliography" itself generally notes some versions as "Liang" and sometimes
also as "lost." This indicates that the "Bibliography" is not simply a catalogue of
texts extant at the time of composition but is comparing extant texts with an
earlier bibliography.

8. For a discussion of a rougWy contemporary anthology, Shanwen -§.5t, see
Deng Guoguang ilSil;\;', Zhi Yu yanjiu 't~bJf~ (Hong Kong: Xueheng chu­
banshe, 1990), 175-76. See also David Knechtges, Wen xuan or Selections of
Refined Literature, vol. 1 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1982), 3-4. For
a discussion of other lost early anthologies, see Fu Gang #fill'], Zhaoming wen­
xuan yanjiu ~ ~5ti!bJf1t (Beijing: Zhongguo shehui kexue chubanshe, 2000),
17-100.

9. See Yan Yanzhi's comment, cited in Deng Guoguang, Zhi Yu yanjiu, 174.
See also Yu Yuan ;/j~ij(. and Zhang Minggao *~ ~, Wei Jin Nanbeichao wenlun
xuan ~{h~;lt.-V!l5t~i!(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1996),273.

10. See Deng Guoguang, Zhi Yu yanjiu, pp. 185, 191. It is possible to read
the fragment of Yan Yanzhi's Tinggao nH~ (Taiping yulan 586.3a) as praising
the Li Ling poems, thus implying their inclusion.



•IlIh' It I no tiJJa" I I,.y ClII 111)

" ~-*-iLg, ~-.ttt*-.)I'l Th r was a Xun Chuo
distinguished scholar of the Western Jin, and no­

wh r Is is such an anthology credited to him. If the an­
I h J gy was indeed late Western Jin, it would certainly have
I n the earliest anthology of poetry.

Immediately after Xun Chuo's anthology, Xie's anthology,
IlI'ld the spin-offs of Xie's anthology, we see a suggestive title,
th anonymous Collection ofOld Poems, Gushiji *-tt~.15 Such

h " ld "ollection may have included t e anonymous 0 poems,
b t it would have had to also include poems by known "old"
(i hors through the third century and perhaps later. In short,
w know very little. We do know, however, that the loss of texts
wh n the Jin fled south in 317 was immense. 16 We can feel

14. Quan Liang wen 71.12b.
15. Most anthologies cannot be dated except by their position in a rougWy

hronological sequence in the Sui shu "Bibliography." Suzuki be~ieves this wo~k
w the source for the anonymous "old poems" (Suzuki, Kan GI, 301), but thiS
I by no means certain, and it probably postdates Xie Lingyun's an~ol~gy.

With nine scrolls, it must have contained far more than the fIfty-rune old
p ms" mentioned by Zhong Rong; if nothing else, this shows us that the usage
"old poem" was not restricted to anonymous poems. .

16. The Wei and Western Jin library contained almost 30,000 scrolls; m the
orly Eastern Jin only 3,014 scrolls survived (though some others were re­
overed later). Before he took the throne and founded the Song in 420, Liu. Yu

w s supposed to have brought back 4,000 scrolls from his northern campaign.
When Xie Lingyun served in the imperial library, he listed over 64,000 scrolls.
Xi Lingyun was probably counting duplicate titles (Le., a "cat~o~e" rather
than a "bibliography"), because in a bibliography of 473 Wang Jlan listed only
15,704 scrolls. A Qi bibliography listed 18,010 scrolls, and a Liang bibliogra­
phy, 23,106 (Sui shu, 906-7). Setting aside Xie Lingyun's inflated numbers,
this sounds like a reasonable growth curve, allowing for the recovery of texts

fter the beginning of the Eastern Jin and increased activity in the Liang. Even
the Liang library, however, had not reached the size of the Wei ~brary ca.ta­
logue. We might set these fIgures beside the Sui shu biblio~aphyItself, which
gives 14,466 titles in 89,666 scrolls. Most of these were m areas ot~er than
literature (individual collections totaled 4,381 scrolls and anthologies ~f all
sorts 2,213 scrolls). That is, only somewhat over 7 percent of the works list~d

were in the category of belles lettres. If such proportions held roughly true ~
arlier periods, not much literature survived the transition to the Eastern Jm

(the Sui ratio of literary texts to nonliterary texts would m~an that.o~y 2~0

scrolls of literary works initially survived into the Eastern Jm); and It IS qUite
possible that Liu Yu's captured manuscripts provided a major impetus to the
interest in poetry in the fIfth century. The imperial libraries of the Sou~ern

Dynasties obviously gradually rebuilt the collection of early works ~rom pnva~e

libraries and probably from trade with the North; but if the proportIOns hol.d (m
the case of individual collections, about 4.8 percent of the whole), the SuI shu

ullthol try in J W'I" I"ist r, nd thus all
-nonymou PO.l s. W in~ r nly 1\ w of Zhi Yu's selec-
tion from hi riti al mm nt , and we know almost nothing
of th cont nts of th general anthologies between Wenzhang
liubi~ and the Wen xuan. We can only speculate that they
certamly must have gradually come to include more poetry in
the five syllable line as the form gained prestige over the course
of the fifth century. 11

. Poetry anthologies (as opposed to broader anthologies of all
lIterary genres) are grouped together in the "Bibliography." The
first two titles strongly suggest collections of poetry in the four
syllable line, perhaps technically "hymns," song ~. The third
poetry anthology was done by the poet Xie Lingyun "* 1£ l{
(385-433) and was clearly a foundational text for subsequent
p~e,try anthologies. Given its size and apparent popularity,
Xie s anthology must have been largely of poetry in the five
syllable line; Zhong Rong 1i~, who restricted his interests to
poetry ~n the five syllable line, referred to it in his preface to
Gradations ofPoetry, Shipin -tt.?a, criticizing it for a lack of se­
lectivity.12 Listed after Xie's anthology is The Beautiful Writing
of AnClen~ an~ Modem Poems in the Five Syllable Line, Gujin
wuyanshz mezwen *~3i. i -tt~x, in five scrolls, attributed to
Xun C~uo. ~!~.13 At the very least the form of the title suggests
a descnptive title added much later. (A review of the "Bibliog­
raphy" suggests that anthologies changed size and title, and
Sengyou noted of Buddhist manuscripts that "sometimes one
book has several names and sometimes several books share a

• '" !cm" 1(, 1/,., lilt/Ill • Lllh rn

. 1;. M:my of tJ:ese anthologies begin with the tenn ji 11" a "[literary) collec­
tion, whlCh possibly suggests that they are drawn entirely from the collections
ofkn~wn authors; e.g., Jilin 11,:#-, Jiyuan 11,?e., Jichao 11,~J;, and Jill1e 11-0If>.. But
we might note Fu Gang's speculation that Jilin included tales; see Fu Gang,
Zhaomzng wenxuan yanjiu, 40 .

. ~~. Xie .Lingyun twice worked in the imperial library, and Zhong Rong
cntic~ed Xie for including every poem he happened on. Since the "Bibliogra­
phy" lIsts numerous expansions and anthologies that seem to be selective
condensations of Xie's anthology (judging from the shorter length and the tenn
".flower," ying ~, in the title), we get a sense of its popularity. It is tempting to
link th~ appe~ance of this anthology with the resurgence of interest in early
poetry m the rrud-fifth century, when we fmd the fIrst imitations of "old poems"
after a century and a half, along with a large increase in literary yuefu.

13. See Appendix C.

[I
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bibliography records only about half as many pre-317 collections as would
have ~een h:l.d in the Wei and Western Jin imperial library. The assumptions
~ade m arnvmg at such figures render them highly dubious; I include them
sunply as a supplement to the argument.

17, See Appendix C.

18. S~ki Shiiji is one of the few earlier scholars who insistently remind us
of the pomt; see, e.g., Kan Gi, 186. Charles Egan also stresses this point.

s ~ ~fid.n in w rk th t w r r pi d i th t ing of
an Impenal hbrary. Wh n th imp ri 1 library is lost, however,
and works must be recovered from other sourc s, such confi­
dence is lost. The number of occasions on which central li­
braries were destroyed between the fall of the Western Jin and
the print culture of the Northern Song should be kept in mind.

When we look at the possible bibliographical sources for
early anonymous poetry, we note that one important distinc­
tion is made in the Sui shu "Bibliography": "poetry" anthologies
and anth~logies of ~erse in the musical tradition (containing
the matenal we now Identify as yuefu) are grouped separately. I?

When we find, as we often do, the same material realized dif­
ferently in "poetry" and anonymous yuefu, we may be seeing
n~t a "ge~eric" distinction in the purely literary sense but a
dIfference m the textual conventions of those distinct venues of
preservation. If the fifteenth of the "Nineteen Old Poems" re­
a~pears almost verbatim in the yuefu "West Gate" il!l rHt, it
mIght. be anachronistic and unhelpful to ask (as scholars
sometImes have) whether singers have expanded an "old poem"
for the needs of song or a "poet" has reworked lines from an
earlier yuefu· Rather, we might think of poetic "material" that is
realized differently in terms of different kinds of conventions of
textuality.

Collections of lyrics in the musical tradition grew out of a
long interest in conserving old ritual and court music; the
anonymous, apparently "popular" lyrics that are now so prized
were probably once pieces performed for informal court occa­
sions and ~art .of a repertoire preserved from this essentially
;ons;rv~t?nal Impulse. Whatever the possible or imagined
folk ongms of some of these anonymous yuefu, it is important

to keep in mind that these survived as court traditions for
centuries. 18

One apparent feature of such collections-at least judging
from the "Treatise on Music" of the Song shu and the Yuefu shiji

(/Ian J) trl 11 at>

19. For infonnation on Zhijiang and the Gujin yuelu, see Nakatsuhama
Wataru 'fil~i!y, Gafu shishu no kenkyu *JfH+~(1)Jff~ (Tokyo: Kyiiko shoin,
1970), 614-15. Gujin yuelu is listed under the "Music" * heading in the Clas­
sics section of the treatise, rather than with anthologies of musical poetry. It
should be noted that Zhijiang was not operating under the constraints of the
imperial musical establishment, and by 568 many of his sources may have
undergone serious editing.

20. See Appendix D.
21. For example, the large majority of the "Nineteen Old Poems" have

sometimes been cited in passages as yuefu in Sui and Tang sources, with their
access to a much larger manuscript tradition. Even if we ascribe this to a lack
of precision on the part of the person citing the text. it still shows that the

itation fr m work u h th Yuanjia zhengsheng jilu ie-A­
. ~4H.qc by Zhang Yong ,It¥ (410-75), the "Record of Per­

formers," Jilu 4H/f< (or {t~) by Wang Sengqian .l.{W!t (426-85),
nd Zhijiang's to I[ Gujin yuelu -;!;-q-.~~ of 568-was the in­

clusion of lore about these songs. 19 This reminds us of the
fundamental difference between the poetry anthologies and
these collections of lyrics in the musical tradition: the poetry
anthologies were intended for reading pleasure, while collec­
tions of lyrics in the musical tradition seem to have been in­
tended to correct and conserve court musical traditions with
their lore. Certainly the "Treatise on Music" in the Song shu,
our one complete extant early source in this tradition, was
conservatorial. None of these collections of verse in the musical
tradition have titles such as we find in poetry anthologies: the
"flower" (ying * or yinghua *"*), suggesting selection of the
"best" for the pleasure of readers. Our two extant literary an­
thologies of the period, both Liang, do include anonymous
yuefu with poetry (though the Wen xuan has very few); however,
comparison of these with versions in the "Treatise on Music"
suggests that in most cases the versions in the musical tradi­
tion were modified for literary taste when included in literary
anthologies.2o

The tradition has divided anonymous works into "yuefu" and
"old poems"; this has been understood as a "generic distinc­
tion," but, as we observed earlier, this may largely be a con­
sequence of the primary venue of preservation of the text under
consideration. When we look at how such works have been
cited in other early sources, we see that passages of yuefu are
very commonly cited as "old poems" and passages of "old po­
ems" are just as often cited as yuefu.21 The only significant

/I n" Pm'III WI ( III 011 If, 'r" 1 !J"tJ. t•
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23. See note 2.
24. Yu Jiaxi ~~~, Shishuo xinyujianshu iJl:-1it.tIf~i.JJt (Shanghai: Shang-

hai guji chubanshe, 1993), 276. Liu Yiqing (Liu I-ch'in~), A ~ew ~ccount. of
Tales of the World, trans. Richard B. Mather (Minneapolis: Umverslty of Mm­
nesota Press, 1976), 143. The translation is my own.

As is usually the case with Shishuo xinyu anecdotes, we cannot
be sure that the events occurred at the time and in the way
described; nevertheless, the anecdote is significant in pre­
suming a shared knowledge of the "old poems," and it has the
same form as the anecdote in which Xie An asked Xie Xuan

Canonizing the "Old Poems"

Toward the end of the third century Lu Ji Ft~ (261-303) clearly
dmired some of the anonymous "old poems" enough to imitate

them; and if these are the "old five-syllable-line poems," gu
wuyan shi -s 1L i -tt, to which Lu Yun Fi1; (262-3?3) ~as re­
ferring in his letter to his brother, then that admiratiOn was
shared with others.23 Lu Yun's usage, however, is descriptive
rather than the name of a corpus. Our earliest evidence that
one could refer to the "old poems" and expect others to know
what one was talking about can be found in Liu Yiqing's t1 itt:
Shishuo xinyu i!!:"IDi.M-tt, compiled around 430. Here we fmd an
anecdote of an event that supposedly occurred in the late

fourth century:

.l.;f1a,(i.:Y:H1lt, .f..jt ~.l.1Itf'1itr, ra': "-;!;'~t'F1ar GJ ~:iji?" lit.~~$. ;f1a#.
"'PJT~~·tHh, 1.i~!f;r-it-:t!' Jll:.GJ ~1!.."
Wang Xiaobo [Gong] was walking off his medicine when in the capital
and he came to his younger brother Du's [Wang Shuang] door. He
asked: "Which are the best lines in the 'old poems'? Du pondered
without answering. Then Xiaobo recited: 'Whatever I encounter, there
are no familiar things, / how can one help growing swiftly old?' These

are the finest lines."24

ntury nd I t r F n W ioe' i.119·~UlJ au. shi ji -stt.~ (com­
pI t d b tw n 1544 nd 1557) do we have compendia dedi­
, t d to preserving what survives as it survives. A great deal of
hi tory, however, lies between those later scholarly mo~ents
nd the time when early poetry was first composed and Circu-

I ted.

"II,I/'! rn 'trlJ II/ I t/1· t-ttll('m

distinction remained a fuzzy one through the Tang and was not considered
essential information about a text.

22. The best case for an earlier distinction between "old poems" and yuefu
can perhaps be made in Lu Ji's "imitations," ni jt, of the "old poems" and his
versions (without the nil of yuefu. The problem case here is Lu Ji's "Jiayan chu
beique xing" ~ 1; ::I:: ;It. §o!jH, preserved as a yuefu in Yiwen leiju as well as in
Yuefu shiji, which is a line-by-line "imitation" (ni) of "Nineteen Old Poems" XIII
(Lu Qinli, 662). Here we are left with a distinction that is merely in conventions
of titling.

listin In th f v yllobl lin m y b it d
i h r S tl "yu. fu" or n " Id po 01," wh r p ss g s in

irregul r lin I n th r a1w y ited yu ifu or some other
term r ferring to th musical poetry (irr gular lines are very
rarely cited). I refer here specifically to "passages cited": the
same material can easily appear in different meters. YuejU and
"old poems" also have different conventions of titling (though
some yuejU are known by their first line, like "old poems"); but
these are merely conventions of titling: these early verses are
commonly found cited under different titles. 22

Certain kinds of texts (narratives using a conventional per­
sona distinct from the poet) tend to be preserved primarily in
yuejU venues, but we can see similar texts also preserved as
"poems." A concluding invocation of blessings on the audience
may characterize professional singers and thus yuejU; but in a
situation in which texts are highly fluid, this signals a form of
presentation, textually preserved either from a desire to accu­
rately transcribe the practice of singers or from a nostalgic
gesture to such practice. As is well known, the term "yuejU" is
too capacious, and some of the anonymous early yuejU that
first appear in the sixth century do not overlap with anony­
mous poetry. A truly "generic" distinction does indeed eventu­
ally come into being; but it is a slow process, beginning perhaps
as early as the late third century (well before there was an idea
of yuejU as a genre in the later sense) and finally realized only in
the Tang.

In short, before we have "poems" we have "sources," and
each source has its own interests and customs. Those sources
are all bibliographical types, defined by their self-statements or
membership in a family of other works of the same type. The
early texts we have are mediated by the interests of those
sources. Not until YuejU shiji, around the turn of the twelfth

,I
I, I
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30 Xie rna be thinking ofCao Pi's 218 "Letter to Wu Zhi" ~~~ .. , in which
he sp~aks of ~ompiling the works of the Jian'ro: ~aste:s, most O[e:~o::ehba:-
died in the plague of the preceding year. If so, ltlS a mce ex~p .
ginning of the fifth century privilege acco:~ed to five-syllable-line poetry, smce

Cao Pi was probably thinking of other wntmg.
31. Lu Qinli, 365.

Q'nl" 1182
;;. ~~es~ ~e the Zhou kings You and Li, whose misrule supposedl~has-

tened'the end of the Western Zhou. Emperors Huan (r. 147-67) and Lmg (r.

168-89) likewise saw the ruin of the Eastern Han.
34. This refers to Dong Zhuo's destruction of Luoyang.

This i P uli w rk, in whi h Xi Lingyu~ adopts th~ per-
. na of Cao Pi in th pr face, ost nsibly imitatmg.a ~oll~ctlOn~f
po ms not otherwise known to exist. 3D In these 1m1tatlOns. Xie

L· n writes very much as an early fifth-century po.et. he
mgyu f r poetry mto a

"translates" the lines and concerns 0 ear 1~r s
higher poetic register, much as Lu Ji had rewntten ~onymou
"old poems" and yuefu. over a century earlier. Here 1S the open­
. fWang Can's .l..~ original poem, preserved as the first of.a
:~~p under the title "Sevenfold Sorrows" -c~~t; the date 1S

probably the late 190s:31

iff1~~1.$.~ The Western Capital v:as in
unparalleled turmoil,

jackals and tigers were wreaking havoc.
So I abandoned the heartland and

went away,
itJti!jfiJ~ going to Jingman to be far off.
gJLAf.ta.~ My kin faced me in sadness,
M~~I'lil. my friends went after me clinging.

k ',J:." Going out the gate I saw nothing,.
:b r'~1'/1 .>U th Ia 'ltiit if Jff.. just white bones covering e p am.

The following is the opening of Xie Lingyun's imitation:
32

Of old You and Li fell in times
of Troubles,

now Huan and Ling met revolt
and upheaval.33

d · k 34The Yi and Luo were raze m smo e,
Han and Yao passes' fall was unparalleled.
I prepared my gear, took leave of

Qin's rivers,
to pasture my horses I headed to

Chu's soil.

o/lth 'm un ti• "lIlt" 1 /,., It //11

25. Yu Jiaxi, Shishuo, 235; Liu Yiqing (Mather), New Account, 118.
26. One problem, however, does arise. We are so accustomed to the term

gushi referring to the anonymous "old poems" that when Wang Shuang an­
swers with a couplet from one of the anonymous "old poems," we presume that
Wang Xiaobo was referring to such a corpus. It is not impossible that Wang
Xiaobo was simply referring to some vaguely defmed "earlier poetry" and that
Wang Shuang's choice of an anonymous couplet from the canonical "Nineteen
Old Poems" was fortuitous.

27. In addition to the Wang Xiaobo anecdote, there are: IV.66, 85, and 88.
Two of these are on figures whose works are largely lost and never entered the
canon. IV.66 is the famous apocryphal "Seven-Step Poem" attributed to Cao
Zhi. See Joe Cutter, "On the Authenticity of the 'Poem in Seven Paces,'" in Paul
W. Kroll and David R. Knechtges, eds., Studies in Early Medieval Chinese
Literature and Cultural History: Dedicated to Donald Holzman and Richard
B. Mather (Boulder: T'ang Studies Society, 2003), 1-26. Some other notes touch
generally on the styles of Western Jin writers, but their prose and poetic ex­
positions are probably the primary frame of reference.

28. Obviously literary history (or the history of poetry) in this period does not
accord with modern definitions of the field. One element of the critical work of
the Southern Dynasties was establishing chronological sequences that enabled
genealogies; however, even in their earliest forms, these chronological se­
quences were also mapped onto arguments about large cultural changes or the
development of literary forms.

29. For an extensive discussion, see Mei Jialing ;!It~Jt, Han Wei Liuchao
wenxue xinlun: nidai yu zengda pian ~4t*.fJI3t"'8Jf11t: "f\~Jlit~1ii (Taibei:
Liren shuju, 1997), 1-92.

whi h w th fin spin th hijing. 2 m t of the
"old poems" was orpus that ould b all d upon to provide a
touchstone for judgment.26 The term gushi ;!;-~t, which once
meant the Shijing (the "old poems" [of the Shijing]), had come to
refer to a corpus of "classical poetry." At the same time we
should no less take note that of the 104 entries in the chapter
on "Learning/ Belles-Lettres," Wenxue x.~, in the Shishuo xin­
yu, only four touch on poetry in the five syllable line.27

While the "old poems" were known and admired, they as yet
had no place in a cultural history of poetry: they were simply
"old." When they were imitated in the first half of the fIfth
century, they were "improved," raised in register. It is during
the course of the fIfth century that we see the first accounts of
the history of classical poetry and the beginning of under­
standing poetic style historically.28 We do not know what was
included in Xie Lingyun's apparently influential poetry an­
thology from the first third ofthe fifth century, but we can learn
something of his relation to the poetic past from his imitations
of the Jian'an poets in The Collection at Ye, Yezhongji ~'f ~.29

'I
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1'h r ar ri k ls mong mulberry trees
in th wilds,42

harsh winds blow the dry, leafless stalks.

trl and th' oulh'rf I na ti/-lan'

Although Jiang Yan uses two allusions to the Shijing, they are
particularly straightforward and of exactly the same form Wang
Can himself used later in the poem cited above. While Xie Ling­
yun consistently holds to a high register, Jiang Yan moves to
simple descriptive lines. When Jiang Yan imitates Xie Lingyun,
however, he keeps to the high register.

This represents a profound change in the understanding of
the poetic past. All but one of Jiang Yan's thirty poems imitate
specific authors arranged in chronological order; the exception
is the first poem, which is entitled simply "Old Parting" (Gu libie
-5~}}IJ). It appears to be an imitation of an anonymous "old
poem," though it could just as easily be understood as a
yuefu.43 Here for the first time we see how the solution to a
formal problem insinuates itself into the account of the history
of poetry: the anonymous poem is placed first in an otherwise
chronological sequence of authors; it is "old"; therefore it seems
to be the earliest, the beginning of a historical process of poetic
variation and change.

Some decades after Jiang Yan's "Various Forms," Zhong
Rong composed the Gradations of Poetry (Shipin "tt"oo). We do
not know the particular sources he had at his disposal, but he
probably had access to the imperial library and a range of
books at least something like what we see in the "Bibliography"
of the Sui shu. He does not even mention the anonymous yuefu,
perhaps suggesting that these were not yet fully considered
"poetry." Zhong Rong does, however, take up the anonymous

ill 'ft ~J "f

.m- fdtA.. -t
A#Hor d1 {i.

"'iiEl~Ji.4t

jU!I~.~.f!

Th ugh Ih' "'v~r J~I (II d Zhung
b- b utiful,

a sojourn r' h orl i not altra ted by
outer things .

Ever I sigh at the word of the poet:
"Brought low!" but what means have

I to go on?35

The High Minister serves the
Imperial Numen,36

the counts and earls all revere him.

The difference here is not simply in the add't' al &'h 1 IOn relerences
tough they contribute to rhetorical "elevation" but h'
highe . t f d' . , a muc

~ regIS er 0 lchon. As Xie's imitation continues the
rhetonc grows even more turgid. '

W~en, however, we come to Jiang Yan's ~.J:;.t. (444-505) thirty
"Vhanous Forms" (zati $fin.), probably written toward the end of
t e fifth century 37 we fi d .. . . ' m a poet attemptmg to capture the
hlstoncal dIfference of individual and period styles H . th. f J' . ere IS e
opemng 0 lang Yan's imitation of the same Wang Can poem:38

1?"1Hti!t&L Long ago I met times ofturmoiI

:;:!~ to p~sture my horse I left the i~perial capital.
-¥- ~1 Havmg felt the pain of parting "among

the creepers,"39

I understand the feelings of the "lone
pear tree."40

Yao and Han passes return to wasteland 41
I look ~opeful1y toward the palace, spread

out In the distance.

Leaning to the oars, I sail on the Jing and Wei
at sunset the mountains and rivers are clear. '

1tt#)Jt~!l i;j
ELI- .11 )Of it

"llml " ]Joelry aft ifll(

his~;fu~~i~6w:~pposedlYcomposed to exhort the Count of Li to return from

36. Cao Cao.

. 37. V:e do not know when the collection of "Various Forms" was . .
smce JIang Van was famous for the fading of his poetic talent in ~tten, but
assume they are late fIfth century. 0 age, we

38. Lu Qinli, 1572.
39. Shi 94. According to the M . t .

wild" Jf* -or •• . ao m erpretation, "There are creepers in the
40 'l'J ~ -'i'- re:ers to tImes when the people suffer from warfare.

kin. . Shi 119. Lone pear tree" -t/;:;f± suggests turmoil and the separation of

41. Reading fu -it with the Wen xuan, rather than dang r/;.

42. Reading sang /1; with the Wen xuan, rather than su ;t. .
43. The transformations of the term gu 7;, "old," deserve study in their ap­

plication to the literary tradition. In the yuefu tradition by Wang Sengqian in
the middle of the fIfth century, we have the term "old lyrics," guci 7; at- , used in
contradistinction to lyrics with known authors (since all the "known authors"
are members of the Wei imperial house, we must grant the possibility that guci
may not have originally implied anonymity and may have included other "old
lyrics" by commoners). Since Shen Vue also uses guci, we may assume that it
had already become a technical term for scholars working with lyrics in the
musical tradition. Then we have this "old parting" used by Jiang Van, situated
ambiguously between what we would now call an "old poem" and a yuefu.
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m1i. "~~it7J~," "~~ " . : ~~~."" M~~.~, 1ltbot~'!' t L

#I~*", #~ltt.*. A.1-\;,~iA i1id'..~-'.k l~",,'The s f h ' 11 a 1"J.14!!., .",,7\...

ource 0 t e form came from the"A' f
pieces that Lu Ji imitated are rich and Irs 0 ~he ~tates." The fourteen
sense, moving and far-reach' Th beautlfulI~ style, and in their

mg. ey startle mmd and "t
may even claim that each word is worth . spm ,...-Qne
for the forty-five others includ' "Th a thdousand pIeces of silver. As
f" ,mg ose eparted grow daily furth
rom us, even though they are filled with painful t er

very much a mix d b P resen ment, they are
by the Caos andewa:.~· [;oPll~ uS~d t~ sU,spect that they were written
afar" and" an m t e Jian an.45 "A traveler came from

The orange shows flower and fruit" al .
able. How sad it is that the ti f th are so qUIte remark-
yet their clear tones alone ha:e~a~ted:~el~~;~leare lost in obscurity,

We might first note th t hOld Poems" G h' h~' we see ere the core of the "Nineteen
. ,us I S lJlushou ;!;''tt+!L1"' th W;'

tIon of anonymo "ld ' e en xuan selec-
text' th h' us 0 poems" that has become a foundational

In e IStOry of Chinese poetry.

h
Zhong Rong's comments tell us much. First we kno th t'

t e early sixth ce t th ,waInn ury ere was a manuscript with fifty-n°
anonymous "old "46 Th Inefourtee .poems. e phrasing suggests that the first
Ji 47 U ~ poems In that manuscript were those imitated by Lu

d~cide~;:~~~a~~:t~e ~~ghlYunl~elyassumption that Lu Ji
e Irs ourteen In some early version of the

sam~ manuscript text, we must conclude that an anthologist or
cOPYIst gave first place to versions of th
poems" imitatedb' ose anonymous "old
that dre . y Lu J1. In other words, it was the imitations

w attentIon and gave prominence to the "originals." If

44. Wang Shumin .I..rJl"K Zho R h·· ..(Taibei: Zhongyang ..' ng ong.S Ipm )lanzheng gao ~~..t,,'b ~~~
yanJlUyuan, WenshlZhe ..

zh~ankan, 1992), 129; Cao Xu tit!, 8hi in" y~J~us~o, Zhon~o wenzhe
guJI chubanshe, 1994),75. 'P phu *00 $. II (Shanghai: Shanghai

45. There is some debate whether thO .
Zhi, or the Caos as a group effectivel CIS IPis.onedPartiCular Cao, such as Cao

46 Th' ,y ao an Cao Zhi
. IS was probably not a se . '

anthology, perhaps Xie Lingyun's~:;::h~~uscnPt but rather a section in an
poems," from one or diverse sources wong Ron? knew). Anonymous "old
in a structure arranged chronoloO'i all' °buld necessarily have been put together

47 ' erc Y yauthor.
. Zhong Rong s phrasing (~$'r, "*::t El l';(1Jl:" 11!1 • •

that the remaining forty-five poe b' . T 1i it) gIves the illlpressionms egIn contmuously from "*::t El f.l,i!iIi;."

al th b innin"old po m ," whJ I h pia
.t ory.~~

•tl .11th m ynnth 'Ilan l
'

48. Xiao Tong selected only twelve of the fourteen Lu Ji imitations men­
tioned by Zhong Rong; one of the others is extant and is an imitation of
"Nineteen Old Poems" XlII. The one case in which we have a Lu Ji imitation in
the Wen xuan without the corresponding "old poem" included among the
"Nineteen" is "Orchid and duruo grow in spring light" M,*1.~I'Ii, which is in­
cluded in Yutai xinyong under the name of Mei Sheng. I suspect that the
missing Lu Ji imitation is "Nineteen Old Poems" XVII because there is a later
imitation by Liu Shuo (Lu Qinli, 1215), who is probably redoing Lu Ji's imita­
tions. Xiao Tong also included ilaJt!. %'ti!, whose couplet was quoted in the
Shishuo xinyu anecdote above, as the ninth in his selection.

49. Zongza was also the term used by Yan YarIZhi to describe the Li Ling
corpus: !t4fi::r-~, kffi.~, .i!".f!:1M "a mixed bag and not of a piece-there are
false attributions, and not all were composed by Li Ling" (Taiping yulan 586.3a).

50. We do not know the qualities that made some of the other "old poems"
objectionable to Zhong Rong. We may suspect that such poems had marks of
"literary" composition in a higher register. Here again we come to the potential
confusion between lexical register and literary historical change. In Zhong
Rong's age (and often in our own) a less elevated register suggested an earlier

(purer) period.

m ny now r ad th "ri inal" nd ~ w the imitations, it is
worth remembering why w h v these texts. We think of poetic
history in terms of chronological sequence and discover con­
tinuity; at this formative moment in the tradition, however, the
recognition of continuity was the ground on which particular
early texts merited attention and, through attention, preser-

vation.
For his "Nineteen Old Poems" Xiao Tong would select twelve

of the "old poems" imitated by Lu Ji, along with two of the other
three "old poems" that Zhong Rong mentioned above, and the
poem quoted in the Shishuo xinyu anecdote.48 This is to say
that for fifteen of the canonical "Nineteen" we have some form of
extant prior testimony to their value. Perhaps there were also
lost testimonies to the value of the missing four. Much of the
rest of this corpus of fifty-nine "old poems" clearly did not en­
tirely satisfy early sixth-century standards of what an "old
poem" should be: they seemed, as Zhong Rong said, a "mixed
bag," zongza ~#. Although we need to exercise caution not to
read too much into such terms, zongza suggests impurity, an
admixture of elements not proper to what an "old poem" should
be.49 That is, the early sixth-century critic had his own idea
about what "old poems" should sound like, and he selected and
praised works from a much larger corpus according to how well
such works conformed to that ideal.50 There is perhaps no more

f lh high st

• LJ tit 'm"I (111 n 'Irt) t1 1til•
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h w v r, nly n impr 'ion th t ~ \lows from the solution to a

~ rmal probl m. 51

In many ways this brief passage from Gradations ofPoetry is
n of the clearest traces of the way late Southern Dynasties

literary men worked upon their manuscript heritage. They se­
1 cted and sometimes rewrote according to their strong sense of
"how it should have been." This is not to say that what we have
does not authentically represent early poetry; it suggests only
that what we have is a selective and modified part of a manu­
script tradition. Some core of the material is authentic: the
precise textual form of the material and its dating is open to

question.

51. Li Shan recognized the problem of assumed priority because of sequence,
noting that the "Nineteen Old Poems" make reference to Eastern Han sites and
suggesting that it was only because of the poems' anonymity that Xiao Tong
placed them before Li Ling (ag ~ t;J. $l;.Jt~l\, it,~-ii-:$-I't.z:..J:.)· If these poems refer
to imperial Luoyang before its destruction, it does not mean the poems are from
that era; they refer to a poetic Luoyang whose specific places are also men­
tioned in other datable poems written long after the destruction of the city. And,
of course, Luoyang was repopulated when it became the capital of the Wei and

WesternJin.

Stories of Origins

The selection and canonization of the "Nineteen Old Poems"
was a key component in a larger process of conceptualizing
literary history in general and providing an account of
pre-Jian'an origins for poetry in the five syllable line, the
dominant poetic form in the fifth century. Prior to the Qi and
Liang, we frequently have judgments about authors, often
comparative judgments made in reference to who is earlier and
who is later. The earliest attempt at a historical account of
poetry is organized around the change in poetic fashion that
occurred with the waning of Neo-Daoist xuanyan 1;1; poetry.
This is found in Tan Daoluan's lii!'; Xu Jin yangqiu ~%FIi;f;k,
a work of the first half of the fifth century and thus earlier than
the works of Jiang Yan and Shen Yue ilc~ (441-513) treated
below. The discussion focuses on the fourth-century xuanyan
poet Xu Xun "tflliJ. I give Richard Mather's translation with

pinyin Romanization:

rly p try" th t
tion of vailabl

I-JIIl fir

h lh "
10 i aJ,

"I tcm ,. p, Ii'l/ '" 1111

strikin vi n 0

survives is a motiv
material.

. The second issue is dating. In the main entry Zhong Rong
cItes a speculation that places the authorship of the "old
poems" in the Jian'an but does not offer a date. In one of the
prefa~es to Gradations of Poetry Zhong Rong restates his un­
certamty about authorship and makes an inference that the
"old po~ms" (presumably the "pure" ones) are Han (rejecting an
othe~se unknown suggestion that they might date from the
Warrmg States). One thing is clear: Zhong Rong did not know
when these poems were composed, and attributions of au­
thorship ~d. date were matters of speculation. Zhong Rong
may.~avemSIsted on a Han date, but his judgment rests not on
tradItion or manuscript authority but on stylistic inference.
Such stylistic inference is based on comparison to poems by
known poets and presumes that stylistic difference is best ex­
plained in literary historical terms, as the historical movement
from a simple style to a more literary style, rather than a
roughly synchronic difference of register.
Zho~g ~ong's Gr~dations of Poetry is arranged chronologi­

cally withm each of Its three categories of evaluation' the Wen
~an is arranged chronologically in its sUbsection~; Wenxin
dwolong often runs through chronological sequences of au­
thors and works in its chapters. Chronological sequence also
d?minates ~he arrangement of works by sections in Yutai
Xln~ong. ThIS was an age in which chronology, as the foun­
~atIOn of genealogy and cultural history, had become the most
Important conceptual frame for organizing material-whether
the. larger and ostensibly more important principle of organi­
zation was gradations of quality (Gradations ofPoetry) or genre
(Wen xuan and Wenxin diaolong). To establish chronology
~am~s are nece~sary. As we suggested earlier in Jiang Yan's
Vm:ous Forms, anonymous texts of uncertain date present a

specIal formal problem in a chronological structure. They can
be placed first or last; however, placing them first in a
chronological sequence gives the impression that they are
nece.ssarily .earlier than works by known poets. This was
the ImpressIOn about the "old poems" that has lasted. It is,
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I XtJl1 I 'd ubllli ond tyl' nne! WI 81 ill d in lit r ry m-
po'it ion. EV'r ::Jin li I h worthl'::J os lmo Xi n ru ( a. 17 -117 B..),

Wang B 0 (d. 1 O..), nd Y ng Xiong (5 8 ..-A.D. 18), th world has
esteemed the poeti es ay (fu) and hymn ( ang), and everyone imitated
the "Songs" (Shi) and "Elegies" (Sao), gathering from every quarter the
words of a hundred authors.

During the Jian'an era (196-219), lyric poems (shi) and essays
(zhang) enjoyed a great florescence, and even as late as the Western
Jin (265-316) people like Pan Yue (247-300) and Lu Ji (261-303),
although from time to time they produced substantial writings, never
departed from the old models and sources.

During the Zhengshi era (240-249), Wang Bi (226-249) and He Van
(ca. 190-249) had favored mysterious and transcendent (xuansheng)
conversation about Zhuangzi and Laozi, and after that the world set
great store by them. But at the time of the crossing of the Yangzi River
(307-312) Buddhist doctrines became especially flourishing. 52 So Guo
Pu (276-324), in his five-word poems [poems in the five syllable line],
began gathering together the words of Daoist masters and setting
them to rhyme. And Xu Xun and Sun Chua (active between 330 and
365), each in turn, were taken as models and admired, and moreover,
they used Buddhist terms like "the three times" (past, present, and
future), and thus the imitation of the "Songs" and "Elegies" came to an
end. Xun and Chua both became literary models for the entire age,
and from their time onward all writers imitated them. It was not until
the Yixi era (405-418) that Xie Hun initiated a change. 53

This represents something like an authoritative consensus on
poetry of the third and fourth centuries, and it was commonly
repeated by the critics of the late fIfth and early sixth centuries.
In this context the account is given to contextualize a particular
poet, Xu Xun; as we will see, Shen Vue's very similar account is
to contextualize an issue in poetics, namely, euphony. Yet, as
in Shen Vue's later and more detailed account of the history of
poetry, "poetry" (probably but not certainly meaning poetry in
the fIve syllable line) begins with the Jian'an reign. The "old
poems" (however many) may have been popular and widely
known, but they were not yet part of the "history" of poetry,

Literary history implies a coherent sense of differences of
style and interests; in order to understand, it implies sympa-

52. The manuscript Wenxuanjizhu j;,it~ii. cites this passage as"Li Chong
was particularly flourishing [popular]" !fft:./t~. Yu Jiaxi, Shishuo, 264 (au­
thor's note).

53. Liu Yiqing, trans. Mather, New Account, 136-37; Yu Jiaxi, Shishuo, 262.

{H rt J 'trl ()f'ld thC' outh 'm I no. ti

. t f dif~ r nin valu s. We earlier compared
h tJ p.n. 'th J' g Van's

Xie Lingyun's imitations of the Jian'an poets W1 1an h
"Various Forms." Xie Lingyun makes no attempt to recreate t e
style of the Jian'an poets; rather, he takes ~hat he under­
stands as the situations and concerns of particular poets and
represents them in the very thick style.ofthe early fIfth century.
For Xie poetry has a past, but not a h1StOry. .

Writing in the latter part of the century" Jiang Van 1S at­
tempting to imitate a style, within a set of d1fferent styles" de­
termined by author and period, In the interval between.J1~g

d Xie Lingyun something important has happened ill t, e
:derstanding of the poetic past; and while Jiang Van's senes
of imitations are not in themselves a hist~ry of poetry, th~y
re resent the condition within which a h1StOry of p~etry 1S

p 'bl It l'S clear from Jiang Van's preface to the sene,s that
POSS1 e. .' f l't h1StOry:
h . th' king of his enterpnse ill terms 0 1 erary

e 1S ill f . I frame' also
"Chu's lays and the airs of Han are not ~ a .Sillg e ,
Wei's products and what was fashioned ill J1~ w~re abso~ute~
two [different] forms" ~Jt~~JR, ~Af-1t; ~~-t-it, 00 #i:3 .
This same preface argues another important c~se for terary
historical understanding: the reader ~ust not Judge only ac-

cord1'ng to the standard of his own time, but must ha~e,a
h . J' Van 1S illympathetic openness to differences. T at 1S, l~g

S onding to earlier critical practice based on
som~ w~YSdg::ts and calling for an understanding and ap­
passillg JU all £ ative
predation of period difference that does not c or compar

judgment. t f lit rary
Judgment is of course, never far from accoun s 0 e .

histo and c~on formation-both judgments of wha~ 1S
valua~le within a period and the relative judgment of,pen~ds
themselves. The uneasy relation between a degree of h1stonc~
relativism and the impulse to pass judgme~t was t.o remal~
throughout the literary scholarship of the Q1 and L1an~. T~
implied argument in Jiang Van's preface may be seen ill t e

following passage.

-ti~Al~~~ j/Q~~iN>t.; *Jt..1f~f.t., j/Q~~.pt~~, :;r-$~~~ ~~i!ti:...1f
,., ~~mit,'~:;r-~-It,1Q.~*,fff}-j/Q;Jf:-t, ~mtRiill.~ 11t~, ffj!J,~~:t{;\?

., . h . . ,;0; -li: "':i. (BeiJ'ing' Zhonghua
54. HuZhijit})i::..«, Jiang WentongJlhUlZ UiL5C..urJ.",~1 .

shuju, 1984), 136.
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Ilow lin lov Iy WOIII n n b hov' III, "10m ro ~?-Y'I all. an stir th
spirit: How on orornoU plant shor th sam oroma?-yet all are
pie smg to the s ul. I it not o? Wh n it comes to worthy men of the
age, each is mired in what beguiles his fancy, yet all favor the sweet
and shun the bitter, love the cinnabar red and reject the plain white.
How could this be what is known as "being comprehensive and broadly
tolerant" or "liking what is far and loving equally"?55

In the first example Jiang Yan sets up a model of simple dif­
ference within the categories of "lovely" and "aromatic"; he does
not suggest that we also appreciate the ugly and the foul
smelling. Yet he comes close to just such a position in the
second phase of his argument, where he suggests that people
should also appreciate the bitter and the plain. Emerging from
an age, the Liu-Song, that loved rich poetic ornament (often
figured as rich colors), Jiang Yan seems here to be arguing for
the value of the poetically "plain"; that is, for the value of the
relative straightforwardness of earlier poetry.

•
In accounts of literary history it is sometimes difficult to
separate what is specific to the history ofclassical poetry from a
more general history of belles-lettres or poetic writing. Like Tan
Daoluan, Shen Yue, in his "Postface" to the "Biography of Xie
Lingyun" in the Song shu of 488, moves from Han poetic ex­
Position~ (jiL) directly to poetry in the Jian'an, without reflecting
on the dIfference of genre. 56 Like Tan Daoluan, Shen Yue has
specific motivation for this larger literary historical account of
po~try; in Shen Yue's case it is the issue of poetic euphony,
~hlCh w~s specifically an issue for poetry in the five syllable
~me. Poetic euphony, was, as Shen Yue recognized, a modern
Issue at the end of the fifth century; and it led Shen Yue to look
at the literary past in terms of linear change: a privileged mo­
ment of an instinctive sense of poetic euphony in the Jian'an a
period of falling away, and an implied recovery of the principies
of euphony in the present.

~~ the first section of his account, Shen Yue begins with the
ShyIng, goes to the Chuci, then to the poetic expositions (jU) of

55. Hu Zhiji, 136.

56. Song shu, 1778-79; translation in Richard B. Mather, The Poet Shen
Ylleh (441-513): The R~ticent Marquis (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1988), 40-44. The text 1S also included in juan 50 of the Wen xuan.
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th Han, and fin lly to the Jian' n. Shen Yu clearly is here
working with an idea of "poetic writing" in a very broad
sense-though when he comes to the Jian'an there is little
doubt that he is thinking primarily of poetry in the five syllable
line.57 The discussion of the Jian'an is the foundation for the
second section which discusses the history of poetry, primarily
poetry in the five syllable line, from the Jian'an into the fIfth
century.

In the third section Shen turns to principles of euphony
through the alternation of pitches. Speaking from an age that
was developing systematic principles of euphony, Shen Yue
praises the Jian'an poets (and he makes reference to specific
poems in the five syllable line) as having achieved euphony
"without prior awareness" (wu xianjue ~7I:.f:). The history of
poetry from that moment through the first half of the fIfth
century is a story of falling away, of deviation from this basic
intuitive principle-and this is a loss to poetry that his own age
will repair, though consciously, "with prior awareness."

It is significant here that even though the central issue of
structured euphony was one strongly associated with poetry in
the five syllable line, Shen Yue does not make any explicit dif­
ferentiation of genre. In his account poetry in the five syllable
line seems to have no origin; in the Jian'an it simply appears,
replacing the Sao and jU that were the focus of attention in an
earlier era.

Genre was indeed an issue for most of the critics of the Qi
and Liang. We cannot date Jiang Yan's "Various Forms" in
relation to Shen Yue's "Postface," but in his preface Jiang Yan
acknowledges that "the rise of the five syllable line is indeed not
of remote antiquity" 1i. €. z~, i.i.1l".t 1i. Here in the specific
authors and works imitated, however, we have the first outline
of a lineage: first the anonymous "Ancient Parting" 1ii4fi.~IJ men­
tioned earlier, then Li Ling :'fFk (d. 74 B.C.), Lady Ban *~*,
Cao Pi t:± (187-226), Cao Zhi tt.! (192-232), Liu Zhen JHJi
(d. 217), Wang Can .l..~ (177-217), and then on to Xi Kang

57. The poetic expositions of the Jian'an, so prominent in earlier critical
comment, were clearly not even in Shen Yue's mind here. Mather translates
Tan Daoluan's shizhang "tt:f" as "lyric poems and essays." This may also be
understood simply as "poems," in which case Tan, too, is moving to lyric poetry
as the representative form of the Jian'an.



('T!:In," I 'tn ellL I th "Ha,n/' p, try cut th U'th m • 47

;M;-J) (22 - 2) nd n Ji l!it~~ (21 - ), b for vi .into th
Western Jin.

There is much of interest in Jiang Yan's list. As we discussed
earlier, the formal problem of anonymous poetry in a chrono­
logical sequence invited its placement before the first named
poet, Li Ling. 58 A Li Ling collection was in circulation in the first
half of the fifth century, when the authenticity of some of its
poems was doubted by Yan Yanzhi AJt~z (384-456). Li Ling
was the failed Han general who was captured by the Xiongnu;
the poems under his name were primarily parting poems and
perhaps became attached to his name because of the famous
scene of his parting from Su Wu, an emissary to the Xiongnu
from the Han court. The poems naturally acquired the title "To
Su Wu" l!iU~:ii\; perhaps because it was somewhat incongruous
to have one person composing so many farewell poems on a
single occasion, some of the poems were eventually ascribed to
Su Wu himself, with the title "To Li Ling."59 These poems use
the common material of the anonymous yuefu and "old poems,"
but many have the clear marks of a basic literary education,
and it is hard to believe that some are earlier than the third
century. Here, however, was a known and datable figure to
serve as the earliest poet in the five syllable line.

Continuing in Jiang Yan's list, Lady Ban was a court lady of
the late first century B.C. Only one poem has been attributed to
her, the poem on the circular fan that Jiang Yan imitated. Jiang
Yan then moved directly from Lady Ban to four of the Jian'an
poets. If the Jian'an was the first great moment of poetry in the
five syllable line for Shen Yue, Jiang Yan provided prior history
for the Jian'an moment-though from our contemporary per­
spective, at least two of those three pre-Jian'an moments (Li
Ling and Lady Ban) now seem to postdate the Jian'an-the
third (that is, the anonymous "old poems") has no author and is
merely "old."

In his account of the history of poetry Shen Yue had moved

58. Since Zhong Rong accepts Li Ling as the author of the poems attributed
to him, the anonymous "old poems" must be placed earlier. This is perhaps
why, in his preface, he has to limit their antiquity by rejecting any attempt to
date them from the Warring States.

59. Tang commentators have some of the Su Wu poems as parting from his
wife and brother.

. ir ly fr m th Jian'an to th ond generation of the
W st rn Jin po ts, Pan Yue i1l}-ffi- (247-300) and Lu Ji, without
m ntioning Ruan Ji and Xi Kang. Jiang Yan, who did a sepa­
rate set of imitations of Ruan Ji, included both Xi Kang and
Ruan Ji in his series. We might simply conclude that Shen Yue
did not think Ruan Ji important, but the evidence is quite to
the contrary: Shen Yue wrote a commentary on Ruan Ji's po­
etry, parts of which have been preserved. Why Shen Yue
omitted Ruan Ji in his account of the history of poetry is a
question we cannot answer (in the context of 488 his omission
of Tao Qian is understandable); in the next generation Zhong
Rong would place Ruan Ji in the highest category in his Gra­
dations ofPoetry. The best explanation is perhaps that for Shen
Yue, Ruan Ji represented an important personality embodied
in poetic texts, deserving of commentary but not deserving of
mention in an account of poetry conceived in terms of euphony
and rhetoric. The following generations would see the break­
down of such a distinction, with Ruan Ji rising to the first order
in Zhong Rong, and Tao Qian rising to the first order in Xiao
Tong. Anonymous yuefu, belonging to a bibliographically proxi­
mate but distinct category, seem to have made the crossover
into the realm of literary "poetry" first in the Wen xuan and, on
a large scale, in Yutai xinyong. This seems to have been a
general process of reconceptualizing poetry more broadly in the
Qi and Liang, and that process was based on the principles
enunciated by Jiang Yan: if one can see the value of the "pale"
as well as the "cinnabar colored," then one can see the value
not only of the "straightforward" old poems and yuefu, but also
of less rhetorical poets like Ruan Ji and Tao Qian.

It is clear that in the Qi and Liang there was an extensive
social discourse about poetry, both "ancient" and "modern."
Traces of that social discourse are apparent in a wide range of
texts. There were important disagreements and disputes, but
we see a degree of consensus-a consensus on which authors
and texts were important, even if one disagreed on how to in­
terpret such importance or disagreed in relative terms. We
come now to the critics Liu Xie J'l~ and Zhong Rong, both
writing prior to the compilation of the famous anthologies that
have preserved our canonical texts. Both give full histories of
the beginnings of poetry in the five syllable line.



60. This refers to the Yiwen zhi *x,t of the Han shu, based on Liu Xin's
tHI:. catalogue of the imperial library in Chengdi's reign (32-8 B..), th QiliJ,'
-l:~. This lists 314 "poems and songs" ,iJJ;.-nt.

61. We have earlier mention d Yan Yanzhi's (10111)1 l'I'f(I\l·dlnK Ill' tllItlwo
ticity of all the Li Ling pi· es. W· hav nO olltt'r I'XIIlIII I (lOtel 0 (lnl 11IIJO III

doubts r garding tho aut'h oti ity of I.t,(1 IItli" IIlIi IJlII III.

Here it is important to keep in mind that poetry in the five
syllable line did not yet have a history of origins. There was a
body of texts in circulation to which names had become at­
tached, and anonymous poems seem to have acquired authors
with some ease. The sense that a particular person in history
would have been an appropriate speaker for a poem was so
close to a claim of authorship that the transition between the
two was imperceptible. As large anthologies of poetry in the five
syllable line began to appear in the fifth century, the authors,
both credible and imputed, would be arranged in chronological
order. The material for a history was probably already in place.

Let us return to Liu Xie's chapter "Elucidation of Poetry" a}J

tt in Wenxin diaolong. Here we have a full history of poetry in
the five syllable line, including a discussion of its origins. The
following passage begins after a discussion of other poetic
forms in the Han.

49•"Han" Poetry and the Southern Dynasties

62. Four lines in the second stanza of "Hanglu" itii in the Shijing are in the
five syllable line. These are the lines cited by Zhi Yu to prove the antiquity of
the five syllable line. Deng Guoguang, Zhi Yu yanjiu, 185.

63. Mencius IVA.8.2. This same verse also appears in the "Fisherman," Yufu

i.~,x. in the Chuci.
64. This refers to a song cited in "Jinyu" 11 %~ in the Guoyu ~Hi sung by

Bard Shi 11:~. Three of its four lines are five syllables in length. Guoyu ~~
(Shanghai: Shanghai guji chubanshe, 1978) 286.

65. This is cited in the "Treatise on the Five Phases" liAt.t of the Han shu.
66. Or "responsible for the most beautiful of the 'Old Poems.''' Mei Cheng

died around 140 B.C. Zhong Rong and Xiao Tong took all the "old poems" as
anonymous, but some included in the Yutai xinyong carry the Mei Sheng at-

tribution.
67. Fu Yi i~4t lived in the first century A.D. This attribution of the eighth of

the "Nineteen Old Poems" to Fu Yi is otherwise unattested.
68. The text as given follows the now widely accepted reading of the Tang

manuscript edition, concluding the sentence with ~. The received text con­
ludes with the interrogative 1", leading to the possible interpretation that Liu

Xie doubted the Han dating.
69. F'uwu i\{t 4h is literally something like "match" or "conjoin" with things.

This usage strongly suggests Liu Xie's definition of "comparison" tt. in the tt.~
hapt r:" omparison is that which conjoins" ~!Ut.:t, 1!It~. Liu is clearly refer­

dog t·o jitu.o :lf~E:., "investing one's feelings in things," using description of ex­
I rnal t hlngtl Lo onv y one's feelings.

70. A v r 101~ of Lhls poem has been preserved in later sources; it is, however,
III It foul'lI 1I0bi lin, and Liu Xie has been consistently talking about poetry in

III nVt1 11011- lin .
7 I, Ir 1.111 XII I IUrorrlnR to p ms a.ttribut d to Zhang Heng, nothing is

ItH1WII of tit III.

I would venture that "Hanglu" in the "Shaonan" began it [five syl­
lable verse] in half of a stanza,62 and from the child at Canglang we
even have a whole song.63 The Bard singing of "Leisure" appeared far
back in the Spring and Autumn Annals period;64 the children's ditty
on "warped paths" is found more recently, in the age of Emperor
Cheng.65 Examining different ages for evidence, we find that the five
syllable line has existed for a long time.

Some claim that Mei Sheng is responsible for the beauty of the "Old
Poems";66 the one on "solitary bamboo" is the writing ofFu Yi. 67 When
we investigate by comparing stylistic qualities, they are from the West­
ern or Eastern Han.68 When we observe the construction of their form
and their deployment of phrases, they are direct without being un­
couth, and are subtle in the way they make comparisons with things,69
deeply saddening and touching the affections sharply-these are truly
the crown of works in the five syllable line.

When we consider Zhang Heng's "Reproach," it has a lucid gravity
that may be savored;7o his "Poem on the Immortals" and "Slow Song"
have a popular style with dignity.71

"Han" Poetry and the Southern Dynasties•48

£A-t.fott, ..=..1filtMi, .¥JJ"f"II,*, #.z.%]1fti, i1ii~A.i!~, ~JUi.1;, P/fI':.<ctFt,
JJ1~M- JL~~Nt1\~. #C~ mH~, #~-f*, ~q-itit, #~~tlb; DTift.1t;ift,
~JL.~;~~ ••,~~A~;M*_.,~~1;~~.~~#fr.,4.~
~,~&#-Mi,~••~~,~,*i1ii.,m~.~~~.•~Mft.~,~i1ii~
Wf, ~"J1{Hh, ·t?HktJJ'tt, l'~ 1;~iH.~~. £~7k1t~Mi, ;t~"fP-t.; 1J.~t.~;ift,

• ~~*.~~~~~,~1;.~,~-t~~,.W~~';L••~,Z4i1ii.

~; M3J!1.JiiJl, -1'fit.?t, i!.~'t, ~1Mt:j;; ·~·/llI'MHi., Af6I':'<1~::t, it,11t4fi*, ~*••~~;~~~a,._R_~M;~~fflM~.A~#~~,#.~~,~
~~t.t, :f.};¥)~ . • ~.t:;t&l&, 17t~i!.)~, -ttM~~. ~Uj.fJ.f-1f-, ~lji:.~,tl,

~~.Mdi, #4t~i!~~. %~ff.f::t, ~j!jA.t1.~, 7kitiLF!, tt.M~tlrf, '*~~~

#, fJ ~~~~, 4*/f~I'A~tJ;, 4iiLlffl'A ~ -Jef, ~~*~~.
When we come to the record of bibliographical categories in Emperor
Cheng's reign, there were more than three hundred pieces, both court
works and those selected from the domains, which may well be said to
be comprehensive.6o Yet in those works by writers remaining, we see
no works in the five syllable line; and for this reason the pieces at­
tributed to Li Ling and Lady Ban have been doubted by later ages.61
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the r ~ns go and ct a galloping pa ,Wang an, Xu Gan, Ying Van ,
and LlU Zhen set their eyes on the ourse and raced each other.72 In
each other's company they were fond of the breeze and moonlight, fell
ea~y ~amiliarity with pond and park, gave account of the glories or
enJoymg favor, told of festively tipsy banquets. Moved to passion, they
gave free rein to their energies; and they employed their talents with
expansive grandeur. Without trying to achieve a dense and delicate
artfulness, they fashioned their concerns in reference to what really
happe~ed; they employed phrasing to catch the appearances of things,
preferrmg only skill in luminous lUcidity. In these things they were the
same.

When we come to the elucidation of the Way in the Zhengshi Reign,
poetry became involved with the mind set on the immortals. He Yan
~d his ilk are generally very shallow and insubstantial. Yet Xi Kang's
auns were pure and lofty, and Ruan Ji's import was far-reaching and
~eep; .thus w; :an take them as standards. When we have something
like Ymg Qu s One of a Hundred," we fmd someone who fearlessly
stood alone; the diction is weird but the sense of right is unsullied. 73
He too can represent forthrightness surviving from the Wei.

The many talents of the Jin rather tended to lightness and orna­
ment: the Zhangs, the Pans, the Lus, and Zuo stood shoulder to
shoulder on the thoroughfares of poetry. The colors of their diction are
flashier than the poetry of the Zhengshi Reign, and their force is
weake~ th~ the.P?~try of the Jian'an. Sometimes they took passages
of antithetical dIVISIOns as the greatest finesse; at other times they
used an insinuating fluency to make themselves appear attractive.
This generally sums them Up.74

If a chronological sequence of texts and names is the basis
for a history, our first account here of the origins of poetry in
the five syllable line appears when many of the authorial at­
tributions from before the Jian'an are in question. As is some­
times the case with Liu Xie, we are often unsure of where he
stands on these questions.

H~ begins ~th a critique of the earliest attributions. It may
be hIS own cntique, but more probably it was a critique current

•l na tiJ/an } 0 trt a.nd th

in. ont mpor ry lit r ry di u in. Liu Xiang's catalogue of
th imp rial library has ov r thre hundred poems and songs
numerated under twenty-eight writers, who include neither Li

Ling nor Lady Ban.75 Early in the fIfth century Yan Yanzhi had
r ised doubts about the authenticity of some of the poems in
the Li Ling corpus on stylistic grounds; the critique here,
however, is of the Li Ling corpus as a whole. Considering the
pparent countermove in the passage that follows, we do not

know whether Liu Xie accepts this as a valid critique or not; but
these are the only occasions on which he mentions Li Ling and
Lady Ban.

Liu Xie next offers proof of the existence of the five syllable
line in antiquity, perhaps answering Jiang Yan's statement that
the form was "not of remote antiquity," and following the ex­
ample of Zhi Yu, who traced all the possible line lengths of
poetry to examples from the Shijing. As Liu Xie was quite aware,
the irregular verse forms of antiquity used many line lengths,
and it is hardly surprising that sometimes one finds passages
in the five syllable line; moreover, the three examples from the
pre-Qin period are obviously different in rhythm and style from
the five-syllable-line poetry that Liu Xie was discussing. The
fourth and [mal example was a peculiar inclusion: this was a
children's song attributed to the reign of Han Emperor Cheng
(the emperor whom Lady Ban served and who ordered the
catalogue of the imperial library). This is indeed in the five
syllable line as it was practiced in later poetry, and we don't
know what Liu meant by including such an example.

The anonymous "old poems" come next. Here for the first
time we see attribution of "old poems" to Mei Sheng ;J:t*" (d. ca.
140 B.c.)-before Li Ling. These attributions were accepted by
Xu Ling 1tfk (507-83) in the Yutai xinyong. The fact that Jiang
Yan did not include Mei Sheng in his imitations suggests either
that he did not take the attribution seriously or that it had not
yet been made. 76 Liu Xie mentions the attribution to Mei
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72. This echoes the figure of competition as racing in Cao Pi's "Discourse on
Literature," "Lunwen" 1i1lx.

73. Ying Qu's series was satirical.

74. Zhan Ying It jJ/, Wenxin dia%ng yizheng x.(; pjff.it -*. i.1f: (Shanghai:
Shanghai guji, 1989), 185-204.

75. Modern scholars can easily dismiss this critique because the low status
of the five syllable line made it higWy unlikely that such works would be in­
cluded in the imperial library. To Liu Xie, however, this would have been a
weighty critique.

76. The choice of Mei Sheng as an author for the "old poems" does suggest
a rather late date for the attribution: it seems to follow an arrangement in
which the "old poems" come first, followed by Li Ling as the first known



a~~or. Anonymous poems were magnets for authors, and here contemporary
cnbcs would automatically be looking for an author earlier than Li Ling (apart
from those who believed a Jian'an date). Because Sima Xiangru also served
Han Wudi, he would probably have seemed too close to Li Ling (despite the fact
that Wudi's long reign left room for several distinct generations). That left Jia Yi
and Mei Sheng as famous "poetic" names in the Western Han, and the shadowy
figure of Mei Sheng probably seemed the better choice.

77. While the Jian'an is technically still the Han, it was generally referred to
as a separate period and would not have been designated under the broad
rubric "Western or Eastern Han," liang Han ~i,l.

1--1(;1,,' ) 'tfl II th oua, fit !Jna ti)

Ji n' n p t with ut r rv ti n ( nd th mid-Wei poets Xi
Kang and Ruan Ji, though I ss ful omely).

We find th n xt account of the origins of poetry in the five
syllable line probably shortly after Wenxin diaolong in the
preface to Zhong Rong's Gradations of Poetry. The account
appears in a linear form in Zhong Rong's preface and piecemeal
in the comments appended to individual poets. Unfortunately
the preface and the individual comments in the main body are
sometimes strikingly at odds, especially in the early period
through the third century. The following is the account in the
preface.

.~••,M.k~~~~.*#~.,A~.~,.~~U,~~~~~.,#
~}ij~f~.I!!,. m~:tliR.!f,~.f*., ~M.:«:~, mi~~AllllJ. ~.~J.i.titJJI~-ff, *-Ef
-+r." ff*fA~, -Ami e.. -t~A~Jit, 41l e.Mit. t.:Y:"::'EflX. ,!", ~ff JJI~~~,
~;f-..~. Ftlk.~*, t~:X..-=f, :1t;#J!If~; -t~JL~, fJ~~~; "H~~~, ~~

~X.~ff~~~~,mft*~.~,A*-Ef#.~~~~,*~**~.~~.il!**, it*ff%. ;.ttl'!", -=-~"::'f!:RiJit-iL, thfiH!t~, ~.h\iit~, JiUit.Aut,
#~-f~'f~.I!!,.

When we reach Li Ling in the Han, the category of the five syllable line
appears for the first time. The "old poems" are so far in the past they
are unclear, and the times of their authors cannot be ascertained fully;
yet when we investigate their form, they are obviously the work of the
Han and not the songs of the moribund Zhou.

Poetic expositions of the likes of Wang Bao, Yang Xiong, Mei Sheng,
and Sirna Xiangru competed in vigor, yet we know nothing of their
chants and songs. From Defender Li Ling down to Lady Ban, for an
interval of almost a hundred years, there was a woman, and she was
the only one. The influence of the poets of the Shijing was all at once
gone.

During the two centuries in which the capital was in the east there
was only Ban Gu's "On History," which was plain wood lacking
adornment.

But when we corne down to the Jian'an Reign, the lords Cao, father
and sons, were steadfastly fond of literary culture. Pingyuan [Cao Zhi)
and his brother burgeoned as a beam of letters. Liu Zhen and Wang
Can formed the wings. Beyond that there were those who "clung to the
dragon and rode the phoenix" [rose by the power of their masters], and
those who brought themselves to the level of attendants can be
reckoned at almost a hundred. The glory of pattern and substance in
balance was fully achieved in those times.

Thereafter things went downhill and grew feeble all the way until
the Jin. In the Taikang Reign [280-89) were three Zhangs, two Lus, a

uilt·,." un tl,"11 ,," I ·tfY III th

,b t it is un I 'ur wh th r it w b Ii ~v d th t M i h n
wrot th ntir orpu or just som ( sin Yutai xinyong). Th n
he mentions Fu Yi as th author of "Nineteen Old Poems" VIII
but we cannot tell if this is Liu Xie's own conviction or anothe;
opinion of "some." In short, all the early names are here, but all
are under a half-cloud of suspicion and uncertainty.

At last Liu Xie expresses his own opinion, based on inferen­
tial investigation (tui .fft). Any hope for clarity here is, unfor­
tunately, soon lost for reasons beyond Liu Xie's control. We
have a textual problem, a variant in the final character which
renders the sentence alternatively affirmative or interrogative.
Later critics have very much wanted Liu Xie to affirm a Han
date for the old poems (one version of the affirmative text in­
cludes gu 00, "most certainly!"); but the interrogative version is
that of the received text. Ifwe accept the interrogative particle,
we could read this as a mildly rhetorical interrogative, sug­
gesting assent; but it could also be a true question, suggesting
doubt about the Han dating. Such a grammatically natural
reading might echo Zhong Rong's comment that some believe
the "old poems" were composed by the Caos and Wang Can in
the Jian'an. 77 If Liu Xie was indeed tactfully expressing doubts
about an early dating for the "old poems," his doubts were soon
interpreted away.

We do know one thing for certain. The anonymous "old
poems" had been unmentioned by Shen Vue and were simply
the first "form" imitated by Jiang Van (without the categorical
term "old poems"); a few decades later in Liu Xie they have al­
ready achieved a canonical stature equal to that of the Jian'an
poets: they are the "crown of works in the five syllable line." In
his account Liu Xie praises only the "old poems" and the



78. Wang Shumin, Zhong Rong, 50-62; Cao Xu, Shipin, 8-23.
79. One contradiction between the preface and the comments occurs in the

~ei.}he pre~ace treats this as a period of decline, followed by a Jin "restora­
ti?n. Ruan Jl, who b.elon~s to th.at period, is accorded a place in Zhong Rong's
highest category, whIle Xi Kang IS placed in the middle category. Moreover, at
the e.nd ?f the p~eface Zhong Rong includes a select list of the "very best po­
em~, a list th~t ill~ludes Ruan Ji's "Yonghuai,· but none of the "old poems,· of
WhICh he says ill hIS comment that "every word is worth a thousand in silver· -
!f-t~.

80. The case of the Qin Jia poems is a fascinating one. We have some reason
to believe that Zhong Rong knew of only the poem attributed to Xu Shu the wife
and that his comments apply only to her one poem. It is possible that'the "Qin'
Jia" P?ems included in Yutai xinyong were composed after Gradations ofPoetry
to fill ill the gap. See the discussion on pp. 248-54. 81. Wang Shumin, Zhong Rong, 140; Cao Xu, Shipin, 88.
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Zh n n pi k up m ny f th is uris d by Liu Xi . It
i lik ly th t Zhong Ron had r ad Liu Xi's account of the early
hi tory of po try in th five syllable line; but rather than taking
Zhong Rong's comments as a direct response to Liu Xie, we

ight understand both critics as participating in a widespread
ontemporary discourse on poetry and its history. Liu Xie notes
hat authors in the five syllable line are not included in the
atalogue of the imperial library; Zhong Rong names the fa-

mous writers of fu and says "we know nothing of their chants
and songs." Mei Sheng's name is pointedly included only in the
.list of fu writers. It is hard to believe that Zhong Rong did not
know of the attribution of "old poems" to Mei Sheng; apparently
he thought this was not worth mentioning. He does believe in Li
Ling's authorship of the poems attributed to him, though in his
note on Li Ling he qualifies his praise of Li Ling's poetic success
as being contingent on his misfortunes ("Had Ling not en­
countered bitter hardships, how could his writing have been
able to reach this level?" 1tFt:fit4-'if, :Jtx#1<ifn~~Jt.).81

Although Zhong Rong mentions the "old poems" after Li Ling
in the preface (where he wants a datable moment of origin), he
places his comments on the "old poems" first in the main body
of the work. In the preface there is no uncertainty in ascribing
the "old poems" to the Han (presumably the Western Han); in
his comments in the main body of the work he cites the opinion
that they came from the Caos and Wang Can, after which he
leaves the question open. Next we have Lady Ban's poem, with
Zhong Rong troubled by the thinness of the record, but with no
doubts of Lady Ban's historical authorship of the poem.

Like Liu Xie, Zhong Rong offers one representative of poetry
in the five syllable line for the Eastern Han. Perhaps Ban Gu's
"On History" replaces Zhang Heng's "Reproach" (Liu Xie's East­
ern Han choice) because Zhang Heng's poem was in the four
syllable line. Zhong Rong then leaps across a century to get to
the Jian'an, which he praises as fulsomely as Liu Xie does.

A "canon" consists of texts and authors whose value almost
everyone agrees on-though they may interpret the value dif­
ferently. By this standard the "old poems" and the main Jian'an

m I Un. 'tl,4 •

poir of Pan~, oncl (I Zuo wllo burst ~ rtll it 0 r n wol and follow dill
the foot t ps of th form r pril s I a J, s nd nu n y w rIot
yet attenuated, and this too was a r storation of literature.78

If Liu Xie makes his way tentatively through a series of
proble.matic attributions of pre-Jian'an poems in the five syl­
lable line, Zhong Rong firmly believes the attributions to Li Ling
and Lady Ban. Belief, however, creates a new problem: Zhong
Rong wants to write a history and there are too few names. H
expresses something of a horror vacui at the Western Han after
Li Ling and at the entire Eastern Han. He mentions Lady Ban
and Ban Gu as the "only ones"-and we should point out here
that each of these two figures is credited with only one poem.
Zhong Rong does affirm unambiguously that the anonymous
"old poems" are Han, but his preface leaves us with just two
known poets and two poems for the three centuries between Li
Ling and the Jian'an.

The main body of Gradations ofPoetry fills tJ:1at void a little,
though creating some troubling contradictions with the pref­
ace. 79 Ban Gu is indeed included in the judgments, in the
lowest category, where he is grouped with two other late
Eastern Han figures, Li Van J.lS~ and Zhao Yi ~±, both un­
mentioned in the preface, and both of whose poems are so stiff
that they were clearly mentioned only to add to the count of
Eastern Han poems in the five syllable line. We also have the
inclusion, in the middle category, ofXu Shu -/tiik, Qin Jia's wife,
also unmentioned in the preface.8o The Eastern Han may still
have been relatively empty, but now it had about six poems
rather than one.

II
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n-i p m in th four syllable line
( fwhi h th r r gr t many xamples in the Eastern Han).
Th in lusion of the Zhang Heng poem, like Zhong Rong's in-
lusion of Ban Gu's poem, is a modest gesture to satisfy the

horror vacui of Jiang Yan's two-century leap from Lady Ban to
th Jian'an.

Horror vacui is a useful concept here. The early history of
poetry in the five syllable line was terribly thin (a thinness that
l unsurprising if we are not dealing with a real history ofworks
In a certain form, but simply a few later poems that had picked

p early names). New attributions appeared to fill this void.
rhaps old attributions, less widely known, were given new

prominence-we know that Ban Gu's "Poem on History" was
known already in the time of Shen Yue because Lu Jue men­
tioned it favorably in his rejoinder to Shen Yue. In addition to

an Gu, Zhong Rong added Xu Shu, Li Yan, and Zhao Yi. Of
hese the Li Yan and Zhao Yi poems are credibly Eastern Han

poems in the five syllable line, but, as we said earlier, of a
quality that suggests Zhong Rong was including whatever he
ould. Had those poems been written after the middle of the

third century, such poets and such work would not have at­
t 'ned even Zhong Rong's lowest category.

The process is obvious. Critics and anthologists were scan­
ning the extant record to supply a corpus of poets and poems
from before the Jian'an. The anonymous "old poems" could no
I nger be "possibly Jian'an" because they were urgently needed
1 ewhere, in the earlier period. Although he accepted the au­

thenticity of the Li Ling poems, Xiao Tong was generally very
rupulous about problematic attributions and exercised fair

J dgment in not including some of the dullest but very credibly
[!; stern Han poems written in the five syllable line.83

In compiling the Yutai xinyong, however, Xu Ling felt no
uch scruples. He was, after all, composing an anthology of

I etry for reading pleasure. In this anthology the Jian'an was
rovided with a rich ancestry. Almost an entire juan is given to

"/1'1n ll flO In and III Ot/Ill '11,

P ts h v ind b n. 1I2 Aft r h Ji n' n
we s a r aJ div r nd Zhon R ng. For
Liu Xie there is a gen ral d cline in th W i, saJvag d by th
excellence of Xi Kang and Ruan Ji; the situation in the Jini
even worse. For Zhong Rong there is a decline in the Wei, but
the Western Jin restores the glories of the Jian'an (Zhong Rong
places four of the Western Jin poets in the highest category).
Xiao Tong was obviously persuaded by Zhong Rong's point of
view.

In terms of constituting canon, the interesting case here is
that of Ruan Ji. He had become one of the "great names." For
Liu Xie the "great name" had to be a central part of the literary
historical account: there are inferior poets in the Wei, but the
greatness of Ruan Ji (along with Xi Kang and Ying Qu) salvages
the era. The era overall was inferior to the Jian'an precisely
because the Jian'an "genius" seems to have touched almost
everyone then writing; the Wei was a period of a few solitary
talents and general mediocrity. In his preface Zhong Rong, by
contrast, is telling a story of the "genius" of the times rather
than individuals; he may truly disagree with Liu Xie about the
Western Jin, but the two critics are in essential agreement
about the Wei. For Zhong Rong the place to acknowledge Ruan
Ji is in the litany of great names and great poems; though he is
the best poet of his age, he is not treated as central to the
history of poetry of his age.

•
Despite their differences, the two critics have much in common;
and, judging from comments on earlier poetry by their con­
temporaries, what they hold in common was shared by the
cultural elite in Jiankang in the early sixth century. When
describing early poetry in the five syllable line, there is already
a canon of names that must be mentioned, including the poets
before the Jian'an.

After the "old poems" Liu Xie seems to come to a new level of
certainty in the Eastern Han. There is no hesitancy in attrib­
uting the poem "Reproach" to Zhang Heng; but "Reproach"-at

82. In addition to the Shishuo xinyu anecdote, the fact that we have a
number of fifth-century imitations might suggest their importance earlier;
however, we have those fIfth-century imitations thanks to the Wen xuan and
Yutai xinyong, when the "old poems" were formally established.

83. For an extensive discussion of Xiao Tong's and Xu Ling's roles as an­
th iogists, see David R. Knechtges, "Culling the Weeds and Selecting Prime
Ulo soms: The Anthology in Early Medieval China," in Scott Pearce et al., eds.,

ulture and Power in the Reconstitution of the Chinese Realm 200-600 (Cam­
bridge: Harvard University Asia Center, 2001), 200-241. .
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85. Wang Shumin, Zhong Rong, 324; Cao Xu, Shipin, 362.
86. We should note that in Yutai xinyong the anonymous "old poems" pre­

ede anonymous yuefu.
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The anthologies and critical works of the Southern Dynasties
preserved, organized, and perhaps radically edited a selective
portion of older poetic material preserved in manuscript. Later
ages received that selection of material and elaborated their
own accounts of "Han and Wei" poetry. The mid-Ming raised to
canonical status the anonymous yuefu and Cao Cao (placed in
Zhong Rong's lowest category as an example of "old directness,"
guzhi ;!;-.1).85 Traditional literary history resembles a queue in
which sequence remains constant, while dates change. The
anonymous "old poems" occupied a place in the queue before
the datable poems of Li Ling and Lady Ban. When Li Ling's and
Lady Ban's poems lost credit, the anonymous "old poems" kept
the place in the sequence, moving forward into the Eastern Han
to serve as the poetic monuments prior to the Jian'an. At the
same time the anonymous yuefu entered the queue at an ear­
lier position.86 This essential sequence is maintained in virtu­
ally every anthology and textbook and literary history, as if it
were a historical fact beyond question. Out of this sequence is
constructed a habitual account of literary and cultural history:
once upon a time there was a simple and direct poetry of the
"folk"-these poems are the anonymous yuefu, belonging to the
Western Han or to a relatively early period in the Eastern Han.
These were followed by the more regular poems of unknown

unt th arly ttributi n ~ w famous poems in circula-
i n as w lJ as th nonymous "old poems." This was not a

hi tory of po try in the five syllable line before the Jian'an; it
was simply the consequence of organizing names chronologi-

ally. Liu Xie did want to write a brief history of poetry in the
five syllable line, but there was much about poetry before the
Jian'an of which he was uncertain. The one thing of which he
was certain was that the "old poems" were as important as the
Jian'an poets. Zhong Rong added a few more names and af­
firmed the reliability of the attributions that Liu Xie doubted.
Xu Ling finished the task with a wide range of anonymous
poems and a considerable set of verses by named poets. This
canon has survived.

, Ilcm" P, try Q,1l I tit outlt m V" ti

w rI impll illy pr - i n' n: n ny' u" J pm" nd "M i
Sh ng' "po m , n nymou yu ju, L dy n' fan po m, along
with a poem from the Li Ling corpus now attributed to Su Wu.
Li Yannian's song on Lady Li is included from the Han shu.
Zhang Heng was improbably credited with an erotic poem in
the five syllable line (the "Tongsheng ge" ~ 1f-tf.I:); we have a full
set of the poems between Qin Jia and his wife (Qin Jia's poems
may well have been composed for the anthology); "Watering My
Horse by the Great Wall" -i.t.~-kJJ}i.g{t ceased to be anonymous
(as it was in the Wen xuan) and became the work of Cai Yong. In
addition two charming ballads attributed to otherwise un­
known "Han" figures Xin Yannian and Song Zihou were
added. 84 Last but not least, there was the very long narrative
ballad "Old Poem: On the Wife of Jiao Zhongqing" ;!;-ttJ.t~1'!'~
.t-1t, of much debated date, but whose current version is
probably Southern Dynasties. Where there had been lamen­
tably few poems before, now there were many-not a few of
which seem to have been recent compositions donated by an
age rich in poems to an age poor in poems. A remarkable
number of these poems have remained in every modern an­
thology of early classical poetry-always in roughly the same
order. In place of a void we have a "canon."

We do indeed have a "history," but this history is not of po­
etry in the five syllable line before the Jian'an; the history we
are discovering takes place between the completion of the Song
shu in 488 and the compilation of the Yutai xinyong about half
a century later. In 488 the history of poetry in the five syllable
line was not an issue: there was a larger history of "poetic
writing," with poetry in the five syllable line as the final phase in
the larger history, a phase that begins a second history of po­
etry, this time primarily of poetry in the five syllable line. But
for Shen Yue, the Jian'an had no significant previous history in
five-syllable-line poetry.

Jiang Yan's imitations of famous poetry in the five syllable
line were organized chronologically and had to take into ac-

84. In an unpublished paper Tian Xiaofei has shown that, apart from some
Southern yuefu of dubious date, the falling of spring flowers does not appear in
poetry until the turn of the sixth century; since this is the topic of the Song
Zihou "Dong Jiaorao," we can reasonably suspect that this was a Qi or Liang
poem.

I
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This is indeed a "claim" by Shen Yue-though we are uncertain
both to the extent of the claim and the basis of the claim.89

Compared to his careful and extensive documentation of the
history of ritual song, with lists of all titles and period dates, it
is remarkably vague ("the sort of," zhishu). When he has a
specific fact he knows, like Xun Xu's iii WJ "compilation" of the

87. The Chinese text given is the original. The editors want either to remove
the zi -r to give the poem "Fifteen," mentioned in the Jilu, but not included by
Shen Yue (Sung shu, 561, note 14) or to change "fIfteen" to "eight or nine," bajiu
AIL, giving "The crow bore eight or nine young," the fIrst line of that yuefu. Su
Jinren .f.Hl'-1.::. and Xiao Lianzi t':It-r, Song shu Yuezhi jiaozhu *"l"~Lt~ii.

(Ji'nan: Qi Lu shushe, 1982),59,62.
88. Song shu, 549. Charles Egan bases his argument that the texts of the

"Treatise on Music" were transcribed from performance practice on a slightly
different translation of this passage. He understands yuezhang guci *1'*10] as
"the musical pieces and old lyrics" rather than "the old lyrics of musical pieces."
See Egan, "Reconsidering the Role of Folk Songs in Pre-Tang Yileh-fu Devel­
opment," 69.

89. See the thoughtful discussion in Masuda Kiyohide Jtlf1;*~, Gafu no
rekishiteki kenkyil *Jf.j-O)P.tJtiflJJ1f~ (Tokyo: S6bunsha, 1975),79-83. Masuda
argues that the passage has been misinterpreted. He is, however, interested in
the category xianghe geci ~!l~iJtat, arguing that popular music was selected
and modifIed for court performance in the reign of Wei Mingdi.

•
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90. The fIrst question we would ask is: How does he know this? Perh~ps it is
"tradition" but we do not know in this case if "tradition" means a continuous
account ;r a vague way of accounting for early texts. This brings us back to the
formal problem of anonymity. Shen Yue had no other t~rm but "old lyrics" to
classify anonymity or unknown authorship in a collectlo~ .where most other
texts are marked by dynasty. We need to situate Shen Yue s J~d~ent of a Han
date in the context of the "Treatise on Music," most of which IS devoted to
preserving ritual texts in the highest register. ~at are thes~ ~onymo,:s
poems doing here and how can we value t~em, glv:e~ the compil~rs COmmlt­
ment to preserve the received court manuscnpt tradition as he has It? Wh~t ar.e
obviously secular texts doing among high ritu~ texts? "Old~ becomes a Ju~ti­
fication. "Street songs," with its Shijing associatiOns of collectin~p0,Pular lynes,
explains the difference of such texts from the ritual songs. It IS, mdeed, true
that these seem like popular songs, but we have no certainty when they entered

the court repertoire. .
91. A survey of the use of the term in encyclopedias, ~ot. to mention

indecision in the sources of musical poetry, shows us that It IS used very

vaguely.

Our common account of the beginnings of classical poetry, an
account covering at least several centuries, is based on te~s
whose dates are far from certain. It is possible that the hls­
torical sequence is indeed as commonly described; it is p~ssible
that there is a historical sequence that is far more comphcated;
it is no less possible that all these texts are roughly f:om the
same period, the first part of the third century. W~at ~s cl~ar,
however, is that variation in stylistic register-With Imphca­
tions of class, literacy, and venue of presentation-has been
transposed to a historical sequence, in which texts in a lower
register are presumed to precede texts in a higher register. ~e
have no evidence of real history here; rather, we have a belief
about historical process, in which the simple moves to the
complex, the less literary to the more literary. Such ~e1ief~ade
it possible to account for undatable poetic material 10 a hlstory

of poetry.

ing hang andi r J'=" I, I m nti n it. His claim here
roo s mor que tions th n it nswers and is an exceedingly
unsound basis on which to ascribe all texts characterized as
"old lyrics" to sometime in the four centuries ofthe Han.

9o
Even

if we understand Shen Yue as claiming that all the "old lyrics"
he includes are Han (whether we believe the claim or not), that
does not mean that texts called "old lyrics" in other sources

should be presumed to be Han.9l

titll 'm !J1l I. Ii"/1 Ill" P ('I,', ./II / III

Ii l'r ry m n low r t h r lh " ld P -
ms." uildil n his b j, th Ji n' n p t wrote more

literary, yet still vigorous po try. In many ways this standard
modern account recapitulates the claims of the Qi and Liang
critics: that poetry begins in simplicity and moves to ever
greater complexity and literary embellishment.

Even as the assumed dates of anonymous poems float across
centuries, the assumed sequence remains quite stable. What is
remarkable is the absence of any indication, beyond sixth­
century guesses, that the anonymous "old poems" predate the
Jian'an. The early evidence that the anonymous yuefu. are Han
(apart from some fanciful etiologies of particular songs) is a
single, brief statement by Shen Yue:

JL~"**"taj, ~z..:ff-:t, 3t~i!t{ij-Jllj~~, ~.L~"f*ff, .!t!l. -t .E..1-, a#i"tz...!i;
Jt.~.

In general, the old lyrics of musical pieces that survive today are jointly
street songs of Han times. These are the sort of "In th<e SoutWand you
can pick lotus," "The crow bore," "Fifteen,"87 and "Song of White
Hair."88
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92. For the question of authenticity, see Hans H. Frankel, "The Problem of
Authenticity in the Works ofCao Zhi," in Chan Ping-leung et ai., eds., Essays in
Commemoration of the Golden Jubilee of the Fung Bing Shan Library (1932­
1982) (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 1982), 183-201.

Every pre-Tang text must be considered in relation to its
provenance. Each source has its own peculiar features and its
own motives, motives that shape both the selection and the
form of the text. This is not to say that some of these texts do
not represent an accurate lineage of manuscripts going back to
the Han or Wei-the question is that we simply do not know.

The "Treatise on Music" of the Song shu did not "select"
poems for readers; it conserved. It conserved material of an
imperial musical repertoire that included both ritual and
secular texts. The "Treatise on Music" is a precious survivor
because it preserves texts from a performance tradition, with

•

hor hip m y n 1 n r b' ibI , and in a world where
t xts w r lway hanging, it m y b irrelevant.92

We must also ask questions more specifically about writing.
What was written down, when, and why? Were texts written or
transcribed from oral recitation? How much care was taken in
copying these kinds of texts? We know that in the case of the
imperial library only a very small part of the manuscript tra­
dition in Luoyang was carried to Jiankang, when the Jin re­
established itself in the South. What part of that manuscript
tradition was selected by Six Dynasties anthologists, and to
what degree did they change the texts they selected to conform
to an imagined standard of difference and change?

We need to radically rethink our account of the beginnings of
classical Chinese poetry in the third century and earlier. It is
worthwhile raising these questions, questions often overlooked,
but important questions; at the same time, we should avoid
trying to give definitive answers for which the evidence is in­
adequate. We should not try to give an account of literary
history based on texts whose attribution and dating are highly
uncertain, nor should we try to define clear genres when there
were none. We should, rather, look at the material we have as
the surviving traces of a much larger world of poetry and song,
traces mediated by the interests of later ages in their preser­
vation, and see what those texts can tell us.

"J fait J a ·try Oil(} II, . , (,I/,tll 'II'•

We. can ind d s ,on th I v~1 f P ifi ally Ii po ti
practlce, a rough process of in rea ing orn m nt tion in po ti
language through the course of the third century. This does not
mean, however, that lower register poetry disappeared, some­
h~w "replaced" by higher register poetry. Indeed, we have good
eVIdence that lower register poetic composition continued
throughout the third century.

This fundamental problem about the dating of anonymous
poetry begs a number of other valid questions that make an
account of the origins of classical poetry even more problematic.
Most of these are questions for which we can provide no good
answers, but we have ample evidence in the textual record to
keep them open as questions. How stable were the texts of early
poetry? We have, of course, numerous variants, as well as texts
that survive in quite different versions. Adding and subtracting
couplets and using different lines seem to have been common
not ~~ly in later manuscript venues, but also in the manuscrip~
tradltlon before the sixth century. We have persuasive evidence
that some texts were modified to suit sixth-century poetic
standards in Yutai xinyong and in the yuefu sources used by
Guo Maoqian in Yuefu shiji. If we find this commonly in a
handful of song texts where we can compare versions with
those.in the ~o~g shu, what are we to assume about other early
texts m Yutaz Xlnyong and Yuefu shiji for which no other version
exists for comparison? We have seen in this chapter how the
"old poems" became classics; some of the anonymous yuefu
became classics later. Yet these texts were being done in dif­
ferent versions and modified to suit the norms of the venue in
which they appear, even in the early sixth century.

What is the nature of "authorship" in early poetry? Certainly
there were some circumstantially occasional poems that per­
suade us to trust attributions of authorship; yet there were also
persona poems, no less circumstantial, in which someone
assumed the role of a speaker in a particular circumstance.
There was a fine line between the intuition that a known poet
would have been an appropriate author for an anonymous
poem and actual attribution of authorship. Poems seem to have
gathered to Cao Zhi, swelling his collection. Multiple attribu­
tions of poems are not uncommon. Secure knowledge of au-



93. Any reading of the "Treatise on Music" has to situate such a real interest
in preserving court song in the context of acknowledged change and loss .. We
can only guess from where and by what accidents Shen Vue had the texts he
recorded. In a treatise whose primary concern is court ritual music, why do we
have decidedly social verses by Cao Cao and Cao Pi, but not Wang Can's Po~ms
for Bringing Peace to the Age, Anshi shi ~i!ttt, ritual poems with immense
resonance? These are, as Shen Vue says, "now lost" ~i::: (Su Jinren, Song shu,
21). So many of the ritually important pieces Shen Vue mentions are lost, even
in the context of anxious conservation of ritual texts, that we must wonder why
we have the texts that have survived.

94. If the Gujin yuelu was the source for the alternative version of the
anonymous "Full Song," "Man'ge xing," discussed in Appendix C, we have a
comparative ~ase.

11 th xtr n ous lin sid t xtu I probl m , without m 1 i g
those texts fit the shap of "po try" as it pp r d in th sixth
century.93 This is the court ritual tradition, with a long history
of care and probable textual conservation. As suggested earlier,
if this is the manuscript tradition of poetry in the court, w
cannot but wonder about other manuscripts of poetry.

The Wen xuan chose texts to represent "the best" and in­
stantiate tradition; Xiao Tong may have accepted the judg­
ments of people like Zhong Rong regarding the anonymous "old
poems," but he was clearly someone who favored good texts. If
we believe the preface (and there is no reason not to), Yutai
xinyong chose texts because they gave pleasure. We don't know
what was in Zhijiang's Gujin yuelu from 568; because this work
is commonly cited by Guo Maoqian, we presume that its con­
tents were copied into Yuefu shiji, and it seems the most likely
source for many of the anonymous early yuefu that did not
come from Song shu. On the whole these other early yuefu
present fewer textual difficulties than the Song shu texts; this
may reflect sixth-century editing and a degree of freedom from
the constraints that compelled Shen Yue to copy out the
manuscripts as he had them. 94 And we should mention the
Tang anthology Guwen yuan 1; 5c.?~, which gives its own se­
lection from the manuscript tradition that survived into the
Tang, including some of the "old poems" and Li Ling poems that
were omitted by the sixth-century anthologies.

The Sui and Tang encyclopedias-Yu Shinan's Jti:!tm (558­
638) Beitang shuchao ;It.~1"~), Ouyang Xun's I&.~i~ (557-641)
Yiwen leiju i-5c.~~, and Xu Jian's -f~~ (659-729) Chuxue ji
;fJJ"ic.-along with the Li Shan :$-~ commentary on the Wen

•I~I la,n Pontry a,n , tit . uth.

uan-' r inv lu· bl. as th y r probl matico The compilers
till had a s to th ld r manus ript tradition, including an

,mknown range of materials that were preserved in the North;
'heir motives for selection (examples for encyclopedia headings
. nd source passages for commentary) were very different from
the motives of the anthologists, and they preserved many texts
not preserved elsewhere. They sometimes copied carelessly and
often gave only passages and excerpts, to provide examples
that suited their rubrics. At the same time these works were not
subject to the same level of "correction" that was common~lace
in editions mediated by literary scholarship; in recent tImes
uch "corrections" are often scrupulously noted, but we have
lear evidence that editors in early print culture (and in

manuscript culture) simply changed texts to fix what they saw
s errors or to make a passage conform to a standard text. The
xtent of citations in the encyclopedias and commentaries also

reminds us of the range of material that did not get antholo-
gized. That same manuscript tradition w~s p~eserve~ thr~ugh
the Tang, reemerging in later encyclopedlas hke B~ JUyl s a
/1;; ¥J (772-846) Baishi liutie shilei ji a ~ /\ ~,I; ..~ ~ a?d the
massive 1,OOO-juan Taiping yulan :k. -tl~rJt, completed m 983,
compiled from previous, often lost encyclopedias.

Considered as a whole, these sources are all different "takes"
on manuscript traditions that survived into the late Southern
Dynasties and beyond, through serial burnings of the ir.nper~al
libraries and recollecting manuscripts, perhaps from mfenor
sources. We see the poetry of the third century and earlier
(poetry in the five syllable line and yuefu in irregular lines)
through accidents of transmission of a literary form that was
not accorded fully serious "literary" status until the fifth cen­
tury. We still have much, but we cannot forget the intermedi­
aries through whom we have what we have.

While we may question specific attributions, we will try to
treat this body of material-anonymous yuefu, anonymous "old
poems" and a body of verse attributed to known authors from
the end of the second century through the first part of the third
entury-as "one poetry"; that is, as if it were synchronic.

Where historical differences are clear from credibly datable
texts, we may comment on them; but we will always try to
remember that other kinds of composition continued and were

"/fun P trt n'1. til ol"'th rn yn'}, tl •) ,



97. Lu Qinli, 91, 102, 126. See Donald Holzman, "Les premiers vers penta­
yllabiques dates dans la poesie chinoise,» Melanges de sinologie offerts d

Monsieur Paul Demieville (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1974),
1-84.

98. Han shu, 3937.
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The son is a prince,
the mother is a slave.
All day long she hulls grain until dusk,
ever the companion of those condemned to die.
We are three thousand leagues apart:
who can I have tell you?
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t ri ti 2: rhythm nd r mm ti 1patterns) appear in
Han shu of B n u Jjl!M ( 2- 2), that is, toward the end of

h first century. These are songs ascribed to Lady Qi ~*A.,
imprisoned by Dowager Empress Lli after the death of the

an founder, Gaozu, in 195 B.C., and to the singer Li Yannian
.~.f in the reign of Emperor Wu (140-87 B.C.), along with two
treet songs making figurative reference to political events in
he reign of Emperor Cheng (Han Chengdi).97 One of the street
ongs has only a few lines in the five syllable line. We might add

that all but Lady Qi's song, along with some songs in other
meters, were included in Yutai xinyong (removing a moralizing
ouplet in one of the street songs).

The sources are widely known. The question is how the
ources are used. Since the Han shu is a very "serious" history,
arlier scholars have tended to accept the dates it assigns to

works. We have many Western Han texts containing verse of
various kinds. When we note that the five syllable line is rep­
resented as being used by an imperial concubine, a profes­
sional singer, and in prophetic children's street songs, we must

t least suspect that in Ban Gu's map of styles, five-syllable­
line verse belongs to "women and children" and upstarts from
the lower class. That is, in the Han shu the five syllable line is a
discursive "sumptuary" sign marking one's social place, just as
mastery of an archaic lexicon marks another class.

Lady Qi's song is part of the sensational narrative of Empress
Dowager Lli taking revenge on her rival Lady Qi after Gaozu's
death. In the first stage of her humiliation, she is chained, her
head is shaved, and she is dressed in the red robes of a crimi­
nal, forced to hull grain. She sings:98
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not n rily Id r. W will tt mpt t s t p r m t r for th
origins of this po try; w will not try to d fine when such po try
ceased to be written. This enables us to look at what this poetry
has in common in terms of shared compositional techniques.
We will try to describe differences in terms of register rather
than historical change or authorial style.

Early Traces

Most of the rich body of verse surviving in sources that can be
credibly dated to the Han is in the four syllable line or in the
longer irregular line sometimes called the "Chu song" form. Our
purpose here is not to survey this material, however interesting
it is, but to look for texts in the five syllable line, datable to the
Han, along with irregular texts that already use the conven­
tions and patterns that characterize both the "old poems" and
most of the anonymous yuefu. This will permit us to establish
how early the more uncertain texts could be. .

One important grouping of songs is of the eighteen "Naoge"
~..iIt, preserved in the Song shu. Unlike the "old lyrics," Shen
Yue specifies these as "Han" in the title. Some of these are so
textually corrupt that they are either unreadable or readable
only in part. Although some of the "Naoge"-those textually
best preserved-treat "popular" motifs, many of these pieces
belong to a court context.95 What is remarkable about those we
can read is that they show no traces ofthe conventions and line
patterns so widely shared among the other anonymous yuefu,
"old poems," and literary poems. This negative evidence does
imperfectly suggest that these are the earliest texts we have
preserved in the later sources.96 The five syllable line is used
sometimes, but the poems are largely irregular. However in­
teresting these pieces are, we will place them outside the scope
of our study.

. Apart from the random appearance oflines with five syllables
ill early texts, our first texts in the five syllable line (with its

95, We know this from the titles and from readable passages. This probably
r~prese~ts a court performance repertoire, combining explicitly imperial occa­
sIOns WIth less formal pieces probably used in banquet performance.

96. Many scholars, including Lu Qinli, consider these to be authentic
Western Han survivals. This is quite possible, though there is no real evidence
to assume this is the case.
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The smart man builds a city,
The smart woman brings the city down.

•l/'th 'm Dyna ·tt{Hall, I P, try "'ltd th

Since the anecdote dearly plays on Emperor Wu's blindness to
the warning of the allusion in the song, it could possibly have
been a fabrication of Ban Gu himself, imitating what he un­
derstood as a singer's style.

Only the first line can be recognized immediately as using a
template familiar in the corpus of "old poems" and yuefu. The
rest of the poem does not use familiar templates and mixes true
five syllable lines (11. 1, 3, 4, and 6) with four syllable lines ex­
panded to five syllable lines by the addition of a partide. 102 This

The song alludes to the Shijing (264, "Look Up" tl't ':P), where
the destructive power of the woman is not yet a standard figure
for beguiling beauty:

Th ong 'rib d t Li Yanni n --Jl q:- in the Han History
(Han hu i ) is t in a narrative in which the famous musi-
ian praises his sister to Emperor Wu. 100

Emperor Xiaowu's Lady Li originally entered the court as a perfo:mer.
Earlier Lady Li's brother Li Yannian had an innate understandmg of
music and was skilled at singing and dance. Emperor Wu [Xiaowu]
was quite fond of him. Whenever he did his variations on p~pular

songs, the audience never failed to be stirred. Once when attendmg on
the Emperor, Li Yannian rose to dance and sang:

3t.~;ff11~ In the north country is a lady fair,
j~ i!!:.rQ4!ii.i. she stands alone beyond compare.
-,jJiNi.~~ She glances once, a city falls;
.jIi.,jJif~~~ a kingdom falls when she glances again.
-'1-1.11 Surely you know that a lady so fair,
flJi.~~f~~ she for whom cities and kingdoms fall,
f1~~.j1Hl will never be found again.

The Emperor heaved a great sigh: "Wonderful! But could there really
be such a woman in this day and age?"lOl

On hearing f this 0 ,til r Empr h L dy i'
limbs cut off; she is blind d, d ~ n d, nd mad mut, b ­
coming "the human swine." As with the other verse in the fiv
syllable line quoted in the Han shu the rhythms are right, but·
only a few of the conventions of later five-syllable-line verse can
be seen. In this case, it is the common measure of distance,
with the first hemistich using various formulations of "apart"
(xiangli llli4ft in this case), and the second hemistich measuring
that distance.

It is always worth asking how we come to have such a text.
We cannot reject out of hand the possibility of some listener
who heard this song and passed it on to Empress Lll. Somehow
the verse continued to be transmitted verbatim, at some point
entering the written record that appeared in transmitted texts
two centuries later. It is, however, dearly the song Lady Qi
"should have" sung, a voice of protest that serves as the etiology
of having her tongue cut out. Although we cannot absolutely
reject the possibility that Lady Qi did indeed recite these verses,
they have all the marks of historical romance, in which the
protagonist, at an intense emotional moment, bursts into song.

Few still believe that the Li Yannian song actually dates from
the reign of Emperor Wu; rather, it probably comes from the
historical romances that grew up around Emperor Wu later in
the Han.99 It is possible that the street songs do indeed come
from the reign of Emperor Cheng; but one refers to the noto­
rious Zhao Feiyan and her sister, also a favorite topic of his­
torical romance, and the other supposedly anticipates Wang
Mang's usurpation of the Han throne. We do not know when
any of these poems originated; they even could have been in­
vented by Ban Gu or reformulated by Ban Gu. All we can say
with certainty from these examples is that the five syllable line
was in use in the second half of the first century and was then
associated with low social status.

HI/CUt J 'try Ita at, outh r1'l, yna"ti'

99. David Knechtges argues for the link between the Lady Li biography and
the legends growing up around Emperor Wu in "Han Wudi de fun il:;;)(..*"IIIJAA., in
Disanjie guoji cifuxue xueshu yantaohui lunwenji ~.=.J.%~ ~~AA.",*m-j;ff1t-t-~

x.1f; (December 1996), 1-14.

100. Lu Qinli, 102; Han shu, 3951; Ytxy 1; Ywlj 18; Cxj 10, 19.
101. Han shu, 3951.
102. Rather than think of such lines as "expanded," it might be best to think

of them as lines that can be realized in either four or five syllables by the
subtraction or addition of a particle. This was, of course, a useful technique for
Integrating Shijing lines into five syllable verse. Since there was also a popul~r

four syllable verse style in the early period, such flexible lin.es could ~e use~ m
either of the two meters. This song could easily be entirely rewntten mto



smooth four syllable lines without any loss to the sense: 31:.~11", .~1!t1J;jj:.. ­

~1JjjJ1ll., .fll.~1Jjjfl. 1JjjJ1ll.1Jjjfl, 11,,~t1Sf.

103. Lu Qinli, 175-76. Parts of the verse are first quoted by Ouyang Xiu in
the Jigu lu $ 'i!>~, Ouyang Xiu quanji (rpt. Taibei: Shijie shuju, 1963), 1120-21.

104. Cf. Cao Cao describing the coalition against Dong Zhuo in "The Land of
the Dead" ;lj 1KH: "In Guandong there were righteous gentlemen" ruL~~J<. ± (Lu
Qinli, 347).

105. In this line I follow the reading in the Jigu lu, rather than the Li shi
#~, the source for Lu Qinli's version, which reads the first two characters of
the line as ~.it.
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More than ten thousand leagues apart,
each at an edge of the sky.
The road is blocked and long,
how can we meet face to face again?

1stop my brush, v r ov r orne with feeling,
tears fall and cannot be stopped.
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For the reader familiar with the yuefu and "old poems," this is
remarkable. From the famous anonymous yuefu "Moshang
sang" Fll J--!1'< we have "the plowman forgets his plow" ,fJf~.t,

~ 1l!, a gesture that follows from his amazement at Luofu's
beauty. In Fei Feng's stele virtually the same gesture is from
grief at Fei Feng's passing. We have, in effect, a topic (tapas)
that can be rephrased and applied in very different contexts:
the death of an important man or awe at a beautiful girl.

Other lines recall numerous instances in the yuefu and "old
poems." We need only quote lines from the first of the "Nineteen
Old Poems":

106. It is worth noting that in the second half of the second century we begin
to find comments on "draft script," caoshu $"f. This kind of script enabled a
more fluid kind of writing whose speed could more closely approach an oral
ompositional practice.

Perhaps the best indication that Fei Feng's stele verse has been
realized through a body of lyric convention is the line "three
thousand leagues apart," in which a line appropriate to "part­
ing when still living" has been appropriated for "parted by
death," but measuring the exact distance from the dead.

Fei Feng's stele inscription closes with the speaker too
overcome by emotion to continue, which is perhaps the most
common form of poetic closure in the corpus of "old poems."
There is, however, one detail that deserves note: the speaker jue
han ~~, "stops his brush," gesturing to composition specifi­
cally in writing. This is something we do not find in the received
corpus of early poetry. It is, moreover, not simply writing a text
down, but a process of composition represented as carried out
in writing, perhaps suggesting the less painstaking scripts that
accompanied the spread of paper.l°6 Orality is certainly some­
where behind this text, but it is worth keeping in mind that the
first roughly datable poem using many poetic conventions

~~.t~¥ 111: 'I~~

i: T 1- "f .J:.
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Once we part, there is no date set to meet,
three thousand leagues apart.

Before we were aware, he was suddenly gone,
his form, hidden, and his shadow concealed.
The plowman sets aside his plow,
the mulberry picker drops her handled basket.
The road is blocked and long,
rising or sitting, my tears are like rain. lOS
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bs n of th '~milir phr nd p tt rn f fiv - yll bl -
line vers , both in this song nd in th tr t songs, i sig­
nificant: these were so much a part of later poetry in the fiv
syllable line that we might conclude either that these poems
come from a time when such conventions did not exist or that
they were composed by someone of a social class who was not
familiar with them (like Ban Gu).

Moving roughly a half century into the future, we see those
missing conventions very much in place in a stele inscription
for one Fei Feng .. ~, mentioning the date A.D. 143, but
probably composed in the second half of the second century. 103

The commemorative verse is in the five syllable line. We can
only wonder what peculiar circumstances led to this unique
case of inscribing five syllable verse on a stele. Parts are stiff
and narrative, offering a precedent for some of the yuefu at­
tributed to Cao Cao. This verse includes both metrically vari­
able lines (often varied from the Shijing) and template lines
characteristic of the yuefu and "old poems." When southeast­
ern bandits foment troubles, we read: "In Danyang there were
Vue brigands," Danyang you Yue kou 1T~~~J\[..104 In the
middle, with Fei Feng's death, we have some very familiar lines:

The poem closes:

±~Ht~1tJl

;fQ*..=..T~



which endured into 1 ter databl po ·try d cl r s it elf to b
written ~ext, not simply a text preserved in writing.

To pomt out these correspondences is not to suggest that the
" ld "o poems or anonymous yuefu in their present versions can
be necessarily dated to the first or second century; rather it
tells us tha~ by the middle of the second century we can already
see the eXIstence of a body of lyric conventions that were
the basis on which many of the "old poems" were composed.
Those same conventions were still in use throughout the third
century.I

II

I
I

II'
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TWO

A "Grammar" of

Early Poetry

When we set aside questions of the "original text," authorship,
and relative dating, we can think of each extant text as a single
realization of many possible poems that might have been
composed. What survives is certainly only a small fraction of all
the poems actually composed and of different realizations of the
texts that survive. We have textual variants, texts given as
"variant versions" of the "same" poem, and poems considered
"different" but which have lengthy passages in common. When
we think of this as a spectrum of variation, we realize there is
no absolute boundary separating another version of the "same"
poem from a "different" poem. When we imagine the variations
that no longer survive and segments combined in different
ways, we begin to think of this as "one poetry," as a single
continuum rather than as a corpus of texts either canonized or
ignored. It has its recurrent themes, its relatively stable pas­
sages and line patterns, and its procedures.

Some of the individual poems that emerged from this "one
poetry" possess a singular beauty; all have an aura. In this
chapter we will discuss the common ground from which these
poems emerged-its "language," the shared rules by which
poems were produced. From the surviving corpus we can learn
much about its building blocks and its compositional proce­
dures. Lexical register, varying between a plain style and a
learned or literary style, is one important component of this
"language"; to those who believe that such difference repre­
sents historical change, moving from the plain and popular to



the I rn d and lit, w· hould not th t th F i < ng t I ,
our earliest databl xampl of th haract ristic material r
the "old poems," is both learned and explicitly written.

1. If the Fei Feng stele version sounds more awkward and "primitive," then
that moves the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" to a later period when the
stylistic patterns of five syllables were more regularized.

2. The Fei Feng stele verse is filled with references to the Shijing, and we are
tempted to take it as an "allusion" of sorts. The context of the line's use in the
Shijing and in the Fei Feng stele inscription is, however, so different that it is
best to consider it, like many pieces of the Shijing that crop up in the old poems,
as a "tag"; that is, a freely floating line, detached from its original context, that
can be applied to any appropriate occasion. In many ways this follows the an­
cient tradition of Shijing citation, "taking a passage out of context" (duanzhang
quyi). We should also keep in mind the degree to which the Shijing was still a
voiced and performed text in the Eastern Han; pieces of poems could be heard,
circulate, and enter an oral repertoire without implying "learning."

7•A I r mmur J if I fly Po 'try
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In Cao Zhi's version the chang -k ("long," translated above as
"far off' in context) has been removed from the commonplace
line on the blocked interval between those parting, but has
returned in the following line. The use of chang in the phrase

hui ri chang. EI-k "the day of our meeting is far off," is slightly
iii , ") b todd (it could mean "the day of our meeting lasts long; u

the meaning is governed both by an expectation of what shou~d
be said under the circumstances and by the sense of chang ill

the more usual phrasing of the topic of the preceding line,

"blocked and long."6
When we come to the latter part of the third century, we can

see a new principle in variation, to which we can give the t~rm
"copiousness" (copia) used in traditional European poetics:

Here we see the same sequence of topics as in the first of the

"Nineteen Old Poems":5

The road is blocked and long,
how can we meet face to face again.

3. Lu Qinli, 199. For the question of attribution, see pp. 232-43.

4. Lu Qinli, 454--55.
5. Ibid., 329. lin f
6. Cao Zhi cannot, of course, use chang as the final word in the first eo

his couplet because of the rhyme he has established.

Wh n w om t th " n of ri f' ("Beifen shi" .'!.t·llttt),
attributed to C i Yan 1,~J:Ji. but probably composed sometime
between the mid-third and the early fourth century, we can see
what deserves to be called a "variation" on the line: jiong lu xian
qie zu i@.~rklLfll.,"the distant road is dange~ousand.bloc~ed."3
"Long" chang -k, has been replaced by a h1gher reg1ster syno­
nym 'jiong i@. and transposed to modify "road"; moreover,
"dan'gerous," rian rk, has been added as a new attribute. T~e
basic form of the line, however, remains exactly the same as 1tS
realization in the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems."

We would also call Cao Zhi's version, in the second of his two
poems on "Sending Off Mr. Ying" i!J.i~':::'~, a variation. Here
we should quote the full couplet:4

.1l III FlLllit The mountains and rivers are blocked
and distant,

,>;H-t-t- El -k parting presses us, the day of our meeting
is far off.

tryrly P•7

Commonplace Lines and Variation

We might first consider a line that occurs in Fei Feng's stel
inscription and one in the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems": the
former reads dao zu erqie chang i!Fll.aiilL-k, and the latter reads
daolu zu qie chang i!~fll.lL-k; both can be translated as "the
road is blocked and long." The line would surely have been
intelligible even to an illiterate listener, but anyone with a
modest education would have recognized behind this a line
with the same meaning from "Jianjia" ~ it in the Shijing (Mao
129): dao zu qie chang i!fll.lL-k. Both five-syllable-line versions
represent common techniques for expanding a four syllable line:
adding a particle (especially in the third position of the five
syllable line) or turning a single syllable noun into' a compound
noun. Fei Feng's stele follows the former technique, adding the
particle er to the qie ("and") to form the compound particle er­
qie, while the "Nineteen Old Poems" line expands the mono­
syllabic dao ("road") to the common compound daolu. 1

We do not know enough to decide whether this qualifies as
an "allusion" to the Shijing or has entered the contemporary
poetic repertoire so fully that it exists independently as a
commonplace.2 What we can say, however, is that both of these
five-syllable-line versions are essentially the "same" line, real­
ized differently. This kind of difference is one of the most
common kinds of textual variant within a single text.

II,
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Mor than t 'n thousand I a u apart,
a h at an dg of th kyo

Th road is blo ked and long,
how an we meet face to face again?
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Here we begin to get a sense of the "mix and match" element of
early poetics. In both the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" and
the Cao Zhi passage quoted above, the topic "the road is
blocked and long" is followed in the same couplet by the topic
"when will we meet again?" In this poem from the Li Ling cor­
pus, a similar line, with the familiar pattern in the second
hemistich, ends a couplet and clearly evokes the topic of
meeting again in the first line of the next couplet.

The wrong lesson to draw from this series of examples is that
everyone is imitating the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" as we
now have it. 12 This is not impossible, but it is not the point: the
poems of this period are part of a fluid repertoire of loosely
associated topics and line templates that could be realized in
many different ways. There is a virtual network of topics and
linkages that transcends any particular realization. We will
later see cases in which a text is clearly echoing a prior text, but
that works very differently from these habitual and often re­
peated patterns.

In the realm of "old poems," as well as many anonymous yuefu
and poems by known authors, the forms of poetic utterance are
largely conventional. We can roughly set out a range of themes;
each theme linked to a set of topics addressed in a fluid se­
quence. Whenever a given topic appears, it may draw in other,
associated topics. Each topic has a lexicon, a r.egister of ar­
ticulation that varies from "plain" to "ornamented." The higher
the lexical register, the more likely there will be variation. To
these compositional principles we must add another. We must
understand these thematic units as segments, which can either
stand alone or be compounded in yuefu and some poems.

Topic and Theme: Sleepless at Night

I rfy I II'I

On and on, and once again on and on,
parted from you when still living.

7) • 1\" Jrmm

what wa on lin tr t' h dint tw r m I' lin a Zh'
can replac th "r d" with "m unt in nd riv rs'" in th I

fo~:th o~ h~s poems "On Feeling" 'If) -::t, Zhang Hua ke~ps Cao
Zhl s vanatIOn but restores the road in another line:7

lft~1i}~it

all)ll Fllll.i~
So remote, the lasting road is distant,
mountains and rivers are blocked

and deep.

Eve~ ~th this expansion, the form of the base line is retained.
Ag~n,,m Zhang Hua's younger contemporary Lu Ji, in "Imi­
tatmg I Crossed the River to Pick Lotus'" ~i::V~.L**~:8

itll!Jl-1orllt How widely divided he is from his
homeland!-

mountains and rivers are blocked
and difficult.

~a*1$1l.-k

-!--t1lt~~
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~o ~ar we have been talking about different realizations and
varl~tIOnsofwhat we can call a single "topic."9 The-line can also
prOVIde a formal template for a different though related
meaning, as in the first line of the twelfth of the "Nineteen Old
~oe~s": dongcheng gao qie chang .t.~~lL-k, "the eastern wall
IS ~lgh and long."lo The template line can also suggest other
adjacent components of a theme, as in the following passage
from one of the poems in the Li Ling corpus: 11

&..~it~IJ. Parted far from my good friend, .
~~~-~ each of us on a different side of the sky.
alli$:1% t/> 1i" Mountains and seas cut me off from

the heartland,
our being apart is lasting and long.
A fine meeting is hard to encounter again,
our pleasure and joy is not yet done.

For th: s~e of comparison, let me quote the opening of the first
of the Nmeteen Old Poems":

HH'i:~t~t

~~1:.~~.

7. Lu Qinli, 619.
8. Ibid., 687.
9. See Introduction.
10. Lu Qinli, 332.
11. Ibid., 339.

12. Indeed, our current version of the fIrst of the "Nineteen Old Poems," "On
and on," may not have been the one most commonly in circulation in the third
century; see pp. 285-95.
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13. Suzuki Shuji, Kan Gi, 364-72. See Appendix E.
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14. Lu Qinli, 334; Wen xuan 29; Ytxy 1 (attribut~~ to Mei Sheng). ~ui
Shusen ~;jjtA., Gushi shijiushoujishi ;!;"~+-t1L~1f;~ (BelJmg: Zhong~~a shUJU~
1955), 27-28; Jean-Pierre Dieny, Les dlX-neuf poemes anctens (Pans. Presse
universitaires de France, 1963),45-45, 154-57.

mostly normal thin 01 I i ht xp t if on w r sl epl ss in
the third ntury, oth r qually normal responses to slee~­
lessness are not included. Poetic convention may be based 10

experience of the natural world, but it ~as a literary life apart
from the actual contingencies of expenence: the moon, when
present, is always bright, and never appears a~ a s~iver ~r a
quarter or even a half moon; the poet is never, 10 thIS. penod,
sleepless on a rainy night; it is usually autumn; there IS never
anyone else in the bed. Speakers in poems of sleeples.sness ~e
always by themselves. Hence the theme is often assocIated Wlth
the absence of another person; sometimes it is the sleepless

woman missing her beloved.
Not all the associated topics occur in every instance of the

theme. Some topics involve a direct or implied claim, such as
"human life is short." Other topics are images or even words
which can be deployed differently according to the situation;
the moon is shining, but sometimes it is shining on the .bed,
apparently contributing to sleeplessness, while at other ~lIDes
the moon is observed only on going outside. If the moon IS not
full and bright, it is not mentioned; but if the occasion is not
toward the middle of a lunar month (with a full moon), the
speaker may comment on brightly shining stars rather than the

moon.
The first two examples are the most famous: the last of t?e

"Nineteen Old Poems" and the first of Ruan Ji's (210-63) sene.s
" "Y h "preserved under the title "Singing of My Cares, ong um

#.'!t. While it is generally assumed that the last of.the "Ni~eteen
Old Poems" is earlier than Ruan Ji's poem, there IS no eVldence

that this is the case.

Nineteen Old Poems XIX 14

How the bright moon glows so!-
it shines on my gossamer bed curtains.
I cannot sleep from worries,
I pull on my clothes, rise and pace.
Although they say that travel brings joy,
it is best to turn home as soon as one can.

A " ,r mmar' 0 It/rll f ·try • 7, rly Po Ir1• A" ,fanll/ta Ii7

TI m of n int r l with oth r th 'm . A w will , the
theme of imm rtal n I d t th ~ st or vi v r ; in an­
other direction, the £ ast can I ad to th theme of parting an I
separation (in this case, for the obvious social role of the
parting feast). A theme can be extensively treated or appear as a
single couplet, the extensiveness of treatment often varying in
different versions and citations of a single text.

Let us address these elements one by one, beginning with
the smallest unit, the "topic." We have already looked at a small
set of these above in "the road is blocked and long." One of the
finest examples, however, can be found in Suzuki ShOji's Kan
Gi shi no kenkyu in a list of lines from the poetry of the period
on the brevity of human life. 13 This topic could be used in a
wide variety of themes, from a general carpe diem to more
particular occasions, as in the lament for the death of a child,
attributed to Kong Rong. The topic is usually initiated by the
phrase rensheng A.1:. ("human life") followed by variable predi­
cates declaring life's brevity or limits, and sometimes supplying
a simile. Rensheng could be varied with other roughly syn­
onymous compounds: shengnian 1:.-f; nianming -f4f"; renshou
A."; minsheng ~ 1:.; renming A.4f". The topic can be done in a
single line or a couplet, or later expanded to two couplets .

It is sometimes useful to think of a theme as the larger, orga­
nizing principle; however, one may also conceive of it as a
cluster of topics that commonly occur together. Such an ag­
gregation of topics outlines a situation that may be general or
made specific in an occasional context. Topics associated with
a theme can cluster together without any specific order, but
often we can observe loosely defined sequences recurring. Since
some topics can be shared by many different themes, the in­
troduction of particular topics within a given theme may set up
associations that can lead to the introduction of a new theme.

In the following pages I will give some examples of a common
theme in early poetry, which can be called "sleepless at night."
Among the topics that cluster around this theme are: putting
on clothes, pacing about, moonlight, breeze, birds singing,
and sometimes playing music (or singing). Although these are



15. Lu Qinli, 496; Wen xuan 23; Ywlj 26. Huang Jie 1Hr, Ruan bubing
Yonghuai shi zhu I?t"!VA#.'lJtht (Beijing, 1957), 1-2; Donald Holzman, Poetry
and Politics.' The Life and Works of Juan Chi (A.D. 210-263) (Cambridge: Cam­
bridge University Press, 1976), 229-32.

16. Jian ~, literally "mirror" and translated as "gave the image of," may be
also "caught the light of."

As often in the "Nineteen Old Poems," we cannot identify the
position of the speaker: it could be either the person travelin
or the person staying at home. Although commentators often
prefer a female speaker here, there is nothing to indicate th
gender of the speaker. We will see that in other, more specifi
poems it can be either the traveler or the person at home, mal
or female.

Ruan Ji includes more of the topics of the theme: playing the
zither, the breeze, and birds; this version does not, however,
bring up the theme of travel, either of the speaker'or of someone
absent. Because of assumptions that Ruan Ji must be re­
sponding to the decline of the Wei imperial house and the rise
of the Sima clan, this poem has been made to bear a heavy
weight of figurative reference. It is possible that such a poem
could have been used to refer figuratively to contemporary
events; this remains, however, only a hypothesis that cannot be
proved or disproved by anything in the text or by any certain
historical circumstance that grounds the text. Perhaps his
"worried thoughts" (yousi J: .W,,) were indeed for the fate of his
dynasty, but no one suspects such a cause for the "worries"
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17. In Poetry and Politics, Donald Holzman admits that every ima~e ~as
"precedents," but strenuously argues that Ruan Ji "h~s breathed ne~ life mt.o
the tradition" (230). The disposition to follow the stramed commentanal tradi~
tion takes over and leads to such implausible claims as "the 'northern ~o~d
does suggest the emperor" (231). I will ref~ain ~rom ~iting ~ the ?O;tlC m­
stances of "northern" that are hardly impenal-mcluding a lady farr. In the
Li Ling corpus we have "the dawnwind hawk cries out in the northern w~ods"
..l Ii\. ~ :J!:. :.If-; and we begin to realize that forests ten~ t~ be poetically
"northern"-not eastern, southern, or western-just as poetic birds prefer to fly
south, seasonably in this case, but not in all cases. ., . .

18. The classification "unclassified" may have been mltlally given ~o poems
that survived, like the "Nineteen Old Poems," without titles, but attnbuted to
known authors. Once the classification was fully estabhshed, p~ets wrote
"unclassified poems" intentionally, usually gesturing back to the poetic world of

the first part of the third century.
19. Lu Qinli, 401; Wenxuan 29.

( h .:ll. J') 1"" d tb u bt'" ( h u i :lli.\l7.) th t bring sleep-you ,au '1."
lessness in th "Nin t n Id Po ms" or for the "sad thoughts"
(beisi ,~.W,,) in th Cao Pi po m that follows. 17

We might next consider a longer and more elaborate treat­
ment in an "unclassified poem" (zashi 4ft"tt) attributed to Cao
Pi,18 Here the "breeze," now a cold autumn wind, precedes the
moonlight and seems to contribute to the poet's sleeplessness.
The topic of travel returns, in this case with the speaker clearly

the person traveling.

it;E, Mi"tt Cao Pi, Unclassified Poem19

Gradually the autumn nights grow long,
fierce and sharp, the north wind

brings chill.
I toss and turn and cannot sleep,
I put on my clothes, rise and pace about.
Suddenly I find I have paced about long,
silvery dew is soaking my robe.
I look down on the waves of clear water,
I look up to the light of the bright moon.
The River of Stars turns flowing west,
spread across sky in threes and fives.
How sadly the insects in the plants

cry outl-
a lone goose soars southward alone.
Many sad thoughts well within me,
continuously I long for my home.

I go out lh d r, w II o.round 0.1 n
to wh m nIt 11 my s d thoughts?
I rane my neck, go back into the room,
tears fall, soaking my clothes.

1\ to ,r''''l1m8

I?t~, #.'l1t Ruan Ji, Singing of My Cares 11 5

In the night I could not sleep,
rising, then sitting, I plucked my zither.
The thin curtain gave the image of the

bright moon,16
a cool breeze blew on the folds of my robes.
A lone swan cried out in the wilderness,
winging birds sang in the woods to the north.
I paced about, what might I see?-
worried thoughts wounded my heart alone.
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p r n tly uffi ring a certain
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22. Lu Qinli, 418; Wen xuan 27; Ytxy 2; Yfsj 62. Huang Jie ~;P, Wei Wudi
Wendi Mingdi shi zhu _;l'(,'~x.*IlJl*~ti.t (Beijing, 1958~, :1-72. We~ xu~n and
Yfsj take this as anonymous. Lu Qinli rejects the Yutaz xmyong attributions of
"old poems" to Mei Sheng and takes them as anonymous, but he.re he chooses
to accept the Yutai xinyong attribution of the poem .to Cao RUl, ra~er than
taking the poem as anonymous. This suggests the ideology of register. The
register here is clearly higher than that of the "Nineteen Old Poems.." :hus,
when the tradition provides him a possible author for the poem, Lu Qinh pre­
fers that choice. Wu Qi ~it (cited in Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 72) takes this as
having been elaborated from "Nineteen Old Poems" XIX.

When we find a bird flying south in spring, we can either un­
derstand this as intentional or unintentional. This is the sort of
contradiction that often alerted traditional commentators to
figural readings. This seems most unlikely here. The referential
coherence which was so important in later poetics does not
matter much here; poetic birds of the third century are gener­
ally disposed to "fly south," nanfei ~~ (and sometimes, to "fly
southeast," dongnan fei ~~~) in the final syllables of a fi~e
syllable line. There are variant verbal ways of flying south m
poems, but only in the "toward," xiang foJ, in the third position.
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[1~ '#Il,1 *Jtl-lt [Cao Rui,] Yuefu Poem22

Shining, the white moon is bright,
its glowing light illuminates the bed.
The careworn person cannot sleep,
restless, how long night lasts!
A light breeze strikes the bedchamber,
gossamer bed curtains toss and flutter.
I put on my clothes, trailing a long sash,
in sandals I go down the high hall.
In which direction shall I go?-
I pace about and wander around.
A springtime bird flies toward the south,
flapping its wings, soaring about alone.
Its sad voice calls to companions,
its mournful singing wounds my heart.
Stirred by things, I think on my loved one,
suddenly tears soak my skirts.
I stand long, giving forth loud chanting,
venting these passions, I complain to the

blue vault.

t I

I put on my clothes, trailing a long sash,
in sandals I go down the high hall,
In which direction shall I go?-
I pace about and wander around.

I wonl l Oy off, bu h w on I
lh win ?-

I want to ross, but th River has
no bridge.

Facing the wind I give a long sigh,
it breaks apart my heart within.

• 1\ f. r mrnaf'"
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20. We do, however, have another example from the Li Ling corpus that
tends to support the usage: in the fIrst poem, "holding hands we hesitate in the
wilds" ~-tJf*"3t.

21. Note in the Cao Rui poem below the (then) phonologically identical ming
4fl' in the third position of the line .1&~4fl'1~1&.

As examples multiply, we begin to notice not only the shar d
topics but also the template lines associated with some. "Sleep"
may be mei ~ or qin)il or mian ~, but the "cannot," buneng
~ ti~, occupies the third and fourth position in the five syllable
line. The sleepless speaker clothes himself, rises, and paces
around: $.*~~f~ ("Nineteen Old Poems" XIX), It*~{;Ht (Cao
Pi), 4t*~~ilIj (Ruan Yu, below), ffl4.-m.~ rl:.F (Xu Gan, below);
4t*~~iit (Cao Zhi, "To Wang Can" ~.£~); then expanded in
the Cao Rui "Yuefu Poem" cited below:

The template line is indeed so common that when we read the
version from the Li Ling corpus cited below, ~:tn.~3t "I lift my
robes and hesitate on the road," it is possible to suspect that
"road," lu n., in the third position is a mistake for "rise," qi ~,
which is the normative word in the third position of the line. 20

In the first "Singing of My Cares," much interpretive weight
has been invested in the "lone swan," particularly in contrast to
the other bird(s) singing in the woods. The lone bird reappears
as a wild goose in Cao Pi's poem, contrasted with the "singing"
of the insects (note that in both cases the "singing," ming p.~,

occupies the third position in the line).21 As we will see, it is one
of the standard topics of the theme. The theme is commonly
associated with autumn, and Cao Pi's bird, like Ruan Ji's, is
appropriately flying south. In a version sometimes attributed to
Cao Rui, the bird is going in the expected poetic direction, but

4t*~-k1l1
AJtAtr~:t

.t. ~.gc. fJf ..t
-#f-1ro ~). ~{t



'vll plunl grow in way slation h mbers.
My h rl i' lirr d by th things of

th s son,
hand on sword. I descend into the

front yard.
I roam about by the edge of the stairs,
How bright is the Shadow Star.25

Looking up, I view the divine constellations,
the Polestar stirs its glorious splendor.
I lament the swallow that has lost

the flock,
its mate gone, lonely and isolated.
Who will be companion of its

solitary heart?
who will join it to construct a chamber?
In vain I heave a great sigh,
its sadness wounds a man's feelings.
My feelings are all too easily stirred,
thinking of those gone increases my

swelling passions.
I utter my chant, the notes don't

conclude,
i.:i;,f.~J;ili~ tears soak my gossamer hat-ribbons .

The memorable contradiction in the first couplet is a match for
the spring bird flying south: this is a ve~ noisy s~illnes~. It
reminds us that this poetry is not referential, even m a p1ece
like this elaborated with many specifics that are not part of the
common theme. If the preceding poems were "versions" of the
theme we can call this a "variation." Most of the same elements
are pr~sent, but they occur in changed versions and without
the familiar line templates. There is no moon, but the Shadow
Star and the Pole Star are bright. The breeze is missing, but
there are ample birds and tears. Instead of putting on his
clothes, he puts his hand on his sword; in~tead of "~si~g," he
"descends"; but, displaced into the next Ime, he still roams

about."
Loneliness because of parting from a loved one is one of the

topics of the theme, though it can also be expanded to a ~heme

in its own right. When separation is the initial theme, 1t can

A" r mmar" ofE rZ, 10 -t,.,

25. The "Shadow Star" was an auspicious asterism whose appearance was
understood as a sign of a world in which the Way prevailed.

t1111!?J~**
jfl. ..... 'Mt!4{&

.it-%:¥Jt!4A

.t*.tt\'1i;ff;fi>

.~·1}1~A~

~·tt~JJ~

.~ f.tJtt·tt B.

~J1!f~I'ii'I~

., £ -1-raj)
1([11'" WI.:i~
~1:.~-t1*~

-tt~;llf~

f J. ;/11 ,­

'I' ..... t:!&U~'4n

lorll I 'In• J\ II rommar'
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23. The Wuchen commentary does not address this issue. I suspect the
reason is because the poem is given as anonymous in the Wen xuan. The
seasonal incongruity matters only if one can impute to it covert authorial in­
tention.

24. Lu Qinli, 415; Yfsj 30. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 63-64.

In Cao Rui's "Long Song," the lone bird is specifically one that
has lost its mate (more later on a bird losing a mate), and the
topic is expanded in this relatively high register version to be­
come the focus of the poem. The lone bird is always potentially
the analogue of a human situation (thus occupying the func­
tional role of a person away on travels in other versions of the
theme), and it is explicitly so in both Cao Rui versions.

it:f:l., ldJ.l:At Cao Rui, Long Song24

In the stillness of night I could not sleep,
my ears listened to flocks of fowls singing.
The large wall fosters foxes and rabbits,
the high ramparts have many voices

of birds.
How vast and dreary, broken roofs,

If th ni ht s m t rowin I n (I. 4), h t is nit nl
with an autumn tting in whi h bird should fly south, a is
the bright moon, which is poetically brightest in autumn. Thi.
invites the question why we have a "springtime bird." There is
no clear answer to our question, but the unseasonable modifier
reminds us that we are reading representations of scenes that
are poetically, rather than empirically coherent.23

If one reads the many variations on this theme, one recog­
nizes immediately what is wrong with the version above. Th
poem should end with the penultimate couplet and the speaker
soaking his or her clothes with tears. The high register final
couplet seems tacked on. This is the version in the Wen xuan.
Indeed that final couplet is absent in the Song edition of the
Yutai xinyong version of the poem. Xiao Tong and Xu Ling may
have had different versions; Xiao Tong or some later editor may
have added the last couplet because the ending seemed too
abrupt; Xu Ling may have deleted the couplet instinctively,
sensing that it did not belong. We cannot know what happened,
but we can see that textual variation often appears where
elements do not fit a standard pattern.

;1t.ft;r-1it~

~Hlt,q:.*p~

:k~1f4lf;.~

~J;;t ~ .~~
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yll bl lin ; puttin n 1 th ,m rl iI g t mplate line at the
b inning of fiv yll hi lin , is r t in d at the beginning of
its line. The zith r is replaced here by song. What is remarkable,
however, is that once the theme of "sleeplessness" is an­
nounced in the poem, its expected topics follow in close suc­
cession (clothing oneself, pacing, music, Wind, bed curtain,
moonlight, and bird).

The following version by Xu Gan (170-217) begins as a
general poem of autumn melancholy, longing for the absent
beloved, then slips into an abbreviated version of the theme of
sleeplessness.

.ft#, :t,~ Xu Gan, Chamber Thoughts IV 27

Gloomily the seasons draw to an end,
leaves of the orchid wither and then fall.
With a moan, I heave a long sigh,
meeting you will console my heart.28

I toss and turn and cannot sleep,
How the long night stretches on.
I put on my slippers, rise and go out the door,
and looking up I see the Three Stars joined.
I feel distressed that my goals are not fulfilled,
my tears are like a gushing spring.

''*''*at~.
M1t iftl t£.*
')!j,~-ka,~-

~Jtil!tl.f\tt

Jl**:r-ti~~

-k1t1orlUl
.~~~!'

1(p~.=..!lit

m'tR,t :r-.it
ii:. if. '*" iiUt

In very abbreviated versions like this it is interesting to note
which topics are preserved and which are omitted. Here we
have sleeplessness, clothing oneself, and going out, the bright
heavenly body, and the tears. To some degree we must accept
the texts as we have them, and we are more inclined to believe
in the integrity of a "poem" in the Yutai xinyong than in an
encyclopedia. If, however, this poem were preserved in an en­
cyclopedia, we could easily imagine the omission of couplets
mentioning birds, breeze, and playing music.

r IIlm .r'· ff il 'll [l()('tl'l• A

ily in orpor t r int th th m f I pI n
Template line n b h d in oth r m t r , but th y ar
relatively tied to a single meter; topics, how ver, can be realiz d
in a variety of meters.

it~, ~;!Jk.H Cao Pi, Banquet Song 11 26

Days of parting come all too easily,
days of meeting are hard,

mountains and rivers stretch far,
the road extends on and on.

With pent-up feeling I long for you
and dare not tell,

I send a letter by the floating clouds,
they go and don't return.

Tears fall upon my face,
harming both form and complexion,

who can harbor such cares
and not also heave a sigh?

Restless, I lie on my pillow
and cannot sleep,

I put on my clothes, go out the door
and pace east and west.

I deliver a verse and sing unaccompanied
to give myself ease the while,

joy goes and grief comes,
ruining heart and liver.

Mournful winds are sharp and clear,
the autumn air is cold,

the mesh curtain stirs gently,
passing the Qin balustrade.

Looking up with moon and stars overhead
I gaze among the clouds,

a flying bird calls out in the morning,
the tone of its voice touches me,
I linger on, looking with care

and lose all sense of myself.

fit.~,l..~
~~;;H4

~ it '1t,JJi:r- mif

I I
I

Here the three syllable marker of the theme ("cannot sleep"
~1i~:i./Jil/il!\) is retained in the second hemistich of the seven

26. Lu Qinli, 395. This is the version in the Song shu; there is another in
Ytxy 32. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 49-51. The title is often interpreted as "Song of
Van," reading ~ as yan rather than yan. Note that the Yutai xinyong version
omits 11. 11-12.

27. Lu Qinli, 377; Ytxy 1. Han Geping #~if, Jian'an qizi shiwenjijiaozhu
yixi Jt~-t--Tttx.;ftd'li.ii.tHf(Changchun: Jilin wenshi chubanshe, 1991),352;
Wu Yun *,,!", Jian'an qizijijiaozhu Jt~-t--T~;#(li (Tianjin: Tianjin guji chu­
banshe, 1991),296-97.

28. As Lu notes, citing the Yutai xinyong kaoyi, :#"JtII ("meeting you") is a
problem. Ji Rongshu wants to transpose the characters to JtII:#". Han Geping
takes it as "the date of your return." Wu Yun takes the JtII as ;It, an optative:
"May you console my heart." We might note that transposition of characters
was a common problem in manuscript transmission.
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~it~, -t+ Ruan Yu, Poem32

By the river is much mournful wind,
autumn days are terribly clear and cool.
The traveler is easily made sorrowful,
and stirred by this, feels pain thereby.
I take hold of my gown and rise pacing,
view the Heart and Chamber constellations

above.
The Three Stars hold their former positions,
the bright moon has not withdrawn its rays.
When will the cock crow?-
the dawning is still not over.
I sit back down and heave a long sigh,
how can I forget these continuous cares?

:: ll"r tt ik.
IVl Jl A;:.J/t7\:.
~ ~'i '$1"1"at
IJLlMA;:.*
. ~·~Ht.~.

Il~ar."t

I ak r uld n tip, whi h i r aliz d in the question:
Wh 11 will th 0 k row?" Wh n we look at the gap between

t~ ituation in the second couplet and the third couplet, it
ms what is missing is precisely the statement "at night I

. uld not sleep."

32. Lu Qinli, 380; Ywlj 27,34 (the second citation entitled Qi'ai shi -1::$.:t+l.
Han Geping, Jian'an, 369-70; Wu Yun, Jian'an, 327.

J1 I rCurLln lJ if :.!Jrtrly I 'try •

In my comment above I suggested that in the beginning of
he poem Ruan Yu could have been outside during the day,

then moved in and found himself unable to sleep. Let me offer
yet one more example of sleeplessness, in a famous and beau­
iful poem by Wang Can, dated to the turn of the second cen­

tury. The poet has fled the collapse of Dong Zhuo's regime in
Chang'an to Jingzhou (Jingman). At dusk (far too early to de-
lare sleeplessness) he gets off his boat and roams around on

the shore. Certain elements are present in what I am willing to
believe was an actual experience: he is pacing in the growing
darkness, birds are flying, there is a breeze, dew soaks his
lothes. He then returns to his quarters. The "poetic topics"

he has experienced need their theme: "Alone at night I can­
not sleep" ~1t~~t~. And once the theme line is announced,
Wang Can completes the appropriate topics by putting on his
lothes and rising (qi ~ in the expected third position of the

line), and playing his zither. The poem is not, like most of the
others we have read, a simple performance of a standard poetic

1IJI,)II~.~JR

,,*-E1 *)t);1.

'·.:rPJ~~

~1:.1fI~1~

Jt*~*n'j
tbl..-:>~~

from the Li Ling corpus29

The dawnwind hawk sings out in the
northern woods,

flashing brightly, it flies southeast.
I want the one I am longing for,
at twilight I don't draw down the

bed curtain.
The bright moon shines into the

high mansion,
I imagine seeing its lingering rays. 30
By night the swallows pass by the yard,
a vague semblance, they can fly on further.
I lift my robes and hesitate on the road,
in troubled uncertainty, unable to return.
The drifting cloud goes a thousand leagues

each day-
how can it know the grief in my heart?
I long to get a branch of the alabaster tree,
to resolve this continual hunger and thirst.31

J~HILit.~ fit
&Ji"t" i'Jt >til .~
E1l.;r-~of1i

!t.JL#7t~

"k.t!.T1ti!!lbi
M~~gAlfit

;l~4~3&t
f-tft ;r- fig,.
i¥~E1T~

~~~.-:>.~

.~1~~~;ft

I'AAH{.)~Vt.

Althou h th "ann t J p" t m .1 t lin j th most am
man way to announ e th them, a long as sl epl ssn I.

indicated and the usual topics are present, the compo ition I
principle is the same. The following version from the Li Lin
corpus includes the basic topics without the "cannot sle p"
template line.

Although commonly repeated themes with their associated
topics are easily identified in their full form, they can be in­
voked in truncated and partial form-or perhaps cited in
manuscript in truncated form. In the following poem, probably
an excerpt, attributed to Ruan Yu in the detritus of the
manuscript tradition that survived into the seventh century, an
autumn poem slips into the adjunct topics of the theme of
sleeplessness (putting on clothes, rising, pacing, moonlight);
they seem to create a pressure to somehow indicate that the

29. Lu Qinli, 340; Guwen yuan 4; Ywlj 29. Rather than assign particular
poems to Li Ling or Su Wu, I will simply call this group of old poems "the Li Ling
corpus."

30. Yu Guanying interprets this as the speaker imagining other places on
which the moonlight falls.

31. Yu Guanying understands this as a tree of the immortals, with the
power to cure sorrow.

I I
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t th nd f th s nd ntury nd Ru n Ji's pO m above
s m tim around th middle of the third century. The theme,
with its constituent topics, is already established at the be­

inning of this interval and still very much alive at the end of
the interval_

•
It is instructive to quote again the final lines of this small

ampling of poems on "sleepless at night."

i~r7,1;~*- tears fall, soaking my clothes. ("Nineteen Old
Poems" XI)

anxious thoughts wounded my heart alone.
(Ruan Ji, "Singing My Cares" I)

it breaks apart my heart within. (Cao Pi,
"Unclassified Poem")

venting these passions, I complain to the
blue vault. (Cao Rui, "Yuefu Poem")

tears soak my gossamer hat-ribbons. (Cao
Rui, "Long Song")

I linger on, looking with care and lose all sense
of myself. (Cao Pi, "Banquet Song" II)

my tears are like a gushing spring. (Xu
Gan, "Chamber Thoughts" IV)

I long to get a branch of the alabaster tree,
to resolve this continual hunger and thirst.

(Li Ling corpus)

how can I forget these continuous cares?
(Ruan Yu, Poem)

the prick of worried thoughts is hard to bear.
(Wang Can, "Sevenfold Sorrow" II)

First we note how the example from the Li Ling corpus stands
out as an anomaly. As for the others, it may be that we simply
have a group of very unhappy poets; but an examination of the
corpus of early poems will reveal that the majority of poems of a
certain kind end with a similar declaration of misery or tears.
We begin to see that such lines, while they do retain semantic
meaning (they are always in sad poems) occupy an essentially
positional function in a poetic "grammar": this is a way to
announce that a poem is over. This positional function of the
declaration of misery invites comparison with a very different

.w.,~JtJtliHt

"xM-ki~-M.

in dif£ r nt
the theme of

trt1\ (, ramm ,r of 'ClrlL I•

.£~, -c~~t Wang Can, Sevenfold Sorrow 11 34

Jingman is not my native land,
how can I linger here long?
My catamaran goes up the great River,
and the twilight makes my heart sad.
On the mountains and hills is a

lingering light,
while the folds of the cliffs increase

layered shadows.
Foxes and badgers rush to their lairs,
flying birds soar around former groves.
Waves in the current stir clear echoes,
gibbons whine looking down from

the slopes.
A swift wind brushes my skirt and- sleeves,
the silvery dew soaks my gown's folds.
Alone at night I cannot sleep,
I lift robes, get up, and strum the zither.
The silk and tung wood stir a man's

feelings,
on my behalf it makes mournful tones.
Being on travels never ends,
the prick of worried thoughts is hard

to bear.35

theme; rath r, th app aranc of th u ual topi
context seems to demand the declaration of
"sleeplessness. "33

~4f.~:il!:*­

~.~~U.t#
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~lt~Jf"t
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E1~~~.-:;
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Many of the poems above cannot be roughly dated, and some of
the attributions are dubious. We can, however, place this poem

33. See Itii Masafumi -ffT»!.iE.x., "0 San shi ronkii" ItIUt~~, Chilgoku
bungaku h6 20 (1965): 38-42. I differ from Itii in interpreting this relationship
to the conventional tradition not as a movement toward originality, but rather
the force of poetic convention working within a poem that begins "originally."
We might also note the similar movement in "In the Army" III -l:t:f-tt, "In the
army I march on the far-off road" -l:t:f~i!'!~: here, too, the poet goes on shore
and encounters the topics appropriate for sleeplessness on an autumn night; in
this case, however, the poet dismisses his cares out of a sense of duty toward
military service.

34. Lu Qinli, 366; Wen xuan 23. Wu Yun '*'!' and Tang Shaozhong Ai-M.t,
Wang Canji zhu Itf:. 11< ii. (Henan: Zhongzhou shuhua she, 1984), 16-17.

35. Zhuang ,'f:I: here could simply mean "strong." Some commentators,
however, prefer a regional northeastern usage, cited in Yang Xiong's Fangyan,
where it describes the prick of a thorn.
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th journ y i Ion I r turn will b hard.
I mus k p to my mpty chamber,
th idl gat doubly barred.38

If you live, we will see each other again;
if you die, we will meet in the world below.

This day joy upon joy,
may you live ten thousand years.

1\

We should say from the outset that the "Prelude: 0 When,"
n anonymous yueju, is not usually considered in the same

ontext as the anonymous old poems, much less Jian'an and
W i poems.39 In this particular case the conventional segrega­
tin of "poems" (shi ~t) and yueju is interesting in that a version
of the first twelve lines are, in fact, quoted as an "old poem"
5 t in the seventh-century encyclopedia Yiwen leiju, while
lin s 17-24, using a different rhyme, are an abbreviated re-

lization of a standard "old poem" theme.40 This is a common
type of yueju, which I call a "compound yueju," composed of
di tinct segments which can often circulate independently.
This probably represents performance practice in which at
J st two relatively independent segments were conjoined. The
first segment often represents something other than the human
world, such as birds or immortals; the second segment is a
human situation, usually parallel, but sometimes in a prob­
I matic relation to the opening segment.

In this, the earliest recorded version of "Prelude: 0 When,"
the poem is divided by rhyme and sense into three distinct

gments: lines 1-16, 17-24, and 25-26 (marked by an added
pace between lines in the translated version above).41 The final

iI yu ifu. At' tlw
ry bird.

til pr
topi of th

ti...lJk.1or ....ft Prelude: 0 When36

Pairs of white swans came flying,
it was from the northwest they came,
ten by ten and five by five,
all arrayed in lines.37

The mate of one was sick
and couldn't keep up.

Every five leagues he looked back once,
every six leagues he paused.
"I want to carry you in my beak,

but my mouth is closed, 1 can't open it.
1 want to carry you on my back,
but how ruined are my feathers!
Happy indeed is a newfound love,
sorrow comes with parting in life.
I pause and look around at the flock,
tears fall without my knowing it."

Thinking on parting with you,
breath knots within, 1 cannot speak.

Let each take heed to take care of self,

A f. r rnm

kind f 1 ur th
same tim w n r vi
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Segments: The "Prelude: 0 When"

The following is the text of the anonymous yueju "Prelude:
When" as it is preserved in the "Treatise on Music" in the Sony
shu.

36. Lu Qinli, 272; Song shu, Yuezhi; Yfsj 39. The fIrst twelve lines are cited
as an "old poem" in Yiwen leiju; a somewhat different version is found in Ytxy 1.
Huang Jie }tir, Han Wei yuefufengjian iHt~JIt,oo,l (Hong Kong: Shangwu
yinshuguan, 1961), 43-44; Jean-Pierre Dieny, Aux origines de la poesie clas­
sique en Chine: etude sur la poesie lyrique d l'epoque des Han (Leiden: E. J. Brill,
1968), 142-46; Anne Birrel, Popular Songs and Ballads ofHan China (London:
Unwin Hyman, 1988), 53-57.

37. Something is obviously wrong with this line in that it does not rhyme. In
"Yuefu geci de pincou he fen'ge" (30) Yu Guanying argues that lai *- and hang
1t are old rhymes. The fIrst example he gives (see Lu Qinli, 286-87), evidently
taken by Guo Maoqian from Taiping yulan, does not rhyme fang 7i and lai *- in
the Taiping yulan version, where both fIrst lines end with lai. This is apparently
not an "old rhyme" but an emendation on the part of Guo Maoqian. Yu's second
example is from Kongque dongnanfei, perhaps not a text that should be used to
prove old rhymes, and one that has strange rhyming patterns at certain points.

38. Although I have kept the received text here, xian r;1J, "idle," was a
ammon scribal mistake for bi rfl, "to close." Bimen l'iJr1, "to close one's gate,"

was a common term for living in seclusion.
39.· There are many scholars who attend to the overlaps between the forms,

but most still accept a difference of genre. Dieny sometimes assumes the pri­
ority of the yuefu, but in discussing yuefu he also draws on the "old poems" as
If providing topics for use in yuefu.

40. See Dieny, Aux origines de lapoesie classique, 145.
41. Dieny notes the conventional nature of ll. 13-16 and takes them as a

parate section. I believe, rather, that ll. 13-16 are the necessary closure for a
omplete segment. I do not believe there are "fIXed texts" in the background of

this piece: rather, each thematic core is expanded to suit the situation of re­
production: a segment needs closure, and this closure provides a transition to
the next segment.



42. Most accounts prefer the somewhat later version in Yutai xinyong which
excludes 11. 17-24, the wife's farewell, because it intenupts the rhyme.

arl Po try •

"Prelude: a When" has no real name, but is called by several
different names in different places. In addition to the "Treatise
on Music," the poem appears in several other earlier sources,
whose sharp differences invite the question: Which is the real
poem? Perhaps when we ask the question as baldly as this, we
can see that it might be the wrong question.

We are moving toward a notion of a text as a particular
realization of material, some of whose parts may be relatively

"Poems" and Extant Texts:

More on the Swans (or Cranes)

uld not Wh n" h p thos of the male
wan' ddr to hi m t, I rly figure for a human situa-

tion, increasingly uses topics that are appropriate only for hu­
m ns. Line 16 ("tears fall without my knowing it" i.t.r ~ m~11) is
not only a purely human phenomenon (most inappropriate for
wans), it is also, as we have seen, the marker of poetic closure

in an old poem. It is at this point of closure that the "singer"
hifts to a parallel, explicitly human situation in a new rhyme.

If we take the "Prelude: a When" as a base level in per­
formance practice, then we see both the continuity and the
differences of Wang Can's poem. About two thirds into his
poem Wang Can writes:

41:l1t;;r-ti~iil. Alone at night I cannot sleep,
:IA*~~!.f. I lift robes, get up, and strum the zither.

He is "announcing" a familiar topic in familiar template lines,
giving the reader the pleasure of shift and recognition. The
difference is, of course, that Wang Can keeps everything on a
level of representational coherence: his sleeplessness is the
continuation of his earlier experience of the outside scene
rather than a distinct but analogous poetic segment. The
rhyme is also maintained.

Thus we can see three levels in compositional practice: topics,
themes, and the combination of themes, sometimes in inde­
pendent segments as in the "Prelude: a When" and sometimes
woven together into a coherent representational whole, as in
Wang Can's poem. These simple principles will help to explain
many particular cases in early poetry.

rly Po trtJ\ .. ~r mmar" 0

coupI t, with nis J t d rhym ,i th pr·~ s ion J in 1".

formulaic marker for clo ur ,wishin bl sin s on th u II
ence. It serves exactly the same positional function as th x­
pression of misery and tears in the previous set of poems on
sleeplessness, but with one important distinction: it is th
matically incongruous, declaring the heights of joy right after
the pathos of the farewell of a wife and her husband. If the te t

case of true oral formula is incongruity (the Homeric "cloud­
gathering" Zeus dispersing the clouds), then this couplet
passes the test (though the function here is positional rather
than metrical): in effect the last couplet simply carries th
message that the song is now completed.

A standard literary historical account will treat this poem as
earlier than Ruan Ji and the Jian'an poets, earlier even than
the last of the "Nineteen Old Poems. "42 Such a historical de­
ployment of the texts comes from the intuition that "Prelucle: a
When" is somehow more primitive or closer to the "folk." This
intuition derives in part from the formulaic ending and the
padded verse. If we take these qualities as traces of a profes­
sional performance tradition rather than the "folk," that im­
mediately complicates the cultural assumptions behind the
standard sequence (first, poetry of the "folk," followed by literati
appropriation). But even if we grant that a poem like this bears
traces of the "folk," there is no natural or historical law that
proves that the poem is, thereby, early. We can immediately
grant a difference in register, but there is no real evidence
(apart from Shen Vue's general characterization of the "old
lyrics" as being from the Han) that the "Prelude: a When"
antedates any of the poems quoted above.

When we compare the "Prelude: a When" to Wang Can's
second "Sevenfold Sorrow," we can see that in terms of compo­
sitional practice it differs in degree but not in kind. In both
cases an initial theme is developed, in the process of which
topics shared with another theme are used. The accumulation
of such topics leads the poet to the second theme. We have al­
ready seen this in the Wang Can poem, where topics from
"sleeplessness" appear before the poet declares that "at night I



ources, parti ul rly in th of Yutai xinyong.44 Looking at
the three distinct extant versions, here is roughly what we get.

tAl/k.t-r'fH (or ~a~??) :k.dba~ti.~1or'fH*~+

As we suggested earlier, the "Treatise on Music" is unique
among our extant texts in its conservatorial function, pre­
serving a text as it appeared in earlier manuscripts or as it was
performed. Insofar as "Prelude: 0 When" belonged to the cate­
gory "great song," daqu :k. db, it probably required more than

I
I

I I
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determin d but still variabl t m dr. A w h v sug­
gested, from a broad perspective this fluidity is common to both
performance practice and manuscript transcription. Her ,
however, we must make a distinction between a realization in
performance or in the act of first writing down a text (in both
cases we have indirect traces only) and its realization in a later
manuscript that survives in some extant printed text. In these
later cases there is still considerable latitude, but the textual
realization is mediated by the protocols of a particular textual
venue and its sense of what the poem should be. That is, many
particulars in these early texts, as we have them, are a function
of the nature of the written sources.43

There are a remarkable number of variations of this poem,
including whether the birds are swans or cranes (he ~). Before
turning to these variations, we should point out that there is no
evidence that these different versions were ever set side by: side
until the Yuefu shiji in the Northern Song, an age that had
begun to concern itself with literary scholarship and "correct"
titles and texts. Only in recent times have all the variations
been viewed together. This means that while certain texts were
variable, variation was not an issue that called for a reader's or
scholar's attention-until the advent of a certain kind of literary
scholarship in the Song. Such freedom of manuscript variation
seems to have been the norm in such texts, and each particular
realization "was" the text.

There are three extant primary sources for "Prelude: 0
When": the "Treatise on Music" (Yuezhi) based on fIfth-century
materials; the Yutai xinyong from the early sixth century; and
the encyclopedia Yiwen leiju of the early seventh century. Here
we must acknowledge that it is sometimes impossible to sort
out the complexity of variations among the sources from the
complexity of textual variations in printed editions of the

Yutai xinyong

11t~~a~

7i -t:t~ Jt.~

t-t-M'li.li.
~7Ht;r-~

.~ ~ If-;ftt~
;r-ti~ I1t {I'l~
li.£-.&.lJi
"'£-.fff~

~a.$ti:ld~·

(1 '1t;r-~ f1t'
~a.~ik-i;-

;pJ k. El ;fUJi
~H~ tJf {1'l9;11

l:~!V;~~

~3tlJi'f{g
i-tiM.fKiiAt

~El ~HI'l*

~lf-~~JtJl
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Song shu

11t~~a~

7i -t:t~ Jt.~

t-t-li.li.
~ 7'J j;Ht (rhyme X)
4lf-;ftt~

H;r-~{I'l~

li.£-i!.lJi
"'£-.fff~

~a.$tik-i;­

(1'1t;r-~flt'I

~a.~ik-i;-

k. ;pJ {or;fUJi
~H~. tJf {1'l9;11
l:~1.}J1J~

;t~lJi'f{g

i~ r;r- ~ 9;11
~~%~}JIJ

~U.t;r-~ 1;
~~~~t:

i!it~J!.

~'t'1'~~

,*,r'r~1lll

=*1. 't{I'lYL
-e;ft~~-it

~El~Hfl*

~lf-~~JtJl
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Yiwen leiju

l1t~a~

-t:t~Jt.~

t-li.t-li.
~ifiAH

4lf-;ftt~

;r-~{I'l~

li.£-.&.lJi
"'£-.fff~
~a.$tik-i;­

(1 '1t ;r-tiU,,')
~a.~ik-i;­

k.;pJ El ·:j.Ull

43. Again, in a general sense the essential principle is no different among
composition, performance, and manuscript transcription. We can assume, for
example, that in non-ritualized performance (that is, not exactly reproducing a
text court performance) a singer or reciter would vary or amplify according to
his sense of the needs of the moment. The difference is that in the particular
versions of manuscript transcription that have survived, we can clearly see how
a particular venue has shaped the form of the text.

44. To give but one example, the Silcu quanshu version of Yutai xinyong gives
the bird in question as a "swan," hu~, but Ji Rongshu's ~$i:it textual study of
the collection, Yutai xinyong kaoyi, also in Silcu quanshu, gives the primary
reading as "crane" he M. Even more strange, Yiwen leiju gives the bird as a
"white crane" baihe, but includes the poem under the category "black swan,"
xuanhu j;;~' (even though there is a category for "white cranes" in the ency-

clopedia).
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mIt, th h w m y r n Iy d ubt wh th r, port
from thi p rti ul 0 a .ion f pr s rv ti n, th segm nt on
the pair of white swans was necessarily p ired with a version of'
the wife's speech on parting. 45

Yuta~ xinyong's inclusion of the singer's closure does sugg HI

that thIS anthology took its base text from the musical rep r
toire in the "Treatise on Music." The Yutai xinyong removed the
segme~t on parting (producing a satisfying mono-rhyrn ),
normallZed the meter, repaired the dropped rhyme in the fourth
line, and changed line 16 to "tears fall, dropping wildly" i&it.~~t
~1lt, avoiding the repetition of "know," zhi ~11, as a rhyme word.
In other words, this version has been realized in a way to suit
t~e standards ofwhat a "poem" should be in the context of early
siXth-century poetics, while still retaining its "archaic" flavor. It
would be wrong, however, to see this transformation as in som .
way "inauthentic." Rather, until the period when texts would b.
reproduced exactly, realizations of a text would always vary to
suit the period and venue. .

The Yiwen leiju often cites only passages (though it would be
equally fair to say that Yutai xinyong has only cited a passage of
the "Prelude: 0 When"). In addition to the fact that it is cited as
an "old poem," which might suggest that this segment circu­
~ated in~ependently, the Yiwen leiju version is a particularly
mterestmg realization. First, it makes all of the first six lines
four syllable lines, just as the Yutai xinyong made them all five
syllable lines. This reminds us how easily four and five syllable
lines can be interchanged in early poetry. Meter and text are
not bound tightly together; rather, a meter is one possible form
within which material can be realized (as we saw the topics of
the theme of "sleeplessness" realized in a seven syllable line in
Cao P~'s "Banquet Song"). The second observation we might
m~e IS that the Yiwen leiju version breaks off at precisely the
p~mt where the poem moves from statements appropriate for
bl~d~ to state~entsappropriate only for human beings. In part
thIS ~s a .functlOn of ~e venue of the encyclopedia (leishu), in­
cludmg hterary matenal under the category of a bird (albeit the

45. See Piao Yingji's theory of complexity of perspectives as a motive for
compou~dix:g segments. Piao Yingji ;j+~:Idf, "Cong 'Yange hechang xing' lun
Han WeI Jm yuefu shi de jige wenti" ./:t t.t lJl: 10r l' H-~*~"* ~;{f 'tt fI/J ~ 100
p., ,,!, Zhongguo wenhua yuekan 'f ~:;t-It Jl ftJ 193 (November 1995): 103-23.

Po in

wr n Yiw n 1 iju v rsion stops (1. 12)
for on t d rd m rk f poetic closure in early

po try (1. 16); th omitted material (11. 13-16) is precisely the
humanization of the birds that creates the pressure for the
human segment in the "Treatise on Music" version of "Prelude:
o When."

In short, each version is a realization of the material that is
"right" for its own venue. Each version is "complete" in different
ways. If we are looking to establish historical priority, clearly
the "Treatise on Music" version represents the earliest textual
realization; but that version may be no earlier than court per­
formance traditions in the fourth or fifth century; it gives us no
access to some earlier "original."

There is yet another version of our birds, a short segment
tagged onto a version of "Looking Down from the High Terrace,"
Lin gao tai ~ jtj:l;, improbably preserved under the name of Cao
Pi. 46 The first part of "Looking Down from the High Terrace" is a
variant version of the anonymous piece preserved in the
Naoge. 47 In the anonymous version there is a "yellow swan" 1t~
flying and someone shooting at it. In the version preserved
under Cao Pi's name there is no shooting-that would be most
unkind in the yuefu. context.

fi,*~t~ [Looking down from the high terrace,]
iti ~A-tt high and lofty;
"'F ;ff¥ below are waters
itlL~ clear and cold.
'!=' ;ff1f~{ilLtll There we find a yellow swan, going then

turning back.
To act as an officer
one must show loyalty to the utmost.

46. Lu Qinli, 395. Ywij 42; Yfsj 18. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 51-52. I follow Lu
Qinli's punctuation; Huang Jie punctuates this piece rather differently. The
Wen xuan commentary cites this as "original lyrics," quoting a couplet from the
swan segment. This piece clearly carmot be by Cao Pi, unless we imagine him
omposing it for the last Han emperor. One of the transformations worked here
n the Naoge version is changing the simple zhu .!. to "His Imperial Majesty,"

huangdi bixia .t '*'m:r. Christopher Connery discusses this poem in Empire of
the Text (166-68). He is certainly correct here to dispute historically grounded
ubjectivity in such a poem; however, if we are to consider this poem in terms of

"Intertextuality," the concept is greatly in need of nuanced distinctions.
47. Lu Qinli, 161.



Birds

t th ombin tion if the "bird"
nd w r shortened-say to one

m un
m rhym

from the Li Ling corpus 50

A pair of ducks both flew to the north,
one bird soared off south alone.
You must remain in this lodge,
1 must return to my homeland.
Once parted we will be as Qin and

Turkestan,
[when will we meet again?J51
Sorrow cuts at my feelings within,
unawares, tears soak my skirts.
1 want you to always strive hard,
and don't forget our laughter together.

·'·k1J!.;t.~
-.~n'jtW#l

'ltfa~i1i

~ 'It.9f~~
-1i'J~.t}]

1\ It ramm

Wo Id 11. ~ I th
m nt had th

uplet?

tJLt-riE*
,It·tR t7J 'f ,Itt
;r- 'YbK 7,1; :t
WlFt -k j} fJ

2{~~B,"t

I hope it will not seem too extravagant to say that this
is a different realization of the "Prelude: 0 When," albeit a
radically different realization. The bird segment is now only
a couplet-though it could easily have been elaborated into a
longer passage. The couple parting is now probably two men,
rather than a man and his wife. In this version the poem is
poken from the point of view of the person going off rather

than the person staying; but in the citation of these lines in the
Song encyclopedia Taiping yulan, the "you" and "I" of the sec­
ond couplet are reversed. And, of course, if the poem is uttered
by the person staying rather than the person leaving, the pro­
nouns will be reversed in just that way. That is, the text is not
fIxed but open to variation in circumstantial performance (in­
cluding textual as well as oral performance). The "tears coming
unawares" is shared with the "Prelude: 0 When." The ending is
different, but the exhortations to strive and not forget are also
closure devices in other "old poems."

If we accept that the long segment on birds parting in
"Prelude: 0 When" can be done simply as a couplet, then we
can add other examples that begin to suggest marks of the
"literary" beyond simple variation in lexical register.

1\ It ,., minor" Early P ctrt

.I wish HI Imp riol MoJ 'sly lhr .
thou and y rl

He should dwell in thi pal e.
The swan was traveling south,
his mate could not follow.
"I want to personally hold you in my beak
my mouth is closed, 1 cannot open it.
1 want to carry you on my back,
but my feathers are ruined."
Every five leagues it looks back once,
every six leagues it lingers.

j:"%Jl!:.'t
.t!j~tWi&i

JIl(t::r-~&t

~~~S$t;:k­

o~::r-~Iltj

~~jl.z

kAdlUJi
.li.][-,JJi
*][4jfm

Xu Ling, the editor of the Yutai xinyong, was probably working
with the "Treatise on Music" version of "Prelude: 0 When"
and rem~ved the. segment on the husband and wife parting
because It was dIscordant and interrupted the rhyme.48 Even
the modem scholar Lu Qinli wants to divide the "Prelude: 0
When" into two pieces.49 It is fair then to ask how anomalous
this is. We know that segments can be expanded and shortened.

It is testimony to the conservatorial nature of at least some of
the anthologies of musical poetry that such an almost inco­
~erent conjunction of segments could be textually preserved. It
I~ hard to ~ess how the associations produced this conjun _
b.on, unless It came from the swan's "turning back," fan ~ (also
slffiply "fly"), used as a rhyme both in this version and in the
muddled version of the line in the version preserved in the Song
shu. A "yellow swan turning back" would immediately recall th
song material. discussed above, whose opening core is pre­
served here, WIth one of the couplets transposed. In this we ar
coming to the edge of "medley," where associations of one vers
segment move into another verse segment in another context.
"Medley," however, may be a useful concept by which to think
of the combination of segments.

48. We cannot be sure, but this seems the likely case because Xu Ling
p~eserves ~e singe.r's. closing blessings on the audience, not a usual practice
~th yuefu m Yutaz xznyong. In this case the fmal couplet of blessing rhymes
With the fIrst segment and can be integrated smoothly.

49.Lu Qinli, 272.

50. Ibid., 341; Guwen yuan 4; Ywlj 29.
51. This is what the line ought to mean, but there is something very wrong.

Lu proposes emendingju le. to ilt ("how swiftly our meeting ended"), but this is
not entirely satisfying.
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Even more so [we), a pair of flying dragons,
whose wings are on the verge of separating.

Among scaly and shelled creatures we honor
the divine dragon,

among beasts that run we revere the unicorn.

II

but doubl d yiyi 1it 1, .. 0 un mpound meaning
"yearning." What is shar d b tw n th two versions is the
sound syllable (and perhaps th haracter), rather than the
meaning-though in this case the particular realization of
the monosyllable yi *, "leaning into," implies yiyi, "yearning."
We sometimes see not a continuity of meanings becoming
words realized in sounds, but of sounds taking form in words
with the larger meanings adapting to account for such purely
verbal continuity.

We now have two parallel cases in the animal world, the
parted swan and Tartar horse, but it turns out that they are
inadequate: the human case is figured in yet a third (albeit
mythical) creature, compared to which the situations of ani­
mals in the yuefu and "old poem" traditions are merely less
intense and less elevated examples. The traces of rhetorical
training are clearly evident (and perhaps most evident in the
redeployment of analogy as hierarchy).

Granted that most yuefu and "old poems" do not use two par­
allel cases, nor do they bring up dragons; however, the clearest
marker of rhetorical education is "even more so," hekuang 1orJL,
turning poetic parallels into an explicit comparison of degrees.
This hekuang has no place in the conventions of low register
poetic language. We have the cases of two ordinary creatures
(drawn from the "lower" poetic tradition) who feel separation
strongly; therefore dragons, the most elite of creatures, will feel
separation even more strongly; and we humans find adequate
analogy for our situation only in "dragons." The dragons be­
come by synecdoche "wings," which, in a high register, guai 3jE,
"come apart."

We do however find a close parallel in Cao Zhi's "Dew on the
Onion-Grass" ~a:1t:53

for;x.~~-a

'l'J.x~'t*

romma,'}• II

The Tartar horse leans into the north wind,
the Vue bird roosts in the southernmost

branches.

*4~-.it~11

-t Jf!.~11Hfo!/

,ttifl.~ it.:$..
-k*.u:.i!U~t
'f .\.;.!:t l'x;fl

~"iti61db

~}j .~ *'- Jtff
.~.\.;,*"**

forX.~~-a

'l'J.x~'t*

:t~~t*db
Off)'~'f·l«.

'tt~~-t~

itit-for.~

!~#J.i\it~

1~1(p fI;j ~ .\.;

iJk'"f;r-Of~

ltJt~~*~
i!-t~it~

from th Li Ling orpu. 2

Once the y 1I0w sw n parts for far away,
it looks back and hesitates at a

thousand leagues.
When the Tartar horse loses its herd,
its longing heart is ever filled with yearning.
Even more so [we], a pair of flying dragons,
whose wings are on the verge of separating.
Luckily we have songs and string music
which can figure forth our feelings within.
I would have you sing the Traveler's Lay­
how sad its ringing notes are!
The strings' and pipes' clear notes

grow intense,
in their strong feeling is ample sorrow.
Now the Long Songs are urgently stirring,
the heart within is depressed and broken.
I would perform a tune in the clear

Shang mode,
thinking on how you will not be able

to return.
In a moment the heart feels pain within,
tears fall, I cannot wipe them away.
I wish we were a pair of yellow swans,
I would send you on your way, both

flying far.

This is the yellow swan rather than the white one, but it still
"looks back"-though after a thousand leagues rather than the
five or six in the "Prelude: 0 When." We recognize the "bird seg­
ment," though it has been reduced to a mere couplet. In this
case, however, the "bird couplet" is followed by another parallel
example, the Tartar horse. The first of the "Nineteen Old
Poems" offers the well-known parallel:

~}j .~*3l:.Jit

~.~Jlt JW;ft

The Li Ling poem is explicit about why the Tartar horse leans
into the north wind; but the most revealing transformation is
the yi *, which as a single character means "to lean against,"

52. Lu Qinli, 338; Wen xuan 29, Ywlj 29. 53. Lu Qinli, 422.
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nd fon y I "J t bl ts oming.56

I long ~ r y u, t n thou and leagues afar,
what g d th t my h art is pained

all alone?
Cherish the light as the seasons go,
and I want you not to forget me.

Every five leagues he looked back once,
every six leagues he paused.

The pair of ducks fly apart,
daily increasing the distance from

each other.

A I r

~at 1(::fIIff
J.fJi-t)t~a.~

56. That is, letters.

Since the requisite "pausing" has already taken place in the
horses, these ducks simply keep flying. This leads to the second
line of the couplet, a version of the topic "daily farther away," as
in the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems": "we grow daily farther
apart" ~!'1-!- El e..it. If at this point we look at the first of the
"Nineteen Old Poems" and other poems on separation, the rest
of the poem is quite predictable: there is looking toward the one
absent, there are clouds, there may be a letter received or ex­
pected or a message sent; the closing is a statement of love and
care, either in the letter received or in the message sent to the
faraway person or the person leaving.

This is truly "poetic material," themes and topics open to
multiple variations: it can be redone in many ways: it can be
expanded or contracted; it can be done in different registers; it

This is by no means an erudite poem, but it gestures toward
elite literary education throughout. The opening gestures to the
Shijing, and high register terms appear here and there. Beneath
the superficial polish, however, the author of this version is
obviously deeply familiar with the low register poetic repertoire
and follows its sequences of topics. The horse neighing on
parting is a relatively elevated image, but the poet caps the line:
"it pauses, uncertain, at every five steps." This calls to mind our
parting birds:

The line on pausing at an interval, from a familiar sequence of
topics, naturally leads to the image of a pair of birds, now
ducks.

1RJU~ Jt
~ .!IL if!. ~Il ,w.
1"1" ,M..-:; ~I.'lia;

ramm"Jr' 0 Early P trt

lfw r 0 nlz virtu v n am ng basts nd
cold-blooded r atures,

how much more so among gentlemen.

from the Li Ling corpus55

I ascended a nook of South Mountain
and send you off on the north bank of

the Qi.
You are traveling to the southwest,
I alone will fly off to the northeast.
The coach horse neighs sadly, looking

around,
it pauses, uncertain, at every five steps.
The pair of ducks fly apart,
daily increasing the distance from

each other.
I look afar in the road through

the clouds

J 4 • J\

!he parallel tells us less about precise dating than about reg­
Ister; both texts not only use an elite register but also make the
distinction of "eliteness" a theme. 54

We see clearly here how the material of poetry, elsewhere
realized according to the "grammar" of "old poetry," has been
appropriated for something that looks like elite literary argu­
~ent. We will return to this poem from the Li Ling corpus since
It later draws on elements of the low register poetic repertoire in
interesting ways. But here we can clearly see an elite trans­
formation of the material in the "Prelude: 0 When."

We have seen the theme of the birds parting as a fully de­
veloped segment in "Prelude: 0 When," a segment that could
stand as an autonomous poem in its Yiwen leiju version. We
have seen it done as a single opening couplet, announcing the
theme of parting as with the "affective image," xing ~, in the
Shijing. In the final variation, the couplet on parting birds mi­
grates from the beginning to the middle of the poem, like the
figural couplet on "Tartar horse" and "Yue bird" in the first of
the "Nineteen Old Poems."

W(1t~rfJll!

~4Ij.t. ;It.1i1
#.~,jJi.~ ~~

~.f.trfJ.1l~

iii -t-~7j<..~

.E.. -!Y - {:Ht
"!:,)~da'f;f~

~a:it El e.-k

. 54. T~ough it is not the issue we are following here, we might note how the
hierarchIcal taxonomy of parallel cases is followed by a taxonomy of musical
types.

55. Lu Qinli, 340; Guwen yuan 4; Yw/j 29.
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{·Ht{1~~

~B Yl..~;tr 1Jl
4&-f---k~

i&~1:.~1iji

111.jz.'ttl1.i~
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-*-Jk ~t\' e. it
-k-id:t.Jll:.at

•@. 't. R'J ::r- t€.
.Jit~{1~7
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~44~i4ft~IJ Thinking on parting with you,
it. .~t::r- ~1; breath knots within, I cannot speak.
~~~m't. Let each take heed to take care of self,
i!it.iI.~ the journey is long, return will be hard.
~'t;f~~ I must keep to my empty chamber,
1*' r,r~ Ill! the idle gate doubly barred.
*1:. 't~l!Yl.. If you live, we will see each other again;
-c:¥ri"~7it if you die, we will meet in the world below.

The parallel realization of the theme of the parting of man and
wife is easily found in one of the most famous of the old poems.

from the Li Ling COrpUS 58

When I bound up my hair, we became man
and wife,

neither doubted the love that we shared.
Joy and pleasure are for this evening,
intimacy must be had when the

chance comes.
The traveler thinks on the journey ahead,
he rises to see what time of night it is.
Shen and Chen have already set,
he goes off, taking leave from this

moment on.
He goes to serve on the battlefield,
there is no time set to meet again.
We clasp hands and heave a long sigh,
tears heavy because of being parted

while alive.
Try to make your best of the glory

of spring,
but do not forget our times of joy.

The Parting Segment

Here we might tum back to the parting segment from "Prelude:
o When," the segment that so many later scholars want to
remove.

terns th t di tin Iy lassical poetry. If the
motifs th mselv s ar old r, th yar only raw material for the
poetics of yuefu and the "old poems."

Nine wild geese formed a line,
only the hen bird could not join

the flock.
She had been taken by the net
and died at the hands of the cook.

can b don alon or link d t oth r, p all I th m s. Wh n v r
the theme is realized, topics and template lines ar available.
The theme is most at home in the five syllable line, but it could
be expanded to seven syllable lines or contracted to four syl­
lable lines. If the birds must part, the speaker can assume the
position of the person going or the person staying. And, most
important, it could be applied to a specific context. This is
"virtual" poetic material that is always realized differently,
modified for the situation-whether that situation is oral per­
formance or the proprieties of a particular transcriptional
venue in manuscript.

Once we grasp the significance of this as virtual poetic ma­
terial (as grammar is virtual), it profoundly changes the way we
read the tradition of early poetry. Scholars have tended to treat
these early poetic texts as if they were unique and stable and
thus open to chronological comparison: scholars will say that
poem Y borrowed from or recast lines from poem X. If that
third-century poet did yet another version of the theme, he was
probably not responding to any particular prior text, but rather
making use of a shared range of topics and procedures of
variation. Thus we understand not by identifying "precedents,"
but by looking to the commonalties through what survives.

We might here contrast a reliably Western Han version of the
parting birds. We cannot expect the complex relation of ele­
ments in the gnomic verses of the Jiaoshi Yilin ~J.\ J&#.; how­
ever, all we have is the hen bird that could not keep up.57

On this level we can call the hen bird that could not keep up
with the flock simply a "motif," and like many of the images in
Jiaoshi Yilin, a motif probably with some popular currency. We
frequently fmd images and motifs that appear in early classical
poetry in the Jiaoshi Yilin: but we never find them with the
associated topics, the sequences, and the template line pat-

57. Chen Liangyun I'f-rUf, Jiaoshi Yilin shixue chanshi 1f.1\J;M-tt",/IIllf
(Nanchang: Baihuazhou wenyi chubanshe, 2000), 251. 58. Lu Qinli, 338; Wen xuan 29, Ytxy 1.
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H r r n man i 1\ l nds by th
gr t r d,

her high gate is bound by double
barrings.

1\

Gleaming was the figure of his
chaste wife,

cold and alone, she kept to her
empty chamber.

One could move from poem to poem, multiplying parallels, in
which not only the same phrases recur in the same situations
but the same words appear at the same positions in lines. Po­
etic composition in the third century and perhaps earlier was
probably frequent and ephemeral; few poems were written
down, and of those that were written down, fewer still survived
in the Southern Dynasties manuscript tradition; of that num­
ber fewer still were selected and recorded in our sources. Apart
from the conservatory "Treatise on Music," the poems were
selected and edited according to later criteria of good "poetry"
and an image of what early poetry should have been. Consid­
ering the extensive loss of texts and motivated selection, the
fact that such a large proportion of these extant poems shares
so much material suggests topics and templates that were
continually reused, sometimes in habitual combinations and
sometimes in variation.

I keep to my empty chambers,
and my man has gone off with

the army.

Nor should we overlook Fu Xuan's f!fi; "Ballad of Qiuhu" ~kt}J

~t, after Qiuhu has to leave his wife:63

*!?'<t~1¥l
l A.~t.jlt:f

Why do you linger, lodging in a
strange land?

I, a poor woman, all alone, keep to
my empty chamber.

Or the third of Cao Zhi's "Unclassified Poems":62

And in the first of Cao Pi's "Banquet Songs":61

I must keep to my empty chamber,
the idle gate doubly barred.

j\' ratrttnar I 0' artt Po trt

If you live, y u will m b k g 'n;
if you die, I will long for you always.

10

*1i'<t~$­

r~H'T~rul

In the poetry of this period close parallels can usually be found.
We can begin with Cao Zhi's famous "The Beauty" ~*A£:60

To suggest that this loosely defined "old poetry" shares
common language and compositional practice is not to imply
that all such poems are aesthetically equal. This is as good an
example as any that great poetry can emerge out of this
common language. And yet the common language remains the
best place to begin to consider what can be achieved.

Here we have another parting of man and wife; and if it b
objected that only the ending is a close verbal echo of th
parting segment in "Prelude: 0 When," we can easily supply
parallels for the missing pieces.

Anonymous Old Poem59

In sadness I take leave of my dear
friend,

the breath knots within me, I
cannot speak.

I enjoin you to take care of yourself,
the journey far, it will be hard to meet.
Human life does not last long,
upsets occur in its course.
I brood on how you abandon me and go,
the heart may change and one may find

someone to love.
Your aims are set high, above the

blue clouds,
when will you corne back again?

The first four lines here are variations on (or, in the case of the
second line, a duplication of) the first four lines in the parting
segment of "Prelude: 0 When." This leaves only the third cou­
plet without a close parallel or template line:

1.'t~VI~~
Jf..1i-k~8,~

lit.:r I'A m:t
J!iti'JL1.It
A.1.~~ot

Mi;j;a~r",

1?:.:rt:A-t.
tJf ,..:; If i'frfit

59. Lu Qinli, 335; Ytxy 1. There is a note that this was not in the original
version of Yutai xinyong; but there is no other known early source.

60. Lu QinIi, 432.

61. Ibid., 394.
62. Ibid., 457.
63. Ibid., 556.



Another "Prelude: 0 When"

64. Dieny reads this passage in another way, attributing both pieces to Cao
Pi. Dieny, Aux origines de la poesie classique, 148.

1 1 1" if' I' at Ly Po Lrt

The eldest brother gets two thousand
gallons of grain,

the middle brother wears sable furs,

the youngest brother has neither office
nor title,

his mounts are fleet,
he moves among princes, counts, and

the great.

In the palaces of princes and counts one
should just

take perfect joy in dice and toss-sticks
and playing go with an opponent.

In his times each and every man
should strive hard.

A 1/ r mm
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['t±,] fA-EJt1or'f{t Cao Pi (Yuejit shiji) or
Anonymous (1;~, Song shu), Prelude: 0 When?66

1Of'f'1*~~J: 0 when will we have perfect joy,
without cares?67

One should just drink pure ale,
and roast a fat ox.

65. This presumes, of course, that the "Prelude: 0 When" under discussion
is the same as the Cao Pi piece to which Wang Sengqian referred.

66. Lu Qinli, 397; Song shu; Yfsj 39. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 56; Dieny, Aux
origines de la poesie classique, 146-50; Birrel, Popular Songs, 87-89.

67. Some modern versions break this into two lines of three characters: "0
when will there be joy, / without any cares at all?" This is a very attractive
solution in that it makes the line easy to read; however, the problematic phrase
kuaidu t*~ reappears in line 10. Therefore breaking the compound apart in the

opening seems unlikely.

Guo M oqi I Iv th ntr i ti n by this reasonable
interpretation of Wang S ngqian' rom nt: taking the second
version as Cao Pi's.65 When we read this second version of
"Prelude: 0 When," however, it is even more of a "mixed bag"
than our "White Swans" version; and while we may reasonably
suspect that Cao Pi, by repeated experience of song perfor­
mances, could have composed "as" a professional singer, the
speaking voice here is far less personal than many other pieces
more credibly attributed to Cao Pi. In the context of traditional
poetics the song is something of an embarrassment-unless, of
course, we think of poetic composition in a very different way.

A" romrnar" ifEo,rly P tft•I 1

We do not know Wang Sengqian's claim to authority here, nor
can we be sure which poems he is referring to (some version of
"White Swans," discussed above is probably one of them).
Sometime in the fIfth century Wang Sengqian knew what he
meant and perhaps knew the texts to which he was referring;
quoted out of context in Gujin yuelu, which is in turn quoted in
Yuefu shiji, we can only guess. The way the passage has been
understood is: "two pieces: Emperor Wen's '0 When' and the
old/original 'White Swans.'" This solves the problem of two sets
of anonymous lyrics as given in the "Treatise on Music" and still
referred to as anonymous in the Tang Yuefujieti ~JitAti1!.64

If the versions of the "Prelude: 0 When" we have been dis­
cussing present us with interesting questions about "which is
the real poem," its problems are small compared to the second
anonymous "Prelude: 0 When" tJi'*1or'f{T in the "Treatise on
Music." The first problem follows from a general conviction that
for every yuefu title there should be only one set of guci 7i I~ ,

literally "old lyrics," but eventually understood as "original
lyrics." This shift in the implications of the term follows from a
desire to establish chronology and priority, at the beginning of
which must be only a single "original."

The existence of two different anonymous "old lyrics" under
the same yuefu title was an unstable situation: one of those
lyrics needed an author. The Yuefu shift gives a relatively long
discussion at the head of the first version of "Prelude: 0 When,"
a discussion whose ambiguities create as many _problems as
they try to solve. Guo Maoqian begins by citing the sixth­
century Gujin yuelu, which in turn cites Wang Sengqian's
"Record of Performers," Jilu :ttit, which says (without giving
modern punctuation):

fA -EJt10r 'f{t-EJt~ '*"10r 'f1; a ~.::.Mi
"Prelude: 0 When" ballad song Emperor Wen [Cao Pi) "0 When(") Old
(")White Swans" two pieces
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The oldest son gets two thousand pecks
of grain;

the middle son is a Filial Modest
Gentleman;

the youngest son has no office,
in cap and gown he serves in Luoyang.

,A

'J--'r-$- 't~
*~1±*,~

Apart from the variation in line length, the major differences
between this passage and "Prelude: 0 When" are to be found in
the rhyming lines.73 The representation of the youngest son,
conventionally a wastrel, is better realized in "Prelude: 0 When"
than in "Chang'an Has Narrow Lanes" (to "serve in cap and
gown" suggests that he does indeed have an office). The
opening motif of "merrymaking" here is extend to gambling and
gallivanting, reminiscent of the scenes of feasting and partying

Let us look at th s gment r d th ir analogues. Before
doing so, we should consider th musical division as given in
the "Treatise on Music." Yan'ge tA~ is a prelude; like some
other "preludes" it includes a long "coda," qu~, beginning with
"From youth we have been in conflict" ~- ,j, ~I!J $j;M..70 That is, like
the more famous "Prelude: 0 When," this is a two-part com­

position.
The song begins with the statement of melancholy (that is, if

we take the opening six characters together) that convention­
ally accompanies the encouragement to drink and make merry,
as in Shanzai xing -!-~1t and Ximen xing ~ PHt. Indeed the
phrases on drinking and eating are shared with the yuefu "West
Gate," "Ximen xing" ~ PHt: "drink pure ale, I and roast a fat ox"

1.tIil ~~, ~ Ill'?4- ,71
Following this introduction we have a version of the "three

brothers" segment, closest to that in "Chang'an Has Narrow
Lanes," "Chang'an you xiaxie xing" -k~;ff~iHt:72

A ( .r rnmar" if arl'l Po trl•11
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l'wiligl t press s hard on his his,
and he will hardly long remain.

From youth we have been in conflict,
poverty and pain have been with us long.
Why fight in such furious rage?-
I am going to part from you mid-course.
I bound myself to serve my lord/you,
no fault can be found in my principles

or behavior.
Feel shame before the gray heavens above;68
look to your infant babe below.
How can I bear to turn old with my heart

always uneasy,
~.~"MtfjMI1 who can understand my solitary grief?

. There is now a canon of yuefu and "old poems," intensively
mterpreted to yield an iconic image of "Han poetry." For those
who know that image, this verse (now safely attributed to Cao
Pi and thus rarely read, as being "later," a less successful work
by an inferior poet) is an almost incoherent pastiche of all too
familiar poems.

If we suppose, however, that a song composition is made up
of thematic segments and that there is a particular pleasure in
t~e juncture between segments, "pastiche" become,s "medley,"
With a pleasure in coherence achieved in spite of disjunction.
Rather than an incoherent pastiche by a bad poet, we might see
here a compelling trace, surviving textually, of performance
practice in the early period. This point is well made by Jean­
Pierre Dieny in his analysis of this poem: "If we were to possess
the complete system, we would fly from one motif to another
with the same assurance as the poets of yesteryear."69 In con­
trast to Dieny, I believe that we do have enough pieces to see
the coherence here.

68. There is a very similar line in Cao Pi's "Weeds on a Large Wall: Ballad"
:kMtJ:.;f;1t (Lu Qinli, 396), in which the aristocratic youth, enjoying himself,
gestures to heaven to say that he should enjoy himself while he can because
he won't be able to look on heaven forever: "Above there are the gray Heavens"
J:.;tr iti~i::.k.

69. "Si nous possedions Ie systeme entier, nous volerions d'un motif a
l'a~tre avec .la meme assurance que les poetes d'antan" (Dieny, Les dix-neuf
poemes anczens, 150).

70. "Prelude" is not a particularly good translation for yan'ge t!,iJk. It is
probably a kind of song used for the first and larger part of a performance; we
term it prelude only to clarify the sequence with qu ;Il, which we translate as
"coda" and which comes at the end. For an argument about the musical nature
of the yan, see Piao Yingji, "Cong 'Yange hechang xing' lun Han Wei Jin yuefu

shi de jige wenti."
71. Lu Qinli, 269.
72. Ibid., 266.
73. The principle is a simple one: formulae and template lines have to be

flexible in rhyming lines, to fit different rhyme words.



We find it as a general exhortation, as in the yuefu- above, in "A
pair of ducks both flew to the north" '!f·k~jr.1it in the Su Wu
and Li Ling corpus:

•fly Po ttl

. T u t th tin s that follow the
s Narrow Lanes":77

When the three sons enter the house
together,

the chamber fIlls with light.
The eldest wife weaves figured broadweave,
the middle wife weaves the yellow floss,
the youngest wife does nothing at all,
zither in arm, she mounts the high hall.
"Be easy, my lord, a while,
tuning the chords is not yet done."

1\ I, r ,ITt/netr' 'f

77. Lu Qinli, 266.
78. The interpretation of the coda as a wife's address to her husband is

made by Huang Jie. Dieny rejects this as "pure fantasy." If we can improve on
Dieny's remarkably perceptive discussions of these early yuefu from the Song
shu, it will be in dissociating the components of a theme from a particular
narrative, as in the discussion that follows. The motif of conflict between the
brothers can easily be transferred to a statement of conflict between husband

and wife.
79. Lu Qinli, 288.

Since our youngest son in "Prelude: 0 When" has been out
carousing, and carousing has led to a declaration of life's
brevity and the importance of striving, it is easy to interpret our
coda as the reproach of the youngest wife. In such a context the
preceding counsel to "strive hard" while he is still young serves
as both a conventional segment closure and a transition to the
next segment.78

While this putative narrative unifies the segments, it is no
less true that the poem is linked together by less rational as­
sociations. The topic of conflict at the beginning of the coda
seems surprising in the context of this poem; we wonder where
it comes from. We can explain it as a natural component of our
scenario of a wife trying to make her husband behave himself; it
also appears, however, in the conventional linkage of topics.
Perhaps conflict is a possible association of the topic of
brothers. When there are three (or more) brothers, one of them
always seems to be either poor or in trouble in some way­
though he comes from the same "root" as the others. We might
quote a short anonymous yuefu-, a version of "Shangliu tian"
J:.~ lf1 ~t:79
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Strive hard to keep your noble virtue lofty­
we will meet again when our hair is white.

I want you to always strive hard,
and don't forget our laughter together.

I I q.

NFf-k"*fJ
l;X.~~B.~

in th "Nin t n Id Pm" nd
one of the conventional s quenc s of topi
to a declaration of life's brevity.

The context of "striving hard," nuli "* fJ , deserves some om
ment. We see it in "Long Song," "Chang ge xing" -k~H, n

thologized in the Wen xu.an. There it is not explicitly an x
hortation to socially advantageous behavior, but could easily be­
taken as such in the general propriety of that lyric:74

~'JI±;r-"* fJ If one does not strive hard in youth,
:t*,ftfl.~ one will feel helpless sorrow when old.

74. Lu Qinli, 262. See the discussion of this motif in relation to the
declaration of life's brevity on pp. 178-80.

75. Lu Qinli, 337.
76. A variation can also be seen in the fourth of the "Nineteen Old Poems"

where, after the feast and the meditation on life's brevity, the poem enjoins the
listener to take action.

It also occurs on a more explicitly elevated plane in the Su Wu
and Li Ling cOrpUS:75

"* fJ*aJH.t
lIt--aI';J.~JtIJ

The most famous example is at the end of the first of the
"Nineteen Old Poems": "strive hard to eat more" ~ fJ !Jo!i-i&,
which gives a sense of how general the striving may be. In every
case the exhortation marks closure, and in the yuefu- above it is
the closure of a segment.76

Up to this point, which is the "prelude," yan'ge, we have a
nice variation on the feast song. As we move into the qu ~ or
"coda," the situation changes to one of conflict and imminent
separation. The moment of disjunction when moving between
segments involves a certain pleasure, as the reader moves to
link the parts. It is easy to construct a narrative here: each of
the three brothers has a wife, and the "youngest wife" is always



80. Ibid., 257.
81. Th~se four lines strongly suggest the figuratively political street song

(geyao ,lJI,:. ~), such as the last four lines of the street song attributed to
Chengdi's reign.

Here we might consider another version of "Chang'an Has
N~rrow Lanes," namely, "Cockcrow" $Ii".~. I quote the last part,
with more brothers, but also associated with plants that seem
bound together:8o

I went out East Gate,
not expecting to return.
I came in the gate,
full of sorrow.
There is no store of rice in the jar,
I look around to no clothes hanging on

the rack.
I pull out my sword and go out the gate,
my children tug at my clothes, crying.
"Other families just want wealth

and station,
but I will share gruel with you,
share gruel with you.
Because of gray Heaven above,
because of your infant child here below.
These are untroubled times,
you can't violate the rules;
You take care of yourself, don't do what

is wrong.
These are untroubled times,
you can't violate the rules;
You take care of yourself, don't do what

is wrong."
"I'm going.
I've waited too long to be off."
"Be careful in what you do;
I'll look for you to return."
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In "East Gate" we have a poor man, rather than a rich wastrel,
but the scene of conflict and a wife's dissuasion is shared with
"Prelude: 0 When."

82. Lu Qinli, 269; Song shu; Yfsj 37. Dieny, Aux origines de la poesie clas­
sique, 126-28; Birrel, Popular Songs, 134-37.
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Ther m y b u sti n f th failur of brothers to
help one anoth r at th nd of" 0 k row," and the younger
brother, given to gambling and carousing in "Prelude: 0 When,"
could be considered a "wanderer" (dangzi fit.::r, with strong
associations of "wastrel"). Law-breaking is hinted at in the
opening of "Cockcrow" and clearly implied in a third poem,
which is a longer version of the material in the last part of
"Prelude: 0 When." This is "East Gate," "Dongmen xing" .trHt,
cited here in the version on the "Treatise on Music."82

• 11 II ramma,r of J a,rlT Po ·tn

I w I'1t out W t ,t alon ,
three brambles grew from a singl root,
one bramble broke and did not grow tall.
Brothers there were, two or three,
down and out, one alone is poor.

The cock crows atop a high tree,
a dog barks deep in the compound.
Where is the wanderer going?
all the world is now at peace.
There is no slackness in the law,
the weak reconciled, confusion of

names corrected.
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Brothers there are, four or five,
,all are Attendant Gentlemen.
Every five days they come back once,
and the viewers fill the roadside.
Gold winds around their horses' heads,
gleaming and sparkling.
A peach tree grew by an open well,
a plum tree grew by the peach's side.
Worms came and gnawed the -

peach's roots,
but the plum tree collapsed in place of

the peach.81

~t;f..Jt f!'l1\ So trees can sacrifice one for the other,
5Lff,itf!'l.~ yet brother can still forget brother.

Here we have a clear suggestion of conflict between brothers or
one brother failing to help another in time of need. Moreover,
scholars have always been puzzled by the opening segment of
"Cockcrow," with its suggestion of a wanderer being warned
against committing some crime:
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83. Dieny (Aux origines de la poesie classique, 149) argues that the motif of
frequenting the homes of aristocrats is always treated positively; but if we ex­
tend the range of our texts beyond the Song shu yuefu, this is not necessarily
the case. To be the youngest brother is generally a problematic role, and the
high life can easily turn negative.

Su h a multipli tion f v rlappin t xt may b onfu in ,
but if we consider them together, we have a standard situation
in narrative theory: we have plot functions and variables. The
difference is that in this poetry we never have a complete plot,
only different phases. We have three (or two to five) broth r',
the youngest of whom is in trouble (either from law-breakin
or extravagant behavior or simple bad luck that leaves him
poor).83 What has given critics problems in "Cockcrow" is that
there is no specific mention of the younger brother or his bein
a wastrel or in trouble. Considering these texts as versions of
"story," there doesn't need to be an explicit mention of thc
younger brother being in trouble: the audience knows it. Th
other brothers do not help the youngest brother. He has a wi~

who either tries to reform him or apparently does not, instead
playing music for "someone." This is less a "story" than the
outline of choices of how to tell a number of possible stories.

What we see in the poems are not stories but pieces, yet
enough pieces to construct the variables. In other words, if
Poem A shares some material with Poem B, and Poem B shares
other material with Poem C, other elements in Poem C may be
useful in explaining Poem A, though their only connection lies
in the fact that both share material with poem B. This makes
sense only ifwe think of these texts as versions of a repertoire of
familiar themes held together by a web of associations. From
this point of view, when a listener heard the opening segment
on "Cockcrow," warning a wanderer against breaking the law,
he would recognize a loose set of themes and topics; when he
heard the segment on the brothers, his anticipations would be
confirmed. He does not need to have the plea placed in the
mouth of the wife. When he hears the final segment on brother
failing to help brother, he recognizes something new (at least
there is no clear analogue in extant poems): the consequence of
failing to heed the warning and the failure of the other brothers
to help the youngest.

>bJL1orf f
itH>r-ll11Bif

Ifw tr t" 0 k row" a If- ont 'n d "poem," it presents
all the problems of internal coherence that traditional critics
have pointed out; ifwe look at it as one realization of material in
a shared repertoire, it holds together quite well. Similarly, as a
work that is assumed to postdate "Han yuefu," Cao Pi's "Pre­
lude: 0 When" may be seen as a pastiche of familiar lines and
passages; if, however, we take it as another realization of this
same material, it is a very lucid and full version.

An aggregation of topics is not a narrative, though narratives
can be produced from such aggregations of topics. The conti­
nuity lies in the topics themselves. Specifics can be rearranged.
The wife could be someone else's wife, though like the wives of
the two elder brothers in "Chang'an Has Narrow Lanes" and its
shorter variation, "Meeting," she may be good at sewing. The
potential transgression need not be violent, done with sword in
hand. The wife may persuade not her husband going off on
travels, but the husband who stays at home, who looks with
suspicion on her sewing clothes for the wanderer. The com­
ponent pieces are all present, including the "two or three
brothers"; the poet weaves them together into a new story--or
into yet another variation of an old story.

ft.~~t Prelude 84

Swiftly flitting, swallows before the hall,
out of sight in winter, in summer

they appear.
Two or three brothers,
roaming free, in anQther land.
Who will mend myoid clothes,
who will sew up my new clothes?
Luckily we have a gracious hostess
who takes them and patches them

for me.
Her husband comes in through the gate,
he slouches, and glares to the no,rthwest.
She says, "Husband, do not glare so­
when the water is clear, the stones

appear."
The stones appear, how densely strewn,
better to go home than travel far.

84. Lu Qinli, 273; Ytxy 1; Yfsj 39. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 44-45.
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Let us return to one of the parting poems from the Li Ling
corpus cited earlier: "Once the yellow swan parts for far away."
The attentive reader may have noticed something quite peculiar
about this poem, beginning with the now familiar motif of birds
parting, but closing with the wish that the friends could be­
come a pair of birds flying away together. The return of the
yellow swan as the speaker's desired self is all the m~re re­
markable in that the initial image of the yellow swans 1S pre­
sented only to be rejected as a "lower" version of parting, in
comparison to the two friends who are "flying dragons." As with
the "springtime birds" flying south discussed earlier, one could
explain this as poetic ineptness or poetic geniu~ (after the
gesture of higher status in the opening, the mUS1C provokes
such a depth of feeling that the speaker is to be content to be an
ordinary bird). The better explanation, however, is the inertia of
topics in a theme.

*~-it~IJ Once the yellow swan parts for far away,
-t Jf!.~-#~~ it looks back and hesitates at a thousand

leagues.
When the Tartar horse loses its herd,
its longing heart is ever fIlled with yearning.
Even more so [we), a pair of flying dragons,
whose wings are on the verge of separating.
Luckily we have songs and string music
which can figure forth our feelings within.
I would have you sing the Traveler's Lay­
how sad its ringing notes are!
The strings' and pipes' clear notes grow intense,
in their strong feeling is ample sorrow.
Now the Long Songs are urgently stirring,
the heart within is depressed and broken.
I would perform a tune in the clear

Shang mode,
thinking on how you will not be able to return.
In a moment the heart feels pain within,
tears fall, I cannot wipe them away.
I wish we were a pair of yellow swans,
I would send you on your way, both

flying far.

85. The encyclopedia fragment from Dunhuang reads fenju fj- /l;, "dwelling
apart," for liudang it... '1i, "roaming free" in line 4. This makes it clearer that in
this case we have the "poor brother," as in "Shangliu tian."

86. It is tempting to think of this as an .issue for itinerant performers, who
depended on the goodwill of their hosts and hostesses; it would have been in
their interest to praise the kindness of the hostess to the guest but at the same
time to reaffirm her propriety.

1\" 1'(;/,1I101a,,," 0 .!, I'ly 1 0 't"

Wh n w h v t xt wh prim ry ur Yutai inyong,
we need to treat it with a d gre of ution, in that th rly
texts included in Yutai xinyong seem to have been often ftx d
for the tastes of a sixth-century readership. The swallows,
ftgures of sexuality, are also travelers who may come to lodg
in someone's dwelling. They appear here only in the opening
couplet-though we could easily imagine ten lines on th
swallows, followed by the present poem, and concluding with
an invocation of blessing on the audience. That is, this is the
kind of poem that could be realized in a way very similar to our
ftrst version of "Prelude: 0 When."

There may be "two or three brothers" mentioned; but there
seems to be only one wanderer in the rest of the poem, and
we know that this must be the youngest brother, who seems to
be always associated with possible trouble.8s Clothing was
woman's work and not professionalized, thus the responsibility
of family members. For the wanderer clothing represents a
problem-a problem here solved by the gracious hostess. We
meet this woman in another guise in "Ballad of Longxi" /itt!E1-H;
there as here she comes to the margin of respectability by in­
teracting with a guest, and by not crossing that margin her
virtue is affmned.86

The husband comes upon the scene and is angry and sus­
picious. We have seen two prior instances in which the woman
speaker tried to persuade the wandering husband; here it
seems she is offering a brief persuasion to the suspicious
husband at home that nothing is hidden. We may understand
the fmal couplet as being in the voice of the speaker of the
poem, in the voice of the husband, or even in the voice of the
wife. The reason we include the voice ofthe wife as a possibility
here (producing a discursive twist) is simply because the
wife (or "a wife") always tries to persuade the wander to go or
come home.
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What has happ n d h r j ompo iti n I pro 0 ur-
ring on the margins between elite literary exposition and th
common poetic repertoire. We have discussed earlier the eJ ­
ment of literary rhetoric in the opening, where standard figur
from the poetic tradition are proposed, to be transcended by th
elite figure, the "pair of flying dragons." The rhetorical move is
continued in a compensatory reversal: "although the pair of
flying dragons must feel parting even more intensely than or­
dinary creatures, we at least have music at the parting feast to
give expression to those feelings."

Once the poet has moved to the theme of music, however, he
is back in a standard poetic situation, albeit one handled in a
peculiar way in this poem. The situation is one in which the
traveler hears a singer (or singers), describes the music, and
concludes by expressing desire to become a pair of birds and fly
off together with some other. The paradigmatic examples are in
the fifth and the twelfth of the "Nineteen Old Po~ms," in both
cases with music leading to the wish to flyaway as a pair of
birds. As we have seen earlier, once a poet enters a standard
theme there is an inertia that carries him along, even though
the ending may, as here, lead to a position that has a prob­
lematic relation to the opening of the poem.

Reading the poems as realizations of a shared repertoire can
help explain small details. The fourth of the "Nineteen Old
Poems" is a feast poem that leads to the theme of music:87
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There is no particular singer explicitly here; there is only the
music on what appears to be a pleasure outing. Yet once the
poet begins describing the musical performance, he seems
committed to a sequence of poetic association that leads to true
love and the lovers imagined as birds, flying off together. The
same sequence appears in the Cao Pi version of "Grand" -!-~H

beginning "In the morning, joy upon joy" ~ El ~ ~a ~. There we
find an extended description of music, followed by Cao Pi

There are many issues in this poem which we will not address
here. Rather, we might simply note the seventh line, in which
the listeners "share the same wish." It is easy, perhaps even
proper to read that wish as the advice given at the end of the
poem. Yet the theme of music commonly leads to a "wish,"
specifically yuan /.ffi, on the part of the speaker to become a bird
and flyaway with some other of like mind. On the purely verbal
level of compositional habit the "wish" recurs here in a trun­
cated form, "not fully expressed." But the unspoken impulse to
"go off" returns at the end in a flurry of galloping hooves rather
than a flurry of wings.

The pressure of compositional habit can be equally strong in
the work of known poets.

t::E, ;f;or1t Cao Pi, Written at Qinghe88

The catamaran sports in the long river,
in clear, swift currents, it bobs up

and down.
Songs to strings come forth midstream,
the moving notes have much resonance.
The notes enter your bosom,
dismal, they cause heart's pain.
The heart feels pain, on what do you

brood?-
you want only that love be deep.
I wish we were the dawnwind hawks,
flying as a pair, soaring in the

northern woods.

.Al\-ll'<}'~U .

M....T -i

A fine feast we hold this day,
its pleasures are hard to fully tell.
Plucked zithers give forth trailing echoes,
popular tunes, so fine they belong to

the gods.
One of fine virtue sings forth noble words,
those who know song heed its truth.
Hearts equal, we share the same wish,
the sense held back, not fully expressed.
Man's life sojourns in a single age,
it fleets by like dust tossed by the wind.
Why not whip on a high-hoofed steed,
be the first to seize the ford.
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87. Lu Qinli, 330; Wen xuan 39. Note that the second couplet is cited under
Cao 2hi's name in Beitang shuchao. Sui Shusen, Gushi, 6--7; Dieny, Les dix­
neufpoemes anciens, 14--15, 71-77.

88. Lu Qinli, 402; Ytxy 2. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 60.
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91. Lu Qinli, 391; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 37-38.
92. Jichu ijtJi is a kind of dance. The chu seems not originally to have been

associated with the kingdom of Chu. Here, however, in parallel with liu Zheng

"p ir." It w uld h V b m th r nd more ref-
r ntially coh r nt to h v mi t d th "pair," shuang '!t, here;

we have nQ idea who the other m mber of the swan pair might
be in this case. But the line as we have it more perfectly grows
out of the repertoire of poetic topics, doubling a bird that
should, in this context, be single.

Including the fifth and twelfth of the "Nineteen Old Poems,"
we have identified above five cases in which the theme of music
and/or song leads to the wish to become a pair of birds and fly
away together (not including the ambiguous "wish" in the
fourth of the "Nineteen Old Poems"). This is yet another ex­
ample of the association of topics, which can occur in various
registers. It occurs in both anonymous verse and poetry by
known authors. The question we now want to pose is how those
associative links become broken. The topic of becoming a pair
of birds does become independent from the experience of music
in literary poetry, and it is instructive to look at the way this
happens.

The first example is a particularly suggestive one; here we
have a musical performance that eventually comes to the very
edge of a wish to flyaway together. Apparently we begin with a
beautiful singer, passing over into the theme of music, with
strong counterparts in "Nineteen Old Poems" IV. Then in a
separate segment with a new rhyme we have the parted bird
seeking its beloved. The poet turns to look on it longingly, but
stops just short of the wish to flyaway.

t ;:f, -!-~1t Cao Pi, Grand!91

There is a person beautiful,
delicate are her eyelids.
Sensuous form, artful smiles
soothe and beguile the heart.
One who knows the tone and understands

melody
makes good music.
The mournful strings are subtle,
her clear breath has a sweetness within.
Dissolute music of Zheng, the stirring Chu,92
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brooding on th d ng r f x ., ~ II w d by th d P rtur f
the ~ests. The po~m ~nds on a p culiar note that r quir
c.onslderable exegetlcal mgenuity to link to the preceding s
tlOn:89

89. For a. c~mplete translation and discussion, see pp. 200--202.
90. Lu Qmh, 276; Song shu; Jinshu Yuezhi; Yfsj 54.

If, wing to wing, they soar in the
Milky Way,

how can the fowler entrap them?
If, empty and calm, one attains the state

of nature,
:t*1oJJtftJ how are glory and splendor worthwhile?

What is hard t~ explain in terms of rational poetic argument is
actually ~ h~bItUal mo."e in conventional sequences of topics.
The descnptlOn of mUSIC looks for resolution in two birds flying
away .toge~her. And those birds do finally make their appear­
ance m th~s celebratory feast song gone astray.

The deSIre to become a pair of birds is such a strong verbal
habit that the wish can be made even when there is apparently
only one person present. There is much uncertain in the short
so~g "The Prince of Huainan" itrW.f..: the prince digs a well,
drmks the water, and is apparently restored to youth. Youth
however, proves unsatisfying:9o '

Hi~.~~%~:k

jUt~

A.Mt~

-#f~Mt~*A-;r- e.

I raise my voice in sad song,
the notes break Heaven's heart.

I want to cross the river,
the river has no bridge;

I want to become a pair of yellow swans
and return to my home.

I return to my home,
I enter myoId village,
I pace about in myoId village,

feeling endlessly bitter.
A flurry of dancers, sounds sent forth

in every way the finest, ,
I pace about among the mulberries

and roam beyond the heavens.

The song leads to the "wish," yuan, to become a pair of birds.
Unfortunately there is no other here with whom to form a
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branch.
From the leafless branch it soars up

betimes,
and its body is suddenly shifted

elsewhere.
I don't feel sad that its body is shifted

elsewhere,
I care only how the years and months

speed past.
The years and months never come to

an end,
-t-1}~'i'~P how will we ever have a meeting?
.$i~-lf1r~ I wish we were a pair of yellow swans,
):t.j(.~itit. wing to wing, sporting in a clear pool.

We need first to note that although this topic is "literary,"
insofar as it is a poem based on a circumstance more specific
than the general themes of yuefu and the "old poems," the
specificity is determined only by the title and not by the text
itself. Indeed the text is less specific than the similar poem from
the Li Ling corpus spoken by a newly married wife to a husband
about to set off in the army. This is less a "title" in the later
literary sense than a prose note on a circumstance in which a
characteristically general "old poem" was (or might have been)
used. A poem bound to such a specific circumstance seeks a
particular author, but here we have two possible authors of­
fered by the manuscript tradition.

The relationship between the circumstantial title and the
generality of the text deserves some comment: in such texts we
can see how the generality of the "popular" repertoire might be
used in a specific situation. While the individual lines can in
very many cases be traced back to the "popular" repert~ire, t~e

structure is profoundly different. If we were to organiZe thIS
poem like "Prelude: 0 When," we would have an opening seg­
ment on the cicada, gradually evoking the human analogy
(11.3-12); then we would have the human situation i~ lines 1-2
announced and elaborated into a full segment. WIthout the
music theme, however, we would probably not have the closing
wish to be a pair of birds.

pi Y th not g ng. th n rik hang.
It stirs the h art and mov s th r,
an intricate beauty hard to forget.

The bird, separated, rests for the evening
on the isle midstream.
It stretches its neck and beats its wings,
singing out sadly, seeking.
With longing I tum to look on it,
making my heart feel grief.
Ah, you person[s] of the past­
how can I forget my cares?93

~# [j t JO], #iti"T JlA;tN.i±t'i'~$!.-i-~1Xu Gan or Cao Pi,
At Qinghe I Saw a Soldier Boat-Hauler; Recently

Married, He Was Parting with His Wife94

I was recently married to you,
after only a night we had to part.
Chill winds stir the autumn plants,
crickets sing, following one another.
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In "Nineteen Old Poems" V we have the speaker hearing music
performed by a woman hidden away high in a building. He
stops, is moved by the music, and predictably wishes that they
become a pair of birds and flyaway. The same moves are here,
with a solitary, longing bird being placed in the position of the
woman, a bird whose sad cries take the place of the music. We
have seen so many pairs of birds as figures for persons at­
tached by love or deep friendship that the appearance of the
bird here is hardly surprising. The imagined flight would be a
way to "forget cares," but cares win out here.

More often we have the wish to become a pair of birds as an
independent topic, detached from the music, but invoked in
some variation of the theme of separation. The cues that can
invoke it are diverse. In the following case it seems to be the
memory of a specific other poem.

#t~.i.tt'i'~

~*'t~lj.

i~Jitfh~$

*t~~~tl:l~

il.i.JJl. the "dissolute [music of] Zheng," it is clearly being interpreted as trans­
lated above.

93. Wang Fuzhi J:.J;...:ot. explains these final lines as: "this has happened
since ancient times" 1;jfl;jj.:ot.. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 38.

94. Lu Qinli, 378; Ytxy 2 (attributed to Cao Pi); Ywlj 2. Han Geping, Jian'an,
347-48; Wu Yun "*,*, Jian'an, 298. Lu argues that this poem is Xu Gan's and
that Cao Pi wrote a different one.
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95. Lu Qinli, 330.
96. Ibid., 454; Wen xuan 20. Huang Jie i\";r, Cao Zijian shi zhu t -t~tti.t

(Beijing, 1957),9-10; Nie Wenyu li-xf}, Cao Zhi shijieyi t:.Mi.ttAt~ (Xining:
Qinghai renmin chubanshe, 1985), 89-90; Zhao Youwen ;!1i#]x, Cao Zhi ji
jiaozhu t:.Mi.~:Mi.;.t (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1984),4-6.

How is it th n that we hav the wish to b om two birds?
The answer here seems to come from the verbal memory of a
specific text that did mention music. In the fifth of the "Nine­
teen Old Poems," the speaker hears a woman playing music in
the upper story of a mansion. He stops and listens. The final
part of the poem goes:95

and we h v ol S TV d h re on the River's
north shore.

Our feast is indeed no meager one,
guests drink and do not finish their goblets.
Our love is perfect, our hopes terribly deep-­
how can it help but shame the heart within?
The mountains and rivers are blocked

and far,
parting presses on us, the day of our

meeting is far off.
I wish we were birds flying wing to wing,
spreading pinions to rise, soaring on high.

This poem is rich in topics from the "popular" repertoire (one of
which, the figure of blockage, has been discussed earlier). In
terms of compositional practice, however, this is much more
"literary"; the habitual associations of topics are not followed.
The poem is perfectly coherent-indeed probably more coher­
ent than if the standard associations were used-but the co­
herence comes from a talented writer who is making use of an
"old poem" repertoire rather than writing within it.

In the Xu Gan poem the closing figure of the birds came from
a specific echo of a prior poem; in Cao Zhi's poem it comes from
the parting feast. In the poem from the Li Ling corpus we had a
parting feast in which music was played, and the music be­
came the theme that suggested the closing wish to become a
pair of birds. In the other cases of that closing wish there is
music but no parting feast; that is, what determined the closing
topic was the description of the music itself rather than a par­
ticular situation in which the music was played. Music was
generally performed at parties, even though Cao Zhi does not
mention it here.

To answer our initial question regarding how topics become
independent from associated topics and themes, we have two
distinct cases above. In the "Xu Gan" poem we see it happening
through a specific verbal echo of a prior text; in Cao Zhi's poem
we see it following from a situation in which there surely was
music, though music is not mentioned in the poem itself. Im­
plied music is the "trigger" for the image of birds flying off to­
gether. For other poets one needed words referring to music;
Cao Zhi only needed a situation that implied music. Another
way of stating the revolution in the Cao Zhi poem is this: poets

&li~ tt. j(. .~
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t *l!i., il,.~!\"::" t" Cao Zhi, Two Poems
Sending Off Mr. Ying n96

Such clear moments are hard to have often,
this splendid gathering will not be forever.
Heaven and Earth have no ending,
but man's lifespan is like the frost of dawn.
I want to express my tender love,
for my friend is going to the northland.
Kin and intimates all gather to see him off,

&li~~?.lt4~

-t-il!~~1t

I don't care that the singer feels pain,
what hurts is that few understand

the sound.
I wish we could be two wild swans
to fly with great wingbeats high

and away.

What we have in the "Xu Gan" poem seems to be the memory of
a specific and unique textual sequence rather than a realization
of themes and topics in a repertoire. A couplet pattern ("I don't
feel bad about X / I do feel bad about Y") is generating an as­
sociation of topics in its own right. In this case I believe we can
say that the fifth of the "Nineteen Old Poems" is, in some ver­
sion, older than this poem attributed to Xu Gan or Cao Pi
(though the attribution to either should be viewed with great
skepticism) .

Finally we come to a poem where we can have some faith in
authorship and rough dating to the early third century. Here,
too, the closing topic of a wish to become two birds is detached
from the theme of music.
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The Circulation of Themes

A r mmar 0 CUll P, tn

?? Wen Y~duo ll/l-~, Yilinjiongzhi fb:#.Jt:ft, Wen Yiduo quanji ll/l- ~~1f<
(Beljmg: .Sanlian shudian, 1968), 4: 142; Chen Liangyun, Jiaoshi Yilin, 264.
Geng ~ IS a mistake for pian;#t.

98. Wang Liqi 1;f1S, Xinyu jiaozhu tJT*~li (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju,
1986), 101-2. I have noted an ellipsis in the text, while Wang reads it as con­
tinuous. In the passage $;Jt;;r-~ll'){llS~, I have kept the received text rather
than Wang's emendation of ;;r- to ifil.
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This i h ra t ri ti of th Jiao hi Yilin v rs s, figuratively
d ploying popular images. In this case the artistry of the fa­
mous craftsman Gongshu Ban of Lu is merely a "stripping
bare," leaving the tree exposed and suffering.

We have a very different kind of treatment and a very dif­
ferent meaning given the same image in the opening of Lu Jia's
f:i ~ chapter "On Material" ~~, which is, for all intents and
purposes a loose poetic exposition l!ii\.98
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For beauty of material, circulation (tong) is most to be valued; for ex­
cellence of talent/timber, visibility means success.

How can I explain it?
The pian and nan and the camphorwood are the most famous trees in

the world:
they grow in the deep mountains; they are produced beside stream

valleys;
standing, they are the most august of all the trees of large mountains;

felled, they are useful for ten thousand ages;
they drift on the currents of mountain rivers; they come out of the

mysterious wilderness;
following the course of the Yangzi and Yellow rivers, they arrive near

the capital;
then through the accomplishments of the ax and hatchet they are able

to display the beauty of their grain-patterns.

The pian tree grows on Jing Mountain,
[Gong)shu Ban is commanded to work it.
lts heavy coat is peeled away,
hot in summer, in winter cold.
Starving and all withered up,
no one takes pity on it.

who compo d from th tand rd "r p rtoir " work d with
words: they might choose a theme appropriate to the situation
but the poetic structure of words had its own logic. '

When Cao Zhi moves from the parting feast to the wish to
~~come a pair of birds, it is indeed a revolution, as subdued as
1t 1S p:of?und. He is st~ll using the poetic repertoire and making
assoc1atiOns through 1t; but he is thinking referentially rather
than by purely verbal habit. The music that makes one wish to
fly off with the beloved or the dear friend is in the situation but
not in the words. '

The cluster of themes, topics, and template lines that con­
stitute the po.etic "repertoire" remains in the background
through the thrrd century and on until the end of the Western
~in. New forces are at work upon this basic material for poetry
1~ the fiv~ syllable line. New situations for poetry require a new
kind of lmes; diction from fu. and prose are incorporated to
mark a higher register.

We have hitherto been considering only the realization of poetic
material in classical poetry. Some of the thematic "material" of
classical poetry, however, circulated in a variety of discursive
forms. Clearly in the Jian'an certain topics such as "the widow"
~d mili~ary campaigns could be done either in poetic exposi­
tions or m classical poetry. Yet there seems to have been other
material circulating more widely.

We might begin with two texts we can date with confidence to
the Han. They show different forms of treating a theme: a
na~ral tree, cut and fashioned, as a figure for human "talent,"
Cal :t / M. The first is a gnomic verse from the Jiaoshi Yilin: 97

;fIt!t jfiJ J.t
1F"~'J~#l
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l:.~~~
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Fin nd r ist nt, stral ht f grain, d n Iy t xtur d, wid Iy di ­
tributed;

worms and scorpions cannot bore into them; water cannot hurt them;
set up high, they are pliant and flexible; put in the ground, they are

firm and hard;
they give off a moist glow without applying oil; their patterns are

perfect without being carved;
on the highest level they make things for the use of emperors; on a

lower level they are presented to high lords.
commoners cannot use them for vessels and implements....

Blocked by passes and bridges ...

but when they are blocked by mountain slopes, and cut off by the
embankments of the nine reservoirs,

they lie prone on towering mountains, they collapse by dark and ob­
scure creeks;

trees extend spreading vegetation and admit no space [to reach the
good trees]; mountains are towering and craggy and do not open a
way [to them];

the broadest [ways to them] give no passage to boat or wagon; the
narrow [ways to them] have no paths for carrying on foot;

unreached by merchants, unglimpsed by craftsmen,
unseen by those who could recognize them [their worth], unrecognized

by those who see them;
the achievement [of being crafted] is lost and their virtue perishes;
they rot and decay and suffer drying up; they roll into hundred fathom

ravines,
where, in fear, they lie alone, stiff-
and at a time such as this, they are worse off than a dried up poplar by

the roadside.

Lumpy, they bend [poplar roots], in twistiness differing [from the pian,
nan, and camphorwood];

nevertheless they were born in the broad territory of the metropolis,
near to the famous workmanship of great craftsmen;

their capacity and timber is determined; they are measured with
compass and carpenter's square;

the firm ones mend those with decay; the short add to the length of the
long;

from the large parts are fashioned zun beakers; from the small parts
are fashioned cups;

they are decorated with cinnabar and lacquer, burnished to give off
light;

on the highest level they are part of the Great Earth and Grain rite; in
spring and autumn they are part of academy ceremonies;

th Y re mm nd d ~ r th ir d r tiv p tt rns; they vaunt their

dignity in the stablishment of rites; . .
Those with caps and sashes compose their features, and facmg wme,

pass the cups; . .
grandees and gentlemen in their places, spread m array m the palace

theh::~s are dazzled of those who stare at them [poplar wood vessels],
those who draw near then catch the fragrance in the nose.

Thus when something is blocked, it is cut off; when given its proper

position, it gets through; ... ...
when it is pressed down, it sinks; when It IS lif~ed ~p, It nses:
the pian and catalpa, by where they grow, are mfenor to a dned-up

poplar; . . . ·t·
it is not that there is not a great difference m VIrtue and beauty, 1 IS

not that there is not a great distinction in the strength of tal-

ent/timber; .
but the former becomes dead wood, abandoned far ~n ~he dIstance,

while the latter becomes the hulian vessel for gram m the ancestral

temple- . . /
this is a question of making it through (tong, communIcation

circulation) and not.
It is also like this in regard to people.

This is a nice piece of Han rhetoric, which we must ~maginewas
a kind of oral presentation: the fine timber of the plan, th~ nan,
and the camphor tree are not used because the! are lost m ~he
wilderness, while the plain poplar, whose wood IS oflow qUalIty,
is used in fine ceremonies because it is close at hand.

The "camphor" tree, yuzhang ft."', is also the name of a. re­
gion and a mountain. Among the anonymous yuefu there IS a
"Ballad of Yuzhang Mountain / Camphorwood." Although the
song is filled with lacunae, the outline is clear.

~"*H The Ballad of Camphorwood
[or Camphorwood Mountain]99

When the white poplar first grew,
it was right there on Camphorwood

Mountain.
Above, its leaves brushed the blue

clouds,

99. Lu Qinli, 263; Yfsj 34. Birrel, Popular Songs 61-62.



The first thing we need to point out is that the relation between
the ballad and the material represented in Lu Jia's exposition is
not accidental; the link may not be direct, but there is a clear
link. The common poplar grew plentifully near the capital and
is conjoined with yuzhang (camphorwood or Camphorwood
Mountain) only verbally. As we move from the rhetorician's
presentation of two antithetical cases to the lyric voice pre­
senting a single case in the yuefu, elements of the antithetical
cases are conflated. The common tree (the white poplar) that
grew close at hand in Lu Jia is now the tree that grows far away,
and the tree that grew far away (the camphor tree) is now the
place where the white poplar grows. The rhetorician's argument
contrasting the use of what is close at hand with the neglect of
what is remote is dropped altogether. If Lu Jia's exposition
belongs to a long established tradition of the tree as a figure for

A I rammar I of •arly Po try •

talent, shap d to rv a v ssel, the speaking tree of the
yuefu belongs to Zhuangzi's trees for which cutting destroys
their original nature. But the most remarkable conflation is on
the purely verbal level: both poplar and camphor are retained
as words, the remote "camphorwood" now turned into the re­
mote mountain and the poplar displaced to the wilderness
there.

It is possible that the composer of the yuefu knew of or had
read/heard Lu Jia's exposition; but it seems unlikely that
someone with such a direct experience of the original text
would conflate its elements in a way that so directly contra­
dicted the original. It seems more likely that there was an in­
termediary stage in which this became a popular parable,
presented either poetically or in rhythmic prose. As is so often
the case with the yuefu and "old poems," sections drop out and
parts become disjoined and rearranged. Arguments are driven
by conjunctions of words and images, and not by logic or ref­
erential correctness. No one asks why anyone would travel to
remote Camphorwood Mountain to cut ordinary white poplar,
which can be found nearby. Here the popular material is re­
assembled as the tree's complaint.

In the next phase the kind of craftsmanship that stirs the
tree's complaint in the yuefu above is applied to the poetic
material itself in another anonymous yuefu (which can proba­
bly be dated no earlier than the late third century because of
the mention of suhe incense, an import from the Roman East).

ti.;ifk1t Prelude lOO

The rocks loom on South Mountain,
how the pines and cypress are ranged there!
Their upper branches brush blue clouds,
their trunks are a dozen armspans around.
From Luoyang they needed a central beam,101
and the pine felt sorry for itself.
Axes and saws cut this pine,
and the pine lay ruined, lying east to west.

100. Lu Qinli, 850; Ywlj 88; Yfsj 39. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 45-46; Birrel,
Popular Songs, 59-60. Although this text is preserved as anonymous, Lu Qinli
argues that it is another version of Fufeng ge f:kJitill:. by Liu Kun. The argument
does not seem persuasive to me.

101. Here I generally follow Wen Yiduo's interpretation of fa 1t. Wen Yiduo,
Yuefu shijian, 127.
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b low, it roots rea h d to th Y How
Springs.

In cool autumn, in the eighth or ninth
month,

a man of the mountains brought an ax.
My ... how gleaming bright,
hacked away ...
Root and trunk had been broken apart,
it fell over among the rocks of the cliff.
The great craftsman brought ax and saw,
with rope and ink he made the two

ends even.
Once it was carried four or five leagues,
the branches and leaves were destroyed.

happened to be [burned] for a boat.
My person is in the palace of Luoyang,
my roots are on Camphorwood Mountain.
Send my regards to my leaves and

branches-
when shall we be rejoined again?
My life, a hundred years ...
................. together.
Who would have thought that the craft of

ten thousand
would cause me to be separated, trunk

from root?
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102. Perhaps they moved it by putting wheels under it. Reading It for ~t

with Yiwen leiju.
103. There is a textual problem with this line because it does not rhyme.
104. Gongshu Ban of Lu is actually one person, a famous craftsman of an­

tiquity. There are obvious problems with the rhymes here and in the fifth
couplet.

Whoever composed this poem changed the tree to a pine, more
appropriate for a beam in the palace. The sequence is roughly
the same (including a nearly identical third line). The crude
opening of the "Ballad of Camphorwood Mountain" has been
replaced by a standard opening pattern of five-syllable-line
poetry, with two terms described in partial parallel, with a
descriptive compound occupying the first two or last two posi­
tions in each line. The second couplet here describes the top
and girth rather than the top and roots. The third couplet
raises the issue of cutting, as does the third couplet in the
ballad.

While roughly retaining the sequence of events, here "Pre­
lude" shifts the message of the poem. Like the poplar on
Camphorwood Mountain, the pine "felt sorry for itself"; but it is
fine timber, richly carved and adorned, and it ends up as a
beam in the palace. Rather than a tree whose nature has been
violated, we have a tree that has enjoyed the remarkable good
fortune to go from the wilderness to the very center of human
civilization.

Poetic "material" circulates, but not just the material: a poem
also has a pattern that can be reused with different material.
This is what happens in the following anonymous "old poem."
We cannot date it, but the writer seems to have known "Pre­
lude." This poem is not about a tree at all; it is about an incense

l1!I1tlL~~

jJi~,ijt--t
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• Jt~~JJ
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All you guests, stop making noise a while,
please listen as I sing a word or two.
Let me tell of the bronze censer,
looming high like South Mountain.
Its upper branches are like cypress

and pine,
its roots below clutch the bronze pan.
Graven patterns each of a different kind,
openwork all connected.
Who could make a vessel like this?­
Gongshu and Ban of Lu.
A red fire burns within it,
blue smoke wafts through it.
It goes with the breeze into your bosom,
and all the guests are pleased.
But the scented breeze does not stay long­
it merely causes the melilotus to be

consumed.
Rarely do we see the machinery of poetic composition so
wonderfully exposed as in this poem. The first couplet is simply
filler, setting the rhyme and giving the poet a moment to think.
In the third line he continues temporizing, telling us what he is
supposed to write about. Censers, also called boshan lu #j.J.iJ;i
("Bo Mountain censers), were usually in the shape of a moun­
tain (shan J.i, keeping the rhyme). Thus the poet describes a
mountain, indeed South Mountain, using most of the same
words as the first line of "Prelude," but in a different order. The
memory of "Prelude" lets him know what to say next: trees at
the top (pines and cypresses), roots at the bottom. "Chopping"
is not applicable here, but he can describe the "carving," fol­
lowed by the set couplet praising the artisan as "Gongshu and
Ban of Lu."

At this point the poet can turn to the specifics of an incense
burner (putting "within it" .Jt l' in parallel to "through it" .Jt r..' is
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105. Lu Qinli, 334; Ytxy 1; Ywlj 70; Cxj 25.
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burn r. W know th t patrons commanded their literary at­
tendants to compose on set topics on the spot; and this seems
to be very much the case here. Fortunately for such poets so
commanded, extempore composition had conventions that
gave the poet time to think: "Everyone be quiet: I'm going to
sing about X."lOS

• 1\ i r mrrt r of tarlv J 'try

Th y m d it lnt C \.lr-wb I d w n,IO
and brought it to th pal in Lu y ng. IO

None who beheld it but sighed,
asking: from what mountain does this timber

come?
Who would be able to carve this?­
Gongshu and Ban of LU. 104

They covered it with cinnabar and lacquer;
they scented it with Suhe-wood fragrance.
Originally it was a pine on South Mountain;
now it is a beam in the palace hall.
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hardly a sophisticat d parallel). H re wood is ind d "put to
use." Then, after reworking a line borrowed from Lady Ban's
"Poem of Reproach" ~"tt (:±:A.~'~#J),he adds a filler line ("and
all the guests are pleased).

Our purpose in going through the poem in this manner is not
to denigrate the skills of an anonymous poet, dead for seven­
teen hundred years; rather, it is to show how, under the pres­
sure of extempore composition, poets drew on established
patterns. It is quite possible that the poet was ingeniously
echoing "Prelude" and his listeners would appreciate the way
he assimilated it for a new topic; but the observations on
compositional technique remain the same, with the only dif­
ference being an assumption of self-conscious play shared with
the audience.

In this final set of texts we can place the poetics of early
classical poetry in something of a continuum, beginning with
"material" used in a poetic exposition, conflated to produce a
yuefu that works by its own logic. That same material is re­
worked in a relatively literary poem. This last version is
transposed as a pure pattern, detached from its original theme,
but still held together by a logic of words and phrases.

THREE

Immortals

Here and in the following chapter we will take up a few of the
themes used in early poetry. Our interest here is not the in­
tellectual or social historical contexts that might otherwise be
of interest in considering such themes, but rather their con­
stitution within a poetic discourse. Discourses of poetry and
prose do overlap, but the very few named immortals appearing
in early poetry seem to be associated with little of the lore that
gathers around them in more specialized Daoist works. In the
case of known authors, scholars often try to decide whether the
person in question did or did not believe in the i~mort~s.l In a
textual world of troubled attributions, uncertam datmg, and
role playing, belief, while it certainly did exist i~ the hi~torical

world of the third century, is a hard thing to venfy, particularly
in a poetic discourse which invited playing at (and perhaps for
the interim "believing") many values .

•
Those who have taken up the cause of public morals in pre­
modern (and indeed modern) China have disapproved o~ the
cult of immortality and the worlds of divine beings that he on
the periphery of the human universe. An interest in the im­
mortals was particularly problematic when it involved :ulers.
When such an interest spread to a wide range of the hterary
elite the entire age was considered fallen from grace, as we
saw'earlier in Liu Xie's comments on the Wei. Despite such

1. We have, for example, Donald Holzman's "Cao Zhi and the Immort~s,"

Asia Major 1.1 (1988): 15-57, which weighs texts of skeptici.sm ~d ?e1ief,
concluding, as many Chinese scholars have, that he changed hiS behefs m the
course of his life.
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disapprov~l, interest in the immortals r mained an nduring
feature of mtellectual and literary life for many centuries.

These tainted interests actually covered a broad spectrum,
from philosophical reflection on the Way, to the techniques of
immortality practiced and professed by adepts (fangshi) , to
local cults, some of which seem to have had religious practices
that were distinctly offensive to the political elite. These dif­
ferent ends of the religious spectrum had little to do with each
other, and indeed there is little that justifies taking them as a
single category ("Daoism") except their refusal to take the or­
thodox politics of the imperial state as the central issue in life.

Disinterest in orthodox politics is not to imply disinterest in
politics altogether. Religious rituals were part of the court; but
more important, the end of the Eastern Han saw millenarian
Daoist uprisings and a Daoist state in west-central China
(under the Five-Pecks-of-Grain sect, wudoumi 1i.4-5f-, headed
by Zhang Lu 'k·t·) that lasted until 215. Scholars have often
puzzled over Cao Cao's Daoist poems, taking them' as political
allegories or aging disillusionment or mere poetic fun. 2 Daoism,
however, was part of contemporary politics in the most direct
sense, and a claim of Daoist empowerment was also potentially
a political claim. Cao Zhi and his brother may have laughed at
the adepts that Cao Cao kept at court,3 but for a smart politi­
cian at the beginning of the third century, this was not essen­
tially different from keeping a group of writers, with the au­
thority of traditional learning.

Quite apart from its politics and formative institutional
history in this period, Daoism is a useful way to approach the
poetry of the period. With its prescriptions and methods, nas­
cent religious Daoism was supremely technological: certain
things were done in a certain order to achieve certain ends
(immortality). The poetics of the period, with its structure of
topics in a relatively set sequence, was an analogue of Daoism.
The poetics of immortality was thus doubly determined.

The theme of immortality is teleological: its end is the ac­
quisition of immortality (or in its negative form, the failure or
futility of the attempt). There are, however, some basic vari-

. 2. Jean-Pierre Di€my, Les poemes de Cao Cao (Paris: College de France, In­
shtut des hautes etudes chinoises, 2000), 68-7l.

3. Donald Holzman, "Cao Zhi and the Immortals," 16--23.

abIes that organiz topi into two overlapping sub-themes.
The first focuses on the acquisition of a drug (the elixir of im­
mortality), or, less commonly, techniques or Daoist mysteries.
The core of the second sub-theme is the old "heavenly journey."

In the fullest forms of poems that focus on the drug, the
protagonist climbs a mountain, encounters one or more im­
mortals (either old or young, and sometimes riding white deer),
and receives the drug from them or is taken to a place where he
can acquire it. In some cases the speaker takes the drug him­
self, but in the most common version he carries the drug back
to the mortal world and presents it to his host or a ruler. Thus
the account of the acquisition of the drug serves the role of
authentication. After having been presented the drug, the host
or ruler lives forever, either as a wish or as a claim of fact.

The second variation, the "heavenly journey," may inciden­
tally involve the acquisition of the drug or Daoist mysteries; but
that is only a stage in an itinerary. Rather than climbing a
mountain and chancing upon immortals, the speaker here
usually perfects himself or simply flies up to Heaven. He first
goes to Taishan or Kunlun to pay respects to the Queen Mother
of the West and her consort, the Eastern Father. He then en­
counters one of the famous immortals, usually Red Pine, who
serves as his guide, taking him around to see the sights of
Heaven, usually the stars. There are a number of possible
topics here: there may be a heavenly feast with music; he may
receive the drug of immortality or magical techniques; he may
look back toward his home. In the end, however, like the person
who takes the drug in the first variation, he lives forever.

Let us examine the first variation, the transmission of the
drug, in a Cao Zhi poem. Rather than transporting the drug
back with him, Cao Zhi takes it himself.

f;f@:, ~-RtM; Cao Zhi, The Dragon in Flight4

In the morning I roamed on Mount Tai,
hidden away in the clouds and fog.
I chanced upon two lads,
whose complexion was fresh and fine.

4. Lu QinIi, 421; Yfsj 64; Ywij 42. Huang Jie, Cao Zijian, 105-6; Nie Wenyu,
Cao Zhi shi jieyi, 294-97; Zhao Youwen ,t/f#J5t, Cao Zhi ji jiaozhu it ;fi!i~;ftii:

(Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1984), 397-98.



5. The use of yi g. here is difficult. I have roughly followed Nie Wenyu; Zhao
Youwen cites a phrase from the Xijingfu: yiyun zhi g.1;~, "cloud covering zhi."

6. Ywlj reads ke or for suo m-, giving zao its more expected sense in this
context: "One might reach the High God."

.:ti~1J.~

#.t"fit
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7. Although this is one of the more interesting"examples Of a compound
yuefu, I refrain from quoting the second segment of ~ng Song, a ~rst-~erson
lyric on longing for one's mother, alluding to the Shi!.tng. p:u: of this lync ~a~
been preserved in Ywlj as a poem by Cao Pi, "Yu Mmgjm zuo ~ IlJI it t¥, Lu Qinli,

402.
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011 t d works h b en mpil d ntirely from anthologies
and encyclopedias. This particular version of the poem was
preserved in Yuefu shiji; and while we can be assured that G~o
Maoqian, in the context of Song interest in textual ~cholar~~lp,
copied the text exactly as he had it, the manuscnpt tradItion
behind his sources belonged to an age of textual fl~~dity. . .

We often think of encyclopedias such as Yiwen le1]U as gIVillg
us "excerpts," which is fair enough when we are given ~nly a
couplet or two; but in many cases it might ~e be~t to thlI~k of
these citations as "shorter renditions." We mIght CIte the Ylwen

leiju "rendition" of Cao Zhi's poem:

,l*:k. all In the morning I roamed on Mount Tai,
~~ 1);~ hidden away in the clouds and fog.
.~it..::...i: I chanced upon two lads,
.$~.~* whose complexion was fresh and fine.
*-tt €:I It They were riding upon the white deer,
f-"~$ their hands were hiding magic fungus.
~-i-.£.~ To the west we climbed a hall of jade,
~:fhlit with golden towers and decks of

passageways.
They handed me an immortal drug,
I can now reach the high god.
My lifespan will be the same as metal

and stone,
*1!t~:t never aging for eternity.

This version is two couplets shorter (eliminating the repetition
of dao r[ as a rhyme word in two consecutive lines) and has
some variants, one of which is significant. What we cannot

kn . whether the Yiwen leiju shortened a verse or someoneow IS . d'
else knowing the important topics that should be mentlOne ill
this'kind of poem, added a couplet on asking for the Way (or the
drug) and one on actually taking the drug.

Cao Zhi takes the drug himself; we may here compare the
opening segment of an anonymous yuefu·7

lmmort ,14

They were ridin up n th whit d er,
their hands were hiding magic fungus.s
I knew that they were immortals,
I knelt long and asked of the Way.
To the west we climbed a terrace of jade,
with golden towers and decks of

passageways.
They gave me an immortal drug,
made by the god. 6

They made me swallow it,
restoring my essence, augmenting

my brain.
My lifespan will be the same as metal

and stone,
never aging for eternity.

-t.t~1J.m

#.tmit
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The poet begins by going up Taishan, one of the sacred
mountains, appropriately hidden in fog. There he meets two
immortal lads, though they could just as easily be old men, and
the number can vary from one to three. Riding white deer and
having magic fungus (zhi) in their possession is a clear sign
that these are immortals. Recognition is important, however:
sometimes the immortal introduces himself as such and some­
times the traveler reads the indications. If the immortal in­
troduces himself, he usually offers knowledge of the mysteries;
if the traveler recognizes the figure (or figures) as immortals, as
here, he usually asks. They take him to a heavenly palace,
where they give him the drug and make him swallow it. Trans­
formed, the speaker lives forever.

The components become predictable in both the sequence of
topics and the ways in which those topics can be expanded or
contracted. The many poems on this theme under Cao Zhi's
name vary greatly in particulars around a stable core. Those
who recited, remembered, and copied such poetry had an equal
knowledge oflegitimate variation. The text as we have it may be
exactly as Cao Zhi composed it, but on some level that ceases to
matter. We have one possible "rendition." Texts sometimes
grew, and more often shrank. Our present version of Cao Zhi's
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8. Lu Qinli, 262; Yfsj 30. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 15-16. Huang Jie also omits
the second segment.

9. A chuang +t ~a~ a .decorated suspended tube signifying authority. A red
?ne was one of the mSlgmas of a prefect; this obviously presents some problems
m the present context.
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10. Lu Qinli, 266; Song shu; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 25-26; Dieny, Aux

origines de la poesie, 122-25.
11. Zhao Dun was hunting and found Lingche starving. Zhao Dun gave him

food. Later Zhao Dun was to be killed by the ruler of Jin, but one of the palace
guards saved his life; the man turned out to be Lingche.

This alr ady bbr viat d V r ion of th th m is given as the
first segment ofth yuefu "Long Song." We should note that the
same text (that is, the first segment) is preserved in Yiwen leiju
as an "old poem," but with one difference: the second couplet is
omitted. This version thus has the immortal himself bring the
drug to the host. The principle is clear: a certain number of the
topics must be present in the right order, but topics can be
added or subtracted to fit a situation or a sense of what is right
for the textual moment, as in the two renditions of Cao Zhi's

"Dragons in Flight."
We can still recognize the theme even in extreme abbrevia-

tion. The following anonymous yuefu "Grand!" is stanzaic and
weaves stanzas on immortals together with other themes. Ifwe
read the second and last stanzas together, however, we have all
the essential components.

-!-'~At Grand! 10

Great hardship in days to come,
the mouth parched, the lips dry.
Today we take our pleasure,
and we should all be merry.

I passed through all the fabled hills,
with magic fungus waving.
The immortal Qiao the Prince
offered me a pill of drugs.

I regret that my sleeves are too short,
when I draw in my hands I feel the cold.
I'm ashamed that I have no Lingche
to pay his debt to Xuan of Zhao. 11

The moon sinks, Shen stretches
across sky,

the northern dipper hangs crossways.
Kin and friends are at the gate,
hungry, not yet having had a chance

to eat.

111'1,11'1, rtal'14,

lJk.~r L ng ng8

An immortal went riding a white deer,
his hair was short, and his ears so long!
He led me up Taihua Mountain
where I picked magic fungus and obtained

a red streamer.9

*"J!J.i.A.r, I came to the host's gate
"!tl-.I..~ and offered a jade box of drugs.
.i..A.JlIUt.!tl The host swallowed these drugs,
jJ-tt El ~5t his body grew daily more healthy and strong.
~ E1 tl~.w. The white of his hair turned black again,
J!4-.1f-k and extending his years, his span was long.

By habit we translate the immortal (xianren 1.1lA.) here as sin­
gular, but there could easily be two (or more) of them. The same
elements ~e present though rearranged: rather than climbing
a mountam and meeting immortals who lead him to a place
where he receives the drug, here the speaker meets an im­
m?rtal, also riding a white deer, who leads him up the moun­
taI~'1-W~ know th~t "ma~c fungus" (our graceless rendering of
zhz ~) IS one poetlc versIon of the drug of immortality· in Cao
~hi's poem, it is in the possession of the immortal lads'; here it
IS what is picked. The speaker here may be on a different
mountain and not ask for instruction; but in both poems the
term "magic fungus" comes fIrst, and the term "drug" yao M.
follows. ' m,

We should also note that the ending is essentially the same
~he claim of the drug's efficacy. The topic that has been plugged
mto .the sequence is a common one in this type of poem and
partIally defInes it: this is bringing the drug back from the
world of the immortals to the mortal host. One way the poem is
changed is by variables in the set components (different moun­
~ains, different numbers of immortals). Another way the poem
IS changed .is by adding and subtracting topics: the pieces of
the Cao Zhl poem are the same, but the topic of the host has
been omitted.

1.1lA.~E1Jt
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Through repetition, sequences of topics and themes can come
to seem "natural," even if they are not, from a later perspective,

They seek the immortals where
nothing is-

Red Pine has long deceived me.

i"" Jt lit 11>1 ;fj:
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15. Lu Qinli, 454.
16. Lu Qinli, 393; Song shu; Yfsj 37. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 46--47.
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This negative move could also occur within a fully developed
poem on the immortals. We will later see Cao Cao doing this
with a certain genius. In the current text of "Snapping the
Willow," attributed to Cao Pi, the negative move is cruder. The
mountain is now an ambiguous "west mountain," rather than
the sacred mountains Taishan and Taihua. But the two im­
mortal lads are there nevertheless. After taking the drug, he
sprouts wings and flies; but the perspective attained turns to
rejection of the immortals and their Way.

t 30., .t/ftJi:#P~t Cao Pi, Snapping the Willow16

How high west mountain is!-
so high, virtually without limit.
Up there are a pair of immortal lads,
they do not drink and do not eat.
They gave me a drug in a pill,
it glowed with all five colors.
Four or five days after I swallowed

the elixir
my body grew wings.
I rose lightly riding the drifting clouds,
all of a sudden I had gone millions

ofleagues.
I let my gaze rove over all in the four seas,
vast and vague, there was nothing I

recognized.

"logical." Familiarity h its own logic, and in th context of the
poetry of this period, feasting, mortality, patronage, and the
quest for immortality all crossed at numerous intersections.

As I suggested at the beginning of the chapter, the cult of
immortality was controversial, poetically as well as in public
discourse. The celebration of immortality carried with it a
negative commonplace that the promise of drugs and immor­
tality was deceptive. This commonplace was deployed briefly in
"Nineteen Old Poems" XIII and in Cao Zhi's famous series "To
Biao, Prince of Baima," "Zeng Baimai wang Biao" llt a ,~.l..ff.t.15

He had me swallow sun-semen
the essential Way is quite simpie,

no bother.

~ jij lilt-t- EI *k
-*itit ;lj ;r- ni

12. Eight immortals were supposed to have visited the Prince of Huainan
and have given him the Cinnabar Classic; they then took him up to Heaven in
broad daylight.

. 1~. It is generally assumed that "Grand!" is earlier than "Short Song," but
this 1S not necessarily the case.

14. "Cassia Tree: A Ballad" ;f!.:t.AiHt. Lu Qinli, 438.

:lltEl ",I'):!-' Th d ys ofj Y tillt ~ w,
~:EI~R. d~f,," '" Y ay ofwo , t rribly m ny.
1Ofl':A,t:l: How can we forget our cares?-
5IIi-$-i1li* play the zheng and sing drinking songs.

itt rtJ A ~ The eight lords in Huainan,
-*it;r-~J! the essential Way brings no bother. 12

-t-1!; idt Just hitch up your six dragons
~~'f;::i.t and roam for fun at the edge of clouds.

We do not know who traveled through the mountains and to
whom the drug was offered, but we know the speaker occupies
the role of host in what is essentially a feast song. The host may
?ave rece.ived the drug directly from the immortal or through an
mtermedlary: we have seen both possibilities in the variants of
the preceding yuefu segment or "old poem." The fmal stanza
does not mention taking the drug, but roaming in the clouds is
the consequence of a more permanent solution to mortal cares
than drinking and music.

In its use of the stanzaic form to weave together different
themes, "Grand!" is almost unique among the early yuefu: its
closest parallel is Cao Cao's famous "Short Song," which we will
return to later. 13 As Dieny notes, all these themes belong to the
feast; but while a certain kind of coherence is missing, all the
sequences of themes and topics (apart from the unique third
stanza) have parallels elsewhere. The two stanzas on immortals
(two. ~d six) .may be widely separated, but the sequence is
fam~ar, not sl~ply in the movement from receiving the drug to
roammg as an lmmortal, but on a more specific textual level as
in a couplet of a fragment in the Cao Zhi collection: 14 '
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I wish to climb Taihua Mountain,
to roam afar with the gods.
I wish to climb Taihua Mountain,
to roam afar with the gods.
I would pass by Mount Kunlun,
and come to the Isle of Penglai,

Mi*~*Jl
;fVA.~ iti.!t
Mi*~*Jl
#A.~iti.!t

#£Jf.£~Jl

i'lfi 1lt

17. If one reads the second segment of "Snapping the Willow" separately, we
have a poem that could fit rather seamlessly into Ruan Ji's "Singing of My
Cares." See, for example, "Singing of My Cares" XL.

18. Lu Qinli, 350; Song shu. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 21-23; Dieny, Lespoemes
de Cao Cao, 97-103. The poem has no relation to the Qiuhu story, and the title
seems simply to represent the music to which it was performed. We do not
know if the association of the lyrics with the title came from Cao Cao's time or

was a later court arrangement.
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changes rhym and mov from th ublim to the role of em­

piricist and skeptic.
If we are reading not an argument in any sense but a poetic

medley, we see the shift from affirmation to doubt as something
akin to the shift from a major to a minor key in different
movements in a musical work. It could be the construct of
musicians, but it could just as easily be the construct of an
"author"-one who had listened to musicians all his life. Be­
cause the second segment is so clearly a negation and rejection
of the first segment, the principle of combination is more co­
herent than in the case of "Long Song" quoted above, where the
segment on obtaining and transmitting the elixir is conjoined
with a segment on longing for one's mother. Despite this dif­
ference, however, in both cases the segments can stand inde­

pendently. 17

We see the same movement of reversal in a yueJu by Cao Cao,
but at the same time the differences from "Snapping the Wil­
low" are striking. It would perhaps be anachronistic to speak of
Cao Cao's poetic "style" here in a fully literary sense, but the
motives of Cao Cao's court are present. The segments are now
long stanzas, the movement between which can be read as a
political persuasion of sorts. But the speaker begins in a fa­
miliar way, climbing Taihua Mountain to obtain the drug of

immortality.

.~R...~t.:i- f-f.
i!.~fi.~.
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Th Y 1 im P n Zu liv d s v n nturi
so far, how can on tra e it b k?
Lao Dan went off to the Western

Barbarians
and even now he has never returned.
Qiao the Prince made use of hollow

phrases,
Red Pine left us empty words.
The Perfected Man can tell true

from false,
the fool loves deceptive lore.
I brood on matters in the past­
they're a muddle with thousands of

positions.
Ef *- ~ iHf- The philosophers are full of absurdities-
Yo;tt ~ f',~""~""'-~~ 'I WL I will observe the Way of the Sage.

~t~ough t~is text of "Snapping the Willow" ends up by re­
Jectmg the Immortals, this is a compound yueJu, .whose first
segment (with a separate rhyme) is a fully developed variation
on the ~heme of receiving the elixir of immortality. Yiwen leiju
qU?~~~S I~ sep~at~ly as a "Roaming Immortal" poem, youxian
shz ~1J.t;;t. ThIS IS one of those cases where we cannot tell
whether this is "one poem" or "two poems," set in counterpoint.
If we believe this is "a poem composed by Cao Pi " we will de­
~cribe it as I did above, as a poem in which Cao Pi "rejects the
Immortals." If, however, it is not the construct of an "author"
making an argument, but rather a particular combination of
thematically opposite segments, a combination that has been
fortui~ouslypr~served (whether that combination was done by
Cao PI or musIcal specialists), then we have something rather
different.

After. climbing the mountain, meeting immortals, receiving
and taking the drug, and flying off, in the final stage the speaker
reaches sU~h heights that he can no longer recognize anything
of the se?sIble world. Behind this moment is a rich history in
the poetIcs of apotheosis, in the "Far Traveling" it~ in the
Chuci and in Sima Xiangru's "Great Man" *- A.. M.. This is
the .fullest realization of religious transfiguration; to claim the
achIev~m~nt of this state is somewhere far beyond a mere
worldlIng s doubt that Peng Zu actually lived seven centuries.
There is, indeed, a disjunctive effect as the poet or performer



19. Laozi.
20. The "Two Principles" are Heaven and Earth, yang and yin.

21. I have translated this incomprehensible line literally. Various attempts
have been made to make sense of it, none of which are natural readings.

The speaker in Cao Cao's poem says "I wish" to climb the
sacred mountain and become an immortal. The term he uses is
yuan J.flt, the same verb for wanting and wishing that the
speakers in the "old poems" use when they "want" to become
a bird and flyaway with the imagined beloved. That is, this is a
verb ofwanting and wishing that does not necessarily imply the
possibility of pragmatic fulfIllment. The verb more often used in
these poems of immortality is yu~, a "wanting" that is indis­
tinguishable from "intending to" or a simple future tense. Thus
we translate later lines in Cao Cao's stanza as "I would pass by
Mount Kunlun," rather than "I will pass by Mount Kunlun."

In many of these poems the drug of immortality means that
one can live as long as Heaven and Earth. We should then read
the yuan, the speculative desire for something perhaps im­
possible, as a context for the beginning of the second stanza:
"How long the Earth and Heaven last!" They last too long for
man, whose "Way" means only a short stay. Cao Cao could
have used a term like renming ~~, "man's fate [fated span]" or
rensheng ~±, "man's life." To use the term "Man's Way" sug­
gests that such a brief lodging is as it should be. The speaker
then turns to those who were said to have achieved immortality.

1m mortal • 1 1

Lie and d th ar fat d,
to worry about it is folly.
I sing to tell what is on my mind,
the four seasons go off in succession.

What do you brood on so gloomily?­
the mind is disposed to merriment.
What do you brood on so gloomily?­
the mind is disposed to merriment.
The prime of life and sharpness of mind
will not come back again.
Cling to the moment, go forward and

take it,
for it will show favor to none.
Drifting free, letting yourself go
is also the same as why.21
I sing to tell what is on my mind,
what do you brood on so gloomily?

1fi=:ff~

J.!.z~1it

~,,;,< ""t;t
l1!'J1It>tittt-!-

AAa.1'or:t
.fitJ,{;tfJfz
AAa.1'or:t
.fit J,{ ;t FIT .z­
;j±~t'.t

ff..:f~*­

~1It.i!~

1flt ,,;.< .t -Mt
)Jt)Jt$.it
#~1'or~

~,,;.<""t,t;
AAa.1'or:t

• frnm tal

I would drift round th rth's ight nds,
together with th gods.
I long to obtain the divine drug,
to live a span of ten thousand years.
I sing to tell what is on my mind,
I wish to climb Taihua Mountain.

How long the Earth and Heaven last!
Man's Way is to lodge there briefly.
How long the Earth and Heaven last!
Man's Way is to lodge there briefly.
People say of Boyang19

that he never ever knew old age.
Red Pine and Qiao the Prince
are also said to have reached the Way.
If they achieved it, they were not heard of,
perhaps they had great long life.
I sing to tell what is on my mind,
how long the Earth and Heaven last!

Bright is the light of sun and moon,
their light shines everywhere.
Bright is the light of sun and moon,
their light shines everywhere.
The Two Principles merge in sage

transformation,20
is not man the most noble of all?
In all the land of ten thousand domains
all are subjects of the king.
He is famed for Kindness and Right,
he shows his splendor by music and rites.
I sing to tell what is on my mind,
bright is the light of sun and moon.

The four seasons go off in succession,
days and night create the year.
The four seasons go off in succession,
days and night create the year.
The Great Man anticipates Heaven,
and Heaven does not deviate.
I do not feel sad that the years pass by,
I worry that the age is in turmoil.
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Unlike his sons ao Pi nd ao Zhi and void.in th onv n­
tional topic of the "old poems," Cao Cao does not say this was a
deception. He simply says that we don't know-maybe they
lived forever.

Rather than the sudden reversal from the poem on immor­
tality to a poem of disbelief, Cao Cao raises doubts about im­
mortality or places understanding beyond human ken. Keeping
the tone of visionary grandeur appropriate to a poem on the
immortals, the third stanza shifts to a celebration ofthe cosmos
and polity, whose ruler is the agent of "sage transformation." In
the space between the Two Principles-the space inhabited by
those who hear the song-we have a ruler. Whether Cao Cao
means himself or the captive Han emperor we do not know; but
Cao Cao loved archaic usages that spoke of the "king," wang .£
(in Han usage "prince"). Cao Cao never deposed the Han em­
peror and never made himself emperor; but he was literally a
wang, and for all purposes in North China, "the king." Thus: "In
all the land of ten thousand domains / all are subjects of the
king," echoing the Shying (205).

In the next stanza time is passing, but the king, now as the
"Great Man," anticipates Heaven, and Heaven fulftlls his an­
ticipations. The "Great Man," daren *..A.., was the name under
which Sima Xiangru had praised Han emperor Wu as flying
through the heavens and attaining a state of transcendence:
Cao Cao's ruler, in short, has the competence in the divine
mysteries of an adept-immortal. A person may want to become
an immortal, but in the king one can see Heaven in action. The
real issue is that the age is in turmoil; to repair this is the king's
work. A desire for more than one's fated span in a world in
turmoil is folly. We do not wish to press this stanza too hard,
but it does seem to suggest that the best hope for living a longer,
though not unlimited span, is to help the king work with
Heaven to bring about a well governed (zhi 5f;) world.

Chiding the listener who worries about death and is
"gloomy," qiqi ~~, Cao Cao invites the listener to enjoy himself,
to seize the moment, to let himself go. We have come close to
the feast poem, with a counterpart in the last couplet of "Nine­
teen Old Poems" III:

•

I. •Imm

22. Lu Qinli, 212.
23. According to W. South Cob1in's sound glosses, the fmals of J: and .i.

differ in the Eastern Han; see his Handbook of Eastern Han Sound Glosses
(Hong Kong: Chinese University Press, 1983). However, as in the ballad Pingling
dong -tl't.i., dong .i. rhymes with words that have the same fmal as dong J:.
This suggests that they were close enough to sustain a pun between Dong tao
.i.tlt, "Dong's peaches," and the topical Dong tao J:~, "Dong flees." Uncommon
and extinct double surnames such as Dongfang were often treated as single­
syllable surnames in popular usage. Note the variations on Gongshu Ban on
pp. 130 and 136.

Th list n r hould njoy th m m nt-though the moment is
now framed in political obligation.

In the context of the Daoist strain of politics at the turn of the
third century, this is a masterpiece of persuasion, beginning
with the theme of immortality framed as a speculative possi­
bility. Cao Cao undercuts the possibility and offers in its place
the ruler (or shogun in Cao Cao's case), imbued with the at­
tributes of the Daoist adept-king, but leading the subject away
from worry about immortality to concern for the polity and
enjoyment of this life.

At this point we can turn to a song given under a yuefu title that
has drawn far more attention than the poem itself. "Dong tao"
is either "Dong Flees" (tao ~ "flee") or "Dong's Peaches" (tao ;fit
"peaches"). One verse given under this title was a song current
in the capital in the Zhongping Reign (184-89), preserved in the
"Treatise on the Five Phases" by Sima Biao ~ .~!.2. (240-306),
which was later included in the Hou Han shu. This verse in the
three syllable line, with the repeated refrain "Dong tao," was
taken as foretelling the fate of Dong Zhuo, who seized the Han
emperor, sacked Luoyang, and moved its population to Chang­
an, where he was killed by his subordinates.22 In this sense the
title was understood as "Dong flees."

This reading of the title makes no sense for the song below.
The title would, however, make perfect sense if we substituted
Dong * for Dong 't .23 Then any listener would think immedi­
ately of Dongfang Shuo *~¥JJ and the most famous of all sto­
ries about peaches, tao;fit. In popular legend Dongfang Shuo, a
banished immortal and court entertainer in the reign of Han
Wudi, stole the immortal peaches that the Queen Mother of the
West had given the Emperor.

Feast to the end, delight the heart,
why be oppressed by gloomy thoughts?

;f.I!t:~,~;t

~~1;;ynri!
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( w nt 01 (ittl furth r,
at the Jade Hall the heart yearned to

roam around. 29

The one who carried instructions came
out the gate:

"What does the person outside the
gate seek?"

What I said was I wanted to follow the
Sages' Way,

that I sought to get my lifespan extended.3D

The decree was to the common clerk to
receive these words: 31

gather the sacred drug at the edge of the
Ruo Tree,32

The Jadewhite Hare kneels long pounding
the drug, the Toad's pill,33

I offer up to Your Majesty a plate of jade,
if you take this drug, you will become

an immortal.

He takes the sacred drug,
everyone is joyful,
Your Majesty will live long to great old age.
All around are serious and touch their

heads to the ground.
The Spirits of Heaven will protect and

support you.
Your Majesty will endure as long as Heaven.

29. I have thus far seen no satisfactory explanation for the wei~, and have
not translated it. It must precede a verb, and there is no verb here. Wen Yiduo
believes a character has dropped out.

30. Or, with Wen Yiduo, taking qiu yi ,jl- as "seeking the One."
31. Wen takes the "common clerk" as the mortal speaker of the poem.
32. I have followed the general preference of editors to read mu ;/;. rather

than shui 1}<.. The Ruo Tree grows near Mount Kunlun.
33. The Hare and the Toad are denizens of the moon, where the goddess

Chang E fled after stealing the elixir of immortality. The Hare pounds the in­

gredients.

The preceding versions of this theme help us read this poem,
with all its obscurities and textual problems. As we will see, the
"paying respects on high," shangye ~1~, is one of the standard
topics in the next theme of the "roaming immortals." The
speaker ascends what is probably Mount Song, though that is
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~~t Dongtao BalJad24

I wanted to pay my respects on high, I
went up the high mountain,25

the mountaintop was perilous, the
road hard.

From afar I gazed on the summits of the
Five Sacred Peaks,

golden were the turrets, streaked and
gleaming,

and I saw only the leaves falling in a flurry
from the magic fungus.26

All the birds come to roost like mist,
mountain beasts teeming,
the unicorn, the averter-of-ill,
On the summit the kun-fowl were [

singing,27
I saw only the mountain beasts sporting

and helping each other along. 28

Ef.~1f<*~~
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24. Lu Qinli, 264; Song shu, Yfsj 34. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 18-20; Dieny, Aux
origines de la poesie classique, 119-22.

25. I have kept the text as it is written, though I agree with Wen Yiduo that
cong gao :/it~ should be the common collocation Song gao ;t ~, "Mount Song's
heights." Wen Yiduo, Yuefu shi jian, 128. Mount Song, near Luoyang, was a
major sacred site and the home of various immortals. The initial would have
been changed by the [mal "t" in the early medieval pronunciation of the pre­
ceding word ye 1~. If this seems to contradict line 3, Mount Song, the central of
the Five Peaks, is the one earthly place from which one could imagine seeing
the other four. Wen and some other commentators take these as the five im­
mortal isles.

26. As Wen Yiduo notes, the "magic fungus" does not have leaves. He sus­
pects the yeluo 1f;Ii is an interpolation.

27. I have kept the original character duan 3,t in the Chinese text. Looking at
the first poem or stanza of Cao Zhi's "Ascent to Heaven" ~!:...H' (Lu Qinli, 433),
we find the line "the soaring kun-fowl sports on the summit" ~~~:Jt.tA. I
suspect that duan 3,t here and in line 3 is a mistake for dian tA, "summit,"
which is a rhyme word; and in the English translation I have translated it that
way. Although dian tA rhymes with shan J, in the Cao Zhi poem just cited (as it
does here), it had a slightly different final that became significantly different in
Middle Chinese. The substitution of duan 3,t would have made a more perfect
rhyme. I have not followed Wen Yiduo and Dieny here in taking the qiduan
:Jt.3,t as an error for jiaoduan )ij 3,t, a mythical beast, mentioned in Sima Xiang­
ru's fu. As Dieny notes, shengming ~"t is a problem. Wen Yiduo wants to
emend sheng, but it is just as possible that a word had dropped out before
sheng.

28. This is only a guess at what the mountain beasts are doing precisely.

II
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36. A famous immortal.
37. Cassia trees, like the white elms in the preceding line, grow in Heaven,

produced by the essence of the sun. The "road" is the sun's path.
38. A constellation in the eastern part of the heavens.
39. Lu Qin1i, 267; Ytxy 1; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 26-28; Birrel Popular

Songs, 173.
40. A star.
41. The "nine chicks" are a string of stars.
42. Yu Guanying associates this with semi-barbarian Longxi. Yu Guanying,

Han Wei liuchao shixuan, 31.

1- ur r Jiv 1 a u s from H av n,
I met R d Pin and joined him.36

Taking the reins he [Red Pine) drove
for me

and took me roaming through Heaven.
What is there up in Heaven?
white elms planted in clear array.
Cinnamon trees grow lining the road,37
the Green Dragon crouches facing them.38

We begin with the speaker as a mere mortal, living away from
society (the movement between third person and first person is
very common). Perfecting himself, he flies up and then, after
"paying respects," ye "t!i, is taken on a tour of the heavens. This
tour is "roaming," you *, the term used later as the normative
category of such poetry, "roaming immortals," you xian *1.1l.

The poem is picked up in the "Ballad of Longxi," whose
human segment celebrates how a wife entertains guests.

'''UHf Ballad of Longxi39

What is there up in Heaven?
white elms planted in clear array.
Cinnamon trees grow lining the road,
the Green Dragon crouches facing them.
The Phoenix sings out jiujiu,40
one mother with nine chicks.41

I look back to the world of mortal men­
how unique the joy is!

The good wife comes out to greet the guest,
her countenance is easy and kind.
She leans forward, bows and kneels,
asks the guest whether he is comfortable.
She invites the guest to the north hall
and seats him on woolen blankets.42

~I Ilf1 II
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Jt ~I $J ;fll ~~'I'

*- J:. for FJT ;ff
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34. Lu Qinli, 267; Yfsj 37. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 28-29.
35. These are the Royal Lord of the East f...!. -;;:' and the Queen Mother of the

West i!!I..!.-li]:.

•

one of the Fiv Sacr d P aks survey d in th next couplet. W
have the "magic fungus," zhi 2£, mentioned first, and the drug,
yao ~, later. After a passage on mythical animals, we have a
more formal and fuller version of the encounter with the im­
mortals: the speaker comes to a palace of the immortals, re­
quests the secret oflong life, and is given permission to "gather"
the ingredients for the drug (or a factotum is sent to gather the
ingredients). The bureaucratization of the immortal world is
very different from the preceding poems and is used to reinforce
the point, made in all these poems, that the speaker is an
"authorized user" of the drugs of immortality, rather than one
who discovers them or makes them on his own.

At this point the' speaker shifts to addressing the emperor;
that is, he is the mediator who brings the drug back to the
human world. The emperor takes the drug and lives forever. We
have seen a host or patron before, but this is the first ap­
pearance within the poem of an emperor, addressed in court
language; and it should remind us that the yue~ in the Song
shu are a court collection.

The second variation, the account of a flight through the
heavens, can be longer and its parts no less freely expanded or
elided. We will begin with an anonymous yuefu that stops with
an account of the stars. The same final four lines serve as the
beginning of the first segment of a compound yuefu. If we put
the pieces together (as Lu Qinli does), we have a brief but more
complete version of the theme.

3Y ili JUHt Going Out Xia Gate34

A narrow lane passes an empty hut,
a good person lived there ever alone.
Finally he achieved the way of gods and

immortals,
and, rising, leaned against Heaven.
I paid respects to the Royal Father and

Mother,35
that was right in the corner of Taishan.
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43. This line is extremely problematic and various solutions have been
proposed. Lu Qinli emends .if. to .:t.. Wen Yiduo takes i«L as ~f.t.

44. This and the preceding couplet are in a different rhyme. If we remove
them, the woman's behavior is even less decorous.

45. From Shi 138, Hengmen .fin,: "When you are eating fish, / what need of
bream from the River? / When taking a wife, / what need for a Jiang from Qi?"
JtJt~.~" ·;e;.rz~? JtJtJfst~, ·;e*z-l? Jiang was the surname of the Qi ruling
house; that is, a noblewoman.

With the first segment above joined to "Going Out Xia Gate," we
have a continuing tour of the constellations, followed by looking
back on the mortal world (familiar in accounts of heavenly
journeys in prose and poetic expositions), and a declaration of
the speaker's joy. As Lu Qinli notes, there are a number of
reasons for joining "Going Out Xia Gate" with the first segment
of "Ballad of Longxi" (including Li Shan's citation of lines from
the latter under the name of the former). The two segments
obviously fit together to create a single rendition of a whole.
Rather than attempting to decide which is the proper name or
whether the combined whole is an independent piece or be­
longs with the second segment on the good hostess, we might

I t that th op nin s m nt in th "Ballad of Longxi" is a
hort r ndition, a pr s ntation for readers not essentially dif­

f, rent from the "short renditions" we often find in the ency­
clopedias.

We omitted the second segment of "Long Song" quoted above;
here we include the long segment in praise of the good wife. We
see a wide range of possible connections between the segments
of compound yuefu. Sometimes, as in the famous "Mulberries
by the Path," "Moshang sang" flL.t.~, the segments are clearly
conjoined to produce a single coherent poem. In "Prelude: 0
When" we saw how the bird segment modulated to set up an
analogous case in the human scene of the second segment. In
Cao Pi's "Breaking Willow," discussed above, we see antithetical
segments conjoined. In "Song of White Hair," "Baitou yin" a jji

~, to be discussed in a later chapter, we will see how distinct
but related thematic segments are interpreted as one poem.
Cases like "Long Song" and "Ballad of Longxi" are the far end of
the spectrum, in which two unrelated segments are textually
performed together. Interpretive ingenuity that tries to make
the segments cohere reveals itself as mere ingenuity. What
these examples rather tell us is that there was a pleasure in the
disjunction of segments and in the movement between them.
Yutai xinyong often repairs poems; and if it kept this in the
present form (without dropped rhymes or troubling textual
problems), it was preserving the aura of the old yuefu-just as
when it fixed the text of "Prelude: 0 When" but kept the singer's
ending.

The laudable behavior of the wife in the second segment so
scandalized late imperial critics that they were strongly dis­
posed to take it as satire, beginning with Shen Deqian's i1i:A.tlf­
Gushi yuan ..s-"tti~, apparently under the assumption that such
behavior could not possibly be praised. Li Yindu 4-l!1 ~ in his
Hanshi yinzhu ~"tt-'tj.i tries to explain it as the customs of
Longxi, on the frontier. 46 While there is no question such a lyric
could possibly have been used satirically in a certain circum­
stance, it could just as easily have been praise for the good
hostess in an era very different from the Ming and Qing.

46. Yao Daye M.:k.-t, Han Yuefu xiaolun ;t~Jf.j+~ (Tianjin: Baihua wenyi
chubanshe, 1984), 78. Anne Birrel also interprets this as satire.

I ar al nd whit h il dif~ r nl up ,
on the ale's surfac th p rid s grow ~ w. 43

She pours the ale and holds it to give to
the guest,

the guest says, let the hostess take it.
She draws back, bows, and kneels,
and only then takes a cup in hand. 44

Before they fmish laughing and chatting,
she turns to give orders to the kitchen.
She commands some rough fare to be

prepared with all haste,
and warns them not to be long about it.
Dropping ceremony, she goes out with

the guest,
lovely, as she hurries through the

courtyard.
She does not go with the guest very far,
her feet never cross beyond the gate.
If you can get a wife like this,
even a Jiang of Qi is no match. 45

If a stout wife maintains the gate,
it is even better than a man.
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Th Y ar tar, th Jad W 11, and th
Heart Star are just rising,50

their vapors reach me by a hundred courses.
They inform me of endlessness, of shutting

the mouth,51
one should cherish one's breath for a life of

ten thousand years.
To the east I come to the sea
that joins with Heaven.
The Way of gods and immortals
communicates with the murky and

mysterious,
one should ever be devoted to it.
The heart is joyous and still,
there are no lusts or desires,
one closes one's gate and preserves oneself,
and Heaven grants a matching breath.
I want to attain to the gods,
I ride a carriage of cloud,
I hitch up white deer,
I come to the gate of Heaven above
and I am given the drug of the gods.
Kneeling, I received it,52
showing the gods respect.
It should be thus,
and the Way comes on its own.

-it jlj i$:
¥'!-kit
~"'f.1l1::.itt

:l::t);.A.~

JUt. Ef itt.i-
1* %-.,w.. ;~'Pil ~ 0

As we mentioned earlier, critics have often been troubled that a
tough-minded general and politician like Cao Cao could have
composed poetry on the immortals. Although he may have done
so out of personal religious interests (otherwise unknown) or
because it was a popular song theme, he could also have
composed such poems precisely because he was a tough­
minded politician. In this age knowledge of heavenly mysteries
was one possible basis for political power. Many of his more
orthodox political poems contain an element of persuasion,
accrediting himself by comparison to the Duke of Zhou and
demonstrating both his public-minded zeal and his eagerness

50. In this problematic line I follow Huang Jie. For a fuller discussion and
another reading (and punctuation), see Dieny, Les poemes de Cao Cao, 83-84.

51. "Shutting the mouth" was a Daoist technique of preserving saliva.
52. Compare Cao Zhi's "I knelt long and asked of the Way" ft.~rp'~ in "The

Dragon in Flight."
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There is no strong reason to suppose that the pr c din
anonymous yuefu are any earlier than Cao Cao's, though th y
are possibly so. The following version by Cao Cao present
numerous problems in line grouping and rhymes.

t {*, ~:l:: f~ Cao Cao, Breathe Out 147

I hitch up the six dragons48

and go, riding the wind.
I go out beyond the seas on all sides,
then my course descends to the

eight reaIms.49

I pass through high mountains,
climbing them,

I look down on stream valleys,
I go riding the clouds.
I go out beyond the seas on all sides,
and come to Taishan in the east.
Immortals and Jade Maidens,
come down to frolic.
They have hitched the six dragons,
and drink jade liquors.
The Yellow River's waters are gone
and do not flow east.
My sad heart is relieved
as I drink jade liquors,
I carry them as I go.
In the east I come to Penglai Mountain,
and above I reach the gate of Heaven.
Beneath the royal gate-towers
I am brought in to meet them.
Red Pine faces me.
When I look around on all sides,
my vision is dazzled with light.

~idt

*Jitr1Q~t

~tl?!1i$:7r

~r1::.A#

I 0 • Imm, rtal

•

47. Lu Qinli, 345; Song shu; Yfsj 26; Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 3-4; Dieny, Les
poemes de Cao Cao, 78-84.

48. The "six dragons" are associated with the chariot of the sun, but since
we are unsure ofthe subject when the six dragons return in 1. 12, it may simply
be a "dragon chariot."

49. That is, to the far lands in the eight directions.
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55. We can see a parallel phenomenon in some of the highly ornamented
compositions of the Western Jin toward the end of the third century: when one
penetrates beneath the rhetoric, these poets are often following the set se­
quence of topics in a standard "old poem" theme. The Western Jin fell in 317;
and when poetry began to reappear in quantity in the late fourth century, one of

t 4*, ~ ~ f~ Cao Cao, Breathe Out II 56

Huayin Mountain thinks itself grand,
a hundred cubits high, drifting clouds for

its cover.
When the immortals are coming,
they come out with the wind,
they line up like the rain. 57

I play my panpipes,
strike the zithers,
what harmony of sound!
Sporting with wine and singing,
our joy this day is truly joy.
Jade maidens rise,
rise to dance as several hours pass.
How loudly sound the pipes and drums,
as they come from the northwest.
In the Way of Immortals they often ride mist,
mount on the clouds, ride dragons,
how thickly they throng!
We roam to the world's eight ends,
and come to Mount Kunlun,
to the side of the Queen Mother.
To the golden rests and jade pavilions of

the gods58

who is it that comes?-

the clearest marks of change was the disappearance of the habitual sequences
of old topics used when composing by theme.

56. Lu Qinli, 345; Song shu; Yfsj 26. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 4-5; Dieny, Les
poemes de Cao Cao, 85-88.

57. Taking lie 'P'! as it is most commonly used in poetry at this period; cr.
liexian 'PHJ... It is unclear whether they are lined up in the rain or as streaming
raindrops.

58. Despite ingenious attempts to explainjin zhi yu ting :i'J!:..I>.,f, this is a
vexed passage.
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C rtain topi ould b xp nd d, but th or components
remain in an abbreviated form. In the second "Breathe Out" we
have a mountain scene and a musical performance of the
immortals; this, in effect, takes the place of the itinerary in the
first "Breathe Out" and "Mulberries by the Path." Afterward,
however, the speaker roams, visits the Queen Mother of the
West on Kunlun, encounters Red Pine, and perhaps (depending
on the interpretation) sees the stars.

1mad a friendship with Red Pine,
along with Xianmen Zigao,
I received the Secret Way, how to hold to

spirit's essence.
I ate the bloom of the magic fungus,
I drank from sweet springs,
I made a cassia branch my staff, and wore

autumn orchids at my sash.
I cut myself off from mortal affairs,
and roamed in Primal Undifferentiation,
like the swift winds I roamed, a fleeting flash.
And before the daylight shifted,
I had gone several thousand [leagues],
long life like South Mountain, not forgetting

and not erring.
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In place of the general itinerary with which the first "Breathe
Out" opens, here we have a shorter but more specific itinerary,
from the Nine Doubts Range in the far south to Jade Pass on
the northwestern frontiers, and then still farther west to Mount
Kunlun. This final stage of the journey requires crossing the
Milky Way. In this case Kunlun, rather than Taishan, is the
seat of the Queen Mother of the West and her consort, here
named as the "Lord of the East," who figures in the "Nine
Songs" as a sun god. We have the encounter with Red Pine,
receiving the mysteries, eating the magic fungus, and then a
flight through the heavens concluding with a declaration of
eternal life.

As Dieny points out, this version borrows a number of
passages and images from the Chuci, but these tend to be
points where the standard sequence of topics is being elabo­
rated. "Far Roaming," Yuan you itii!, in the Chuci has some
pieces of this theme, but "Mulberries by the Path" contains the
full set of topics as it had taken shape in early poetics; that is,
the Chuci imagery lends a literary cachet to what is essentially
a poem from the turn of the third century. 55
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For t n th u and yards by the paired
turr ts, j d tr s stood in rows.

T enage girls held whips of lightning,
teenage boys pulled the Thundercoach.
The Milky Way flowed with the heavens,
surging like a river.
By means of the Senior Prince, I paid my

respects to the High God,63
"Heaven's Balance" music played, I cannot

describe it fully.
Dragon immortals and gods
taught me the magic mysteries.
The Eight Winds and Ziyi64
roamed about with me.65

Then why was my heart so gloomy?­
I was longing for my home.
I looked down at my home,
the Two Principles spread out there.66

Joyous indeed are the Two Principles,
where sun and moon move in their cycles.
The Earth tips to the southeast,
Heaven inclines to the northwest.
Supplemented by the Five Vapors of

the crane,67
supported by the four feet of the Great

Tortoise.68

Driving flying dragons abreast, with a red
kraken as the trace-horse,

I roam freely among the Five Sacred Peaks,
speeding east and west,
Lasting as long as Heaven and Earth,
what more is there,
what more is there?
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R d Pin and Qiao th Prin
here is the gate to Virtue and the Ring. 59

We drink and feast joyfully together
until dusk.

Many carriages, seated together,
Ten thousand years!
Have children and grandchildren!

#j. j:, ~ 'f f:J -r-~H Fu Xuan, The Ballad of
Bai Zigao in the Clouds6o

The Master of Lingyang 61

had a brilliant intent:
he wanted to go roaming with the

immortals in Heaven.
He mounted up over the Primal Vapor,

climbed up to the sun and moon,
he then reached Heaven's Gates, to pay

his respects on high.
The Changhe Gate opened,62
he saw the Ziwei Palace and the

Crimson Turrets.
Ziwei Palace loomed,
its high hall was towering,
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As might be expected, as classical poetry becomes increas­
ingly popular in elite circles in the third century, the strictness
of the pattern breaks down. The issue is less literary history
here than register and the disposition of certain poets. Even
with Fu Xuan in the second half of the third century, however,
the central elements are still intact, if almost buried in exu­
berant description.

59. This line is variously explained as the "Circle of Virtue" (whatever that
might be) or as three stars: Virtue, Circle, and the [Southern) Gate. In this latter
explanation, the three stars come to the feast. The inclusion of "ring," xuan ~,

does indeed suggest a star name (mentioning various stars is one component of
the heavenly journey). I prefer not to ignore the zhi.:i::., and will keep "gate" not
as a star name.

60. Lu Qinli, 564; Yfsj 63. Jian Changchun :10-&'$, Wang Huishao I-t-f!?l,
and Yu Xianjie *'W"1/;!, Fu Xuan Yin Keng shizhu 1#-t"I't$fltti:t (Lanzhou: Gansu
renmin chubanshe, 1987),57-59. Bai Zigao is unknown. Yunzhong ~ 'f can be
understood as Yunmeng Marsh, the famous Chu hunting park. I have kept the
literal "in the clouds" because of the motif of immortals.

61. An immortal.
62. The Changhe Gate was the gate to Heaven.

63. The "Senior Prince" or Wangchanggong I-&.1:: is uncertain. Changgong
-&.~ was the term for the eldest prince. I suspect this is a reference to the
immortal Qiao the Prince.

64. The Eight Winds are the winds of the eight directions. Ziyi is unknown.
65. I adopt Yfsjto take;# as~. I suspect there is a transposition in this line

and it should read: ~~il!~.
66. The Two Principles are Heaven and Earth.
67. The Five Vapors are the qi of the Five Phases. No one knows what the

crane is doing here.
68. The Tortoise carries the world on its back.
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Here w still have th initi 1 int nt to "p y r sp t on high,"
shangye J:..l!g, and later "paying respects" to the High God J:.. j:,
replacing the Queen Mother of the West and her consort. As in
Cao Cao's yuefu there is a preliminary roaming before reaching
heaven, which is now a complete palace complex described in
some detail. He does not meet Red Pine, but he is introduced by
the "Senior Prince" (or Wang Senior), probably the immortal
Qiao the Prince (Wangzi Qiao). The speaker is then taught the
divine mysteries and goes roaming through the heavens.

At this point there is a sudden shift in tone as the newly
made immortal is suddenly "gloomy," qiqi ~~, the term Cao
Cao used when urging his listeners not to worry about mor­
tality. The speaker looks back to his home with longing, and
then celebrates the beauties of Earth below. The poem is not
fully explicit on this point, but in the end the speaker seems to
return to the Earth where he continues to fly about and live the
life of an immortal. The movement from Heaven back to Earth
should be a return to mortality, a reversal as in Cao Pi's
"Snapping the Willow," and in Cao Cao. Here, however, the
force of the traditional sequence of topics seems to win out: the
speaker must continue roaming and live as long as Heaven and
Earth. The poet somehow seems to be able to finish the theme
properly, but in the sublunary world.

•
Cao Zhi was working in the context of the shared repertoire,
and it affected his work throughout; nevertheless, he took far
more liberties with it than most poets.69 Many of the standard
topics appear in Cao Zhi, but some are freely elaborated and
the sequences of topics, which have a remarkable consistency
elsewhere, are often altered.
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~HIi., Jilil 0 Zhi, Th 'iv W nd rings70

The Nine Regions are not enough for
a stro11,71

I wanted to be able to soar up over
the clouds.

I roved at ease beyond the Eight
Extremes,72

let my eyes roam, crossing the remote
wilderness.

I put on my gown of cinnabar-colored
cloud-wisps,

I donned my skirt of pale rainbow.
My decorated canopy hid me in

rich shadow
as my six dragons bounded up toward

the heavens.
Ere the Radiant Spirit shifted its rays,73
in a flash I had reached the Celestial Gray.
The cinnabar door of Heaven's Gate opened,
the paired palace towers shone with

crimson light.
I roamed about in the Wenchang Palace,
then ascended to Taiwei HalL74
The High God rested by the western

casement,
all the cosmic lords assembled in the

eastern loggia.
I wear qiong and yao gems about my waist,
and rinse my mouth with a broth of dewy

vapors.
I paused there, enjoying the magic fungus,
and lingered, amusing myself with sweet

blossoms.
Qiao the Prince offered me immortal drugs,
Xianmen Zigao brought me wondrous

techniques.

69. A number of scholars have addressed the issue of Cao Zhi's motives in
composing poetry on the immortals. It has been a set topic in Chinese schol­
arship and criticism on Cao Zhi from the Qing through the present and has
been examined in detail by Funatsu Tomohiko ,o/.};t'i it in "Sh6 Shoku no Yu­
senshi ron" t;fi1l.0)~1J.tt'#i, ToM bungaku kenkyu. 13 (1965): 49-65; and by
Donald Holzman in "Cao Zhi and the Immortals." Holzman, in particular, draws
on prose texts to enrich the picture.

70. Lu Qinli, 433; Ywlj 78; Yfsj 64. Huang Jie, Cao Zijian, 80-82; Nie Wenyu,
Cao Zhi, 276-80; Zhao Youwen, Cao Zhi, 400-402. Nie gives the different ex­
planations of the title as roaming over the five peaks, roaming over the five con-
tinents, or roaming in the five directions (including up). .

71. The "Nine Regions" represented the known world, Chma.
72. That is, the farthest points in the eight directions.

73. The sun.
74. These are two of three palaces in Heaven.
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76. Lu Qinli, 434; Yfsj 64; Huang Jie, Cao Zijian, 63-65; Nie Wenyu, Cao Zhi,
266-72; Zhao Youwen, Cao Zhi, 263-65.

77. These are tallies used in a gambling game.
78. The two goddesses of the Xiang River.
79. This is Nongyu, the daughter of the Duke of Qin, who flew off to Heaven

with her husband Xiaoshi.
80. The god of the Yellow River. .
81. Qiao the Prince is a familiar figure; Han Zhong was an adept of the time

of Qin Shihuang. .. ....
82. Huang Jie and subsequent commentators take jlngyun "* .. as the

"auspicious clouds," qingyun .f:~.

tality, but th po t h "r is d" hi P ition ~o ti~ally that
h enjoys th ingr dients and d vices of immortality with all the
casualness of an aristocrat walking in his flower garden and

being served good pastries. . ' .
Here and elsewhere, the influence of poetic exposition (JiL)

and other elite discursive forms appears in Cao Zhi's poetry in
the five syllable line. This was very much part of making the low
register form into high literature, and it was a process that was
intensified in the last part of the third century. Although Cao
Zhi still seems quite straightforward in comparison to the poets
of the Western Jin, his poetry is filled with both words and
topics that are not found in poetry of a lower register.

t:.Mi, 1.1l~1$j Cao Zhi, The Immortals76

The immortals take in hand the six-inch
slips ,77

and, face to face, gamble in the crannies
of Taishan.

The Xiang damsels stroke the zithers,78
the daughter of Qin blows the reed organ.79

Jade goblets brim with cinnamon ale,
The River's Earl presents sacred fish.8o

This sea-girt world is so confining!-
where can I go in the Nine Regions?
Han Zhong and Qiao the Prince8i

invite me to join them on Heaven's streets.
Ten thousand leagues is not enough for

a stroll,
I rise lightly and cross the Great Void.
Mounting in flight, I pass the sunlit

clouds,82
and the high winds blow my body.

His lodgings filled ten thousand leagues,
but they were not enough to stay even

a whiIe.75

I sw How d th m and njoy far­
reaching span,

life extended, I preserve the unbounded.

75. Fei Zhengang t;!.fU'I'j, Hu Shuangbao tJJ~t, and Zong Minghua $ aJj1jt,
Quan Hanfu -i::'I1.M. (Beijing: Beijing daxue chubanshe, 1993),91.

::t Nt ;\t j1. "-j'­
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A review of the preceding poems on immortals will show a re­
markable similarity in openings: the poet either begins by
climbing a mountain or by just flying off (though we do have
"Going Out Xia Gate," where the adept begins by perfecting
himself). Cao Zhi, by contrast, begins by finding all China's
Nine Regions taken together as too small to walk in. This is
hyperbole with precedent. Sima Xiangru said much the same of
Han Emperor Wu as the "Great Man" kf...:

Cao Zhi's seniors, including his father, elder brother, and the
Seven Masters, had often alluded to the Shying ~d worked
tags and passages into their poems; they just as frequently
made references to old stories and sometimes alluded to the
other Classics. Cao Zhi is doing something rather different here.
He is, in effect, mixing the heavenly journey of Sima Xiangru's
"Great Man" together with the contemporary poem on roaming
immortals. Not only does the poem begin with a trope from "The
Great Man" not used in early classical poetry, it adopts the
confident tone of the heavenly traveler there. In other poems
there is sometimes a request or the need for an intermediary; at
the very least the visitors to the gods in the preceding poems
"pay their respects." Like Han emperor Wu in "The Great Man,"
Cao Zhi here simply enters the gates of Heaven, and he moves
through the palaces of Heaven as a familiar. We do indeed find
the word "magic fungus" preceding the word "drug," as in many
of the other verses; but Cao Zhi is casually "enjoying," wan JJt,
and "amusing himself with," nong.fl-, the numinous plant. We
do have two immortals mentioned after the High God: Qiao the
Prince and Xianmen Zigao. They bring him the drug and pro­
vide magical techniques, but the verbs used (feng ~ and jin if!)
put these famous immortals in the role of servants or inferiors.
The poem ends with the conventional attainment of immor-



83. One of the three heavenly palaces. I agree with Zhao that the Yiwen leiju
reading guo ~ is correct here, rather than the Yfsj reading guan 1/lI..

84. Presumably the tally shows that he is a feudal lord of the god.
85. That is, live hidden away. On becoming an immortal, one grows wings.

In the final poem we will consider, we have a failed encounter
with the immortals. The speaker climbs the mountain, though
with none of the joy or exhilaration of the other poems. He is
sitting there despondently when three immortals appear and
tell him that he can attain the Way. In this case, however, the
speaker misses his opportunity and is left behind.

Intlft rtal • 17
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rt in xhil r ti n and w nd r; Zhi's immortals exhibit
a festive frivolity that is, in many ways, quite appropriate for a
world unshadowed by death. They sound like bored aristocratic
youths, feeling their surroundings are confining and inviting
the speaker to take a walk on Heaven's streets (and although
Cao Zhi and his friends might be described as "aristocratic,"
they were very much shadowed by death) .

The world of Heaven was obviously a pleasure to describe,
and Cao Zhi describes his itinerary with relish. There is one
particularly nice moment when, as he flies over the area of the
Five Sacred Peaks (most of inhabited China), he looks down on
the mortal world below. And what he sees below him is also the
one line in the poem that clearly belongs to the "old poems" and
the popular register: in the world below "human life is as if but
a sojourn" A.1:. -:kv.:lf.%. Although the themes of the immortals
were themselves also a part of the shared repertoire of early
poetry, the difference from the mortal world which they tried to
describe was also a poetic difference. Death, separation, and
worry dominate much early poetry and provide its most com­
mon topics and themes. The world of the immortals was some­
thing else altogether, both for poetry and for the imagination.

Cao Zhi has many poems on the immortals. The traces of the
shared poetics of the age remain but in fragments. What
separates these poems from other early poems on the immor­
tals is something like a "negative capability," the poet's capacity
to imagine himself in that world so completely that he can
speak from it. Cao Zhi's poetry has almost always been read
politically, in reference to his one-time proximity to the throne
and the abuse he suffered when the throne went to his older
brother. It might be better to read Cao Zhi's poetics politically,
as acts of imaginative empowerment where pragmatic em­
powerment failed.

immortalJ7

I turn my arri g and slop by 2iw i
Palace ,8

and match the magic tally with that of
the god.84

Heaven's Gates are here looming,
paired turrets more than ten thousand

cubits high.
Jade trees grow lining the roads,
white tigers on both sides of the

gate pivots.
Driving winds, I roam the sea-girt world,
to the east I pass the Queen Mother's

cottage.
I look down among the Five Sacred Peaks,
where human life is as if but a sojourn.
Hide your light, nourish your wings,85
fare forward with slow steadiness.
Have you not seen how the Yellow Emperor
rode a dragon out from Cauldron Lake?
He roamed about above Heaven's ninth tier,
with you I will linger forever.
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Low register poems on immortals were content to have the
Queen Mother of the West and her consort, along with Red Pine
and Qiao the Prince, as immortals. Cao Zhi has an entire
pantheon, along with details of the world of Heaven and tech­
nical terms that are indeed shared with other kinds ofworks on
immortality and the immortals. Behind low register poetry,
however, there was a process that was both a sequence of po­
etic topics and a religious procedure. There is a rudimentary
narrative here-he is enjoying an immortal feast, accepts an
invitation to fly up to Heaven, and drops by to say hello to the
High God-but that narrative is overwhelmed by description.

Where the poet of "Going Out Xia Gate" paid his respects to
the Queen Mother of the West and her Consort, "right in the
corner of Taishan" 73,(i;tJ.,~, Cao Zhi finds immortals gam­
bling. One cannot say that the earlier poems on immortals
showed any particular religious awe, but there was sometimes
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,86. Lu Qinli, 349; Song shu; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 20-21; Dieny, Les
poemes de Cao Cao, 91-96.

87. A musical piece credited to the Yellow Emperor.
88. Lu Qinli prefers this to be a mistake for only one immortal but such

figures often traveled in groups. '

ro ding, I did not d id,
th n th y ros up to Heaven.
I sing to state my aims:
"We live in the Kunlun Mountains."

They kept on going, could not be followed,
1 will ever hate how 1 am pulled and

dragged down.89

They kept on going, could not be followed,
1 will ever hate how 1 am pulled and

dragged down.
How can 1 sleep from night to night?
1 am depressed and pity myself.
[I am) "Upright and not deceitful,"90
relying on poetic expositions,91
what he passed through transmitting

the Classic;
what is transmitted of his going west.92
1 sing to state my aims:
they kept on going, could not be followed.

-!--!->r-arit
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As we learn to recognize those poems that reperform the
common themes of poetry, we also can recognize a poem that is
quite distinct and without parallel. The poem begins as one
might expect, climbing a mountain, indeed the very mountain
through whose pass Laozi went west; as one might expect, the
speaker encounters immortals. But the tone is wrong from the

89. Dieny (Les poemes de Cao Cao, 96) offers an excellent discussion of this
vexed line. I have not followed his ingenious solution out of the conviction that
grammatically the second hemistich must be the object that is hated.

90. The characterization of Duke Huan of Qi in Analects XIV. 15.
91. This has often been taken as referring to Duke Huan hearing Ning Qi

rapping the horns of his ox and singing, after which Duke Huan employed him.
Cifu. afM, translated as "poetic expositions," is not the right term for Ning Qi's
song.

92. These lines are very problematic. Commentators usually take them as
referring to Duke Huan's campaign against Daxia to the west, transmitted in
the Confucian Classics or histories. Von den Steinen's "What he passed
through is [found] in classical writings" is the most natural reading for 1. 45;
though his version of 1. 46 ("[In books] coming from the West [stands] what is
handed down") is quite far-fetched. Following Balazs, von den Steinen takes
these "books coming from the West" as Daoist texts. Xilai i1!'I* often means
"going west" rather than "from the west." The appropriate figure in this case
would be Laozi, and the "Classic," the Daodejing. Dieny's explanation (p. 94) is
the only one that makes credible sense in the context.
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At dawn I went up Sanguan Mountain,
how hard this road was!
At dawn 1 went up Sanguan Mountain,
how hard this road was!
The ox collapsed and did not get up,
the wagon fell into the valley.
1 sat upon a boulder
and played a five-stringed zither.
1 made the tones of the "Clear Jiao,"87
my mind, confused and troubled.
1 sing to state my aims,
at dawn 1 went up Sanguan Mountain.

Why have these three old gentlemen88
come at last to my side?
Why have these three old gentlemen
come at last to my side?
Wearing fur-lined robes on their backs
they seem not to be ordinary men. . '
They say to me: "Why have you,
in such misery and feeling ill will,
tormented in what you want,
come to this place?"
1 sing to state my aims:
why have these three old gentlemen

come?

"We live in the Kunlun Mountains,
those known as the 'Pure Beings.'
We live in the Kunlun Mountains,
those known as the 'Pure Beings.'
The Way is deep, there is a means to

attain it;
pass through the famous mountains

and view,
roam to the Eight Limits,
make rocks your pillow, rinse in currents,

drink from springs."
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beginning, and it I ds th th m -stray. limbin the m un­
tain is hard; the ox collapses; the wagon falls into th vall y.
This is not an auspicious beginning for an encounter with th
immortals, and it understandably leaves the climber in the
wrong frame of mind.

At this point the "three old gentlemen" enter, commiserate
with our depressed speaker, and offer him the mysteries of the
Way and the means to travel without oxcart. The speaker does
not seize the opportunity, and the immortals fly back to
Heaven.

The final stanza presents serious difficulties of interpretation,
but one thing is clear: the speaker is not happy-apparently at
the fact that he did not go with the immortals. Considering the
delights that poetry insists would follow if he had accepted the
immortals' offer, he has reason not to be happy.

Here we seem to have a reference to Duke Huan of Qi, which
is the only clear thing about the last four lines apart from the
refrain. Unfortunately, the apparent clarity of the reference sets
many commentators off in fanciful directions. Dieny's alterna­
tive hypothesis to explain these lines seems just right and
turns on an interesting question:

[Mon recit est] sincere et sans duplicite / [J'en donne pour preuve] 1'in­
spiration des rhapsodies / Les relations des anciennes chroniques /
La tradition venue de l'Occident.

[My story is] sincere and without deception / [I offer as proof] the in­
spiration of poetic expositions / The accounts of ancient chronicles /
The tradition that has come from the West.

17 • fI(tln rt ,{ laun rt I' • I'll

the w t-not n arily th pIa ao Cao one attacked,
r enacting the w stern campaigns of Duke Hua~. Allusions in
the poetry of this period tend to be to stones. Sanguan
Mountain is precisely the place Laozi "passed through" and
"transmitted the Classic."

We might want to change a few things, but the argument is
clear and fits the rest of the poem. The interesting question is
the four character phrase taken from the Analects by which
Confucius characterizes Duke Huan of Qi: "upright and not
deceitful." Is this an "allusion," as most commentators have
understood it, strongly invoking Duke Huan of Qi; or is this a
"tag," a resonant phrase from tradition that could be applied in
a completely different context? Dieny's alternative interpreta­
tion, with the speaker claiming himself to be "upright and not
deceitful" in his account, treats it as a tag. The true "allusion"
then is Sanguan Mountain, through whose pass Laozi went to
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Such intimations of mortality can also occur on a specific
occasion, as when Chen Lin is out enjoying himself with his
friends.

FOUR

Death and the Feast

'~?-"'~U~ .
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ut Iway 1 ~ ar that autumn will orne,
sere and y Howing, bloom and leaf will decay.
All the rivers go east to the sea,
when will they turn back west again?
If one does not strive hard in youth,
when old one will feel helpless sorrow.

1. Lu Qinli, 262; Wenxuan 27; Ywlj 42; Yfsj 30; Huang Jie, Han Wei, 14.

f.t.I#., #" Chen Lin, Poem2

The season changes, timely weather
spreads,

the autumn wind is cool and clear.
Living at ease, my heart was not happy,
I got in my carriage, went off with friends.
We rambled, sporting by the long river,
we roamed, climbing the high wall.
I gazed eastward, looking on fields

and moors
then turned to observe the gardens

and yards.
The green leaves of fme trees were

withering,
the red blooms of sweet flowers perished.3

Sun and moon go off in such a rush
my fated span of years sinks westward.
If one does not achieve great deeds in time,
how will cauldrons or bells be inscribed?
I cease brooding and return to my chamber,
with strong feeling, I chant the Classics.
I hope to reach where my lord is,
to establish virtue and leave fame of

my deeds.

As we will see later in this chapter, on other occasions Chen Lin
veers off from the common direction of an established theme.
The poem begins as a common Jian'an type, the poem on ex­
cursions with friends. But the autumn vegetation stirs dark
thoughts and leads him to meditation on his mortality. The
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2. Lu Qinli, 368; Ywlj 28. Han Geping, Jian'an, 122-23.
3. As Lu Qinli notes, xian" should be jian 1l.
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Green, green, the garden's mallows,
the dew of dawn will dry with the sun.
Bright spring spreads potent moisture,
and all things give off a glow.
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They seek the immortals where nothing is,
Red Pine has long deceived me.

- Cao Zhi, "Presented to
Biao, the Prince of Baima"

The themes and topics of early classical poetry form a single
network of intersections: one theme passes over onto another
in predictable ways. There are variables on many levels: in the
poetry on immortals the speaker may climb different moun­
tains, meet different gods and immortals; he may swallow the
elixir of immortality himself and fly through the heavens, or he
may bring it back to the mortal world for the benefit of an
earthly ruler or patron. He may, indeed, decide that it is not
worthwhile to pursue immortality at all.

The one point on which all agree is that mortal life is short. In
the face of that knowledge there are choices. One choice is, of
course, to work hard to achieve something in the public realm.
This is the burden of "Long Song," Changge xing k ~H, one of
the three anonymous yuefu included in Wen xuan and, not
surprisingly, one of the most polished of anonymous yuefu.

-k~1t Long Song1



Nineteen Old Poems XV 8

Life does not last a full hundred years,
we always worry about living a thousand. 9

If the daylight is short and the nights
are long,

best to go roaming with candle in hand.
To make merry we must seize the moment.
how can we wait for some year to corne?
The fool who begrudges spending,
will only be mocked by later ages.
Qiao the Prince, the immortal-
it is hard to expect a span like his.

O,th and th J fI' 'Ct t • 1 1
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"Cao Zhi," as the imputed speaker in the first poem, does in­
deed "worry about living a thousand" years (literally, "to harbor
in one's heart cares or anxieties about living a thousand").
Chinese poetic language gives us no tense, so we do not know
whether the heavenly journey that follows is what he does or
what he plans to do in the immediate future. He will "shed his
husk like Red Pine and Qiao" the Prince. The speaker in
"Nineteen Old Poems" XV has the same desires but no faith in
their possibility. For him the alternative is to seize the moment
and extend time not to eternity but into the dark of night,
"roaming with candle in hand." He calls on his auditors to make
merry now, to "spend" both one's mortal time and one's goods.
Everyone who hears the poem knows that they are called not to
some solitary merriment but to some shared joy, feasting and
drinking. This is explicit in the anonymous yuefu that incor­
porates "Nineteen Old Poems" XV.

8. Lu Qinli, 333; Wen xuan 29. Sui Shusen, Gushi, 22-23; Dieny, Les
dix-neufpoemes anciens, 36-37, 135-140.

9. The late imperial reading of this line is, unsurprisingly, thinking of one's
deeds and posterity. Dieny accepts Li Shan's citation that this refers to good
government. Especially given the use of sui ft., the interpretation above makes
the best sense.

thr u h th m. W kn w h w u h poems should end,
nd th y should not nd with a parallel couplet. What is strik­

ing is the commonplace that opens the poem. For all later
readers, and no doubt for readers and listeners of the early
period, the familiar opening might easily go off in a different
direction altogether.
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Man's life does not last a full hundred
years,

I am gloomy and pleasures are few.
I decide to spread my sixfold wings,
to brush through fog, cross the

purple void.
I will shed my husk like Red Pine

and Qiao,6
with flying footsteps rise up at

Tripod Lake. 7

I soar about above the nine-tiered
heavens,

my reins gallop as I go roaming afar.
In the east I view the Fusang Tree aglow;
in the west I look down on the Ruo

River's flow;
to the farthest north, I mount the

Black Isles,
winging south, I climb up Cinnabar Hill.

1 0
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solution prop d il "L n on ," t x rt I If, wa alw ys
available; and Chen Lin resolves to go hom and study th
Confucian Classics in hope of accomplishing great deeds. 4

Such virtuous resolution to work hard and make a name for
oneself is the path less followed. Whether announced as a
commonplace theme from the beginning or called forth, as here,
in looking at the autumn scene, the poetic statement of mor­
tality more often leads to seeking the secrets of immortality or
to a decision to make merry, dress well, and feast.

We can see the variable, which is the moment of decision,
clearly in the following set. We will begin the set with yet an­
other poem on immortals (apparently a fragment), cited under
Cao Zhi's name in Yiwen leiju.5

~~it1t~
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This is a very standard version of a poem on the immortals,
apparently truncated in the middle of the speaker's itinerary

4. As we have suggested earlier, these sequences can be done either in
expanded or contracted form. For the same sequence in contracted form, see
11. 3-6 in Cao Zhi's "Dew on the Onion-grass" ;.i4:.ft (Lu Qinli, 422).

5. Lu Qinli, 456; Yw/j 78. Huang Jie, Cao Zijian, 79-80; Nie Wenyu, Cao Zhi,
273-75; Zhao Youwen, Cao Zhi, 265-66.

6. This is the cicada shedding its husk, a standard image of immortality.
7. Tripod Lake was where the Yellow Emperor rose to Heaven.



The days of joy are still few,
days of woe terribly many.

.fit El ~ 9t'
~El*~

I went out West Gate,
I paced brooding:
If I don't make merry today,
what moment am I waiting for?
When it comes to making merry,
when it comes to making merry,
we must seize the moment.
Why be in troubled sadness,
should we wait for some year to come?
Brew the fme ale,
roast the fatted ox,
call to those your heart enjoys,
who can release worries and sadness.
Man's life does not last a full hundred

years,
he always worries about living a thousand.
If the daylight is short and the nights

are long,
best to go roaming with candle in hand.
Go roaming off to the edge of the clouds,
battered wagon and run-down nag,

your store.

It is the "same" poem, but all the lines dismissing the pos­
sibility of immortality have been omitted. Instead we have two
new lines that conclude the poem, lines whose import at first
seems most uncertain. What does it mean to "go roaming off to
the edge of clouds"? If this particular text is only one realization
of a virtual network of material and associations, then perhaps
the ending of the text above was written more clearly elsewhere.
Although our extant corpus is extremely limited and has
changed through layers of recopying and reuse, we do indeed
often find the answers to such problem passages in other
poems. In this context we might recall the two final stanzas of a
poem quoted earlier, a poem in which feasting and the quest for
immortality are not alternative choices, but are woven together.
This is the anonymous yuefu "Grand!" -!-~4t:

-for ;r-~ 11} i&i
i~Ht**~~ft
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th

nd forth. Th r i y t oth r v r ion of "West Gate" in Yuefu
shiji; although the same material comes back yet again, it is
interesting what has been omitted and added:
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I went out W st Gate,
I paced brooding:
If I don't make merry today,
what moment am I waiting for?

As for making merry,
to make merry we must seize the moment.
Why sit in troubled sadness,
should we wait for some year to come?

Drink pure ale,
roast the fatted ox,
call to those your heart enjoys,
who can release worries and sadness.

Man's life does not last a full hundred
years,

he worries always about living a thousand.
If the daylight is short and the nights

are long,
best to go roaming with candle in hand.

Since I'm not the immortal Qiao the Prince,
it's hard to expect such a long lifespan.
Since I'm not the immortal Qiao the Prince,
it's hard to expect such a long lifespan.

Man's lifespan is not of metal and stdne,
how can you expect long-fated years?
If you're greedy for goods and begrudge

spending,
you'll be only mocked by later ages.

18

10. Lu Qinli, 269; Song shu; Yfsj37. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 31-32; Dieny, Aux
origines de la poesie classique, 136-38; Birrel, Popular Songs, 89-93.

In this context we can recall Cao Cao's "Ballad of Qiuhu" II ("I
want to climb Taihua Mountain"), which began with a desire to
seek the immortals and closed with an injunction not to worry
about how long one will live but, rather, to make merry in the
moment. We can see Cao Cao working with the same material
and thematic sequences; we can also see Cao Cao adding
something quite different: the central praise of kingship that
frames the call to pleasure on earth below.

The variables, the choices, are never stable: these are not
expressions of firm belief but poetic possibilities that shift back
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Although a different word for "edge" is used (the rhymes being
different), we see that this roaming is precisely the roaming of
the immortals, though here with a "battered wagon and run­
down nag" in place of six dragons. II If we puzzle about the
strange word chu ~, "store" or "accumulation," we might recall
the end of the other versions, which warned against being
"greedy for goods," tan cai i'M. Perhaps the implications are
that these are the only "goods" that remain after the feast, as we
see when such extravagant parties are invoked in Zhang Xie's
"On History" #,;t, writing of the lords of the Western Han.l2

Expenditure was part of the theme of the feast: life is short, and
hoarding is a waste. Ruan Ji is a poet who often builds on the
themes of early poetry, negating them and carrying to a further
stage. Here the feast is over, the speaker's fortune is gone, and
he turns home, at last losing his way in the mountains .

~ r oj yiog my pi a ur s to
th fullest,

the bright sun suddenly slipped away.
I galloped my horse to go back home,
turned to gaze on the Three River

region. 16

A hundred pounds of gold were gone­
the expenses were always terribly

great.
On the north road through the

Taihang Range
I lost my way, what shall I do?
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How n w fOl" t Ul" r ?-
play th zheng and sing drinking songs.

The eight lords in Huainan,
the essential Way brings no bother.
Just hitch up your six dragons
and roam for fun at the edge of clouds.
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While late in the third century Zhang Xie celebrates expen­
diture, Ruan Ji had done his own twist on the motif at
mid-century. Ruan Ji, characteristically, gives us the aftermath
of things.

11. We fInd the "nag" in one of Cao Zhi's poems on the immortals, at the
beginning of "I Drive My Carriage" ~.f.Mi (Lu Qinli, 435), where he drives his
nag to Taishan in search of the immortals.

12. LuQinli, 744; Wenxuan21.
13. Lu Qinli, 497; Wen xuan 22; Ywlj 26. Holzman, Poetry and Politics, 224.
14. Xianyang, the Qin capital, stands for Chang'an, which in tum stands for

Luoyang, the Wei capital.
15. Probably referring to the families of Han Chengdi's women Zhao Feiyan

and Li Ping.
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They distributed gold to have joy ih
their day,

at year's end no store was left.
Looking round they addressed all the guests:
much wealth is encumbrance and folly.

!?tit, ,*,~ Ruan Ji, Singing of My Cares V 13

As I used to be as a young man
I was heedless and loved songs sung

to strings.
I roamed west to Xianyangl4

and frequented the Zhaos and LiS.IS

•
To return to "West Gate," scholarship also has its themes and
topics, points that must be examined before one can move on.
Ever since, in the world of print culture, different versions were
presented side by side, scholars have felt compelled to ask
which was the "original" and which, the derivation. Guo Mao­
qian, convinced that the Song shu versions were the work of Jin
musicians, decided that the final version above was the "origi­
nal." Dieny prefers to give priority to the Song shu version. The
larger "chicken and egg" question is the relation between the
yuefu versions and the "old poem." In this one instance Dieny is
even willing to allow that the "old poem" was polished out of the
yuefu for the Wen xuan. This is, of course, not impossible, but it
represents a value judgment of priority that misses the point.
Anyone of the "old poems" could have been incorporated in a
yuefu or done as a yuefu, either a theatrically irregular one like
"West Gate" or a regular one; some material preserved as
anonymous yuefu could not have been done as an "old poem,"
but much could. Neatness and logical order are not a function
of literary history. The theatricality of address in the yuefu does

16. This probably refers to the area around Luoyang. The "Three River
provinces" covered a very large region.
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In "Nineteen Old Poems" XV the meditation on mortality oc­
cupies a single couplet, while the remainder of the poem is a
call to the feast. In "Nineteen Old Poems" XIII the sequence of
themes is exactly the same, but the proportions are reversed. 17

17. Lu Qinli, 332; Wen xuan 29; Yfsj 61 (as ~-t-J:.-*-rHr). Sui Shusen, Gu­
sm, 19-21; Dieny, Les dix-neufpoemes anciens, 32-33, 125-30.

18. Since Upper East Gate was in the walls of Eastern Han Luoyang, this
line is commonly used to prove an Eastern Han date for this poem and to
contribute to a general argument for an Eastern Han dating for all of the
"Nineteen Old Poems." If a poem known to be of a later date refers to "Upper
East Gate," then it is simply a literary reference to a place named in the
"Nineteen Old Poems." Few seem to appreciate the circularity of such an ar­
gument. Perhaps it rests on the assumption that there must be a first usage
and that first usage must still exist. If, however, Luoyang's long destroyed
Upper East Gate was part of a shared poetic repertoire, then this poem could
have been composed later and have used that resonant place-name. It is no
less possible that the poem was indeed composed in the Eastern Han before the
destruction of Upper East Gate.

Uod rn th ar m 0 long dead,
fading away into endless twilight.
They sleep hidden beneath the

Yellow Springs,19
never waking once in a thousand years.
Light and darkness change places in a

flooding course,
our span of years is like morning dew.
Man's life is as swift as a sojourn,
old age, not so fIrm as metal and stone.
For ten thousand years men have seen

each other off in turn,20

good men and sages cannot cross that span.
Some swallow herbs to seek the immortals,
many have been fooled by such drugs.
The best thing is to drink good ale
and to dress in silks fIne and pale.

If one went out Upper East Gate of Luoyang, one saw Beimang
:II:. -i:~, long the burial ground for the great city.

The meditation on mortality, here extended to dominate the
poem, can, as we have seen, lead to the quest for immortality or
to the feast. When the choice is made to feast and dress well
(the two often go together), one often finds an additional pas­
sage specifically rejecting the possibility of seeking the im­
mortals. We see this in "Nineteen Old Poems" XV and we see it
here (and if we note that it has been placed last in the sequence
of topics in "Nineteen Old Poems" XV, we should note that it is
placed earlier when the same material appears in "West Gate").

The figure of roads and paths is useful. The poet comes to a
point, often a familiar line like "Life does not last a full hundred
years," from which various paths branch out, paths traveled by
other poets. Our poet turns down one of those paths and some­
times goes a bit farther or takes a new tum, a tum that will
probably be followed by others. In "Nineteen Old Poems" XV the
poet sees the tombs, reflects on life's brevity and the world of
the dead; then he suggests wearing good clothes and feasting. A
poet might go a bit farther along the path that reflects on the
world of the dead, where the motif of good clothes and drinking
may come back.

19. The underworld.
20. That is, accompanying the dead to their tombs.
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I drove my wagon out Upper East Gate18

and gaze at the far tombs north of the wall.
The white poplars moan in the wind,
pines and cypresses line the wide roads.

not m n it is Ii r or I t r. Wh n n m judgm nt of
priority on thes grounds, it is an ideological judgment, not a
judgment from historical or textual evidence. Guo Maoqian and
many Chinese scholars believed and still believe that there
were coherent original poems that were set to music; in the
hands of musicians the texts became garbled, illogical, and
irregular. This theory persists despite the fact that in the case
of the "Treatise on Music," we are talking about the imperial
musical establishment, supervised by highly educated ritual­
ists. May Fourth romanticism, with a sympathetic response in
European and American scholarly romanticism, believes, on
the contrary, that poems begin messy, close to performers or
the "folk"; they get neat and logical in the hands of the educated
elite. These are ideologies of historical change.

In the versions of the material above, we are talking about
variant forms of realization that may possibly have coexisted in
the third century; however, these variant forms of realization
were later separated into poetry anthologies and collections of
musical verse.
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Th b dy i on, spirit's force spent,
and th rarified soul can do nothing.
Excellent viands are set out, but I

cannot dine,
choice ales brim flagons and goblets.
I go out of the tomb-vault and gaze

on home
and see only the mugwort and weeds.
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The poetic "territory" of the feast and the poetic "territory" of the
dead are closely adjacent; the dead try to come back and drink
or wear fine clothes but cannot. This poem type has a rich
history lasting on to Tao Qian.25

The image of roads is attractive because sometimes the poet
is literally on the road. He may have been having a hard time,
but at a certain moment "cares" explicitly beset him-and then
he is on a poetic road that leads to meditation on mortality and
to one of the possible resolutions. In the following version of
"Grand!" by Cao Pi, the poet does not yearn for immortality,
reflect on the dead, or resolve to study the Classics. He is
clearly headed in the poetic direction of the feast, but being
literally "on the road," it is not an immediate option. He does,
however, have good clothes-a "light cape"-and that, along
with his fine horse, seems to be enough of the standard topic
for the poet to go riding off and enjoy himself. 26

t~, -!-~H Cao Pi, Good!27

I climbed the mountain to pick bracken,
toward evening I suffered from hunger.
In the creek valleys was much wind,
the frost and dew soaked my clothes.
Wild pheasants cried out in their flocks,
gibbons followed after one another.
When I turned and looked toward my

homeland,
how dense it was in rolling piles. 28
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We om ba k to variation on th m p nin lin. But in
this case there ar no options: it is too late.

ft/-r, 4tilk. Fu Xuan, Bearers' Song21

Human life but rarely lasts to a hundred,
sad emotions come from ten thousand

sources.
Unfortunately he is caught by serious

illness,
signs of doom appear in his pale

complexion.
For whom are gown and coverlet set?­
his belt has gone into the closed coffin.
He wants to weep, but his tears are gone;
he wants words, but he cannot speak.
The living and dead are far apart,
the long night lasts on and on.
The funeral hall is quiet, time

stretches on,22
after the ancestral service and the

cortege he never returns. 23
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The poetry of the imagined dead became a set type in the
third century; the earliest example is attributed to Ruan Yu I?t
J,tj, one of the Seven Masters of the Jian'an. The speaker begins
with a variation on one of the standard opening lines of the
feast poem: "[This fine party/this moment] is hard to en­
counter again" ~.jJj-~. Into the first two positions in the line he
puts "life's prime" T of. Here the imagined dead cannot feast.

I?t~, -l:~~t Ruan Yu, Sevenfold Sorrows24

Life's prime is hard to encounter again,
wealth and honor won't come a second time.
The best of times are suddenly past,
and the body becomes dirt and ash.
Dark are the chambers of the Nine Springs,
stretching on, the Terrace of Endless Night.
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21. Lu Qinli, 565; Beitang shuchao 92. Jian Changchun, Fu Xuan, 65-66.
22. The funeral hall is where the corpse is laid out before interment.
23. The zu ;f.ll. was the ceremony of worshipping the dead person as an an­

cestor, carried out in the courtyard; the zai j\(, was transporting the corpse to
the burial ground. .

24. Lu Qinli, 380; Ywlj 34. Han Geping, Jian'an, 369-70; Wu Yun, Jian'an,
325-26.

25. See Ikkai Tomoyoshi -~~.t., "Monzen banka shi k6" ~i!;ft~tt"f,

Chllgoku bungaku hi! 12 (1960): 19-48,.
26. Cao Pi's fine horse and "light cape" echo Analects VI.3, but with none of

the possible negative associations.
27. Lu Qinli, 390; Song shu; Wen xuan 27; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi,

36-37.
28. That is, forested mountains.



an adjunct to the pleasures of

Suit yourself with things to wear,
why not taste whatever your mouth and

belly like?
In winter wear the warm sable and squirrel,
in summer wear light, cool gossamer.
To make myself suffer with effort-
why should I do it?
Better when young and strong,
to ride sturdy coaches, whip sleek, fine

horses.
Above there are the gray Heavens,
but I will not get to look on them long.
Below is the Earth that wriggles,32
but now I will not get to tread on it long.
Why not please yourself and go roaming,
doing what you delight in?

This precious sword that I wear,
why now do you swing up and down?
I am moved by the grand sight of your vigor

and flatness,
silvery as the drifts of snow,
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29. Lu Qinli, 396; Yfsj 39. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 53-55.
30. The autumn wind.
31. This plays on the "stalks" of the plants, which is also the "heart within,"

zhongxin 1'.~, of a person.
32. "Wriggles" with life.
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sword r I vishly I br ted
entertainment and feasting.

'M'::E, *-7Ii..t..;liH Cao Pi, Weeds on a Large Wall: Ballad29

~$~:f-k~ In springtime all things grow to fullness,
:If.;f..jUJt~*-JR~ then plants and trees of all kinds

follow the great wind rising.3o

Nothing can stop the fluttering as they shed
their leaves,

how lonely the stalks stand by themselves!31
The four seasons gallop on, abandoning me,
what can I do now in such straits?
Man is born to live between Heaven and

Earth,
as fleeting as bird perching on withered

branch.
what can I do now in such straits?

•

Th high mountain h v th ir lop s,
the trees in the woods have th ir

branches.
Cares come from I know not where,
no one knows.
Human life is as if a lodging,
why are troubles so many?
Today I am not happy,
years and months seem to gallop on.
The river goes sweeping along,
in it is a moving boat.
It turns or runs aground along with

the waves,
something like the traveler's wanderings.
I whip my good horse,
and don my light cape.
I go galloping and cantering
for a while to forget my cares.
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Songs like this one preserved under Cao Pi's name are filled
with common topics that could lead the poet off in many di­
rections. The figure of the boat swept by the current is a par­
ticularly apt one because, at a certain point, the poem is also
swept along by the inertia of the theme. Unless we know that
wearing nice clothes is a possible poetic consolation against
mortality, there is nothing here to explain how galloping about
will help him "forget his cares."

Let us say that the poet does not turn down the path to the
imagined world of the dead, but rather takes the road to
the feast, where he can celebrate his fine clothes and enjoy the
carousing that are beyond the reach of the dead. We have been
trying to keep "theme" and "topic" apart as distinct levels, but it
is not so simple: poets are free to elaborate, and what may have
been a simple topic of one or two lines in most poems may
become an extended passage in another poem. One important
difference does remain: a standard poetic theme invites a se­
quence of topics that appear often in the corpus; topics, how­
ever, are expanded by a rhetoric of exposition found more
commonly in prose and poetic expositions. The speaker in"
"Nineteen Old Poems" XIII is content to simply advise the
anxious mortal to drink and dress well. In "Weeds on Ft Large
Wall," attributed to Cao Pi, good clothes and the speaker's
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33. Moyang was a place that produced swords in the ancient state of Han.
34. Miao Mountain was in Chu.

>harp as th autumn fr st.
Horn of unicorn and rhino mark the hilt,
with jade carved in the middle.
Something worn by an emperor
to eliminate evil.
When he governs those around him, how

can he help but bring good fortune?
Wu's sword Pill1,
Yue's "Walking Ray,"
Chu's "Dragon Spring,"
There was Moyang in Han,33
and the ingots of Miao Mountain.34
and the steel of Sheepshead,
their fame known in ages past,
and all were thought lovely and fair;
but none are as good as your sword.
whose fmeness cannot be forgotten.

Wear a cap that towers to the blue clouds,
with hat-ribbons of delicate gossamer,
ornamented with kingfisher feathers,
beautiful and light.
It shows your stylish demeanor,
above and below shedding splendid light.
The zhangfu cap of Song,
the tall hats of Qi,
it is claimed they were lovely,
but how are they worth consideration?

Push open the gilded portals,
sit in the jade hall.
The breeze raises no dust,
the weather is clear and cool.
The huan zither of Qi is played,
Zhao performers dance,
the maidens sing long,
their voices match notes of the melody.
It stirs the heart and moves the ears,
sweeps the breath and turns feelings

within.
Pour the cinnamon ale,
offer slices of carp and bream.

etth nd th F ,t •

xp t to haY j y and as with fair
ladies.

Lift the jade flagon before you
and pass the goblet to me.

The joy this day cannot be forgotten,
And the joy is not yet exhausted.
We always wait too late for fmdingjoy,
the years and months pass on,
as swiftly as in flight.
Why make yourself miserable
and make the heart sad?

This is one of the longest of the non-narrative yueju, but its
extensive elaboration is framed within one of the most common
sequences of topics in early poetry: (1) life is short, (2) so make
merry. When faced with mortality, the speaker has choices.
Here as in several earlier examples, in conjunction with his
poetic choice the speaker rejects one of the alternatives, in this
case working hard: "To make myself suffer with effort-why
should I do it?" The second section announces the two primary
themes for elaboration: wear good clothes and eat and drink
what you like. Following this we have the section praising a
sword, then one on nice hats (developing the "clothing" theme),
and a feast section on "wine, women, and song," with a coda
urging the listener to seize pleasure in the moment.

Some of the Cao Pi attributions are questionable, but there is
no reason this poem could not have been composed by him.
The rhymes are easy; and rather than matching an existing
melody, a poem like this was probably freely improvised to
music around a standard theme, while taking into account a
sword and hat, of which the singer was particularly proud.

As we suggested above, such fuller development of topics
was more common in poetic expositions, ju. Here we can fmd
the most extensive third-century descriptions of feasting in
"sevens," qi -C, such as Wang Can's "Seven Explanations," Qi­
shi -c~ .35 Here we have elaborate descriptions of pleasures

35. Although this was extensively quoted in commentary and encyclopedia
sources, an apparently complete version was preserved in the surviving
chapters of the Wenguan cilin ;;t tr; 10];#., compiled by Xu Jingzong wHit *
(592-672). Luo Guowei ~ I~L~, Ri cang Hongrenben Wenguan cilinjiaozheng El
j(~l.1;:.*;;ttr;lOJ;#'~~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2001), 130-34.
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37. Lu Qinli, 330; Wenxuan 29. Sui Shusen, Gushi, 6-7; Dieny, Les dix-neuf
poemes anciens, 14-15,71-77.

38. Rushen 1\.#, lamely translated as "they belong to the gods," suggests a
quality that is more than earthly or corporeal.

39. This line has caused much controversy, and some commentators have
wanted to take it as ironic. Gao yan ~ -t' is not elsewhere used in early poetry,
and not commonly in prose. Lu Y'1n uses it in a letter to Lu Ji to praise the
latter's poetic expositions; see Yan Kejun jlor~, Quan shanggu sandai Qin Han
sanguo liuchao wen 1:1:.7;-=-1~~*-=-1N*.t)j~ (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1965),

2042.
40. "Knowing the song" is usually having an understanding of the quality

and significance of music. Whether the "truth" is in the words or the quality of
the music is uncertain.

A po m lik thi annat b xplin d ntir ly by th poetics
of the age; it is as if a feast poem udd nly turned into one of
Ruan Ji's "Singing of My Cares." The speaker begins with a
momentary alienation from the mood of the feast. The affect of
the music is unpredictable. Here it drives the speaker out to
walk alone in the woods at night. Although the poet turns off
onto an uncharted poetic road, it still has familiar sign-posts:
the first couplet mentions the feast; the second couplet men­
tions the music; the affect of the music is also mentioned; and
the poem ends, as so many poems of the period do, with tears
soaking the poet's clothes. Although it has been transposed
here into something unfamiliar, there may be one other familiar
signpost in Chen Lin's dark banquet poem: the music often
inspires the listener with a desire to go off-to gallop away and
do something or flyaway as a pair of birds. Chen Lin is indeed
inspired to go off by the music, and perhaps there is even the
memory of the poetic bird when the speaker looks up to spe­
cifically "Heaven's paths," now lost in the darkness.

The poet may be in the wilderness, but he is taking some of
the familiar turns of the feast poem:

Nineteen Old Poems IV37

A fine feast we hold this day,
its pleasures are hard to fully tell.
Plucked zithers give forth trailing echoes,
popular tunes, so fine they belong to

the gods.38

One of fme virtue sings forth noble
words,39

those who know song heed its truth.40

• J) tit n th jJ a t
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und r v ri u h din (fa d, I. thin , rou i , tr di­
tion extending ba k to M i Sh n 's" v n timuli," Qifa -t1lt-,
in the Western Han. The known poets who composed or to
whom were attributed these poems and yuefu had the verbal
resources to do far more rhetorically elaborate work, and evi­
dence suggests that these more elaborate texts were seen as the
center of their literary output in the third century. As we have
argued above, the interest in their poetry in the five syllable line
seems in large measure a function of the growing status of that
form of poetry through the fifth century and a new aesthetic
capacity to appreciate its relative simplicity and crudeness.
That more capacious sense of poetic values, however, did not
extend to "Weeds on a Large Wall," which had to await Qing
critics to be noticed at all. This is one of those pieces of the
manuscript tradition that did not fully surface until Yuefu shiji
(although Beitang shuchao and Li Shan cite lines from the
sword passage).

Perhaps because it was itself the primary site of an occasion
for song, the feast is one of the least stable themes. Sleep­
lessness on an autumn night or seeking the immortals were
relatively predictable themes; the feast oscillates between
pleasure and despair. The mood can change in a moment, as in
an untitled poem attributed to Chen Lin in Yiwen leiju:36

~",,*;;r-~ At a grand gathering for a moment I was
not happy,

a sojourner cannot keep his spirits up.
Dark brooding came from within,
mournful feelings were stirred by the

clear notes.
I put down my goblet and quit the

merry feast,
I paced aimlessly through a tall forest.
The wind whistled in the mountain

valley,
dark above, Heaven's paths lay in

shadow.
Depressed, I forgot to turn back,
sobbing, tears soaked the fold of

my gown.

1J1ltk,~ ~&.
Jot!:. ,y;t iJi',1t :f$

36. Lu Qinli, 367; Ywlj 28. Han Geping, Jian'an, 122-23; Wu Yun, Jian'an,
85-86.
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If the feast had some problematic surplus of feeling that could
shift from joy over to despair or into some flurry of action, this
energy could perhaps be controlled. Those who feel despair

41. Despite the poem's explicit reticence on what is wished, Li Shan sug­
gests that they want to become "rich and noble." Dieny cites Lilsm chunqiu to
suggest they might want to find "someone who understands," a zhiyin ~1J-.

42. One might here recall the second version of "West Gate" i1!'I rHt dis­
cussed above, in which after the feast and the lines on the brevity of life, the
speaker rides off to the "edge of clouds," though apparently an i~mortal
roaming with a "worn out nag" rather than a "high-hoofed steed."

i'k't 1o';.<-1Il
I:.~•.~
10j'1o';.<M-1:
"!t;[t!-.$:

-t-t:r*
1M~.A.·'->

1!!.~~-ti

1tii!j't~

A.!£~10j'

.ttr-tJlii

*El*~

43. Li Qinli, 349; Song shu; Wenxuan 37; Yfsj 30. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi,
15-17; Dieny, Les poemes de Cao Cao, 108-17.

44. Or "Facing the ale one should sing."
45. Du Kang was the legendary inventor of ale and is here metonymic for it.
46. This is a quotation from "Your Lapels" -'T#- from the "Airs of Zheng" in

the Shi. The blue lapels were associated with students. Apparently Cao Cao is
addressing those who consider themselves Confucians.

47. This couplet does not appear in the Li Shan version of the Wen xuan.

( xi t ntiaJ d p ir n t it Iud dl uld p rh ps b convinced
that v rything w und r otr 1 and that they could have a
place in the order of things and their energy be put to good use.
They come as "guests," perhaps travelers or sojourners; the
host can convince them that this is a place of order and secu­
rity and they are welcome to stay.

The feast could thus serve a political function, and its poetry
could support that purpose. Cao Cao was not an emperor; Cao
Cao was a brilliant warlord contending for power in a world that
initially had very many contenders for power. Cao Cao as war­
lord gathered men like he gathered territory. He was the
patron-protector who used his control of the last Han court as
effective propaganda: Cao Cao presented himself as the new
version of the ancient Duke of Zhou, who had acted as regent
for King Cheng. One of the most famous stories about the Duke
of Zhou was his favorite: the Duke of Zhou was so eager
to gather worthy men that on hearing that a fine guest had
arrived, he would spit out his food if eating and wring out his
hair if washing it in order to hurry to welcome the person.

t~, ~~~At Cao Cao, Short Song43

Facing the ale while singing:44

How long does man's life last?
Liken it to the morning dew,
the days gone by are all too many.

Melancholy and full of feeling,
care-filled thoughts, hard to forget.
How can one have release from cares?­
there is only [the ale of] Du Kang.45

"Blue are your lapels,
ever, ever in my mind."46
[Only because of you
I brood on to this day.]47

Hearts equal, w share the arne wish,41
the sense held back, not fully expressed.
Man's life sojourns in a single age,
it fleets by like dust tossed by the wind.
Why not whip on a high-hoofed steed,
be the fIrst to seize the ford.
Don't stay poor and of low degree,
struggling and ever bitter.

This is one of the finest of the "Nineteen Old Poems," and Chen
Lin's verse is a useful foil against which to read it. It begins
conventionally, declaring the joy of the feast. Yet even in the
commonplace gesture of praise, "hard to fully tell," there is
some surplus of feeling that cannot be brought to the surface.
In the second couplet, beginning the topic of music, we also see
the music somehow slipping out of this world. Both inside the
listeners and outside this ordinary world there is something
extra. There is something too in the "noble words," not neces­
sarily the surface, but something to be understood and heeded
ting llt, by those who understand. '

All that is beneath the surface is summed up in the fourth
couplet: listening to the music, all feel and wish the same
unspoken thing. Listening to music in other poems often leads
to a "wish," yuan .&i, to flyaway; here it seems to be to gallop
away-but first the familiar couplet on the brevity of life, with
the simile "dust tossed by the wind," like the dust tossed up by
the "high-hoofed steed.42 Chen Lin's poem ends with a state­
ment of misery; "Nineteen Old Poems" N ends with an injunc­
tion not to be miserable. The kinds of statements made are very
different, but we cannot help noting that the same issue ap­
pears in the same position in each poem.

~''-> ~PJfJ.ffl*' ;t1:J!- t.-1f
A.!£~-i!t
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48. This quotes the first stanza of "The Deer Cry Out." the first of the Xiaoya
and used in the Eastern Han for welcoming guests.

49. Some texts read duo ~j{, "to grasp," instead of chua ti. "to stop."
50. This versifies a proverb.
51. The Song shu treats this as a series of eight line stanzas. 1 am here

innocently following the rhyme groups.

We cannot easily assume that the anonymous yuefu "Grand!,"
Shanzai xing -!~H, necessarily predates Cao Cao's famous
"Short Song"; the two poems do, however, seem related as
stanzaic yuefu in the four syllable line in which motifs of
feasting and patronage are brought together. 51 In "Grand!"
mortality and the feast weave back into a poem that ends with
an image of immortality. Cao Cao's feast here loses the edge of
despair with the promise of drink at the end of the second
stanza. As in his "Ballad of Qiuhu" II ("I want to climb Taihua
Mountain"), Cao Cao catches his listener's attention with a
familiar theme and then carries it off in a new direction.

Much of this poem, Cao Cao's most famous, is either re­
formulation of commonplaces or quotation. Perhaps the his­
torical Cao Cao felt the actual sentiments described in the first

"f/J 1+0 Jtt '~I![,
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"YOO. yoo, the d r ryout,
eating the flatweed of the wilds.
I have splendid guests,
strum the zithers, blow the reed-organs."48

Bright, bright is the moon,
when might it stop?49
Cares come from within,
one may not cut them off.

Crossing paths, traversing lanes,
you have gone out of your way to calIon me.
Chatting and feasting after long separation,
the mind thinks on former kindnesses.

The moon is bright, the stars are few,
crows and magpies are flying south.
They circle the tree three times around,
on what branch can they find a roost?

The mountain does not tire of being high,
the sea does not tire of being deep.5o
The Duke of Zhou spat out what he chewed,
and all the world turned to him.

two t nz s (or p'rh p tho >:ntiments w re alled up on
r formulating th familiar motif); Cao Cao, however, was not
someone who would have been bothered by some sense of in­
authenticity in converting such sentiments and words to a
welcome that was also a political invitation. More to the point, if
one is holding a feast and receiving guests, this was the way to
invite one's guests to drink. The Cao Cao of public prose was
well known for his attempt to prohibit drinking; this is Cao Cao
at a different time of life or in a different mood or on an occasion
where the role of host had priority.

In the third and fourth stanzas, Cao Cao cites Shijing. "Blue
are your lapels" is a sartorial way of recognizing the particular
guest or guests in question. The person addressed is certainly
not a "student," which classical commentary understands as
the implication of the "blue lapels"; but this person must belong
to one of those families identified with Classical learning.
"Guests" with this kind of resume were often old families (not
like most of the upstart Daoists) and sometimes represented
local power-though Cao Cao was not averse to taking on lit­
erary scholars simply to enhance his prestige. These families of
scholars had very much become a social network in the second
half of the second century. If the third stanza "recognizes" the
guest, the fourth stanza turns to the "proper" feast poetry, a
citation from the first of the "Lesser Odes," Xiaoya, which was
performed at parties that wanted the cachet of elite status.
These stanzas not only "recognize" the social standing of
the guest, they also identify Cao Cao to the guest as someone
who knows the classical forms. The song is a carefully crafted
hybrid.

The next stanza returns to the motif of passing time and
cares; it does not, however, return to the invitation to drink.
Rather, the host continues in the following stanza to politely
thank the guests for "going out of their way" to come see the
host. Cao Cao defers and assumes a humble position, like the
great patrons of the Warring States. The last two stanzas,
however, reveal that the politeness was pure fiction: he knows
that his guest or guests are not "going out of their way" for a
social call; Cao Cao knows they want a place to "roost." Here
Cao Cao declares his magnitude, the mountain and the sea
that have the capacity for any addition. He concludes as the



Wh n II th' u sts r turn, h ving at n
their fill,

the host's troubles are not over.
If, wing to wing, they soar in the

Milky Way,
how can the fowler entrap them?
If, empty and calm, one attains the state

of nature,
how are glory and splendor worthwhile?
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I will not pass judgment on drinking in the morning. The first
two stanzas begin with the formulaic congratulations of the
singer's coda. There is music and drinking-and human feeling
being stirred between the two. There is also the presence of Cao
Pi the anxious moralist. We should always retain a degree of
skepticism about texts and attributions of early poetry. Some­
times, however, there are moves that are so characteristic of
poems attributed to a particular person and so uncharacteris­
tic of third-century poetics as a whole that we can easily believe
(belief is cheap) this is Cao Pi. Here we find such a move in
passing from the pleasure of the feast to an anxiety about ex­
cess: "if one maintains things at fullness, without spilling over."
The feast indeed tends toward excess. Like his father attempt­
ing to prohibit drinking, Cao Pi worries about excess; rather
than simply issuing an edict, Cao Pi thinks and versifies: "I'm
glad everyone is having a good time; I hope they don't drink too
much; the best thing is to stop just before excess; I'm always
worried; like my father I want to be the Duke of Zhou in re­
ceiving guests, but the guests are all gone and here I am still
worrying." Our comic paraphrase of the poem is comic only
because it makes the strange twists and turns of the text ex­
plicit. When Chen Lin leaves the company of the feasters and
writes a poem, there are still common traces of many feast
poems. The Cao princes were a singular lot; in contrast to the
transmission of other poetry, Cao Cao, Cao Pi, and Cao Rui also
had an institutional apparatus to write down extempore com­
position and preserve it with loving care. I have no idea if Chen
Lin wrote the poem attributed to him above; it leaves the con­
ventions of the feast poem, but in a way that could have hap­
pened to almost anyone. In the case of Cao Pi's song above the
peculiarly anxious process of free association is as persuasively

ath and til JI J•

Songs sung to strings touch a man's heart,
all the guests present are delighted.
Then, in the vast stillness of the great hall,
a cool breeze enters my chamber.

If one maintains things at fullness, without
spilling over,53

someone with virtue can bring things to a
good end.54

The superior man usually has a long-
suffering heart,

the things that worry him are not one alone.

Modestly he comes out of his plain cottage,
spitting out his food and wringing his hair,

he cannot let anyone escape him.55

Duke of Zhou, welcoming the worthy gu st, with th promi
that such behavior will eventually bring the whole world to him.
The guest is told that he has chosen a patron wisely.

The feast was a way of constituting community; Cao Cao
knew this and set himself at the head of such a community,
attempting to make a polity out of the horse-riding mob of
"Nineteen Old Poems" IV, with each person off to get the best for
himself. In Cao Cao's surviving poems we usually have a sense
of what he is doing-and what he is often doing is using song
for political ends. It seems unlikely that Cao Pi composed all the
yuefu preserved under his name; some, however, we can easily
believe were his. His difference from his father is both his failing
and his virtue. The feast poem was a supremely public act; Cao
Pi's versions sometimes seem to intend to be public statements,
but they can drift in odd directions.

'It 3::, ~~{f Cao Pi, Grand!52

In the morning, joy upon joy,
we drink ourselves tipsy, without

getting drunk.
The sad strings stir popular songs,
the long flutes emit clear breath.

")jEl~~l:I~

i5ltik1-~1f-

-~ $;; itt1Jf!l
-k~ <±it f.t.
$;;*~A.~

11!11t Iij' -!it-Pi.
~}t~~J:.

i*Jil.A.~~

#i,1tj -!In 1- lit

rtT~1-1!!­

'tt. 'tt.T e1l.'1
oJ:.:f£1-"f~

52. Lu Qinli, 393; Song shu; Yfsj 36. Huang Jie, Wei Wudi, 38-40.
53. The figure of proper measure, "maintaining fullness without spilling

over," was a commonplace in ancient and early medieval texts.
54. Analects XIX. 12 (Zixia speaking): "Is it not the Sage who can both begin

things and bring them to a good end?" ;/f-M;:;tpf..:t-, $..i1H,:;.,.1'-. '
55. This is the Duke of Zhou, eager to gather worthy men.
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We serve ale in the high hall,
friends and kindred amuse themselves

in my company.
In the kitchens are prepared rich

provisions,
simmer mutton and slaughter the

fatted ox.
How strong the feeling from the Qin

dulcimer,
the great zither of Qi is harmonious

and gentle.
From Yang'e wondrous dances are

presented,59
from Luoyang come famous ballads.
Drinking merrily we exceed the

three cups.60
loosening sashes, we try the full range of

assorted delicacies.
The host makes toasts of a thousand

in silver,
guests respond, wishing him myriad years.
One cannot forget old bonds,61
unfeeling ends are censured by a sense

of right. 62
Self-effacing is the virtue of the

superior man,
but in bowing low, what does he seek?
Blasts of wind whirl the bright sun away,
the light goes racing to the west.

58. Lu Qinli, 424, given as 'fwjf:lH'. Song shu; Wen xuan 27; Yfsj 39.
Huang Jie, Cao Zijian, 60-62; Nie Wenyu, Cao Zhi, 56-62; Zhao Youwen, Cao

Zhi,459-62.
59. Yang'e is either a place-name, where Zhao Feiyan, later Han Chengdi's

empress, was fIrst indentured, or it is the name of an ancient singer. The
place-name provides a more perfect parallel with Luoyang.

60. According to the Li ji, a superior person is supposed to withdraw after

drinking three cups.
61. Analects XlV. 13: ?..~;y:;.S"t~.t..1:"In old bonds he does not forget what

he said earlier in life."
62. The phrase bo zhong f4~ is a problem. Most likely it refers to the old Shi

adage that while all begin well, few come to a good end (cf. Cao Pi, "Shan zai
xing"). In speaking of "old bonds," this is probably "the way things work out in
the end." Bo is both "stinginess" and "lack of feeling."
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Cao Pi's own as Cao Cao' m st rful of quotation
and cliche.

The last four lines of Cao Pi's lyric, however, are something
else. We have seen earlier how the feast and the invocation of
~usicmay lead to the desire to get away or flyaway as a pair of
blrds (here the "wing to wing"). Having poetically achieved
models for the reception and management of guests, why
he-or they-should want to flyaway is unclear. Since the
fowler is the anomalous element, we could put this down to Cao
Pi's anxieties about political enemies. However, the inertia of
P?etic convention may have called to mind these images of
fllght and transcendence; moreover, these images have been
called forth in a moment that previously had no place in the
feast tradition, the host's continuing cares after the guests have
gone home. If the usual feast song wants to escape death and
misery, Cao Pi's song sounds almost as though he wants to
escape the oppressive model of the Duke of Zhou's attentive­
ness (received from Cao Cao) and the constant strains of being
a patron.56

56. We are content to accept the poem as Cao Pi's, but we cannot but be
troubled when a close variation on the ending reappears at the end of the fIrst
"An Account of My Aims" iilLt by Xi Kang (Lu Qinli, 488). This suggests that the
conclu~ion,:"as a floating verse, open to reuse. Cao Pi's version seems to appear
by the mertia of convention, while Xi Kang's version is more closely integrated
with the theme of the poem, escape from the everyday world. A more remote
variation occurs in a He Yan 10r* fragment, "Stating My Aims" 1:;t, "Swans
roamed wing to wing" ?!i~~t.j{.i&! (Lu Qinli, 468).

57. For a much fuller discussion of Cao Zhi's feast poems, see Rob'ert Joe
Cutter, "Cao Zhi's (192-232) Symposium Poems," CLEAR 6 (1984): 1-32.

Liu Xie, the famous critic of the Qi and Liang, tends to have
rather conservative opinions of particular authors; in one case,
however, he goes against what he knows is a consensus in
judging Cao Pi to have no less talent than his brother Cao Zhi.
Certainly Cao Pi is rarely as polished as his younger brother,
but there is a quirkiness in many of his poems that has an
attraction all its own. The feast always borders on excess: Cao
Pi wants to "hold things at fullness, without spilling over." Cao
Zhi is always willing to take the extra step into excess.57
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The Lord's Feast64

This is a much simpler poem than Cao Pi's. There are snatches
of the low register feast song here and there, but as in his po­
etry on immortals Cao Zhi phrases and organizes materials in a
highly independent way, without in the least complicating the
elementary message to eat, drink, and make merry because life
is short.

With Cao Zhi's literary transformation of the feast song we
come to the edge of a new question, which is the elite literary
poetry ofthe Jian'an and its relation to the conventions oflower
register poetry.

tyJ!jjl~.
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a rou h high r r i trw xp t d. Of parti ular ignificance
is the fact that relatively high register poetry in the five syllable
line was expected, rather than the ritual formality of stanzaic
poetry in the four syllable line.

We have a few rather clumsy poems in the five syllable line
that credibly date from the second half of the second century.
These works show the influence of the common poetics, but
they are essentially private compositions. Not only are these
"lord's feast" poems social works composed in the presence of a
community of other writers, they demanded of five-syllable-line
poetry a decorum and elevation of register for which no prece­
dent survives. This was a culturally "serious" occasion, and
Xiao Tong included four such Jian'an poems in the Wen xuan.

Some of the Jian'an poems for lord's feasts may have been
written on the same occasion; but the seasons differ often
enough to know that this was a repeated occasion for poetry
rather than a single party. The host praised is often Cao Pi
(though this is uncertain in the poems with a general title), and
the poems date from sometime between 208 and 217.

Considering the concluding reference to the Duke of Zhou, it
is likely that the surviving Wang Can poem on such an occasion
was for a party at which Cao Cao served as host.65

.1~, ~~"tt Wang Can, Lord's Feast 66

The summery heavens send down enriching
moisture,

all the plants rise upright, burgeoning.
A cool breeze dispels the muggy heat,
clear clouds make the fiery glow retreat.
A grand party is held in the gentleman's

hall,
we sit side by side, shaded by decorated

beams.
Excellent viands fill the round and square

vessels,
choice ales brim the golden beakers.
Pipes and strings give forth splendid notes,
the melody's measure is clear and mournful.

Gloriou tim will. not om again,
our hundred years suddenly draw to

an end.
Alive I was kept in splendid rooms,
fallen, I return to the mountain and

mound. 63

Who of our forebears did not die?­
if one understands fate, what more

is there to worry about?

J:ot .:r- "f ~lj.
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It is clear from the repertoire of song lyrics from the "Wei" (ob­
viously including the Jian'an Reign of the Han) preserved in the
Song shu that neither Cao Cao nor Cao Pi objected to low reg­
ister song being performed for parties in their presence; both
seem to have participated in such composition. It may, indeed,
have been Cao Cao's somewhat plebeian taste that led to the
preservation in the Wei repertoire of many of the anonymous
yuefu. These yuefu come to us through the records of the Jin
court repertoire preserved in the Song shu. It seems equally
clear that the low register poetics we have been describing was
familiar to the Seven Masters. Despite these facts, it is also
apparent that on certain kinds of occasion, including one
designated as a "lord's feast," gongyan ~~ (or ~~), a poetry in

63. Perhaps this is a general reference to tomb mound, though Taishan has
been suggested, where the souls of the dead enter the underworld.

64. I adopt here the translation of gongyan used by Cutter, "Cao Zhi's
(192-232) Symposium Poems." This article treats the "lord's feast" in a broader
and fuller context than this present discussion.

65. Although we have seen Cao Pi invoke the model of the Duke of Zhou,
Wang Can died before Cao Cao; and it is very unlikely that a poet would have
referred to Cao Pi in terms of the Duke of Zhou during Cao Cao's lifetime.

66. Lu Qinli, 360; Wen xuan 20. Wu Yun, Wang Can, 19-20.
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67. Shi 174.
68. Yuanyang ~1; in the Xiaoya.

Drink the pure ale,
roast the fatted ox,

( nd throughout m di v I. nd I t imp rial hin) r gister and
po tic structure reflect d hi rar hy and served to place a poet
within a structure of social and political power (which includes
a rejection of such a structure). In saying this, we must at the
same time point out that this higher register is still relatively
simple and comprehensible aurally: when we compare, say, the
food and drink couplets here with the long celebrations of ex­
otic delicacies in Wang Can's "Seven Explanations," mentioned
earlier, or Cao Zhi's "Seven Openings," Qiqi -l:?f, we can ap­
preciate that these "lord's feast" poems gesture to a high reg­
ister without demonstrating erudite rhetorical mastery.

Cao Cao himself might rise at a party and begin a song with
the line "Facing the ale while singing." There is no season and
no setting; song is repeatable, and these words can be repeated
in any season (even the southward flying crows and magpies
are sufficiently figurative to show up in any season). This was
the prerogative of the host and perhaps of his professional
singers. The attendant literary man, by contrast, showed both
his own class and his deference to his host by composing a
"poem" of a very different sort. He begins with the seasonal
setting in summer, balancing Heaven's "sending down," jiang
Ft, with what "rises upright," ring ilt, from Earth. The seasonal
imagery is replete with associations in the human social order,
of enriching grace from above, answered by a "flowering" of
plants and words from below. Summer, of course, C.:1Il be un­
pleasantly hot, thus the second couplet reassures us of the
pleasantness of the weather in nicely parallel lines and high
register diction.

Only in the third couplet do we come to the party proper.
Lower register poetry would begin with some counterpart of this
line: "A grand party is held in the gentleman's hall" ~t-~.:r:t.

In contrast to the death-shadowed feast poems, where we are
encouraged to translate the presentation of food and drink in
the imperative, the poet here is clearly describing and cele­
brating what is provided; moreover, the high register and the
parallelism lend decorum to the feast, even when there is a
claim of drunkenness. In "West Gate" we also have parallelism,
but it is almost invisible:

Sitting togeth r w h r in joy,
complaining only that the cups pass

too slowly.
I have heard a phrase of the Shi poet,
of not going home unless drunk. 67

If we don't enjoy our pleasure today to
the fullest,

for whom are we waiting, holding back
our feelings?

Truly there is no limit to the fond regard
I am shown,

yet how can I err in keeping to my place?
A phrase comes down from the ancients:
the gentleman is soothed by his blessings.68

I wish that my worthy host
will enjoy towering along with the heavens.
He can match the legacy of the Duke

ofZhou,
not again to be equaled by generatioas

on end.

1;-~MM~

1!!.~ :tr-{ti!!

't~"ttJ--."t~

1-~lL$.!\-~

~El1-#!.fit

We have been describing a "shared poetics," one that crossed
the later divisions between "poetry" and yueJu, a poetics shared
by anonymous poetry and poems by known third-century
writers. The habitual themes and sequences of topics were very
strong and can be seen even in poems that ostensibly set off in
new directions. In some other poems Wang Can shows a
deep familiarity with these conventions, which seem to guide
his poetic associations, as they do in low register poems by
anonymous poets. Even though we can see some traces of the
low register feast poem here, however, our most striking im­
pression of this poem is its relative independence from all those
compositional conventions. This is, in some senses, a truly new
poetry, a poetry that works by different rules. When we suggest
this, it is in no way to suggest that it supplanted the older po­
etics; we can see traces of those compositional conventions
even among the most elite poets active after the turn of the
fourth century. Rather, this was a new order of poetry in the
five syllable line, a rhetorical "seriousness" as a form of public
deference that acknowledged political power. In this period

"T~.ft.~it

-f;J--.:ffiti:
~1-;fi,M.~
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Folk of Qi present rare music,
singers come from Qin in the West.

Songs and strings come forth midstream,
the mournful echoes have lingering notes .

Dark brooding came from within,
mournful feelings were stirred by the

clear notes.

the melody's measure is clear and
mournful.

Pipes and strings give forth splendid
notes,

~j;,ijk~ 'f iii.
.VI;fjif;%

~'I!tt'f~

.~~i!bt%

After the couplet on food and drink in Cao Zhi's "Attending at
the Crown Prince's Party," quoted above, we have the music

couplet.

It is not simply that line templates recur; we also find the
same sequences of topics. In Wang Can's poem above, the
couplet on song follows the couplet on food and drink. We have
quoted Cao Pi's couplet on food and drink in "Written in Qiao";
the couplet that follows is:

We might here recall what happened to Chen Lin at the feast:

t'h all 1, th Ji'. t' •

The "sentiments" in these recurring lines are the same; but
more important, the same words recur and the same gram­
matical patterns. When Cao Pi is having a boating party in
"Written at Qinghe" it;or it, the music plays:

One should, however, mention that the music is "mournful";
this term is displaced into the following line in Wang Can's

poem:

" ilk and tun wood" i m t nymi ~ r th zith r, lik the more
ommon "silk and bamboo," izhu f,,~{t, which is metonymic for

stringed instruments and woodwinds; the latter poetic me­
tonymy could be varied to guanxian 1f ~t, "pipes and strings." If
we combined the third and fourth lines from the Wang Can
passage above into a single line and wanted to give it a boost in
register by changing the ordinary bei .~, "mournful" (function­
ally equivalent to "moving"), to a word like "splendid," we would
come up with the line:

'ath a,ltd th Fat•

Excellent viands are set out, but I
carmot dine,

choice ales brim flagons and goblets.

Alone at night I cannot sleep,
I lift robes, get up, and strum the zither.
The silk and tung wood stir a man's

feelings,
on my behalf it gives forth mournful notes.

Sumptuous victuals spread as an array
of stars,

choice ales brim the jade flagons.

Feathered tankards drift with ivory cups,
precious victuals brim plates on stands.

Excellent viands fill the round and
square vessels,

choice ales brim the golden beakers.

o

69. Lu Qinli, 450.
70. Ibid., 399.
71. Ibid., 400.
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In Cao Pi's poem "Meng Ford" .:it.if"tt, it becomes:71 _

;pj ~i-'¥~~'

J$'JIi£..a.1&

The next couplet takes up music; and apart from the high
register term hui -ttt, "splendid," this couplet is closest to low
register poetics. Indeed, in W"ang Can's own "Sevenfold Sorrow"
II, after walking along the bank and then retiring, there is a
familiar move from the common poetics:

In Wang Can:

-Idr j(,mJ~

We don't know who wrote the first "food and ale" couplet for one
of these Jian'an parties, but once in circulation, it became a
template couplet for other poets. In "Attending at the Crown
Prince's [Cao Pi] Party" #;k. .:r-~"tt, Cao Zhi writes:69

it~£1t~ Clear, sweet ale brims metal flagons,
~",}Ufit~f.t fine foods are arrayed this way and that.

In Cao Pi's "Written in Qiao" ;#-~;(Hl::70

Indeed, as we read earlier in Ruan Yu's poem, it is just such a
feast denied to the dead:



• ath J'td th ath and th . rr 'a t • 1 1

May our Sage Ruler enjoy ten thousand years,
I am moved that our present Emperor extends

his lifespan. .

I wish that my worthy host
enjoy towering along with the heavens.

If I don't make merry today,
what moment am I waiting for?

I have heard a phrase of the Shi poet,
of not going home unless drunk.

To make merry we must seize the moment.
how can we wait for some year to come?

Through the long night we forget to
go home,

and for a while there is perfect weal.

73. Ibid., 262.
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Or there is the version of the same lines in "West Gate," which
is even closer to Wang Can's lines:

After expressions of gratitude and humility, Wang Can con­
cludes like a professional singer, though the phrasing half­
hides the common gesture. I have translated the second line of
the couplet literally and awkwardly:

Between the couplet that refers to "what is shared" and the
couplet on something "held back," Wang Can offers a couplet
that refers to the Shijing:

The "towering" something that the host is wished is most cer­
tainly a life as long as Heaven. We see that same wish at the end
ofthe anonymous yuefu "Qiao the Prince" .I.-f~:73

After the food couplet and the music couplet, Liu Zhen, in the
same poem quoted above, also mentions the issue of going
home:

Thi is a pur Iy v rbal qu n ,th m words and phrases
r p at d in the sam ord r as in "Nineteen Old Poems" IV; the
recurring word, however, is in a different topic-indeed, a
common one in the feast poem. For example, "Nineteen Old
Poems" XV:

i.\*'t J.tat
1Of1it#*-~

Hearts equal, we share the same wish,
the sense held back, not fully expressed.

If we don't enjoy our pleasure today to
the fullest,

for whom are we waiting, holding back
our feelings?

~~~*@

jjiJAMr~7i

;t,iJt~{-J;~

1i;-JiF1i.'f>:l"
Clear songs fashion wondrous sounds,
the "dance of the myriad" is here

in the hall.
Golden beakers hold sweet ales within,
feathered flagons are passed around

without set ceremony.

The sequence continues. Wang Can adds a sentiment from the
common repertoire, to which is affixed a polite praise of the
host:

rings nd ong p r~ rm n w
melodies,

the roaming echoes brush the
cinnabar beams.

We have singers here, so the compound is "strings and song";
the verb in the third position is zou *-, "to perform," rather than
fa -i'-, "give forth," or jin i!, "present." We have "melodies" rather
than "notes." In the first "To the Leader of Court Gentlemen for
Miscellaneous Uses [Cao Pi]" Jltt1i. 'it 'f ~~;ff"tt, Liu Zhen reverses
the order of the music and feasting couplets, but the patterns
should be familiar: 72

72. Ibid., 369.

~.(>MfJf .&i
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Sitting together we share in joy,
complaining only that the cups pass

too slowly.

We recall, perhaps, the couplet after the description of music in
"Nineteen Old Poems" IV:

1;-~MfJf*

1£ ifHr-~ti!!

If the couplet from "Nineteen Old Poems" IV has something
"held back," han ~, as well as something shared (tong suo ~ flf),
we might then look again at a couplet that comes soon after in
Wang Can's poem:
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We should note that in these and other cases, xiang f{-, "enjoy,"
occupies the third position in the line. In "Dongtao BaJlad" 'f.i!
H, the singer ends:

In "Th Fiv Wand rings" 1i.llt

.I-1-;$-{J.t fli!
!fnif!~~

ao Zhi swaJlow an lixir:

Qiao the Prince offered me immortal drugs,
Xianmen Zigao brought me wondrous

techniques.
I swallowed them and enjoy a far­

reaching span,
life extended, I preserve the unbounded.

I' 7~ ;f" It. fIJ
')f- £y;).,*{.::.
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In bright spring th balmy air stirs,
our virtuous lord honors kindliness.
Extending grace, he soothes our gentlemen,
bequeathing favor, he is constant in

his affections.
In the high hall we make merry,
seasonal delicacies, domestic and foreign,

are served.
The five flavors gather in a storm,
goblets of ale are like drifting clouds.

Or consider the third version of "Breathe Out" 1.l. ~ 1~:

74. The excursion poem or the feast on an excursion has very different
conventions, but a comparison of such poems shows that they too have con­
ventional topics and templates.

75. Lu Qinli, 380.
76. We have traces that confirm our expectations in such encyclopedia

excerpts. The Taiping yulan version of Cao Pi's "Summer Day" 1:. El-t+ (Lu Qinli,
404) has the "food couplet" but not the "music couplet." Only two couplets of
the same poem are cited in Chuxue ji, including the missing music couplet with
the food couplet.

We have every reason to suppose that the next couplet must
have been on the music.76

"Literary" poetry is created somewhere in between the com­
mon low register poetics and a range of discursive forms with
considerably more status and requiring far more rhetorical
learning and effort. This poetry was a hybrid produced for a
court that expected composition in the five syllable line (an
expectation for formal occasions that did not come back for
several centuries). Its hybridity-the bastard child of true high
register composition-may have preserved it, until it found its
moment of honor in Xiao Tong, for whom it signified an early
dignity in the composition of poetry in the five syllable line.

We wish the host an increase of years,
to last as long as Heaven.

Your Majesty will endure as long as Heaven.

't.$i£A..~-+

!4-*,Aij'1'

Finally, using resonantly archaic terms, Wang Can praises Cao
Cao in his own favorite terms, as the Duke of Zhou.

The "lord's feast" represented (as far as we know) a new
situation and a new decorum for poetry in the five syllable line.
It was obviously related to the feast song, but, by social ne­
cessity, deprived of two of its most important components: the
shortness of life and the closing "flight"-into action .or to the
world of the immortals. These poems sound very different, but
not only are there old template lines recurring everywhere, the
new patterns of topics and templates become quickly available
for reuse by other poets writing for other "lord's feasts." That is,
if there is a "new poetry" in the Jian'an, its compositional
practice quickly becomes functionally identical to the old, low
register practice: new sequences of topics and template lines
replace old ones. Not all "lord's feast" poems are the same: the
most common alternative version is the excursion,74 But the
pattern of Wang Can's version above is a repeated one. The Sui
and Tang encyclopedias often quote only passages. When we
read the "lord's feast" poem by Ruan Yu given in the Chuxue ji,
we can tell exactly the point where the compiler of the ency-

. clopedia stopped.



FIVE

Author and Speaker

(dai 1\)

!he ide~ of "authorship" was a historical formation in China, as
It was In Europe. Since it was a process of formation "au­
th~rship" can mean many things; it must, however, inv~lve a
clalm that the particular words belong to a specific person and
are not merely one possible articulation of a general truth. The
words must be presumed to have been composed with that
intentio~, to ~e.long to the person, and they must be repeatable,
usually In WrItIng. Authorship, then, is more than a name at­
tached to.a book. We can see forms of proto-authorship in the
late Warnng States theory of Confucius's composition of the
~hunqiu or philosophers who claimed possession of certain
Ideas that circulated in books to which their names were at­
tached (even if other writings became attached to the same
names).

Although one might like to claim earlier names for "au­
thorship," Sima Qian is perhaps the central figure in the for­
m~tion of."authorship" in China. For Sima Qian writing became
a lIfe proJect, to which his name was attached and based on
which his life was justified. Even if we have a sense of au­
thorship before Sima Qian, it is worth recalling how often we
~rst see these figures as "authors" in the pages of Sima Qian. It
IS clear, for example, that there was a Qu Yuan legend attached
to a co~us of poems before Sima Qian; but, for Sima Qian, Qu
Yuan eXIsts as the historical author of written texts that Sima
Qian himself read. Qu Yuan is, indeed, an excellent illustration
of the problems of early authorship, because he continued to

xi t ompo iti n I • ft r im Qian made
him liter ry "author."

"Authorship" in the sense we mean when we speak of Sima
Qian consolidated through the last century of the Western Han,
but there were other kinds of textual material. There were
persona texts, ranging from verse using the persona of Qu
Yuan to the posthumous lessons of Zhuang Zhou to the wise
things that Confucius should have said (and, on reflection,
must indeed have said). There was also much textual material
that circulated freely: stories, sayings, ideas, political positions,
popular analogies, and probably verses. Such material might
have been placed in the mouth of some early figure, but it was
not "authored."

It is, perhaps, a testimony to the cultural triumph of "au­
thorship" that, apart from bamboo slips recently excavated,
virtually all texts transmitted in the received tradition (apart
from the Classics in some sense) come to us attached to some
name (or names), even if that name is only Confucius as editor
or a Han redactor. By the time of the Eastern Han textual
authorship was fully developed in a form that is easily recog­
nizable by our contemporary standards. Certain kinds of texts,
texts with "authority," are cited with the name of the book or a
writer. There was still, however, material of lesser status that
either circulated without names or acquired names circum­
stantially. We recognize this in much anecdotal material and, I
would argue, in much verse. Archaic poetry in the four syllable
line was "serious," and authorial attributions of such poetry
from the Han on are remarkably stable. This is not necessarily
the case of poetry in the five syllable line and other meters. Cao
Zhi's collection, for example, surely contained five syllable and
irregular poems under his name at the time of its first full
compilation, soon after his death. The growth of Cao Zhi's lit­
erary collection in the centuries that followed suggests that the
authorial name served as a magnet for other texts that were
circulating without a name.

We are accustomed to thinking of "authorship" as a his­
torical fact; thus the first question we ask regarding an as­
cription of authorship is whether it is verifiable, credible, or
merely fanciful. Without in any way invalidating this important
historical question, it can be sometimes useful to think of the



1. It is conceivable that Tao Qian actually entitled some of his poems zashi,
since these are the earliest examples to appear outside the Liang anthologies.
The fact that Tao's "imitations of the old poems" and zashi occur toward the end
of his collection, as in the Wen xuan arrangement, may suggest an early
sixth-century redaction.

17

2. The "old poem" is "Nineteen Old Poems" IV; Lu Qinli, 330. The yuefu are
Junzi xing ~.:rH and Shanzai xing ~~~t; Lu Qinli, 263, 266.

3. The authenticity of a range of texts in Cao Zhi's collection has be.en rec­
ognized as a problem; however, collections of Cao Zhi's poems generally mclude
all the more or less complete works (sometimes including the fragments) under
his name and often explain them in terms of his life. See Frankel, "The Problem

of Authenticity in the Works of Cao Zhi."

Qinli till it "I W t r d My Bor "und r Cai Yong's name.(Lu
Qinli, 192), but many anthologi s have preferred to conSIder
the poem anonymous. The desire to have only one set of
anonymous lyrics for each yuefu title has probably kept Chen
Lin's name as the author for the other early version (though it is
cited as anonymously "old" in Beitang shuchao; Lu Qinli, 367).

The extant evidence suggests an early phase in the trans­
mission of poetry in which anonymous texts were gaining au­
thors. We can also see a history of values that resulted in some
authors losing their acquisitions. Cao Zhi's present literary
collection culls virtually all the verses attributed to his name in
anthologies, encyclopedias, and the Li Shan commen~ary. In
some sources, however, he is credited with one of the Nmeteen
Old Poems and two of the anonymous "old yuefu·"2 If modem
collections of poetry generally disregard these particular at­
tributions to Cao Zhi, it is not because we know one way or
another, but because anonymity is the more attractive cl~m in
these cases. At the same time all the other texts WIthout
competing claims are generally accepted as Cao Zhi~s wo.rk~.3
There is an economy of value at work in belief and disbehef 10

attributions of authorship, but there are no critical or philo­
logical criteria. Authorship, which is usually a positive value, is
an unwanted attribute for an anonymous "old poem" or yuefu·

Once we delve further into the textual tradition, we find the
same phenomenon elsewhere. The anonymous yuefu most
famously known as "Mulberries by the Path," "Moshang sang"
fEU:.#< (among other titles), was clearly well known and had a
substantial legacy of variation; it was included in both the
"Treatise on Music" of the Song shu and the Yutai xinyong.
Nevertheless, we find a version of the fIrst half, the "prelude"
(yan'ge te~), included in Fu Xuan's {41: (217-78) co~lection;
this version is so close to the standard anonymous verSIOn that
it cannot be considered an "imitation" by late third-century
standards. Many lines are exactly the same; many lines are

r• I\ut'lt rem

a ription of uthor hip s a prop rty of t xt. Thu wh n w
see a famous version of "I Watered My Horse at a Hole by the
Great Wall" ("Yin rna changcheng ku xing" 1t.~-kjPi.Jl~t) given
as anonymous "old lyrics" (guci -.!>~) in the Wen xuan and at­
tributed to Cai Yong Jj ~ in Yutai xinyong, the issue may not be
deciding if Cai Yong was indeed the author; rather, we might
ask what is at stake in these different descriptions ("Cai Yong"
or "old lyrics") appended to the title. Since ascribing authorship
had long been a positive value, the interesting phenomenon in
this case was the possibly positive value of anonymity in poetry,
which seems to have been something that happened in the late
fifth and early sixth centuries.

Titles (and hence indications of "genre") change with such
regularity in different sources that we suspect that early
manuscripts often lacked titles: a verse might be an "old poem"
or an "old yuefu" or acquire specific yuefu titles according to
the impression or conviction of some compiler. The term zashi
MHt, best translated as "unclassified poems," was probably a
Southern Dynasties way of naming poems by known authors
without titles; since such poems were often of a predictable
range of types, it eventually became a subgenre, a categorical
title assigned by poets themselves. I

In comparison to titles, ascription of authorship is relatively
stable. Even when titles vary, by and large both full texts and
passages are cited under the same authors. Although we do
have a fair number of cases where a text is cited under different
known authors, the majority of cases where there is a question
are those in which a poem is given as anonymous or with an
author. We can thus see authorship as the most stable "prop­
erty" of a text, more stable than the title or particular words and
challenged only by the cachet of anonymity.

Only in a few cases, such as the Cai Yong attribution of "I
Watered My Horse at a Hole by the Great Wall," does ascribed
authorship sometimes still win out over claims of anonymity.
Anonymity is presumed earlier (and hence more precious). Lu
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omitted, which is common; passag s ar add d, which is also
common. Seeing the text listed under Fu Xuan's name, schol­
ars read some of the variations as more "literary"; but I have
little doubt that if chance had preserved this text as anony­
mous, it would simply have been given as a variant version of
the "same" poem. 4 We should wonder how this could happen,
how such a famous anonymous poem could be casually copied
under the name of a famous mid-third-century author. Perhaps
this was the version as Fu Xuan copied it, exercising the lib­
erties that were the norm in reproducing a text like this; per­
haps he was designated the "author" in the age that was as­
signing authorship to anonymous poems. Only later in the age
of literary scholarship and fIxed texts that accompanied print
culture would the divergences of his "Prelude" be seen as an
"imitation," rather than another version of the "same."

In the same vein Cao Pi has a version of "Looking Down from
the High Terrace," Lin gao tai ~~*, the fIrst part'ofwhich is
identical to the anonymous yuefu from the Naoge, and the last
part of which is a snatch from "Prelude: 0 When," discussed
earlier. One way to understand this is the "mix and match"
quality of song traditions. But if reuse and variation is the
norm, when that process enters the age of naming authors,
versions acquire particular names.

The Wen xuan does include some texts under authors we no
longer credit, such as the poems by Lady Ban and Li Ling;
however, most of its early poetic texts have a rather high degree
of credibility. Otherwise we have some reason to be at least
slightly skeptical about attributions in other unique sources,
compiled from a diverse manuscript tradition that survived into
the late fIfth century and beyond.

•
The property of authorship is inseparable from acts of valua­
tion; valuation, in turn, gives force to judgments of authenticity,
whether the attribution of a text to a particular author is
"genuine" or "spurious." The fIeld on which the acts ofvaluation
and judgment occur is an assumed literary historical narrative.
If a work is anonymous, it can have value only by being early: it
is one thing to say that a poem is by an unknown poet in the

4. See Appendix G.

t rn H it i. quit n 1I r I' y th t it is an unknown
po t of th Jin. Th nonym u yu ifu "Dulu pian" ~~Jt1i; (Lu
Qinli, 846) would, I susp ct, have been included among the
canonical anonymous yuefu if the musical tradition had not
specifIed that it was Jin. s A poem in the Cao Zhi corpus accrues
value not only from the name but in being read in the context of
Cao Zhi's life, both its known facts and imagined circum­
stances; if we remove the authorial name, the text becomes less
interesting. The fIrst poem in Ruan Ji's "Singing of My Cares"
is, as we have seen, a brief and unsurprising treatment of the
theme of sleeplessness; attached to Ruan Ji's name and the
putative context of his historical moment, it becomes an an­
thology piece, invested with a richness of putative intentions.

We have a chronological narrative of authors and texts; to
destabilize one part threatens to destabilize the whole. The
Chinese author cannot "die," as Foucault would have it, if only
because, in the context of Chinese poetics, authorship has
become a necessary systemic function, Without the contextu­
alizing cultural narrative, replete with authors, many poetic
texts become unreadable. Such a claim, however, needs itselfto
be historicized: this was not necessarily true in all forms at all
times.

For more than a millennium the beginnings of Chinese
"classical poetry" have been fully historicized. Texts have been
assigned to anonymity or authorship, while counterclaims of
authorship or anonymity have been disputed, overlooked, or
dismissed. From the early fIfth century we can see a troubled
sense of the "difference" in sets of poems, that they are zongza,
a "mixed bag," with the admixture usually understood as in­
authentic, in the sense of later materials creeping in among
"pure" originals. In some cases, however, we fInd that the lit­
erary scholars of the turn of the sixth century were far less
certain of authorship or its absence than later scholars.

Although Yan Yanzhi thought the Li Ling corpus was a mixed
bag and Zhong Rong thought that the corpus of "old poems"
was a mixed bag, it is important to keep in mind that there was
an era and a level of manuscript preparation that compiled
these two "mixed bags" without apparent qualm. It seems likely

5. By contrast, anonymity and a Jin dating is a good thing if a verse belongs
to the lineage of short Southern yuefu.



7. The wife of Qi Liang (or Liang of Qi) was the composer of a zither song.
According to the legend accompanying the song, she drowned herself on
hearing of her husband's death. The legend has several variations.

1

h song?-
r than the wife of Qi Liang. 7
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Only the finest line separates the intuition that "it must be
none other than" from ascription of a speaker as author. Once
such an association is made and the poem is read as being by a
particular speaker, a mutually confirming circularity can be
created: one has a sense of the person through the poem, and
one understands the poem through the person. The link be­
tween the fan poem and Lady Ban (to be discussed shortly) is
just such a case; the attribution of the poem on Tiying to Ban
Gu is similar. The famous parting between Li Ling and Su Wu
was a way to ground general texts on parting in the voice of a
particular speaker. If the attribution of a series of "old poems"
to Mei Sheng never caught on, it is probably because there were
no memorable particulars in Mei Sheng's life to which to link
the poems.

By the third century we know there was a class of poems
later called daizuo 1~11', in which the author assumed the
persona of some historically known character. Ofte~ these
personae were people in the present (indeed, Lu Jl ha~ a
number of extant poems written "on behalf of" contemporanes);
sometimes the poet assumed the persona of some historical
figure. In poems explicitly designated or recognized as daizuo
the distinction between "speaker" and "author" is clearest. No
one attributes Shi Chong's poem on Wang Zhaojun to Wang
Zhaojun herself. In the context of the poetic tradition, however,
this is an unstable situation; and if authorship becomes the
least bit uncertain, the speaker tends to become identified with
the author. This seems to have been the case with the Cai Yan
poems. Despite strong indications to the contrary, many
scholars still accept the attribution. However, even if no one
believes that the speaker is actually the author, poems still
adhere to their speakers. Few scholars, I think, still believe that
Cao Zhi composed the "seven step poem," given in an anecdote
in the Shishuo xinyu; but the poem is still included in collec­
tions of Cao Zhi's poetry. Cao Zhi is the poem's speaker, and
that condition borders on authorship.

( ifI!. l.tJJJl:. dJJ
..4pHG* -

6. Although Wen xuan does include a generous selection of poems in the
four syllable line, the partial manuscript of the Wenguan cilin recovered in
Japan, with numerous poems in the four syllable line not elsewhere preserved,
suggests that poetry in the five syllable line had a survival advantage. Wenguan
cilin is a seventh-century anthology; thus we know that these poems survived
into the Tang imperial library. Without very dry climates, however, survival in
manuscript culture depends upon continuous and multiple copying.

• Auth r nd

that th po ms in th Li Lin orpu orj jna1ly h d no titl s
beyond the attribution of the corpus as a whole (with the Liang
anthologists designating some as "To Su Wu," or, ascribing a
poem attributed to Su Wu, "To Li Ling"). It was probably from
such anonymous and untitled verse collections that some texts
acquired the property of authorship, while others simply re­
mained "old," gu ?; .

Since our sources are mostly much later, it is difficult to
understand the situation of the transmission of poetry in the
five syllable line in the third and fourth centuries. There were
certainly individual literary collections with poems in the five
syllable line from the third century, famous poems that made
their way into the Wen xuan.6 What generally marks the corpus
of "floating" poetry (the "old poems," the Li Ling corpus, and the
poems that with less certainty get attached to authors' names)
is a lower register of diction. Here we must reiterate that this
gives no indication of date, since poetry in a lower register was
probably still being composed at the same time'Lu Ji was
writing five-syllable-line poetry in a very high register.

We cannot know, but we can describe a range in the relation
between author and speaker. At one extreme were highly gen­
eral, often intensely emotional poems that could be uttered in a
particular circumstance and become extremely personal. Lack
of specificity in the text had a value in inviting reuse in a wide
variety of situations. Of these, the "Nineteen Old Poems" and
some others survived as anonymous poems. Such survival was
made possible by historically locating these poems in the Han,
before the full development of poems in the five syllable line by
known authors. In this historical location they acquired value
by their anonymity.

On the next level toward authorship, there were poems of
unknown authorship that seemed appropriate for a certain
person to have uttered, a situation alluded to in the fifth of the
"Nineteen Old Poems":



Finally, th r i known author, p akin in hi own v i
about his own case. Although this situation is sometimes fili­
ated to the historical circumstantiality of the Shijing, this is, in
fact, a Han phenomenon-or, at the oldest, part of Han inter­
pretation of Chu ci. This is a privileged mode in poetry, and its
status exerted a pressure on all the other modes of composition
and utterance we have described. That is, poems are in search
of authors and particularly in search of an author who is
speaking about his own case. We find this kind of authorship in
some Jian'an poems; indeed, some poems are provided with
prefaces or long titles that make the circumstances of their
composition highly specific, in ways that can be linked to other
texts and believable biographical information. In works credibly
linked to known authors we also find the situation discussed in
the second level above: that is, we find poems that would seem
to have been appropriate to have been composed under some
particular known circumstance. Such poems are so intimately
linked to that putative circumstance that it becomes· part of the
way they are understood.

Our concern here is "authorship" as a cultural phenomenon
rather than the validity of attribution in particular cases. That
some poems acquired authors or moved between authors is
beyond question. When part of an anonymous yuefu segment
reappears in a somewhat different version as a Cao Pi poem, we
must conclude either that authorship of an anonymous verse
was assigned to Cao Pi or that a Cao Pi poem was reworked into
a yuefu and the memory of authorship was 10st.8 In either case
authorship is as unstable as the text itself, whose phrasing has
changed in the two versions and which has either been cut
down or expanded.

In almost all cases we cannot decide about authorship any
more than we can decide which was the "original" phrasing and
length.9 "Proof" begets "disproof," begetting in turn counter­
proof, with arguments only very rarely strong enough to finally
settle the case. I, too, have my convictions about particular

8. Lu Qinli, 262, 402.
9. This is, of course, the consequence of the work appearing in two inde­

pendent sources. When a work appears in only one source we have no obvious
questions to raise about text or authorship-but that is not necessarily a cause
for confidence.

Au hor

, whi 'h m yin lIy m r ; but th mor important
question is th historical pr s ur to identify the speaker as the
author and to discover a particular speaker-author behind a
normative speaker.

The second important question is the way in which prose
"contexts" are shaped by the very texts they purport to con­
textualize. This is closely related to embedding poetry in nar­
rative and anecdote, long characteristic of the Chinese tradi­
tion. To recognize that the prose "context" is shaped by the text
it contextualizes is to undercut the putative hierarchy of
authority, according to which the prose "context" is a stable
historical fact against which to read the more elusive and
interpretable literary text.

Let us return to the poem we brought up in the introduction,
the "Poem of Reproach" ~"tt (or "Song of Reproach" ~"*~t)

attributed to Lady Ban JjI~ff, a court lady of the last third of
the first century B.C.lO

tJf~~!.'Jt.-t Newly cut, fme plain silk ofQi,
.ifi~-iP;Wi~ fresh and pure as frost or snow.
il.~-@-.JitAq It was cut into an acacia-patterned fan,
[IJ [IJ 1,). aJl!l perfectly round like the bright moon.
l!: A~'I:!;fdl It goes in and out of your bosom and sleeve,
tI1;J£11tJiIAt stirring in motion, a gentle breeze comes.
'*" ~J};fk Jfi~ It ever fears that the autumn will come,
iff.l8~~ #.\. and cool gusts will eliminate blazing heat.
,,;J1i fi. 11 'f It will be cast away in the storage box,
,~tk'fi!~ grace and love broken midway.

Lady Ban was the favorite of Emperor Cheng, who later cast her
away when he became enamored of the notorious Zhao Feiyan
and her sister. The poem thus gains a special weight in the
anticipation of Lady Ban's loss offavoL The lady is of use when

10. Lu Qinli, 116; Wen xuan 27; Ytxy 1; Ywlj 41, 69; Yfsj 42. "Lady Ban" is
Ban the jieyu, jieyu being a harem title. For the Wei dating, se,e Lu Qinli, Han
Wei liuchao wenxue lunji il.idJl~"'1te;f" ed. Wu Yun ~-i;- (Xi'an: Shanxi
renmin chubanshe, 1984),22-27. We might further note that Cao Zhi does not
mention the fan when he writes on Lady Ban in the early third century, virtu­
ally unthinkable after the poem was attributed to her. Cao Zhi, "Ban jieyu zan"
#l~Ut1t, in Zhao Youwen, Cao Zhi ji jiaozhu, 86-87. Wang Shumin, Zhong
Rong, 147, tries to argue that a reference to wind in Cao Zhi's encomium
suggests the fan poem, but this is not persuasive.
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Innovation and Artifice in Early China (Stanford: Stanford University Press,

2001).
13. If we take the poem as actually about a fan, the humanization is merely

clever, as is the anonymous poem on the incense burner.
14. Lu Qinli, 274.

"Poem of Reproach" anticipates the man's desertion not simply
before the fact, but when favor is still new-for the fan is made
of silk "newly cut." The speaker attempts to forestall desertion,
to create sympathy and shame and thus to achieve the per­
manence expressed as a direct wish in "Song of White Hair."
Thus the speaker's helplessness and passivity in "Poem of
Reproach" are the counterpart of a veiled persuasive intent in

rly n i u h r : th f n own r / mp ror has the power
to put away the fan/favorite. Th poem acknowledges such
power and resists it. The cleverness of a poem composed
around the central figure of the fan is one of the things that
argue for a third-century date. Not only is the woman the fan,
the fan is figured with an "acacia" pattern, hehuan 1}.fft, which
is also the "union of lovers," a pattern of circles that suggests
union as does the roundness of the moon, to which the fan is
also c~mpared. The fan produces "breeze" or "wind," feng Jlt,
which is also the term for song and implicit criticism.

Those with royal power may treat their subjects-whether
generals, courtiers, or court ladies-as mere implements, to be
taken up and discarded according to their immediate useful­
ness. Han Xin, a famous general in the service ofLiu Bang, the
founder of the Han, was said to have commented that when the
birds are gone, the good bow is discarded. People who are
treated as mere tools by a person with power may speak back in
protest, to instill shame and gratitude for past service. The
issue is not how the court lady is like a fan, but how she is not
like a fan: the comparison creates a disjunction. 13

The invitation to read the poem in the voice of a court lady
has very much to do with the implicit differential of power. The
subservience of the speaker's position is clear when we contrast
it with the lines in "Song of White Hair" a jjj~, which convey
essentially the same sentiment: 14

I want a man with a single heart,
who will not leave me when the hair

is white.

IJJi11f - ,(> A­

S jjj .:r- ~I'l 14ft •

the emperor D Is th "h at," but h r liz th this pa sions
will eventually cool (autumn) and she may be put aside.

The historical association of the poem with Lady Ban is so
strong that, even when the particular attribution to Lady Ban is
rejected, scholars want the poem to be delivered in the voice of
Lady Ban or, at the very least, in the voice of a court lady
currently enjoying the emperor's favor. Such an interpretation
is quite plausible. Yet we should here raise an alternative pos­
sibility, if only to foreground the weight of history in the in­
terpretation of the poem. Rather than a poem comparing a
court lady to a fan, we might well have a poem actually on a fan,
implicitly compared to a court lady in the last couplet. Profes­
sional poets were indeed called upon to compose on an object
from at least the third century, a practice later prefaced as Jude
MA-lf, "composed on the assigned topic ...."11 To put it another
way, if a third-century poet had been asked to write on a cir­
cular fan, the piece above would have been appropriate.

If we bracket the obvious possibility that this IS simply a
poem on a fan, we have the three levels outlined above: (1) the
normative speaker (a favorite court lady anxious about the
continuation of imperial favor), (2) Lady Ban as a particular
example of such a speaker, and (3) Lady Ban as author. We do
not know and (barring an archeological miracle) can never
know at which level this poem was first composed. It might
even have been composed by Lady Ban-though I would be
greatly surprised if this were so. The poem's origin is ultimately
less interesting than its historical fate: as the particular court
lady anticipates loss oHavor, the poem gains favor by authorial
attribution to her particular person.

We need to be very careful about the semantic history that
links "authorship" and "authority" when working in a Chinese
context, where no such semantic link exists. 12 Power, however,

11. See the anonymous poem composed on an incense burner, discussed on
pp. 137-38. In support of this alternative hypothesis, Lady Ban's poem is
sometimes cited in early sources as "Fan Poem," "Shan shi" ~"tt, or "On a Fan,"
"Yong shan" #.~.

12. The Chinese term for an "author" is zuozhe 1t:t-, a "maker," exactly
parallel to the etymology of "poet." The question of being a "maker" in the
Chinese tradition was a very complex one; for the debates surrounding this
issue, see Michael Puett, The Ambivalence of Creation: Debates Concerning
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10 r ( u ifu i th pu lativ " n Jll I.," II v rsions
m nt f w rds for n old ong, often long for-

71\/I,Ihor ulld p 'ok -,' •

1/llli partl
I flal, r pI
nit '11.

'1'1, L u ifu wri t r puthis words in place of the old words of a
wh th r h knows those old words or not-just as the
f th persona poem puts his words in place of the un­
r n ver spoken words of some past figure. These two
f dai share a common principle: the poet does not

rily write for himself: though happy, he may feign
for the sorrow of some historical figure in the past or
ad mood of some earlier song. Feigning had not yet

II ' m the problematic inauthenticity that it was later to be­
I •illl . Y t the growing anxiety about feigning is what presses
'lie p aker to be taken as the author.

I . Ge Hong li~, Xijing zaji quanyi l1!'I:Y:#-.l(.~~(Guiyang: Guizhou renmin
I hUbanshe, 1993), 115.

Wi might consider the way in which an imputed speaker can
'olltr I the interpretation and textual evolution of a poem even
II se in which the attribution is apparently rejected. The

Jlft zaji ~:t.#~G includes an anecdote about the Western
IllIn poet Sima Xiangru; when Sima Xiangru took a woman
11m Maoling as his concubine, his wife Zhuo Wenjun com­

10 d the "Song of White Hair," "Baitou yin" a jJt~, to break off
th him. 16 Dating the Xijing zaji is a matter of perpetual con­

ti I V rsy, but at the very least we can say that this is the earliest
III I tion of this title, probably in the third or early fourth
I' n ury.

W cannot be certain if the version of "Song of White Hair"
lIown to the compiler of Xijing zaji was the same as one of the

tw urrent versions or overlapped with them, but since the
01 ning stanza of the current versions speaks of infidelity and a
II ire to break off a relationship, it seems likely that this part,

t I ast, was known. The title next appears in a note by Wang
I qian 3.1WIt in his Jilu ;ft~ from the mid-fifth century,

II I ing the first line, but without the attribution to Zhuo
W njun. Both of our current versions are given as anonymous:
i I earliest is found in the Song shu, then another version,
I' rhaps half a century later, included in the Yutai xinyong.

15. Ibid., 262.

I\uthor flIt i fJ ak r

th fa ofimperi 1 pow r. Hi no id '( t th t th ",0111. III
White Hair" is attribut d to Zh tiO W njun as sp k~' II i i111l11 I

addressing her fickle husband, ima Xian r I: lh' pOI III'

greater directness invites an attribution to a low r po it 011 II

the social order.
In yuefu it is well known that misery is coming; th n', pili I I

is a desperate and shadowed pleasure in the pr s n t. III tIII
"Poem of Reproach" there is no interval of pleasur , only 1\ II III

that the autumn will come (1. 7), a constant anxiety thai. ('1,1

to forestall the anticipated future. We might note lhllt III
seventh line of "Poem of Reproach" also occurs in th "'Alllj

Song," "Changge xing" -k~At, included in the Wen xuan., wll ,-II
also has the marks of elite composition. IS There, in plo(',. III
~~spair. at fate and the call to pleasure, we have a con hi I "I
InJunctlon to work hard in youth. The anxious and contil lIOll

anticipation of autumn seems to facilitate forms of resi I 1111'

Figural displacement and concealment are often as 0 illll',1

with women and women's motives in the elite tradition 01' w til

disempowered courtiers who figure themselves as worn n, f\
Lady Li hides her face, ruined by sickness, behind the v I

and refuses to see Han emperor Wu, our putative Lady 11111

hides her face, withered by anticipated aging, behind th nglll

of a fan-and hiding the face is, of course, another use r IIII

fan. One version of woman is as the perfectly natural bill"

who feels strongly and speaks directly. The other version, pili

t~cularly associated with court women (and with courti'l I,
hnks them to hidden motives and figural displacement. ir('('!
power lies with the figure of authority; he may keep the f n ( I

put it away. The object of such power can only respond ind
rectly, attempting to control not what the authority figure 101' I

but what he wishes to do.
Let us return to the term dai 1~: "to replace," "to put in pi \('1

of," which is the operative term in daizuo, the "persona pom,"
The woman speaks in the place of the fan; the poet speaks II

the place of the woman. The circular fan as the image of Illf

circular moon and a ground marked with circle patterns of 1/('

huan, stands "in place of" the interlocked union of lovers. '1'11(1
alternative title is "Song of Reproach" ("Yuan ge xing" m.~{-), /I

title that could be prefaced with dai, "To 'Song of Reproa'I1.'''
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Below I will translate the Song shu version, with the verses
omitted from the Yutai xinyong version in italics. Note that
there are some other differences in phrasing.

E1 AA"t Song of White Hair

Clear like snow on the mountain,
shining like the moon among clouds.
I have heard you have feelings for another
and I come to break off with you.
Our lives spent in the same city,
when have we ever met over a jug of ale?
This day we meet over a jug of ale,
tomorrow morning, by the waters of the moat.
Slowly pacing by the royal moat,
the moat's waters flow off east and west.
East of the town there is a woodsman,
west of the town there is also a woodsman.
The two woodsmen each defer to the other,
without kin, to whom can one show off?
Dreary, ah so dreary,
in marrying one does not weep.
I want someone with a faithful heart,
never separating until hair turns white.
How the bamboo pole sways!
how the fishtails swish to and fro!
When a man wants someone to love,
what use is coin and cash?
Munching, the horse chews its straw,
by the river fine gentlemen sport.
This day we have pleasure together,
may your years extend to ten thousand.

Song shu
*"*"Jd.~

~"*,,~M1l

tltIg*R'1;t
-J;t*-~Qik~
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17. This leads to the possibility that the term "old lyrics," guci *~, as used
in the Song shu, may not imply a judgment of anonymity, as it was later
understood.

18. Lu Qinli, 274; Song shu; Ytxy 1; Yfsj 41. Huang Jie, Han Wei, 48-51;
Dieny, Aux origines de la poesie classique, 155--61; Birrel, Popular Songs,
154-58.

W n t d Ii r th t th ttribu i If' m f R pr h"
to Lady Ban probably oc urr d in th mid-third ntury,
roughly the same period when the "Song of White Hair" was
attributed to Zhuo Wenjun. This invites the question why the
attribution to Lady Ban endured, while the attribution to Zhuo
Wenjun fell away (though was never quite forgotten). The most
likely answer is the primary venue of preservation. "Poem of
Reproach" is found in the Wen xuan and Yutai xinyong, but not
in the Song shu (though it was often later quoted as a yuefu).
"Song of White Hair," by contrast, seems to have come into the
"poetry" sphere from musical compilations. In citing secular
lyrics the Song shu includes only anonymous poems and poems
by Cao rulers or princes. (It does include poems commissioned
for ritual occasions by officials.) To note Zhuo Wenjun as the
author of "Song of White Hair" would have been the sole ex­
ception and therefore inappropriateP The Yutai xinyong, usu­
ally inclined to welcome any attribution to a known author,
seems to accept the authority of the Song shu in this case. Let
me fIrst quote the two versions side by side.

E1 AA"t Song of White Hairl8

'I
I
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When we h ve differ nt v rsions Iik thi ,W m y r uith r
that the Yutai xinyong represents the "original po m," with th
Song shu version arranged by musicians for performance (
?uo Maoqian conventionally does), or that the Song shu version
IS the ~ase text, with the Yutai xinyong modifying it to produce
a verslO~ _m~re acceptable as "poetry" in the sixth-century
sense (Dleny s argument). As we argued briefly in regard to
"Pr~lude: 0 When?" and elsewhere, we have many small indi­
catlOns that the latter is the case. 19 If we understand this as
Yutai xinyong reworking the Song shu version for form and
sense, the removal of the third couplet is necessary: it has no
corresponding rhyme and makes no immediate sense in the
context. The quatrain on the two woodsmen was a clear can­
didate for eXclu~ion, as were the lines on the straw-munching
horse, the sportmg gentlemen, and the singer's benediction on
the audience.

. There is, however, a more profound way in which Yutai
Xlnyong has turned a "yuefu" into a "poem." In this we can see
the shadow of Zhuo Wenjun still cast over the verse even
tho~gh it is given as anonymous. If we put the Yutai xfnyong
verSlOn out of our minds and look at the Song shu version as
~im~lyanother Yu.efu, a performance text, we would be strongly
mclmed to read It as a compound yuefu. This is essentially
what Die~1Y h~s so finely done, and my argument e;:;sentially
follows hIS WIth some small modifications. For a compound
yuefu we would take the final segment beginning with the line
"Dreary, ah so dreary" ~~Y~~. This is clearly recognizable
as one standard opening template. Segments of a compound
yuefu. are essentially autonomous, combined perhaps circum­
stantIally, perhaps by habit. If we read the final segment in­
dependently, without putting it in the context of the separation
in th~ opening, we have a poem on a woman (or possibly a man)
wantmg to get married; we may keep the closing couplets or
not.

These lines make far more sense this way than trying to rec­
oncile them with the opening scene of parting. The imagery
of fishing is a standard figure of courtship. In the aesthetics of
yuefu the quatrain on the woodsmen introduces the motif
of loneliness and possibly seeking "kin," and it punctuates the

medley of moods.
Dieny further divides the first part into the opening four lines,

on breaking a relationship, and the following six lines on a
parting-not one of the sort that occurs in breaking a rela­
tionship. His argument here is quite persuasive. Perhaps the
earliest "Song of White Hair" was only the opening four lines, a
short song like the anonymous "Song of the Harp," "Kunghou
yin" 1f f~/4-,20 or "The Fierce Tiger," "Menghu xing" ~J1tAr .21
What we see then in the Song shu version is the opening song
compounded with other short snippets. The ground of such
combination may be, as Dieny suggests, musical or the con­
ventions of performance; however, such repeated performances
create an aesthetic of words in their own right.

We do not demand unity of compound yuefu; the "Ballad of
Longxi" can cheerfully combine a scene of wandering in Heaven
with a wife receiving guests. "Song of White Hair," however, has
been more commonly read in the Yutai xinyong revision, unified
by the presumption of a single speaker breaking off with her
beloved: this is the shadow of Zhuo Wenjun in the poem. The
Yutai xinyong makes a small textual change: instead of "in
marrying one does not weep" ~~ifF:f"f, it reads: "in marrying
one should not weep" ~~:f~Ji"f. In the context of the putative
breakup ofthe couple, this suggests that she does indeed weep,
but that to weep is not right. The lines on wanting someone

n v r S I anttll'lg until hair turns white.
How the bamboo pole swaysl
how the fishtails swish to and fro!
When a man wants someone to love,
what use is coin and cash?
Munching, the horse chews its straw,
by the river fine gentlemen sport.
This day we have pleasure together,
may your years extend to ten thousand.

~jlJl '*Il~1
-t/f !f-1"f j)ll) ·Mij
,<fl. a.,1"f~h tit
~ 5l..w:. ~!l9;o
10r lfUl,.n~
i\t -!ttl .w, "l1t .J
)llJ:..~±~

q. El t!l1t*
~-+I.t?;~1!fJ

Dreary, ah so dreary,
but in marrying one does not weep.
I want someone with a faithful heart,

itit-£itit
-¢~#;r-"f

J.fIif!t-'\.>J-,..

19. In ~e presen.t case the addition of a couplet that does not rhyme makes
no sense m arrangm~ a text for musical performance; it makes sense only
through some form of Imperfect transmission, oral memory or textual.

20. Lu Qinli, 255.
21. Ibid., 287.
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n t di nt t fr m hi trial rom nce, and
in China historical roman e oft n b am history. Thus Cai Van
entered Fan Ye's History of the Latter Han (Hou Han shu), com­
piled in the mid-fifth century. And the story reappeared with
two versions of a poem, one in the five syllable line and one in a
"Chu song" meter. The differences between the two versions are
largely generic. We know that there was an "Independent Biog­
raphy of Cai Yan," "Cai Van biezhuan" J.tJ~~IJ1-t, in circulation
later; such a title strongly suggests historical romance. The
"Independent Biography" may have been Fan Ye's source, or it
may have been elaborated from Fan Ye's biography.

As speaker/author of "Poem of Reproach," Lady Ban par­
ticularizes a text that is in itself categorical; that is, the poem
could be spoken by any young woman enjoying the favor of a
man, though literary convention strongly disposes us to take
the speaker as a harem favorite. By contrast, Cai Van is clearly
the speaker of "Poem of Grief": she tells the "Cai Van story" with
its particular details. The point of greatest scholarly debate has
been whether the speaker is also the author. Although I agree
with Hans Frankel that neither of the two versions is actually
by Cai Van, this remains a point that cannot be definitively
proven.23

These two versions of "Poem of Grief" are unique as the
earliest extant long first-person narratives in verse, and they
are unique as two radically different metrical treatments of the
same material. Their uniqueness, however, is probably a
function of the venue of their survival in the Hou Han shu from
the mid-fifth century. If there were other such poems (as there
probably were), they lay outside the world of "poetry" as con­
ceived in the following century.

The history of the reception of the versions of "Poem of Grief"
should be a flag warning us of how taste and generic norms
selected and excluded materials. These poems survive only
because they were included in a standard history, and the
nearly complete silence about them in literary sources gives us
an indication of the fate of poems that were not favored. Neither
version of "Poem of Grief" is included in the Wen xuan or Yutai
xinyong, nor is Cai Van mentioned in Wenxin diaolong or Shipin.

23. Hans H. Frankel, "eai Yan and the Poems Attributed to Her," CLEAR 5
(1983): 133-56.

A man values real spirit/In a man real
spirit is valued

what use is coin and cash?

However we read this, it is a very different statement from a
"man wanting someone to love," more appropriate for a court­
ship poem.

What was apparently once a compound yuefu with disparate
segments has been turned into a persona poem unified by a
single speaking voice; even if later readers did not believe the
poem was by Zhuo Wenjun, it was in a form in which they could
see how it might have been uttered by Zhuo Wenjun.

with a "faithful h art" and growin Id with th t P r n­
perfectly straightforward in a poem on seeking a mate-take on
a new psychological depth as a failed wish, something the
speaker "had wanted."22 The fishing passage, standard in
courtship lyrics, becomes peculiar. And one line of the final
couplet is changed to the famous form in which it has been
known ever since, often understood out of context-in context
it is open to various interpretations:

•
We may turn now to a pair of long poems in which there is
no question who the speaker is, a speaker who unifies the
poem without textual modification and interpretive ingenuity.
Here the question is rather whether the speaker is indeed the
author.

Cai Van ~~J.J.i. was the daughter of the great Eastern Han in­
tellectual and literary figure Cai Yong J.t~ (A.D. 132-92). In the
wars on the disintegration of the Han, she was captured and
sent to the Xiongnu. She bore children there, then was ran­
somed by Cao Cao and returned to China; she had to leave her
children among the Xiongnu and had no immediate family sur­
viving when she returned. Cao Cao had her married, and it is
from this phase of her life that the poems are presented. The
poem does, indeed, have a core of historical truth, but it was
also a wonderful story, with immense resonance. We often

22. Not just the shadow ofZho Wenjun makes the opening speaker a woman;
the line on "having feelings for another" implies a woman speaker, as in the
nearly identical line in "There Is Someone I Love" 't i'/f.!!':: "I heard you loved
another" flII:t" 'tfe·~.
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Prom all lh world ov r r loyalist army
to unit od punish that ill-omened man.
Dong Zhuo's hordes descended on the east,
metal armor gleamed in the rays of the sun.
The people of the plains were weaker,
the troops that came were all Hu and Qiang.
They coursed the wilds, surrounded

the cities,
wherever they went, all were destroyed.
They butchered and beheaded, left not

one person behind,
corpses were propped up against one

another.
Men's heads were strung from the

horses' sides,
women and girls, brought behind the· horses .
In a long march we went west into

the Passes,
the long route was dangerous and blocked.
When I looked around, it was remote

and dark,
my liver and spleen were crushed by this.
Those captured were counted in ten

thousands,
they could not gather them all.
Sometimes flesh and blood got together,
wanting to talk, but not daring to speak.
If they were dissatisfIed in the least,
they would always say: "Slay the captives,
We should let you meet the blade,
we are not going to let you live."
We did not care about our lives anymore,
we couldn't bear their curses.
Sometimes they would flog us,
pain and misery were endured together.
At dawn we walked on, crying out and

weeping,
at night we would sit, moaning in sorrow.
If someone wanted to die, she could not

get to,
wanting to live, there was nothing she

could do.
o Heaven, what fault have I committed?­
to meet such trouble and calamity.
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Consid ring th sy vail bility f th t x in th H u Han hu
and the diligence of Qi and Liang holars in g th ring and
commenting on early poetry, this absence is significant.24 The
version in the five syllable line is cited only in the Wen xuan
commentary (once) and in Taiping yulan, but not in the Sui and
Tang encyclopedias. 25 While her story was well known and
circ~late~with the poems in the "Independent Biography," the
earlIest lIterary mention of the poems after the Hou Han shu is
a favorable comment attributed to Su Shi in Zhuzhuang shihua
¥r#Ht~.26Most later comments on Cai Yan concentrated on
the even later "Eighteen Stanzas of the Tartar Reed Flute," "Hu­
jia shibapai" t}J 'I/U +A~a, rather than on the versions of "Poem of
Grief:"27 The "Po~m of Grief" does not begin to commonly ap­
pear m antholOgIes of pre-Tang poetry until the mid-eighteenth
century, although it has now become one of the most famous of
all early poems and is included in every anthology. The two
versions of "Poem of Grief" are the most recent additions to the
canon of early classical poetry, although they are" among the
earliest to enter the textual record.

Jj.J.J.i.., .~lA.-tt eai Yan, attrib., Poem of Grief 28

In the last days of Han authority failed,
Dong Zhuo threw Heaven's norms

into turmoil.
His plans were to kill and usurp the

throne,
so fIrst he harmed all good and

worthy men.
He forced folk to move to the old

capital land,
holding the ruler to make himself strong.

4 • /luthor anri

24. The abs~n.ce of this poe.m~ in a woman's voice, from the Yutai xinyong is
particularly striking; the Yutal Xlnyong did include long poetic narrative.

25. The Cai Yan biezhuan is cited as a source for passages from the Chu
song version in Beitang shuchao 111 and Yiwen leiju 44. The relation between
~he biezhu.an and the biography that appeared in the History afthe Latter Han
is uncertain.

26. He Wen -tori:t, Zhuzhuang shihua #Jl±#i! (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju
1984),19-20. '

27. Lu Qinli, 201. The "Eighteen StarlZas of the Tartar Reed Flute" are of
uncertain date, perhaps Tang.

28. Lu Qinli, 199; Hau Han shu, 2801-3.
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Th Y nvi d h w.1 I n got to r turn,
houting in woe, their voices were

shattering.
Because of this, the horses stood

hesitating,
because of this, the carriage did not roll.
Those watching all heaved sighs,
those on the road also groaned.
Going farther on, I cut away yearning,
I went swiftly, daily getting ever farther.
On and on for three thousand leagues,
when would we ever meet again?
I brood on the sons that came from

my womb,
because of this my breast is shattered.
Arriving, I found that my family was gone,
once again I had no blood relations or

in-laws.
Cities and towns had become mountain

forests,
yard and room grew with thorns and moxa.
White bones-I didn't know whose

they were-
lay scattered around, none of them covered.
When I went out the gate, no human voices,
the wild dogs and wolves howled and barked.
In isolation I faced my solitary shadow,
distressed wailing ground down liver

and lungs.
Climbing a high place, I gazed afar,
my spirit and soul suddenly flew off.
Swiftly my life was gone,
those around me encouraged me to take

it easy.
Once again I forced myself to look and

breathe,
yet though I lived, what had I to rely on?
I entrusted my life to a new husband,
I did my utmost and exerted myself.
Carried off, I became defiled,
I was ever in fear of being cast off again.
How long does human life last?-
I will feel grief to the end of my years.
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The frontier wild ar dif~ r nt fr m hin
there is little propri ty in th ir customs.
Where I lived there was much frost and

snow,
nomad winds rose in spring and summer.
They blew my clothes flapping,
whistling, they entered my ears.
Stirred by the times, I thought on my

parents,
my sorrowful sighs never ceased.
Whenever a visitor came from the outside,
I would always be delighted to hear of it.
I would greet him and ask of the news,
but time and again he was not from

my home.
I chanced to be blessed by a wish of

the times,29
my own flesh and blood came to meet me.
I had been released myself,
but I had to abandon my children.
Natural relations are bound to a person's

heart,
I brooded on parting, never to meet again.
We would be separated forever in life

and death,
and I could not bear to take leave of them.
My son came forward and embraced

my neck
and asked: "Where are you going, mother?
People say that you have to go away,
that you certainly will never return again.
Mother has always been gentle and caring,
I wonder how you can now be so unkind.
I am not yet fully grown,
how can you not show concern for me?"
Hearing this made my organs fail within me,
I was confused and felt foolish and mad.
Weeping, I caressed him with my hand,
I was due to set out, then turned

back unsure.
There were also others of my own age
who sent me off and said their goodbyes.

~1t~ge.

>t~~7HI~

Iltk.f.fiX4
iff ro,~ in .~­

.-.ft.;JflliJllL

'lt~*-iffe.

e.1!f- mA!f.~
't.ft-t:Jt.-=t
;k£~A..'(;

t}j Jil.*-I.~

JiffJiff"k-A:f<.
:l ~IP\.-A.If­
~ati::x.-IJJ:

illtw*$
A..{~:YJf<.J£
ltf!f ~ tii~

;r-.~~i::.af

Jt.~Je.-AjJl

29. That is, she was ransomed.
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un, th fronti rlIu r d nut
horses neigh,

the lone goose returns, its voice
goes yingying.

The musicians rise, they pluck zithers
and zheng,

the notes blend in harmony, mournful
and clear.

The heart produces longing, the breast
swells with wrath,

I want to give it vent, but I fear they will
be alarmed,

so I hold back mournful sobs, tears soak
my neck.

My family came to get me, I was to return
to my home,

on the verge of the long journey I abandoned
those I had born.

My son called to his mother, he wept so
he could not speak,

I covered my ears, I could not bear to listen.
He came after me holding on, he rushed

on lonely,
All at once I set off again, to the ruin of

my dignity. 3D

Looking back at him would break a
person's heart,

heart's utmost misery, to the point of death.

30. ~A1iJfj should mean "ruins my looks," but since earlier (1. 11) the co~­

pound in inverse form clearly means "having no face [sense of shame] left, It
seems best to take it that way here.

31. Lu Qinli, 347.

·~·l!t~~\.ft-ft!t

Even if we do not identify Cai Yan as speaker of the "Poem of
Grief" with the author, the versions of the poem still seem to
come from a relatively early period. The version in the five
syllable line can be dated from the first phrase, "In the last dc:ys
of Han," Han ji i~*, indicating that the Han has ended, which
in turn places it after the death of Cao Cao. It begins ';ith a
verse epitome of the civil war between Dong Zhuo and hiS ad­
versaries which finds close parallels in some of Cao Cao's

, all' " ".t 1li" 31yuefu, such as the opening of "Dew on the Sc lOns ~~:

.f\.J:t..lf~\.;r-,~It
i!.#.f<.~\.;t**

l1utho and I raA r •ak r• Author and

~~Jjt, .!t·t~1,~ Cai Van, ttrib., P m f ri f

·~Aht~\.iti!!:.~. Alas for my ill fate, born in a tim
of troubles,

my kindred were wiped out, of my
family I was alone.

I was seized and taken out through
the Western Passes,

I went through hardship and peril to go
to the Qiang and Man.

Mountain valleys remote, the journey
stretched on and on,

I looked back east with longing, but only
could sadly sigh.

In darkness one should sleep, but I could
get no rest;

in hunger one should eat, but I could
not dine.

Ever shedding tears, eye sockets never dry,
feeble in my resolve, I thought dying

was too hard,
though I got by with my life, I was left

without honor.
That place is far from the sun,
Yin vapors congeal, snow falls in summer.
The desert is blocked off, darkened by

the dust,
there are plants and trees, they do not

bloom in spring.
The people are like beasts, they feed on

stinking meat,
their language goes douli, their appearance

is yaoting[?).
The year comes to its end, the seasons

move ahead,
the nights grow long, I am locked behind

barred doors,
I cannot get to sleep, I rise and pace

restlessly.
I go in the Tartar's great hall, I look out

on the broad courtyard,
black clouds merge, hiding the moon

and stars,
the north wind is harsh, severe and chill.

't 5ii. if. ~\.1\'<r- .ft;
;if ;t ;h\.~ftn
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I was born f hin s family,
to b sent to th amp of the Shanyu.
Before I had finished taking my leave,
the vanguard had already raised

their flags.
The driver's tears were streaming,
the horses on the shaft called out sadly

for me.

My family came to get me, I was to return
to my home,

on the verge of the long journey I abandoned
those I had born.

My son called to his mother, he wept so
he could not speak,

I covered my ears, I could not bear to listen.
He came after me holding on, he rushed

on lonely,

it. .f;tp i,j!. iiL i4fi
tt·~~,~·,~

;f~*-i~~-t

~l!-i! '/L 1'" lJi
~~~&.~

iPf~e.4it~

.A~.JF~'\.:f ,~lt
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The smoothness of the style and the figures of "sympathy" mark
a very different era in poetry in the five syllable line.

The "Chu song" version is generally considered inferior (and
thus its authenticity is suspect). The "Chu song" style was
commonly used in embedded verse within narrative, thou.gh
usually for a shorter lyric outburst. Here, used as ~ narra~lve

meter, it suffers in comparison with the five syllable hne verSiOn
both by its tendency to elaborate moments of greatest pathos
and by the inherent limitations of the form, with its three syl­
lable hemistich each hemistich being a single predicate. We, .
can see clearly that it was composed at a time when the tOplCS
and templates of five-syllable-line poetry were already well es­
tablished. The three syllable hemistich could easily be filled
with the second part of a five syllable line. Thus when "the
nights grow long" 1t1~-k,we can anticipate the line that follows:
she "cannot get to sleep" ~fig.:JOC and "rises and paces restlessly"

~4*.
The "Chu song" version is not without its fine points, .espe-

cially the scene in which Cai Yan stares out of the ~alace m.the
dark with black clouds covering the stars, the wmd howling,
hors~s whinnying, and the reed flutes moaning. The cUI~i­
nating moment is her parting from her children, after whlch
this version breaks off.

• J\uth r and 'Po Ie r4

In th tw nti th g n ration of th H n,
those trusted with power were truly

not good.
Bathed monkeys in caps and sashes,
short on sense and strong on plots.

East of the passes were loyalist troops,
an army raised to quell a host of monsters.

From all the world over rose a loyalist army,
to unite and punish that ill-ornened man.

In the middle of its generations the Way
of the House of Han diminished,

Dong Zhuo took advantage of decline to
foment turmoil.

He usurped the ruler's place, terrorized the
commons, and took all authority to himself,

The officials quaked in fear and none
thwarted him,

the peasants were miserable and felt grief.

tft il=--t i!
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32. Ibid.
33. Ibid., 197.
34. Ibid., 176.
35. Ibid., 643.

In contrast to the "last days of the Han," we see here how a poet
refers to the Han when the Han is still alive, albeit in its death
throes. Likewise we read in Cao Cao's "The Land of the Dead"
~jUt:32

This can be compared to Cai Yan's:

i$:1*J~~t;j;

~#"tt::r-*

This same bare narrative style, an epitome of history, can be
seen in some verses in a six syllable line attributed to Kong
Rong :JLHtk in the Guwen yuan:33

Such bare versification of narrative can also be seen in the
inscription on the Fei Feng stele.34

Such a bare narrative style disappears from elite poetry by
the end of the third century. We may contrast the opening of
the "Poem of Grief" above with the opening of an admitted
persona poem (daizuo) by Shi Chong ~* (249-300) on Wang
Zhaojun, leaving the court to be married to the Xiongnu ruler:35
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At some point prior to the early fifth century a corpus of poems
on parting and separation became associated with the failed
Western Han general Li Ling 4- Ft, who surrendered to the
Xiongnu and lived out much of his life among them. The fa­
mous scene of his meeting with and parting from the Han envoy

Wh n rri. d off to ntraJ Ai, tr v lin wa hard, nd w get
variation on a standard lin in "th long route was dangerous

and blocked" ~ ~ Ilk lL fll. (cf. iJt~ I~ lL -k in the first of the
"Nineteen Old Poems"). When leaving her children behind, we
have the common "old poem" theme of separation from kin: the
first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" measures that interval
somewhat hyperbolically as "more than ten thousand leagues
apart" :f1'l"*~#Jr.; Cai Yan goes "on and on for three thousand
leagues" 1~ 1~"::"1- Jr. (cf. the Fei Feng stele: :fl'l"*"::"1- Jr. "three
thousand leagues apart"). The first of the "Nineteen Old Poems"
notes the increasing distance, "daily ever farther apart" :fl'l"* El
e.it; Cai Yan repeats the sentiment in a higher register, "I went
swiftly, daily getting ever further" i~AiE El if!Jt&. The first of the
"Nineteen Old Poems" asks if the pair will meet again (-t-di1~

or~); Cai Yan has simply "when would we ever meet again" 10r
at1t3t -t-.

Beyond the general case of separation from kin, abandoning
one's own child had a special resonance, how the historical
turmoil of the disintegration of the Han could disrupt even the
firmest family bonds. This was, of course, also the focus of
attention in Wang Can's first "Sevenfold Sorrows" -t-;R"tt, in
which a mother, fleeing from Chang'an, abandons her baby.
Both poems also have that other marker of broken families, the
white bones left unburied.

In the end the reason why the two versions of "Poem of Grief"
were so thoroughly excluded from the domain of poetry for
so long remains a mystery. Although we do have the much
longer "Old Poem: On Behalf of the Wife of Jiao Zhongqing"
t!;"tt~~,1'!'~~1t included in Yutai xinyong (very dubiously at­
tributed to the Jian'an, and certainly Southern Dynasties in its
current form), that poem too went largely unnoticed until much
later ages. Perhaps it was simply a prejudice against long
narrative poems, which seem to have been a continuous
popular tradition.

•

All at on e I s l ff in, lo th ruin f
my dignity.

Looking back at him would break a
person's heart,

heart's utmost misery, to the point of death.

I had been released myself,
but I had to abandon my children.
Natural relations are bound to a

person's heart,
I brooded on parting, never to meet again.
We would be separated forever in life

and death,
and I could not bear to take leave of them.
My son came forward and embraced

my neck
and asked: "Where are you going, mother?
People say that you have to go away,
that you certainly will never return again.
Mother has always been gentle and caring,
I wonder how you can now be so unkind.
I am not yet fully grown,
how can you not show concern for me?"
Hearing this made my organs fail within me,
I was confused and felt foolish and mad.
Weeping, I caressed him with my hand,
I was due to set out, then turned back

unsure.

Here the five-syllable-line version shows its strength as a form
with a capacity for narrative. The son here does not simply caJl
out and weep as in the "Chu song" version: he addresses hi
mother.
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The speaker in the "Chu song" version simply knows not to
look back; here she is torn and hesitates. The five-syllable-line
version also includes parting from the other, less lucky captives
and her return to find only ruin and the rest of her family dead.
We also learn of her remarriage and her anxiety that she will be
cast off because of her "defilement." The poem comes to a finale
with the "old poem" convention "How long does human life
last?" and the concluding statement of sorrow.

Elements of the "old poem" repertoire occur throughout,
both on a straightforward level and in a relatively high register.
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We hold hands stepping onto the River
bridge,

where will the traveler go at dusk?
We hesitate here by the path side,
with sad looks, we cannot take our

leaves.
The traveler cannot linger long,
we each say that we will always think of

each other.

When Li Ling surrendered to the North,
his reputation was shamed, his person felt

the injustice.
He drew his sword and struck a column,
lamenting his shadow, shamed before

his soul.
His feelings went to Shangjun [Han frontier

commandery);
his heart lingered at Wild Goose Gate.
He tore silk and tied a letter [to a wild

goose],
vowing to return the grace shown him by

the Han.
The dawn dew suddenly came;
they [Li Ling and Su Wu) clasped hands,

what more was there to say?

/\'uth ,. and p ak r •

~tA.~7-.. flf
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Jiang Van also included a Li Ling imitation on his "Various
Forms," a set of imitations of earlier poetic style composed in
the late fIfth century. Despite the uniqueness of the situation
(no less than eai Yan parting from her children born among the
Xiongnu), it could frame a normative parting poem and make
that parting the normative type for all partings.

:f.ftj.ij.~ Li LingjSu Wu, attrib.4o

39. Wenxuan 16.
40. Lu Qinli, 337; Wen xuan 29 (as Su Wu); Ywlj 29; Cxj 18.

-it ji'l• U­
~tJJIi~

nd it is int r tin to n t th t th W n xu,an did not include
th se when it mad its sele tion (they have been preserved
primarily in the Guwen yuan).

In Jiang Van's "Poetic Exposition on Hard Feelings" ·t~J!;i\, we
have a scene of Li Ling and his parting from Su WU:39

~jJ1t;i.~

:t&-ff.iJ't

Auth r nd44

36. Han shu, 2464-65.
37. Wen xuan 41. As Suzuki points out (Kan Gi, 329), the material in the

letters overlaps with the poems, a phenomenon we will also see in the Qin Jia
poems and letter.

38. As Lu Qinli (336-37) points out, in the Liang some of the poems in the
corpus came to be attributed to Su Wu. See also Lu Qinli, Han Wei, 5-8.

Su Wu ,U j~ is giv n in th Han hu nd air dy how th th
historical event, whatever its basis, had b n romanti iz d. 3h

This was a topic that invited persona composition, as can b
seen in the song in the biography and in the famous letters, or
uncertain date, supposedly exchanged between the two men.' 7

A Li Ling collection in two scrolls survived in the Sui shu "Bib­
liography."

Van Yanzhi AJi~z (384-456) already doubted the authen­
ticity of the collection, calling it a "mixed bag" and suspecting
"false attribution." He did not, however, necessarily reject all
the poems ("not all were composed by Ling" -1F.F.t~). In th
crucial period from the late fIfth century through the fIrst four
decades of the sixth century Li Ling's authorship came to be
generally accepted, and he was often treated as the fIrst "au­
thor" of poetry in the fIve syllable line. (Mei Sheng, to whom
some of the "old poems" were attributed, was earlier, but he
was not made the fIrst "author" in accounts of the form.)

At some point the absurdity of linking two scro"ns of poems
by one person to a single occasion must have become apparent.
There in the land of the Xiongnu Li Ling is extemporizing one
poem after another to Su Wu, who must, at some point, have
grown impatient in his double role as recipient and probable
scribe. The peculiarity of such a situation would have been
increased, if one considers that, according to Zhong Rong,
these were the fIrst poems in the fIve syllable line. The ab­
surdity of the situation was mitigated somewhat by transferring
some of the poem to Su Wu, addressing Li Ling. 38

Apart from the situation of parting there is nothing in these
poems to link them specifIcally to the story of Li Ling and Su
Wu; at the same time there is nothing to forbid linking them
with the historical occasion (if one of the most famous is in the
voice of a woman about to part from her husband setting off to
the wars, it could be read as fIgurative). The collection also con­
tained poems of separation as well as the moment of parting,
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v n m r so w • lr s wh bran h s
hav grown t th r-

you and 1 share the same body.
Before we were the mandarin duck

and drake,
now we will be like the stars Shen

and Chen.44

Before we were always close to each other,
[now) as remote as Turkestan and Qin.
Thinking on how we would have to separate, .
our feelings of affection were daily renewed.
"The deer cry out," thinking of the plants

of the moor-45

this can serve as a figure for a fine guest.
I have a goblet of ale,
I want to give it to the one going far.
I would have you stay and pour
to console our lifetime of closeness.46

44. Shen is a star that appears in the west, while Chen appears in the east;
taken together they are common figures for the greatest degree of separation.

45. Shi 161.
46. Xu ,ft is a common variant for !tl.

or lo';.( utJ101;

~~-.J!i
~lo';.(~itA.

!Ji-r'fR~~

ltlJ!l:.if.1.lfl

Although the first part of the poem concerns distinctions of
relationships, the relationship between the speaker and the
person addressed here is not quite clear. The relation between
friends becomes as strong as ties of blood, and, citing the
Analects, becomes a relation between brothers. But if we
thought the speaker was referring to his relationship to the
person leaving, we soon realize in line 4 that this is a consola­
tion for the traveler: wherever he goes, he will fmd such
"brothers." Although Xiao Tong places this poem in the mouth
of Su Wu, it is, in fact, Su Wu who is leaving, while Li Ling is
staying. (The Tang Wuchen :E...1f commentator Zhan Xian ,.Uit
solves this by having Su Wu parting from his brothers.)

Next we have the highly rhetorical kuang ;)(., "even more,"
which is used in another poem in the Li Ling corpus but not
generally in low register poetry. The kuang gestures to argu­
ment, and we read this as: you will find "brothers" wherever
you go, and even more so am I your "brother," not of the
"branch and leaf" type, but like two different trees whose
branches grow together. "Sharing the same body" seems to be

~.:r~-A­

*$J:t~~

{f:t 'f ~Q if(

i1!*t}j~*

fft:t:'tifEi41t
.~tt Ello';.(3Jf
Itt"1;.~ Jt Jjt

How do w len w w ar n t tile 'un
and moon,

having our own phas s of halved and full? 4 I

Strive hard to reverence your noble virtue­
we will meet again when our hair is white.

4-ft/~j\ Li Ling/Su Wu, attrib.42

Flesh and blood are connected as branches
and leaves,

those who form ties also depend on
one another.

Since all in the sea-girt world are brothers,43
who is a traveler on the road?

5t;l~~Bt

*f1'*aJH~

*1tlo';.(~J!Jl

41. Though the poem refers to "sun and moon," obviously the moon alone iR
intended; the half-moon is separation, and the full moon, union.

42. Lu Qinli, 338; Wen xuan 29 (as Su Wu); Ywlj 29 (as Su Wu).
43. Paraphrasing a famous passage from Analects XI1.4.

Although the Xiongnu were not well known as bridge builders,
the "River bridge" came to represent the parting of Li Ling and
Su Wu; there are no other limiting specifics in this or any other
poems in the corpus to situate this poem historically, geo­
graphically, or personally. The particularity of the putative
speaker and author here can be assumed, but it quickly dis­
solves into a normative grammar of any parting: we are here,
but it is hard to part; the traveler must go, but we will always
think of each other, and someday we may meet again. The
clearest variable comes in the parting injunction: "Strive hard
to reverence your noble virtue." This is not one of those Chinese
lines that translate happily. "Be good!" is too short to fill a line
and rather comic in poetry, but it carries, however ineptly, the
social sense of the line. The poem is remembered and has a
beauty, but it is the beauty of "auld lang syne," framed by a
historical narrative.

If the poem above could have reasonably been imputed to the
occasion of Li Ling's parting from Su Wu, some of the other
poems in the corpus, while among the finest of early parting
poems, do not quite fit, nor are they easily susceptible to a
figurative reading. This suggests that a critic like Zhong Rong
or a critical anthologist like Xiao Tong did not compare the
details of the poem too strongly against the imputed circum­
stance:

11!1ilj,~t.>t~

1It~~t1~A
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arryin thi pp r ntly mal -m I ~ r lation hip bit £ r, but
when we come to the figure of th mandarin ducks, we have a
standard figure for man and wife-and we are no longer sure if
this is a wife addressing a departing husband or two friends
who are like "man and wife." We suspect, as seems to have been
the case with the "old poems," a user could interpret the poems
as he pleased and hear the parts he chose to hear.

In the context of the parting between Li Ling and Su Wu, the
cliche "as far apart as Turkestan and Qin" becomes quite literal
and no longer deserving the "as," ruo %,. The parting in this
poem is one between people who have been together a very long
time, which also does not fit the Su Wu and Li Ling case. The
speaker then gestures to the Shi "The deer cry out," the stan­
dard poem for welcoming guests to a party, offering the stan­
dard interpretation in a form that sounds like he is repeating
what he learned in school. Again, the speaker is taking only the
part he wants (duanzhang quyi ar ...~ .. ), a reference to a
"guest," which is not entirely appropriate for a pair who "share
the same body." At last we have the speaker urging the traveler
to drink and stay a bit longer.

Although this famous poem is memorable in its pieces, it
cannot bear the scrutiny that its gestures to rhetorical argu­
ment invite. It is read vaguely, against a general idea of parting
and the parting feast, historically instantiated in the parting of
Li Ling and Su Wu. In contrast to the generality of the first
poem we cited, this poem works by multiple specificities,
vaguely pointing in different directions. '

an Gu's "P m n Hi ry" in wh t h s as a troubling gap
b tw n Lady Ban and th Jian'an; in the main body of the
work, however, he apparently includes Qin Jia and Xu Shu in
his middle category. We s'ay "apparently" because Zhong Rong's
comments are ambiguous and may refer only to Xu Shu. 47

Zhong Rong's comments are as follows:

*••~~.,~#••. ~~A£~~,~~.~,~.A4~.•*a~~
'It, 1Z.~ rIJ Jf.J ~.

When there is something that causes pain in relations between a man
and wife, the texts composed are also sad and filled with reproach.
Only a few have written in the five syllable line in the Han, and two of
these are women. Xu Shu's composition on parting is inferior to the
poem on the round fan [Lady Ban's poem].

An innocent reading of Zhong Rong's comment strongly sug­
gests that he is writing only about Xu Shu. However, three of
the four Yutai xinyong poems under Qin Jia's name are in the
five syllable line and are far more attractive than Xu Shu's
poem, essentially a poem in the four syllable line with a xi "'?'"
placed in the third position of every line. Thus readers have
been very much disposed to understand Zhong Rong's com­
ments as referring to Qin Jia and his wife.

In fact, the Sui shu "Bibliography" mentions a short collec­
tion only under Xu Shu's name.48 It might indeed seem that
Zhong Rong included this peculiar variant of a four syllable line
in order to fill in his lacuna of Han writers in the five syllable
line.

47. In the current version the heading reads: i~.l.iht-,t,,t,.t-.fflt)illl"t+,which by
the doubling of the "Jia" .Ji, makes reference to both Qin Jia and his wife. If,
however, there is only one "Jia," the entry would refer just as unambiguously
only to Xu Shu. Doubling a character is one of the easiest changes to make in a
text, and I suspect this was done for "clarity" once the Qin Jia poems were in
circulation.

48. Sui shu, 1059.
49. Lu Qinli, 188; Ytxy 1.

•
As we saw in the first chapter, the old attributions of parting
poems to Li Ling and "Poem of Reproach" to Lady Ban left large
lacunae in the history of poetry in the five syllable line before
the Jian'an Reign. These lacunae troubled several critics
writing accounts of poetry in the form. Lacunae can be pro­
ductive: in the early sixth century poems began to emerge to fill
the void. We have some reason to be skeptical of the attribu­
tions of poems to the Eastern Han, most of which come from
Yutai xinyong, an anthology of dubious fidelity to its sources.

Yutai xinyong anthologized four poems by one Qin Jia *"-!­
(fl. 147) and a piece by his wife Xu Shu responding to him.
Zhong Rong's preface to the Gradations ofPoetry mentions only

~ff~'"~<}

~*~'"*-Nf
iJi.;.t~'"~r,
J!*~'"~.l

.ilk, ~ • .,t'tt Xu Shu, Answering Qin Jia49

My person is not good,
encumbered by sickness, I have gone home.
I lie bedridden in my family's gates,
with passing time I do not mend.
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50. Van Kejun, Quan Hou Han wen 66.2b-3a, 96.8b-lOa.

We cannot know when this poem was composed-it might even
be from the Eastern Han. We can, however, be reasonably
certain that this is the poem that Zhong Rong had in mind in
the entry in Gradations ofPoetry. From the entry it also seems
that Zhong Rong did not know of the Qin Jia poems; indeed
they may not have been composed yet.

Here we should note a series of letters supposedly exchanged
between Qin Jia and Xu Shu, preserved through quotation in
anthology sources and in a Dunhuang manuscript.50 These
probably made up the bulk of the single scroll attributed to Xu
Shu in the "Bibliography" of the Sui shu (the Xu Shu letters are
clearly the centerpiece; the Qin Jia letters are rudimentary).
Like the famous Li Ling letter included in the Wen xuan, these
are certainly persona compositions. Here, as with Li Ling and
Su Wu, we have a parting scene, supplied with letters and
poem(s). Unlike the case of Li Ling, however, we have no early
historical source for the story. Qin Jia is not mentioned in the
Hou Han shu, and it is hard to imagine why Fan Ye would have
left him and Xu Shu unmentioned if their collected corre­
spondence and poems had been in wide circulation in the

51. Fan Ye was particularly fond of such occasions of pathos.
52. Lu Qinli, 860; Ytxy 3; Yfsj 76. One hesitates at wholesale suspicion of

Yutai xinyong attributions unattested elsewhere, but the production of persona
poems that passed from persona to authorship is precisely the question we are
considering.

53. With the attribution of some of the poems of the Li Ling corpus to Su Wu,
we might note the interest in constructing poem·exchanges.

54. Lu Qinli, 186; Ytxy 1.

Human life may be likened to morning dew,
our dwelling in the world is full of adversity.
Grief and trouble always come too soon,
joyous meetings are always terribly late.

A.!t ¥- ·MIt­
)ldt} 4!.~

1:1R'f-!f-R.
fikt-'f-*I!t

mid-fifth ntury. I Th l~tt rs -1' m ntion d in the first two
"Lover's Union" "H huan shi" ~{fLt, attributed to Yang Fang i~

-}j in the early Eastern Jin; but these are also Yutai xinyong
poems. 52 When Jiang Yan wrote his series of imitations in the
last part of the fifth century, he imitated neither Qin Jia nor Xu
Shu; we can understand why he would not have imitated the
Xu Shu poem, since it is not true five-syllable-line poetry; but
he certainly would have imitated the Qin Jia poems if he had

.known of them. Thus we can suspect that the core of this
material was produced no earlier than the second half of the
fifth century and the Qin Jia poems, perhaps nO earlier than
the early Liang.

If the poem attributed to Xu Shu above was the one known to
Zhong Rong, we can ascertain several things. By the early sixth
century it was known that Qin Jia served as a local "deputy to
the capital" and that his wife was sick in her natal home and
did not have the chance to see him off: these are things that can
be known from Xu Shu's letters and her poem. Xu Shu's piece
was an answering poem. What was needed were poems to
which Xu Shu's poem was the answer.53 These were apparently
discovered or supplied by the first part of the sixth cen­
tury-significantly increasing the number of Eastern Han
poems in the five syllable line.

*",t, lltif-tt"="ll Qin Jia, fl. 147, attrib., To His Wife (three poems)54

Jia served as commandery deputy to the capital. His wife Xu Shu had
returned to her home with a debilitating illness and he could not have
a face-to-face parting with her. He sent her these poems.

HelpIess, I hav to giv up serving and
seeing you,

in affection and respect I have missed
the mark.

You now have received a command
and go afar to the capital.
Long will be our separation,
I have no means to give account of

my feelings.
I gaze afar, leaping with joy,
I stand long, faltering.
Longing for you, responses take shape

within,
in dream I envisage the glow of your face.
You set forth, faring on,
leaving me farther away each day.
I feel bad that I do not have wings
to fly high and go after you.
I chant long and give drawn-out sighs,
tears fall and soak my clothes.

'" !J!."';'-~ Ilf
~1t-"';'-~I~
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III

Th a upun lUI" n dl and m di ines
may b oft n ppli d,

but sorrowful thoughts are hard to count.
The true gentleman is stalwart to the end,
can our love not continue?

Swiftly the groom fares onward,
tinkling the harmonious yoke bells resound.
In the clear dawn I must set off,
I tighten the sash and await the cockcrow.
Looking back into the empty chamber,
I vaguely envision your form.
Once parted, I feel thousands of piques,
rising and sitting, I am made uneasy by this.
How can I give an account of my heart?
I send my longing and express my sincerity.
The precious hair clasp gleams well on

the head,
the polished mirror can reflect the form.
Sweet scents get rid of foul odors,
the plain qin has a delicate tone.
The speaker in the Poems was stirred by

the quince;
he wanted to respond with jade and

qiong gems. 57

I am ashamed at the generosity of the
other's gift,

and am embarrassed at the triviality of
these things I send.

Though I know they are inadequate
to repay,

they are valuable in expressing my feelings.

57. These and the lines that follow refer to "Quince" ;f.~ in the Shijing.

From the first poem we know that at least one of Xu Shu's
letters already existed when this poem was composed. The
more interesting question is whether the second of the Qin Jia
letters to Xu Shu had already been written and was included in
the collection; if that letter was part of the collection, then the
poet here is simply versifying part of it in the third poem.

Il}j~-;;Y~~
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I brood on how I h d to a pt tim Iy servi ,
and daily I grew farther from you.
I sent a carriage to bring you back;
it went off empty, and empty it returned.
When I read your letter, my heart felt sore,
facing my food I could not eat.
I sat alone in the empty room,
with no one else to encourage me.
The whole night long I could not sleep,
I tossed and turned alone on my pillow.
Grief comes like following a ring-
[my heart) "not being a mat, it cannot be

rolled up."55

II

August spirits have no favoritism:
doing good, one receives Heaven's

recompense.
But I am pained that I and you personally,
from youth have suffered solitude.
Since we were able to form the Great

Bond,56
pleasure and joy has been woefully

inadequate.
I brood on our being parted by great

distance,
I yearn to give account of the secrets of

the heart.
The river is broad, no boat or bridge,

. the way is short, but we are separated by
hill and highland.

Setting out on the road, I felt despair;
in mid-course, I hesitated.
Drifting clouds rise from the high

mountains,
gloomy winds stir the deep valleys.
The good horse does not turn back with

its saddle,
the light carriage does turn its wheels

around.

;orIi.f.H(E
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55. A line from "Cypress Boat" #If.t in the Shijing.
56. That is, marriage.
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f~ n nd pI d und r rr it puni hm nt. On bing
rr st d, h omplained to hi d u ht rs that he had no son to
om to his aid. His youngest daughter, Tiying, followed him

to the capital and sent a letter to the emperor, offering herselfto
die in her father's place. On reading the letter, Wendi was
moved and ordered Chunyu Vi's release.

#ll!l, #.:It Ban Gu, On History58

The three kings' virtue grew increasingly
thin,

only then were flesh-cutting punishments
used.

The Director of Granaries was charged
with a crime

and was arrested in Chang'an.
He was bitter that he had no sons of

his own,
in his urgent distress he felt helpless

and alone.
His youngest daughter was pained by

her father's words,
those who die cannot be brought back

to life.
She went to the palace gates to present a

letter to the throne,
thinking of antiquity, she sang "Cockcrow."59
Her anxious heart was breaking,
and she raised the stirring sounds of the

"Dawnwind Hawk."60

Emperor Wen of the Sagely Han
felt pity, stirred by her intense feeling.
A hundred male children would be in such

a muddle,
no match for a single Tiying.

58. Lu Qinli, 170. See Holzman, "Les premiers vers pentasyllabiques dates
dans la poesie chinoise," 88-92.

59. "Cockcrow" $ft~t] in the Shi makes reference to the "blueflies," figures for
slanderers who present virtue as wrong. The implication is that her father has
been falsely slandered.

60. "Dawnwind Hawk" ..l.Jit in the Shijing in the Mao version. "Dawnwind
Hawk" is taken as criticizing Duke Kang of Qin for rejecting virtuous ministers;
the "Three Schools" seem to be in basic agreement.

;f,ti!k~.J1}i.
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•
We have seen both poems composed for the particular cir­
cumstances of a particular speaker and the imputation of a
speaker-author as a way to read less specific poems. We might
now take up a case in which the imputation of authorship lends
a level of depth to the reading of a poem, though the author is
not the "speaker" in the sense of the preceding poems.

We know that sometime after the publication of the Song shu
in 488 Lu Jue Fink (472-99) took issue with Shen Vue's account
of the history of euphony in poetry; and in the course of his
argument he mentioned a "poem on history," yong shi #!t,
attributed to Ban Gu #I 00 (A.D. 32-92). Ban Gu is placed in the
lowest category of Zhong Rong's Gradations of Poetry on the
basis of this poem, which Zh~ngRong characterizes as "having
lines that stirred [his?] sighs" If ~J.k.z1~. Although there are
fragments from other poems that sound like "poems on history"
in Beitang shuchao and Taiping yulan, the only complete "poem
on history" is found in Li Shan's commentary to the Wen xuan
and Zhang Shoujie's ~~ all Shiji zhengyi!t1c.iEA., also from the
Tang. The exclusion of this poem from the Liang anthologies
and Sui and Tang encyclopedias, despite its early date and the
eminence of its imputed author, is striking.

The poem retells the story of Tiying #t-f, the daughter of
Chunyu Vi, the Director of the Imperial Granaries in Qi. In the
reign of Han Wendi, Chunyu Yi was charged with a serious

Here we hav ni as of u hor nd p r on ,on that
would slide over into forgery only through an int ntion to de­
ceive. The Chinese term, however, was bU;ffl], "to fill in a gap"-a
gap both in the poems that inspired Xu Shu's answer and more
generally in absent Eastern Han poems in the five syllable line.
This seems to have been an ongoing process: Yutai xinyong
includes another poem to Xu Shu, this one in a four syllable
line; in other sources we have two short poems on a wedding in
the four syllable line and some other fragments. We cannot tell
if these were composed in the persona of Qin Jia or were at­
tributed to him as the "name" under which to place poems on
marriage. As the literary scholars of the Qi and Liang organized
the textual remains of early poetry and gave an account of it,
they probably repaired much that seemed to their eyes imper­
fect and filled in more than a few gaps.
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A sparrow went looking for food,
it mistakenly entered the fine-meshed net.
By the grace of a kindly gentleman,
it got away and went back home.

H V you n t n th parrow in
the hedg 7-

it saw the sparrow hawk and threw
itself in the mesh.

The fowler was delighted getting
the sparrow,

but the young man saw the sparrow
and felt sad.

He drew his sword and swept it through
the net of mesh,

and the brown sparrow got to go flying off.
It flew and flew until it brushed the

gray sky,
then came down and thanked the

youngman.
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62. Chen Liangyun, Jiaoshi Yilin, 248.

I do not want to dispute the attribution to Cao Zhi of this now
famous poem; nevertheless, we should point out that the ear­
liest primary source of the poem is the Yuefu shiji (another
poem to the same yuefu title is given in Song shu). This yuefu is
included in the current version of Cao Zhi's "Collected Works"
but the "Collected Works" were recompiled entirely from ~­
thology sources and citations; thus this poem was almost
certainly taken from Yuefu shiji. This poem was not antholo­
gized earlier or quoted in any of the Tang encyclopedias or Li
Shan's commentary. Perhaps Guo Maoqian found it in an old
edition of Cao Zhi's "Collected Works"; we do not know where
he discovered it. Not to put too much of a point on it, Cao Zhi
died in 232, and this poem did not surface until the turn of the
twelfth century. The earlier existence of most Cao Zhi poems
appearing fully for the first time in Yuefu shiji is confirmed by
prior citations and references; that is not the case here.

The theme was an old one: we find it in the Jiaoshi Yilin of the
Western Han:62

if :{1i-1t1t
1t1tJt~k

Even if an author only tells a story, if the story echoes back on
the author's own case, as with Ban Gu, it can become an in­
tegral part of reading the poem.

itt, Jj-lflif:l1t Cao 2hi, Brown Sparrow in
Wild Fields: A Ballad61

In tall trees the gloomy winds are heavy,
the sea waters raise their waves.
If you don't have a sharp sword in hand,
what need to have many friends?

61. Lu Qinli, 425; Yfsj39. Huang Jie, CaoZijian, 98-99; Nie Wenyu, CaoZhi,
79-83; Zhao Youwen, Cao Zhi, 206--7.

The first coupl t st blish s the mom nt in his tori I ulture in
which the narrative occurs, while the last couplet c I brates
Tiying's virtue; the intervening couplets retell the narrative in a
straightforward epitome fashion, showing modest erudition
through allusion to the Shijing. Particularly the final couplet
offering judgment is characteristic of poetic narratives of old
stories, both in "poems on history" and yuefu.

It is not entirely beyond the reach of possibility that this
poem could have been composed by Ban Gu; however, our first
reliably datable versions of this type of poem do not appear
until the early third century, the period when we begin to have
general confidence in attributions. If we make the assumption
that the poem was later attributed to Ban Gu, then we can ask
why Ban Gu-not a name that commonly attracted the attri­
bution of poems-was chosen.

The answer comes from Ban Gu's biography: Ban Gu died in
prison and had a sister in the palace. In this context this piece
of undistinguished verse, surviving in the flotsam and jetsam of
the manuscript tradition, suddenly became interesting, with
Ban Gu implicitly lamenting his own situation through his­
torical parallel. By acquiring the property of an "author" the
poem gains the most common kind of value in the Chinese
poetic tradition: someone writing about his own case, writing
about something that mattered to him personally through a
parallel historical case. Only in this way can this poem be
understood as having "lines that stirred sighs."

•



In the yuefu this cor motif has be n compli at d nd drama­
tized, with the general aphorism in the opening adding another
level of complication to the parable.

The poem was not much noticed until Wang Fuzhi I}(z
(1619-92) anthologized it in his Gushi pingxuan 7i"tt ~t i! ,
calling it one of the two Cao Zhi yuefu that were still worth
reading.63 Later in the Qing the poem received more attention.
A bit later Chen Zuoming ftA'F a,ij in his Caishutang gushi xuan
*:~~ 7i"tti! (1706) suggested that Cao Zhi was comparing
hImself to the sparrow.64 The essential change came with Zhu
Qian's !f;..ft:. Yuefu zhengyi ~ JitiE.l, which noted that "he is
feeling sad himself that his friend is in difficulty and doesn't
have the strength to save him" m,~~Jlfl{i.~, ~:/]t£~.65 This
makes the particulars of the poem best fit the case of an author
speaking of his own situation. Zhang Yugu 7k.I..~ in the Gushi
shangxi 7i"ttf:.t1f adds some nuance, saying that because he
doesn't have enough power, he has to fail a friend who had
hoped to be saved by him.66 Since several of Cao Zhi's closest
friends were killed for their association with him after Cao Pi
took the throne, the particulars for such a general putative case
are well known.

Cao Zhi's friend Ding Yi T 1l had hoped to put Cao Zhi on the
th~one ~s C~o Cao's heir, and when Cao Cao considered doing
thIS, Dmg YI urged the case. When Cao Zhi's brother Cao Pi
took the throne instead, he wanted Ding Yi to commit suicide.
Ding Yi was incapable of doing so and eventually he was thrown
in~o prison and executed. Read from Cao Zhi's perspective in
this context, the poem becoql.es very powerful; there.is acute
awareness of one's helplessness: if one does not have the power
to help one's friends in a time of need, one should not make
friends. The sense of helplessness is resolved by a parable of a
young man who does have the sword to save the trapped bird.
B~causehe may not openly protest the execution of Ding Yi and
hIS brother (also Ding Yi T .x), he speaks figuratively. There are
some loose ends: what does the "sparrow hawk" represent?
Nevertheless, once the poem has found an author and cir-

63. San Cao ziliao huibian, 166.
64. Ibid., 188.
65. Ibid., 198.
66. Ibid., 210.
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um t n in th uth r' Ji.~ tl t nimat it, th t frame is so
rucial to und r tandin th po m th t it becomes virtually

part of th txt-as canonical Chinese poetry has generally
been accompanied by commentary around the text. Now it is
this version of "Brown Sparrow in Wild Fields: A Ballad," rather
than the long feast poem under the same title included in the
Song shu and Wen xuan, that is included in anthologies.

It ceases to matter that the poem appears in the textual
record remarkably late, under an author whose collection was
notoriously filled with dubious attributions. And if we are
persuaded by the ascription of authorship, it does not matter
that we have no idea when in Cao Zhi's life the poem was
composed. The poem has found its place in a great cultural

narrative.



SIX

Imitation

The term ni~, usually translated as "imitation," does not ap­
pear in its literary sense until the second half of the third
century.l It fIrst occurs in several works by Fu Xuan 1~j; (217­
78) and became more widespread in the next generation, most
famously in Lu Ji's imitations of the "old poems."2 In these
third-century usages and through the middle of the fIfth cen­
tury, ni referred to the imitation of a specifIc work rather than of
an author. 3 Since most literary work in the period was based on
reformulating shared material or emulating prior texts, we
might ask what particular quality made an imitation "ni"? That
is, if we use the term "imitation" in its broad, modern sense,
why are some imitations "ni," while others are not?

We do have a general term "imitating the old" (nigu ~?;-),

perhaps from the late fourth century or as late as the sixth. 4

1. An apparent exception is "Imita~g Linked Pearls" "i!~ by Ban Gu, a
fragment preserved in the Yiwen leiju. Even if the title is original, this is clearly
not a "literary imitation" of a prior text: "Linked pearls" had not yet become a
genre, and the title may be explicitly figurative, a series of gemlike aphorisms
"resembling linked pearls." Cf. Fu Xuan's "Preface to 'Linked Pearls"i!~Jf,

which gives Ban Gu as the first author. Ywlj 57.
2. Although the titles of poems were freely changed, the appearance in a

single period of a number of poems by different authors preserved in different
sources does suggest the general use of the term beginning in a specific age.

3. As mentioned previously, titles were particularly open to variation. Al­
though there are several later cases where passages from third-century yuefu
were cited with ni before the title, the use of ni before yuefu titles does not seem
to have come into common use until the fifth century at the earliest.

4. Since the term "poem," shi tt, was commonly appended to poem titles, we
do not know how to parse the title ni gu shi ..11tt, whether it is a "poem imi­
tating the old" or "imitating the old poems." From the Eastern Jin usages,
particularly Tao Qian's, ni gu shi did not seem to have the particular anony-

lIn itatloll

th rwl ,th t rm i f irly nIt ntly u d through th fIfth
c ntury only for "imit tin" sp ifi titles. s By the late fIfth cen­
tury we are no longer sure if precedent poems under such titles
actually existed or the imitator is simply choosing a typical ti­
tle.6 Imitating (ni) an earlier poem, moreover, did not mean
stylistic imitation of that poem-not until the late fIfth century,
when we see the growth of literary historical consciousness
and the complex mapping of period and authorial style. When
Bao Zhao imitated the fIrst of Ruan Ji's "Singing of My Cares"
in the mid-fIfth century, he was still following the older practice
of rewriting the precedent text line by line in a more elevated
register. Ruan Ji's "In the night I could not sleep" R 'f ~1i~~
becomes "The water-clock reached midpoint, I could not
rest" ~~~~IR. When Jiang Yan did his imitations of poets
at the end of the fIfth century, he was clearly trying to capture
both period style and authorial style; at the same time, he
no longer followed the earlier practice of couplet-by-couplet

imitation.
We could call the third-century practice of ni "thematic

imitation," but close comparison between the handful of extant
imitations and "originals" reveals that ni is much more: for the
most part, imitation means to rewrite an original in a higher
register. That is, ni is one particular and specialized version of
the various forms of recreating shared poetic material; and
among these forms it is the only one that is specifIcally textual,
responding to what is presumed to be a fixed prior text. Ni
is also the only form of using prior poetic materials that

mous "old poems" as understood in the Qi and Liang in mind. It is possible,
however, that this title was used by later editors for certain of Tao's untitled
poems-after the meaning of ni had broadened.

5. The exception is Xie Lingyun's "Imitations of the Collection in Ye," which
sounds like it is imitating a group of poems-though no such group of poems is
known to exist. In contrast to other ni, no specific titles are named for the in­
dividual authors (though we can see sections of known poems in these imita­
tions). For an extensive discussion of imitation and persona poetry in the
Yezhong ji, see Mei Jialing, Han Wei Liuchao wenxue xinlun: nidai yu zengda
pian, 5-92. Here we can see ni beginning to broaden with the imitation of only a
specific prior passage.

6. Jiang Yan seems to be using categorical titles, though in some cases he is
imitating particular known poems. When generally imitating someone's "style,"
ti ft, which we begin to fmd in the mid-fIfth century, terms of "imitation" like

xue '" and xiao 3lt are used.
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7. For another recent discussion of these poems, see C. M. Lai, "The Craft of
Original Imitation: Lu Ji's Imitations of the Han Old Poems," in Studies in Early
Medieval Chinese Literature and Cultural History, 117-48.

8. We may have a hint that ni implied using a higher register than the
original in Fu Xuan's preface to his imitation of Zhang Heng's "Fourfold Poems
of Sorrow." There Fu Xuan describes the Zhang Heng set by saying: "their form
is small and common" lllt,h1Q1~. "Common" or "vulgar," su 1~, was a distin tly
pejorative term and not something to be imitated. The antithesis of su was ya
#, rougWy translated as "elegant," which would be the term that would best
characterize a more elevated register.

9. We must, of course, also consider the degree to which the texts of the "old
poems" were stabilized by the famous imitations.

Th m t imp rt nl xu pi of "imitation" are found in Lu
Ji's imitations of th "old po ms" (including the imitation of one
"old poem" not included in Xiao Tong's "Nineteen Old Poems").7
We have thirteen of these, of which eleven recast the original,
couplet by couplet, in a higher poetic register. 8 In some of these
eleven we fInd additional couplets in the anonymous original or
in the imitation. In two cases the order of couplets seems to
have been transposed. The interesting question is how we in­
terpret the divergences here. A liberal notion of ni would allow
the imitator some latitude in working with the original. An al­
ternative hypothesis is that Lu Ji was working with versions of
the "old poems" that were slightly different from those that
survived in the manuscript tradition in the early sixth century.

This second hypothesis gives us some confIdence, otherwise
unwarranted, that close versions of at least eleven of our
"Nineteen Old Poems" were circulating in something very much
like their present form in the last part of the third century. This
same hypothesis, however, leads to the conclusion that Lu Ji
knew a completely different version of "Nineteen Old Poems" IX
and had a signmcantly different version of the most famous of
all, the fIrst poem. We must here stress that even if Lu Ji had
slightly or signmcantly different versions from our current texts
of the "Nineteen Old Poems," this does not mean that the cur­
rent versions are necessarily later. We know from evidence
preserved in the later manuscript tradition that a degree of
textual variation was the norm, and we can reasonably guess
that these popular anonymous poems were continually chang­
ing while in circulation. The Lu Ji "imitations," rather, show
that in the case of the "old poems," at least, the degree of
variation was already limited.9

r quir s n ist nt diffi r n
primary rules is avoiding v
words in the line.

We can thus think of ni as a formalized extension of earlier
poe.tics. In earlier poetics we had a freely recreated sequence of
tOPICS around a shared theme, with the topics arranged in a
more or less determined sequence; there was variation in the
articulation of these conventional topics, but these articula­
tions were often very similar and sometimes identical. As ni
appears in the late third century, the topics and their sequence
become fIxed in some particular prior text, and the difference of
variation becomes a requirement for every signifIcant word and
ph~ase. Variation should, moreover, articulate a hierarchy of
regIsters, so that the later text is always "higher." The fIgure of
poetic "social mobility" seems to have been precisely what was
at stake, as poetry in the fIve syllable line aspired to literary
legitimacy.

Ni was used in a wide range of nonliterary ways from the
Eastern Han through the Jin; one of the most common of these
usages was niji ~ff#, "to follow the traces/footsteps" of some
pre~ecessor. This is a particularly suggestive usage in that it
remI~ds us that "imitation" was not of some vague, general
qUalIty, but rather of specifIc "traces." Imitation of a prior text
couplet by couplet is indeed "following the traces" of the
predecessor text. Since this kind of imitation largely continued
through the fIrst part of the fIfth century, these works can tell
us ~uch about the older texts whose traces they were following;
speCIfIcally, from these "imitations" we can see how the texts
they followed resemble or differ from the texts we now have.

Only a small number of complete ni survive from the third
century. We have fragments of Fu Xuan's "imitations" of the
Heaven Questions (Tian wen ~ Pp1) and Calling Back the Soul
(Zhao hun ~g~) from the Chuci. His complete imitation of Zhang
~eng's "Fourfold Poems of Sorrow" tm;f6"tt (Lu Qinli, 573) is
mdeed line by line, as is the set by Zhang Zai fklX in the next
generation (Lu Qinli, 742). When Pan Yue claims to have
"imitated" Cao Pi's Poetic Exposition on the Widow ..J.1lfM., it
may be diffIcult to believe that such a long piece followed Cao
Pi's original line by line; but then Cao Pi's original survives
only as a fragment.
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Th r ar many fal worn n fr m Y n
and Zhao,

th most b autiful have complexions
like jade.

They are clothed in gossamer skirts
and gowns,

at their doors they practice clear
melodies.

How sad the music's echoes are­
from the high-pitched strings one

knows the pegs are set tight.
Passions gallop, I straighten kerchief

and sash,
brooding, I pause there awhile.
I wish we could be a pair of swallows

in flight,
mud in beaks to make a nest in

your roof.

-\t" -1or .~
~£ .~. ~11.fi~

The main point of Qing and modern scholarly contention in
this poem is its unity. The poem presents no serious problem of
coherence, but scholars have noticed a break between lines 10
and 11. The sense of a break comes from long experience of
early poetry: lines 9 and 10 are a common form of poetic con­
clusion, while line 11 is an opening template ("at place X there
is much Y," using "much," duo ~, in the third position of the
five syllable line). The Qing scholar Zhang Fengyi ~kltl..x first
offered the speculation that this was indeed two poems mis­
takenly joined together because they shared the same rhyme. 12

Ji Yun used the Lu Ji imitation in his response, noting that Lu
treated it as a single poem. Dieny offers the suggestion that
seems to be the correct one: the poem conjoins segments, as we
find in yuefu.13

Lu Ji's imitation is followed by the juxtaposition of the
original and imitation side by side.

iJl. ot,;-JWrJ¥lsnj
.~~~~~

In m ny s Lu Ji' imit tion pr vid mall "t xtb ok" of
examples of elegant variation in lat third- ntury po ti s.
Sometimes we even see Lu Ji answering a prior line with a
perfect parallel, as if original and imitation formed a parallel
couplet. For "Whirling gusts rise, shaking the land" i@J£.fhJt~

(XII), Lu Ji answers, "The falling dews descend, filling the
heavens" *tt5ifk I'f. The parallelism answers "wind" J£. with
"dew" tt, giving the common compound "wind and dew." "Heav­
en" ("heavens") parallels "Earth" ("land"); "descending" matches
"rising."

Everywhere we see "elevation" of register: if the old poem has
"the four seasons" ~at (XII), Lu Ji offers the metonymic "hot
and cold [weather]" ~;J-. If the four seasons merely "keep on
changing" ~ ~1t., Lu Ji's changing temperatures "creep up on
one another" ~ij [!)j!. If, on hearing a woman play music, the
speaker in the "old poem" rather baldly "wish[es] we could be
two wild swans" J.tJ{~~~~ (V), Lu Ji rather "long[s] to ride the
feathers ofthe homeward swan" .If.,~kf?..~;p]. -

What the Lu Ji "imitations" give us is something invaluable:
a very precise late third-century reading of some of the "Nine­
teen Old Poems." We will begin with the twelfth poem.

Nineteen Old Poems XIlIO

The eastern wall is high and long,
winding off continuously
Whirling gusts rise, shaking the land,
the autumn plants are rich and green.
The four seasons kyep on changing,
how swiftly comes tne year's end.
The dawnwind hawk harbors a bitter heart
the crickets lament how hard pressed '

they are. 11

Set your mood and aims free, sweeping
along-

why constrain yourself?

4 • "'lita I It

-it.~~ll..-k

i!~ ~ ~Q-I

~Jitfhjt~

~1f:~e..~

lmat~~1t.

~-i--1orii

,lJit'rt*·~

*.t~~foi~

10. Lu Qinli, 332; Wen xuan 29; Ytxy 1 (as Mei Sheng). Sui Shusen Gushi
18-19; Dieny, Les dix-neufpoemes anciens, 30-31, 117-25. "

. 11. These lines are commonly understood as referring to Shi 132 ("Dawn­
wmd Hawk" ~JJl.) and 114 ("Cricket" *!*'), respectively. The interpretation of
the lines is reconfigured to match the Mao understanding of these poems. See
Appendix F.

12. Quoted in Sui Shusen, Gushi, 18.
13. Dieny, Les dix-neuf poemes anciens, 123. While Dieny draws a valid

conclusion, we must object to his formulation of the insight: that the author of
the poem is "imitating" the shifts of yuefu.. This presumes a historical.sequence.
Dieny compares the shift between segments here to the third of the "Nineteen
Old Poems"; however, we might note that passages of the third poem are cited
in Beitang shuchao as "old yuefu.."
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~~-1or.~

~i .~. 9;1l;fitt
M;ft!trpl1/l'
iJt. "4'-Jl~r~jJij

.~~~~~

$TiJtJlt~ J1..

17. The Yutai xinyong gives the title / fIrst line as it occurs in the current
version of the "Nineteen Old Poems." Since the Yutai xinyong is a text that was
much tampered with in later periods, it is hard to say what its original reading
was.

18. We must allow even the third-century "imitator" some latitude; never­
theless, it is hard not to notice that the second line of the "old poem" elaborates
the "long," the element omitted in Lu Ji's version of the original. On a specu­
lative level, in the version of the "old poem" that Lu Ji knew the second line may
have been different and stressed height.

We should first note that Lu Ji uses a different "title," which
is to say a version of the first line different from that in the Wen
xuan version given above. I? This is no accident, since Lu Ji's
opening line "imitates" (ni) the title as he gives it in the title of
the imitation, rather than the current version. This should alert
us to the probability that while the text we now have is more or
less the one Lu Ji used, there were sti11like1y many differences
in the particular phrasing of lines. 18

Lu Ji's acts of "imitation" often clarify what is ambiguous or
problematic in the original. Commentators have gone to some
length to explain the fourth line: "autumn plants are rich and
green." The description seems inappropriate for autumn vege­
tation; the fact that commentators have gone to these lengths
to show that it is indeed appropriate testifies to the problem.
The word qi -l (written it) can mean "bleak," but in combina­
tion with "green" it describes lush vegetation. Dieny cites a line

i!£J J.,{orJt-~
,fdbfJ1i-Jt
~tt5ilk"l

!.1t?:Ui-~

• Jirttt' ti It2

I'A./ft., #:t.J!tJill.-f.if,", Lu i,lmltaUn
"How high the ast rn wall i "1'1

How high west mountain Joomsl­
in tiered bends it swells towering.
The falling dews descend, filling the

heavens,
the melilotus leaves decay in the woods.
Cold and heat creep up on one another,
the seasons go off swiftly as if tumbling

down.
The Master of the Three Clans ties his

flying reins, 15

octogenarians sigh at the setting sunglow.
Why be drawn by duties of the age?-
my heart within feels like it has missed

something.
In Luoyang there are many beguiling

beauties,
jade faces, the like of alabaster flowering.
On calm nights they strum zithers,
their gentle notes, clear and mournful.
Their long songs move to the urgent

rhythm,
mournful echoes follow the high-set

strings.
Singing once, a thousand sigh;
singing again, the dust flies on the

rafters. 16

I long to be those birds by the river's
)

bends, '
swimming as a pair by the shores of

the Feng.

-t.l1li.~Jl-k

i!~m {tl~

JJaJitjnj1!!.~

ifk~ .t- E,#Jt

!.1t?:Hi-~

~::f {tll!ljt

ati1[.tHllf.Ji

i!£J J., 10rJt-.lIi(

,fdbf}1i-Jt
:+~5ilk"l

:k'!a,i ililf
.%j~*ilt~

'f '~*;ffi!

.liJJi1~J.1~

1!l-'1t~~~%t

.t~itJl.~

-tdIHtiHp

_a~~*1.t

.jIj-,,~*&~

14. Lu ?inli, 688; Wen xuan 30; Yutai xinyong 3. Hao Liquan ~;;t;ffi, Lu
Shtheng sht zhu I't ±1tf"ttii. (Beijing: Renmin wenxue chubanshe, 1958), 48.

15..Qu Yuan, whose title was "Grand Master of the Three [Royal] Clans" of
Chu. Ll Shan s~ggests that this refers to the line in the Li Sao: iit~JA!-t;fk~ "1
gathered my rems together at the Fusang Tree." Thus this line would refer to
sunrise and the following line, to sunset.

16. These are commonplaces for music that is popular and excellent.



Lu Ji instead continues the music motif, only implying the
powerful effect on the listener:

by Lu Ji's cont mpor ry Zhang Xi ~ thh, from th first of hi
"Unclassified Poems": "plants in the yard are rich and green"
niJt.~I';U.tt (Lu Qinli, 745). This is also an autumn poem, and
the Ime here may be a textual memory of this particular "old
poe~." This gives us some confidence that Lu Ji was imitating
the Ime as we now have it. Lu Ji, however, refashions the line to
produce a more conventional image of autumn vegetation: "the
me~ilotus leaves decay in the woods" ;t,1t?!j#:1t (using the high
register locator verb ping ?!j, "to rest upon").

The third couplet is an exemplary case of ni, in which each
hemistich of each line is recast with a synonym or paraphrase
in a higher register. The creatures from the natural world in the
fourth couplet have been replaced by human beings, including
Qu Yuan. The rhetorical move here is homologous to the ele­
vation in .lexical register: the "low" creature is replaced by
human bemgs who by quality (Qu Yuan) or age hold an exalted
position. "

In the fifth and final couplet of the first segment Lu Ji
transposes the order and eliminates the marker of poetic clo­
sure; the shift that troubled a number of Qing critics is here
softened-though Lu Ji keeps the opening template in the fol­
lowing co~plet. The lexical elevation of register is commonly
accompanIed by more explicitly elite concerns. The speaker in
the old poem felt generally hampered: "why constrain your­
self?" 10]"~ ~ j.t *-. Lu Ji's constraints are explicitly those of
public service: "Why be drawn by duties of the age?" 1j~ *i!tff
(substituting the usual interrogative he 10]" with the archaic
interrogative he 1j, phonologically distinct from he 10]" in the
third century).

The second segment follows the current "old poem" very
closely, except in the penultimate couplet, where there is
perhaps too much passion for Lu Ji:

Green, green, the grass by the river;
in the garden the willows are thick and full.
Lovely, the girl in the upper story,
bright, she stands at the window.
Beautiful, made up in red rouge,
she puts out her pale hand, so slender.
She used to be a girl of a singer's family,
now she is the wife of a wastrel.
The wastrel travels and does not come home,
an empty bed is hard to keep alone.

F!:~, _**iOflllf:!f: Lu Ji, Imitating
"Green, green, the grass by the river"20

Wind-ruffled, the river grasses,
gleaming fresh, they grow by the

river's side.

~~~.J:.~:!f:

rn ffi ~ iOf 1~1

**iOflllf:!f:
fj fj IiI 'f #P
.£.£ltL-k
~~~lI!lltl

-1ll\-1ll\n.~4li

".".:l:!-4­
%~1~~-k

~~i!.:r-*f

i!.:r-H~.
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The case of the second of the "Nineteen Old Poems" is an ex­
cellent example of an imitation that confirms that our present
text is the one Lu Ji had.

Nineteen Old Poems 1119

19. Lu Qinli, 329; Wen xuan 29; Ytxy 1 (as Mei Sheng); Ywlj 32; Cxj 19. Sui
Shusen, Gushi, 3-4; Dieny, Les dix-neufpoemes anciens, 10-11,59-62.

20. Lu Qinli, 687; Wen xuan 30; Ytxy 3; Ywlj 32. Hao Liquan, Lu Shiheng, 45.

•

riv n 1 s by th h bit f th r p rt ir th n the particular
text he i imitating, Lu Ji om s at last to the wish to become a
pair of birds. What happens to the shuang '!f ("pair") is worth
noting. In the surviving examples that belong to the old com­
positional repertoire, shuang should directly modify the birds.
Lu Ji's revision omits the shuang, but displaces it to the line
that follows (exactly the same displacement occurs in Lu Ji's
imitation of the fifth of the "Nineteen Old Poems").

Lu Ji's procedures in "imitation" are obvious and relatively
consistent. They give us a clear sense of what marked distinc­
tions in register, and from that sense we can measure the "old
poem" against the imitation. We cannot always be certain that
the current version of an "old poem" was the exact text Lu Ji
knew, but in a majority of cases it is relatively clear whether Lu
Ji's "original" was essentially the same as our current text or

different.

lrnitati n •TrnJttl IL2

Singing once, a thousand sigh;
singing again, the dust flies in the rafters.

Passions gallop, I straighten kerchief
and sash,

brooding, I pause there a while.

-,,~ ,¥; J;.l\:.
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The fair woman aspires to one of great virtue,
seeking a worthy man is truly uniquely hard.
In vain the crowd murmurs in distress,
how can they understand how she looks

on things?
In life's prime she stays in her chambers,
at midnight she rises and gives a long sigh.22

21. Lu Qinli, 431.
22. Ibid., 431-32.
23. According to the Nan shi Liu Shuo wrote over thirty imitations of early

poetry. Nan shi, 395.
24. Lu Qinli, 1215; Ytxy 3.
25. Even though these are given as if they are names, neither are clearly

identified, although HarI Wudi built a Palace to Receive the Wind.

In the account of literary history that took shape in the Qi and
Liang, the higher poetic register that appeared in the Western
Jin was sometimes viewed as the beginning of a frivolous orna­
mentation that was morally suspect. In the Western Jin itself,
however, the higher register seems to have embodied a strong
sense of class difference, linked not only to learning but to the
moral values of the elite.

We can see the difference between ni in Lu Ji's sense and its
looser meaning toward the middle of the fifth century by
looking at the version by the Liu-Song prince Liu Shuo
(431-53).23 He maintains the theme and the ten-line length,
but the couplets no longer match as closely as Lu Ji's. Fur­
thermore, the avoidance of repeated patterns in poetic rhetoric
had become so habitual that Liu Shuo seems unable to bring
himself to use six descriptive compounds in a row:

.f1~, .JIit-t-t~~$ Liu Shuo, To
"Green, green, the grass by the river"24

Chill is Dewy Terrace,
gloomy, the Lodge to Receive the Wind. 25

mOr po itiv ly liangr nl>lA., h hu b nd, r lit rally h r
" dman." <inally, th wiC in th "old poem" has trouble
1 ping an empty bed; Lu Ji' wi£ has an "empty room" and
wakes in sad but decent solitude, sighing in the night. Lu Ji has
in mind someone like the unmarried girl of Cao Zhi's "The

eauty" 1-*Ai; :21
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Bright is that r. ir maid n,
lithe and graceful, she weav by th

window rail.
Sparkling are her beguiling features,
richly radiant, her lovely complexion.
Her husband roams and does not return
she roosts isolated, a single wing alone. '
To her empty room comes a gloomy wind
and at midnight she rises and gives a sigh.
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Lu Ji has retained the sequence of descriptive compounds at
the beginning of the first six lines, the most striking formal
feature of the poem and one that probably accounts for its
textual stability. We note, however, that while the "old poem"
uses .only descriptive compounds that repeat the same syllable,
Lu Jl has made two into descriptive compounds whose sylla­
bles rhyme, but do not repeat (dieyun); likewise he has varied
the pattern of the second line so as not to repeat the grammar
of the first line. We can assume that variation to .avoid mo­
notony was already part of a high poetic register, and in some
basic ways ni imitation was an exercise in variation.

The second kind of "elevation" that Lu Ji works on the "old
poem" is to clean up its dubious morality. The woman in the
"ol~ ?oem" is putting on makeup, a distinctly inappropriate
actiVIty for a woman whose husband is away; even worse she is
doing it by the window where she can be seen. Lu Ji's beauty
has to be visible, but she is attending to more appropriate
womanly tasks by weaving. Lu Ji's woman does not stretch out
her hand. The woman in the "old poem" comes from a dubious
social background, a "singer's family," and her husband is a
"wastrel," dangzi iiI.::r, at very best a man who does not stay
home when he should. The husband in Lu Ji's poem is referred



Liu hu • Linghui,
n lines but shows a similar

7

27. Lu Qinli, 1313; Ytxy 4.
28. A carmine was used as well as black in painting brows.

~4-Ilf, ;jl';t**;.rlllf~Bao Linghui, Imitating
b h . "27"Green, green, the grass y t e Dver

Swaying gracefully, the bamboo by
the window,

shadowing, the tung tree at the gate's edge.
Radiant, the girl at the blue balcony,
fresh and chill on the high terrace.
Her bright aims leave behind the autumn

frost,
jade complexion, gorgeous as springtime red.
In human life who does not know parting?­
yet she hates that he had to go off on

campaign so early.
Singing strings are shamed by the

night moon,
her red and black brows are embarrassed

by the spring breeze.28

It seems likely that either Bao Linghui knew of Liu S~uo's
version or vice versa (or, perhaps, there was a whole senes of
such imitations that no longer survive). In the third couplet Liu
Shuo's "her mournful heart penetrates the Milky Way" matches
Bao Linghui's "her bright aims leave behind the au~umn f~ost,"
and neither have precedent in the anonymous verSiOn or l~ Lu
Ji's imitation. Likewise, Bao Linghui also uses the motIf of
music in the final couplet. Later imitations often become less
useful for reflecting the textual state of the original because
they can develop their own traditions and echo one another.

At some point we must stop and acknowledge that we have.
these imitations primarily through the Wen xuan and Yutm
xinyong, rather than through the chance survivals of com­
mentary and the encyclopedias. The early sixth cen~rywas t~e
era that canonized the anonymous "old poems. If Lu JI s
"imitations" contributed to the canonization process, antholo­
gizing subsequent imitations confirmed it. In the same way the

LAflfUf;·n,
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From roughly th m p r.i d
Zhao's sister, also maintains the t
liberty.

• lmilti 1/7

Th longing w m rv s t th
grillwork railing,

her mournful heart penetrates the
Milky Way.

With purpose she brushes the sad
strings weeping,

alone she faces the bright candle sighing.
Her husband has long been away

in service,
with pure resolution she spends dawn

to dusk.
Bitter, that song of autumn waters,
full of fond longing, the ditty on picking

water chestnuts.26

~Iljtt a})~1.t
1t.f-.A.4£R

26. This was a Southern Dynasties song-type.

Lu Ji had elevated the woman of the poem from singer status to
respectability; Liu Shuo raises her even higher by placing her in
a palatial setting. In the second couplet, which locates the
woman in some visible part of the building, Lu Ji was compelled
to repeat the straightforward locator of the original, dang i', "to
be at." Liu Shuo wants to raise the register without using one of
the high register locators that imply "leaning on," which could
be taken as slovenly literal in the present context; he comes up
with the rather excessive yu ~r, "serves at." Lest she seem still
too earth-bound, her misery rises up all the way to the stars.
The third couplet of the original has the woman applying
makeup and extending her hand; Lu Ji has already busied her
hands with wifely weaving and uses this couplet simply to de­
scribe her beauty. Liu Shuo uses the woman's hand for a more
aristocratically expressive purpose, brushing the strings of a
zither. Although we do find the theme of song and performance
in the anonymous originals, it particularly fascinated the poets
of the fifth and early sixth centuries. After the fourth couplet, in
which the husband is declared absent, Liu Shuo ends the poem
with a parallel couplet, naming kinds of music and their affect.
More than anything else in the poem, this displacement of the
concluding statement of sorrow, which we see in Lu Ji's poem,
marks the fifth century. Instead of having the woman rising at
night and sighing, the poet names different tunes, merely im­
plying her emotions through their associations.

JtJtt.k.¥;lfJ:.
1~*4*$(~
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M I i born lw < rth,
h goe wiftly,lik

from home.
With a gallon of ale we make merry,
let it be thick ale, not the thin.33

Speed the wagon, whip on the nag,
to go have fun in Wan and Luo.
How Luoyang teems with people,34
men with caps and sashes seek out

one another.
Long avenues set with narrow alleys,
with many mansions of princes and counts.
The two palaces face one another afar
with twin turrets rising more than a

hundred feet.
Feast till the end, delight the heart,
why be oppressed by troubled thoughts.35

~~, _*-tfk..lA€l Lu Ji, Imitating
"Green, green, cypress on mound"36

Burgeoning, the bin plant on the high ridge,
wings moving with the gentle breeze.
Just how long does human life last?-
liken it to ripples in muddy water.
Troubled, many concerns linger in me,
I serve ale and feast those I love.
Teams side by side, the flying reins shake,
we travel far, into Chang'an.
How finely wrought is that famed metropolis,
its wall-towers well up magnificently!
Soaring pavilions, strung with rainbow

sashes;
tiered terraces, capped by covering clouds.

~:t:*.\.>;t

~~t-rPJT~

33. This line is open to a variety of interpretations. "Thick" and "thin" can
describe the depth of human relationships as well as ale. . . .

34. Yuyu fj fj (translated as "teems with people") descnbe~ ~omethin~
thickly packed (unexpressed feelings, willow leaves). I have ~d~ed Wlth people
because of the following line, but it can also refer to the bUlldmgs of the great

city. .. .
35. It is ambiguous whether this is merely an mJunctIon not to worry or

implies that the person addressed is indeed troubled.
36. Lu Qinli, 688; Wen xuan 30. Hao Liquan, Lu Shiheng, 47 .
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Green, green, cypress on mound,
scattered around, stones in a ravine.32

-t-tfk_U€l
AAillll'f ~

29. The fragments preserved in Yan Kejun suggest that the original version
included more on Han authors.

30. By Bao Zhao's time Xie Lingyun's poetry anthology would have already
been in circulation. It is an unprovable speculation that our current versions of
the "old poems" came to us through that widely circulated anthology.

31. Lu Qinli, 329; Wen xuan 29. Sui Shusen, Gushi, 4-5; Dieny, Les dix-neuf
poemes anciens, 12-13,62-70.

32. Leilei li,li, (translated as "scattered around") is the quality of an area
covered with small rocks, as one does indeed find in a stream bed. English
unfortunately has no appropriate descriptive other than "stony" or "rocky."

W; n xuan i 1 r ly r pon ibl ~ r h upp rting m t ri L
that ontributed to the canonization of th Jian'an "mom nt."
Countless poetic expositions were overlooked, but Xiao Tong
provided his selection of the materials in the Lunwen ~ 5t
chapter of Cao Pi's Dianlun ~~, which focused on the Jian'an
Masters. 29 {t was Xiao Tong who preserved for us the famous
letters of Cao Pi and Cao Zhi, commenting on the Jian'an
"moment." And it was Xiao Tong who ignored some of Xie
Lingyun's best landscape poems to include Xie's "Imitations of
the Collection at Ye," which can be considered valuable only as
a tribute to the Jian'an. If in reading pre-Tang literature we
keep coming back to the "old poems" and Jian'an, that is, in
part, the result of continuing (or renewed) interest in the third
through fifth centuries; but it is also, in part, the motives of
sixth-century anthologists who documented their importance.

Early fifth-century imitators generally retain the number of
lines, tholJgh they sometimes exercise the freedom to vary the
topic. Thus when Lu Ji also uses the same number of lines it is,
sometimes hard to tell if the imitators are imitating the "old
poem" or Lu Ji's imitation. When Lu Ji's lines vary, we can get
an indication. For "Nineteen Old Poems" III, we have a Lu Ji
imitation with an additional couplet and a Bao Zhao imitation
with the same number of couplets as the "old poem." The close
adherence of both imitations to the original suggests that Bao
Zhao and Lu Ji had essentially the same "old poem," but Lu Ji's
version was one couplet longer. 3D Bao Zhao, however, permits
himself a liberty: he is uninterested in describing the wonders
of the city and suggests looking for beautiful girls instead.

Nineteen Old Poems III31
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Bao Zhao's avoidance of some of the obvious variations used by
Lu Ji suggests that he knew both the "old poem" and Lu Ji's
version and that the principle of difference in variation could
encompass earlier imitations of the same original as well as the
original itself.

Lu Ji clearly enjoyed showing his rhetorical superiority, but
in some basic way he was still very close to the poetic world of
the "old poems." Rhetorical flourishes seemed neither a chal­
lenge nor a delight to Bao Zhao; by the fifth century orna­
mented diction was commonplace, and Bao Zhao's imitation
here is plain in comparison to many of his poems-though still
far more "elevated" than Lu Ji. Indeed, one of Bao Zhao's strik­
ing characteristics is his fascination with "popular" poetry and
the poetic past, a fascination that in many ways set the stage
for the appreciation of the more straightforward early poetry at
the end of the century.

Bao Zhao opens brilliantly with images of liquid currents and
wind-driven mist over water, which resolves into the required
motif of life's brevity in the second couplet. We are, however,
clearly in a world very different from that of Lu Ji or the speaker

• fmitatiufL7

High gat Sr' rang I by th north rn
turr ts,

the chief mansions, Pepper and Orchid.37
Men-at-arms rein in faster-than-light

chargers,
people of the great city hitch up jade

coaches.
Roaming freely, we follow our mood and

desires-

overcome by feeling, for whom does one sigh?

.~.~(t, it**I\tJ:.~tlBao Zhao, Imitating
"Green, green cypress on mound"38

In streaming trickles, springs cut across the
river's current,

continuous, the mist driving across the sea.
This life adrift is as a sojourner in a

glorious age,
I spend time in vain sighing over my

flowering years.
Fortunately having leisure for book

and pen,
I will pour, you wind the strings,39
A flying horse-bit sets out on the roads

of Jing,

the galloping charger to the right heads
for the streams of Qin.

The Wei's shores are rich in imperial
dwellings,

lodges like scales encomp~ss the rivers
and hills.

La~s in coaches sing of holding pepper
In the hand,40

girls at the oar sing songs of picking lotus.
There is pleasure up in the simurgh towers,
secluded beauty before the phoenix pillars.
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. ~7. Pepper and Orchid are from the Li Sao, figures of the emperor's favorite
mInIsters.

38. Lu Qinli, 1298; Huang Jie itj;;, Baa Canjun shi zhu ~~~-tt·£ (B'" .
Zhonghua shuju, 1972), 132-33. • I elJmg.

39. Yingxian If.~;; shoul? mean winding up the zither strings and not havin
them strung. W~ expect t~IS to be turning up the strings to tune them in orde;
to play, though It may be m preparation for the travel that follows

40. As a gift for a loved one. .



7 • frnlt 'tl 'L lrnit tl, • 7

~:lI:Af~lt

J:.w.i'f-1;~

of h ld pm: lil' is still h rt, but' a Zh 0' bri fli£ is t
in a "glorious ag ," which mans he has leisure. The mom nts
of pleasure that must be seized in early poetry come to Bao
Zhao as good fortune. He has leisure for writing-for "book and
pen," shuhan 1r~. We should pause here, in that the subse­
quent pleasures described (and indeed prescribed by the model
text) are anything but bookish. Writing may, however, be the
context for pleasure, in that the kind of utter indulgence de­
scribed may be achieved only textually and by returning to
imitate a poem of two or three centuries earlier.

Perhaps the most profound difference between Bao Zhao and
the earlier poems may be in the closing. The speaker or the
listener in the old poem is in danger of sinking into gloom and
depression. Taking pleasure in the moment is the alternative; it
is the means of holding depression at bay. For Bao Zhao,
however, the alternative to pleasure is "seeking to be very vir­
tuous." The Liu-Song was not, practically speaking, a very safe
age; Bao Zhao himself was eventually killed in an army up­
rising. But here I think we can see that there was the illusion of
a world in order-the "glorious age" of the third line is mere
politeness, but the absence of the desperation that one finds in
early poetry is something more profound. It may be that this
underlying sense of security (however unjustified) that ap­
peared in the fifth century was the precondition for a fascinated
return to early poetry, with its images of a society torn apart
and no one "at home."

•
The sixth of the. "Nineteen Old Poems" and the anonymous
"Orchid and duruo grow in spring light" A!Hti' ±If.~ (not in­
cluded in Xiao Tong's "Nineteen") also match Lu Ji's imitations
line by line. In many cases, such as the fifth of the "Ni~eteen
Old Poems," however, there are slight divergences between our
current versions of the poems and the Lu Ji imitations, sug­
gesting that Lu Ji knew a slightly different version.

Nineteen Old Poems V41

To the northwest stands a high tower
whose top is level with drifting clouds,
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its window ar m h d with latti work,
with eaves all around, three flights of stairs.
From above came song and the sound of

a harp
whose echoes were sad as they could be.
And who could sing a song like this?­
it must be someone like Qi Liang's bride.
The clear shang mode came out with

the wind,
and then faltered, mid-melody;
once she strummed, then sighed again,
impassioned and fIlled with melancholy.
I don't care that the singer feels pain,
what hurts is that few understand the sound.
I wish we could be two wild swans
to fly with great wingbeats high and away.

f!#it, .~:lI:.;ff~lt Lu Ji, Imitating
"To the northwest stands a high tower"42

How the high tower looms above!­
far above, looming and steady.
Its meshed windows emerge from the

darkening dust,
its soaring stairs stride to the edge of clouds.
A fair woman strokes a zither,
her delicate hand is pure and idle.
Her fragrant breath concludes with

the breeze,
and the mournful echoes are as redolent

as orchids.
Who can look on her marble features?­
the ruin of cities lies in a single plucking

of the strings.
I stand long, gazing on the sun's

declination,
pausing uncertain, I sigh repeatedly.
I don't resent standing there so long,
I want only that the singer feel joy.
I long to ride the feathers of the

homeward swan,
and wing to wing, we will fly as a pair.

41. Lu Qinli, 330; Wen xuan 29; Ytxy 1 (as Mei Sheng). Sui Shusen, Gushi,
7-9; Dieny, Les dix-neufpoemes anciens, 16-17,78-86. 42. Lu Qinli, 688; Wen xuan 30; Ytxy 3. Hao Liquan, Lu Shiheng, 49.



Lu Ji does not imitate the fourth couplet and adds another
couplet after the sixth in the original. The fourth couplet,
speculating on the kind of person that could play such music,
is indeed anomalous in the corpus of anonymous old po­
ems-and, as we have seen, anomalous moves are not common
in this early poetry. It further disrupts the description of the
music that is continuous in the Lu Ji version. The possibility
that this particular couplet might not have been in Lu Ji's
version is of some interest: without this couplet the "old poem"
has a stranger and a woman, whose music expresses some
undefined sadness; the stranger concludes that he would like
to flyaway with her. We should not read too much into the
additional couplet in question, but Qi Liang's wife, on hearing
of her husband's death, composed a zither song before com­
mitting suicide. In a very light way this speaks to the ethical
issues that might otherwise be at stake in the poem, like the
ethical issues that were very much at issue in the second of the
"Nineteen Old Poems." That is, on a less explicit level than Lu
Ji's imitations the couplet in our current version of the "origi­
nal" "raises" the ethical tone of the poem.

Lu Ji's additional couplet is also interesting, in that it uses
both hemistiches of the first line of the sixth couplet in the
original (- W~.=.. ~). The "old poem" is ambiguous as to

•

once more.
Autumn cicadas sing among the trees,
the swallows go off to where?
Friends of the same circle long ago
have risen high, beating their sixfold wings.
With no care for our fondness, once

holding hands,
they abandoned me like tracks left behind.

I don't resent standing there so long,
I want only that the singer feel joy.

I don't care that the singer feels pain,
what hurts is that few understand

the sound.
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The evidence of Lu Ji's imitations is valuable for understanding
the "old poems" at an early phase; the evidence is, however,
often ambiguous and open to very different interpretations. In
his imitation of the seventh of the "Nineteen Old Poems," "The
bright moon's rays are gleaming" B}J fl 6i1tjt., Lu Ji has one
couplet more than the original.

Nineteen Old Poems VII43

The bright moon's rays are gleaming,
the crickets sing by the eastern wall.
The Jade Yoke points to early winter,
how clear are the hosts of stars!
White dew soaks the wild plants,
and the season has suddenly changed

Imlt Ii 11

43. Lu Qinli, 330; Wen xuan 29. Sui Shusen, Gushi, 10-11; Dieny, Les
dix-neufpoemes anciens, 20-21, 90-96.
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The closing wish to become a pair of birds is retained, recast in

a high register.

Lu Ji wants to keep the rhetorical contrast and indeed finds
something for the first line that the speaker need not feel bad

about:
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wh. th r th p rs n j hin and ~ lin p in i th w m n r
th list n r; Lu Ji's imitation. clarifi thi nd makes it xplicit.

Lu Ji also "fixes" the most striking and problematic couplet

of the original:
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44. This couplet reworks images from Shi 203, Dadong ** (Xiaoya) , on
constellations that do not perform the functions of their names. Thus it is a
figure of "name," ming %., without "substance" or "fact," shi 1'.

45. Lu Qinli, 689; Wenxuan 30. Hao Liquan, Lu Shiheng, 50.
46. The seventh star of the Northern Dipper, here probably referring to the

Dipper as a whole.
47. See note 44 to this chapter.
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Commentators on the "old poem" have spilled much ink on
the apparent astronomical error of the Jade Yoke constellation
indicating the first month of winter in a poem obviously and
explicitly set in autumn, not to mention the clarity of the stars
conjoined with bright moonlight. In a poetics that has spring
birds flying south and lets the sun wax and wane along with the
moon, we should perhaps not worry too much about such
imprecision. We certainly do not need to appeal to ancient
calendars. This was not a referential poetics; and in the context
of the third century or earlier (as opposed to the sanctity of the
Wen xuan) the offending stellar configuration could change
with the mood of the reciter. It may be sheer chance that we
have the present line.48

The autumn scene leads to the departure of the swallows,
which allows the transition to former friends who no longer
care for the speaker, having "flown off" on high. At this the
speaker reworks the images of constellations from "Great East"** in the Shying, as the traditional images of things whose
behavior does not match their name; in the same way his
"friends" do not behave as friends should.

There are several peculiar things about Lu Ji's imitation.
Most of the couplets match very closely. Lu Ji's title renders the
opening line of the current version correctly, so we can assume
that our current version of the first couplet was also his. His
imitation is within a normative range of variation, describing

48. One resists the history of argument around such a line at the risk of
seeming unscholarly. Still, the immense attention granted to the referential
problem here is a function of the canonization of the "Nineteen Old Poems."
Referential inconsistencies in other poems of the age are ignored. Other poems
are permitted to be clumsy or to have been garbled in transmission. Canonicity
can be oppressive, requiring that the poems bear more weight of scrutiny than
they can sustain.

~1-i$Jit~

~k.~~

.tg .f'g, ;It..til
ki~*-~Mi

WJfl~~'&­

.t.t,*"ti'1f!
CfiCfijfXt,~

1t.'~~*,.~

~fl~1t7t.

1Jl~~t:t

.L1idil.i.),l
~}l foTl1tJ11
!'=1t3-1tJfJf.
*Fr~1t¥J

tk*'~t~f.'

j;.~iJ1t~i!

2 2 • Imit tt ft

In the South th Siev. the North has
the Dipper,

the ox of burden bears no yoke. 44
Truly lacking the firmness of boulders,
what gain comes from an empty name?

F±#l, jta)J fl~1t7t. Lu Ji, Imitating
"The bright moon's rays are gleaming"45

At year's end a chill wind rises,
the vast heavens are bright and stern.
The Flarer star points northwest,46
the River of Stars pours over to the southeast.
The bright moon shines in an idle room,
the crickets hum within the yard.
Winging, the migrating wild geese roost,
chittering, the cold weather cicadas sing.
Friends with whom I shared feasts long ago
have flown with their wings to the high,

dark skies.
Robed in [mery, they have changed what

they listen to,
dwelling in cheer, they abandoned what they

used to feel.
The Weaver Woman lacks loom or shuttle;
the Great Beam rests on no column.47
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What is there up in Heaven?
white elms planted in clear array.

Chasing Phantoms: The First of

the "Nineteen Old Poems"

Th "Ballad of Longxi" opens with these same lines and con­
tinues them. Anyone would recognize that an ending such as
he one above was not a "full" version, but verses could be

performed or transcribed in pieces.
As for "Nineteen Old Poems" VII, it would have been quite

natural for another version or some later reciter or scribe to add
the final couplet and draw the appropriate lesson.

lnnom n Ir . grow linil th road,
th r' n ra n rou hes facing them.

1m lUJ 1/011

As we suggested earlier, eleven of Lu Ji's thirteen imitations
correspond either exactly or mostly with the current versions.
This is a strong statistical argument for assuming that in the
two cases where the imitations do not match the current ver­
sions Lu Ji was working with texts that looked quite different
from our current versions. Ifwe add all the other examples of ni
through the mid-fifth century, "imitations" that follow known
originals couplet by couplet, the probability is stronger still. We
will have to grant the possibility that in these two cases Lu Ji
was simply demonstrating "creative liberty"; that is an argu­
ment that cannot be refuted any more than it can be proven.
Even those who would argue for Lu Ji's "creative liberty" should
at the same time acknowledge that there may have been ver­
sions of the "old poems" in the late third century that were quite
different from the versions used by anthologists of the early

sixth century.
It was not uncommon for different poems to have the same

first line. Thus when we compare Lu Ji's imitation of "Nineteen
Old Poems" IX, "There is a rare tree in my yard" JJi 'f ;ff -tt:ttt, with
the anonymous version and fmd them very different, we need
not be surprised: Lu Ji was probably reading a different
"original" that used the same opening line.

The case of the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" is far more
complex: The first line (of course), the "animal couplet" in the
middle, and the end match; there are also lines that match here

A,I.LII~\ I

.~ tt1k31t
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th tm sph r of I t utumn I th d f wint r. Th
second oupl t is an ven more xa t r working of th original
and gets the correct stellar configuration.

In the third couplet, however, Lu Ji replaces the original
couple.t on dew and the changing seasons with a couplet on
moonlIgh.t and the cries of insects, the exact pairing of topics in
the ~penmg couplet of the original version. There are several
~osslble. e:planatio~s for this. One possibility is that he is
.correcting the taxzs of the original, just as he raises the reg­
Ister. Ins~ead of opening with a couplet on Heaven (moon) and
Ear~h (cnckets), then moving to Heaven and then to Earth
agam, he opens with a scene of Heaven and then brings the
focus d?wn to Earth in the third couplet. By the late Southern
DynastIes and the Tang, the original order would have been
more corre.ct, with the second couplet developing the first line
and the thIrd couplet developing the second line; but this was
not ~et the case in. Jin poetic rhetoric. It is, of course, also
posslb,~e that. the thIrd. couplet in Lu Ji's original had yet an­
other .moonlIght and msect cries" couplet. Whatever the ex­
planatI~n, the pressure of an original clearly led Lu Ji to
~oz:net~mghe would have avoided without the constraints of ni
lffi~tatIon: he gives two couplets in sequence both with the cries
ofmsects.

. The rest .o~ the poem follows the original very closely, con­
sIstently rmsmg the register. Lu's version does not, however,
have a couplet matching the final couplet of the original which
d~,aws t~e obvious lesson from the names of constellati~ns.Lu
JI s endm~, as it stands, is quite unusual in elite poetics of the
Western Jm; and unless we take this as a particularly bold
move on Lu Ji's part, we must conclude that the version he
kne,: also ended abruptly. This should not surprise us. As
admIred as these anonymous verses must have been, they still
probabl~ ha~ a degree of variability, permitting expansion or
~on~ractlOn ~ a pm;i.cu~ar rendition. The anonymous yuefu
~01~gOut Xia Gate, m ItS current version, also ends abruptly

With Just such a parallel couplet:

k..L1OJfJT~
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Fame and canonicity carry weight. To lighten that burden we
should keep in mind that, so far as we know, this poem became
the "first" of the "Nineteen Old Poems" only in the Wen xuan
selection and arrangement. Xiao Tong may have followed the
sequence of Lu Ji's imitations in this positioning of the "origi­
nal," but Lu Ji's other imitations in the Wen xuan do not follow
the same sequence in which Xiao Tong gives the anonymous
originals.

Let us suggest as a hypothesis that Lu Ji was imitating a
poem that began "On and on, on and on," a poem that shared
some lines with the current version but was different in what
was included and in the arrangement. The compositional
practice that produced the anonymous poems (both our, pres­
ent version and the version that Lu Ji imitated) involved the
recombination and reformulation of common topics around a
set theme. This gives us some hope that in the remnants of that
poetic tradition, we can perhaps find some of the pieces that
made up Lu Ji's version.

The version of "On and on, on and on" that we have as the
first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" is a perfect piece of poetry and
fully deserves its canonical status. I do not, however, believe it
is a "Han" poem in the sense of being a fixed text-though the
pieces that constitute it probably originated in the Eastern Han.
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[~l!], 1k.~-fd~JHt [eai Yong] , I Watered 54

My Horse at a Watering Hole by the Great Wall

Green, green, the grass by the river,
on and on, I long for him on the far road.
The one on the far road may not be

longed for-
last night I saw him in dreams.
I saw him in dreams at my side;
I suddenly woke, he was in a different land.
In a different land, each in another place,
I toss and tum and cannot see him.
The leafless mulberry knows heaven's wind;
the sea's waters know heaven's cold.55

Whoever comes in the gate is sweet to

his own,
no one is willing to talk to me.
A traveler came from far away

. f 56and gave me a patr 0 carp.
I called to the boy to boil the carp
and inside there was a letter.
I knelt down and read the letter,
and what was it like in the letter?­
At first it said to eat more,
then it said, I love you always.

1$.1Mtilii
~~:l,~;~

Jlt,~# 10r,~
,~~1tt~~

~1ttEl1t~

~-t~!l~""t

1;.f:tii7i*­
i!.f\~.~,*,

'i'- 5t:t.~,*,
'f;ffR-t"t
-k we.it -t"t
"t 'f :t10r fu .
J:.;fflJa*~

r;ff-k~!l'~

~~;orif::v.
j* j~\,~ iii!
iti!.f:Of,~

54 L Qinli 192' Wenxuan 27 (as "old lyrics"); Ytxy 1; Ywly 41; Yfsj 3~ .•
55: C~ the s~e ~attern in an anonymous yuefu quoted in Tpyl: "-~~lIt;1f,

*.!.:~,,1t -k (Lu Qinli, 294).
56. That is, a letter case in the shape of a fish.
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If we were not trying to read Lu Ji's poem as an lr:nl a Ion 0

the first "Nineteen Old Poems" and were simply ~ry111g to find
what text he was imitating, we would have n~ dIfficulty at all
locating the source for the opening passage. I wIll frr~t quote the
entire poem, then compare the opening passages 111 the first

segment.
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W t r d My Hor ." Lik "Nin t n Old Poems" XII, "I Watered
My Horse" is an exc 11 nt xample of one form of segmented
omposition in which the first theme leads smoothly into the
econd theme to make one continuous poem.

We might be tempted simply to graft lines 2-6 of "I Watered
My Horse" onto the corresponding lines of "On and on, on and
on" to produce the beginning that Lu Ji imitated. Thematically
this would present no problem; but here, however, we en­
counter a problem of rhymes. "I Watered My Horse" opens with
three "rhyming couplets" (AA, BB, CC), while "On and on, on
and on" uses "couplet rhyme" (AB, CB, DB).59 We should add
that although it uses couplet rhyme, "On and on, on and on"
changes rhyme midway. Following elite practice, Lu Ji's imita­
tion uses couplet rhyme but carries the whole poem through on
a single rhyme. We can be reasonably certain that Lu Ji is
"upgrading" his original with respect to rhyming practice; we
don't know, however, whether his original used rhyming cou­
plets or passages in couplet rhyme.

We do know one thing for certain: hang H does not rhyme
with dao it; if"I Watered My Horse" is the obvious model for the
opening and if the first line of the original must be "On and on,
on and on" (hanghang chong hanghang H4t-:l4t4t), then either
the last word of the second line must be revised to rhyme with
hang or the last word of the fourth line must be changed to
produce couplet rhyme.60

Let us assume, for the sake of argument, that the version of
"On and on, on and on" that Lu Ji knew began with some
variation on the material that opens "I Watered My Horse," with
a woman longing for the absent beloved. Considering the cou­
plet on the "royal paddlefish" and "dawnwind hawk" in Lu Ji's
imitation, it is likely that his version of the "original" was con­
tinued by the images of the "nomad (hu) horse" and the "Yue
bird" as in the current version. What then of the rest?,

• Imit tiotl.
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Except for Lu Ji's first line, which reformulates the first line of
the current "old poem," lines 2 through 6 of "I Watered My
Horse" could serve perfectly as the "originals" for Lu Ji's re­
working in a higher register; the opening lines of the current
version of the first of the "Nineteen Old Poems" do not match Lu
Ji's lines. Lu Ji even retains the repetitions in "I Watered My
Horse" that link lines together, which is not proper in elite
Jin poetics and is uncommon in anonymous yuefu and old
poems. 57 This relatively long series of linked phrases marks
this version of "I Watered My Horse" as clearly as the long series
of descriptive compounds at the beginning of l1nes marks
"Nineteen Old Poems" II (which begins with the same opening
line as "I Watered My Horse"). 58

"I Watered My Horse" is another Wen xuan text and as ca­
nonical as "On and on, on and on." Before we can snatch out its
opening, we need to dismantle the poem. This version of "I
Watered My Horse" is a compound yuefu, each of whose two
segments fortuitously begins with a line that also begins o~e of
the "Nineteen Old Poems." The first segment, "Green, green, the
grass by the river," is essentially the same opening as that
of the second of the "Nineteen Old Poems" discussed above:
there a woman longs for an absent beloved (and seems to invite
a stranger to her bed); here a woman longs for an absent be­
loved. The second segment, beginning "A stranger came from a
faraway place," is the same opening as "Nineteen Old P~ems"
XVIII, where a woman also receives a message from the absent
beloved. The same theme appears as a segment in "Nineteen
Old Poems" XVII, in a form even closer to the segment in "I

lmitatlort • 1

57. Cf. the version of "1 Watered My Horse" by Fu Xuan; Lu Qinli, 556. This
clearly imitates part of the present version, but takes off in other directions. Lu
~i ech~es.th~ pattern of repetitions without duplicating them exactly, as he did
ill the lmltation of "Nineteen Old Poems" II.

58. This should be distinguished from repeated phrases linking "stanzas"
(or poems in a set), as in Cao 2hi's "For Biao, Prince of Baima" J!it €I.~ I~.

59. "1 Watered My Horse" also uses couplet rhyme later.
60. Hang is a common and easy rhyme, and indeed the rhyme used in 11. 5-6

of "1 Watered My Horse." 1 adopt the reading hang for;ft, rather than the pre­
dominant modern reading xing, because hang is almost always required when
it is used as a rhyme word in third-century poetry.



__ ~ Li Lin, ltrib. 61

A bird w nt £lying outhwest,
shining brightly, like the gray hawk.
At dawn it set out from a nook north of

the heavens,
in the evening it was heard on a hill south

of the sun.62

I wanted to send word,
I put it on a note of brightly colored silk.
With the wind I attached it to its wings,
to send the feelings that swell in my breast.
The bird took its leave, the journey was long,
its wings were unable to bear it up.
I wanted to go off following the bird,
but my worn-out horse could not

be mounted.

1m t tln!1 •

61. Lu Qinli, 339; Guwen yuan 4.
62. "South of the sun,» Rinan El ~, was also the name of a Han com-

mandery.
63. Lu Qinli, 456; Wen xuan 29.
64. Lu Qinli, 394; Song shu; Ytxy 9; Yfsj 32.

Perhaps the most famous example of the failed bird messenger
is in the last part of Cao Zhi's first "Unclassified Poem" $-"tt:63

~~iJt~~ A lone goose roams southward in flight,
i!!lJii-k~~ as it passes my yard, it gives a long sad cry.
A!!..w.,lti!~ My thoughts take wing, loving the

person afar,
mi!liklti!% and I want to entrust it [goose) with word.
"JtJ.~:f-JL Its outline is suddenly not to be seen,
~~1l.f\'.:; its swift wing-beats wound my heart.

The cloud messenger of Lu Ji's imitation appears in Cao Pi's
second "Banquet Poem" ~~H.64

JjFi] .w.,~~~1; With pent-up feeling, I long for you and dare
not speak,

~~~1;{t:f-il I send word by the floating clouds, they go
and don't return.

We therefore can suspect that a message was dispatched in the
version of "On and on, on and on" that Lu Ji knew.
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Each at a different edge of the sky,
how can we meet face to face?

The traveler is faint at the end of
the horizon,

and a date for return cannot be sought.

~4.k-i!f
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We cannot say that these are the actual sources for Lu Ji's
imitation, but if we juxtapose our imagined original with Lu Ji's
lines, we find something perfectly consistent with Lu Ji's pro­
cess of imitation elsewhere (including sometimes keeping one
ordinary word in the same position in a line, in the second line
of our couplet):

Here, perhaps, "I Watered My Horse" can give us inspiration.
Possibly the version Lu Ji knew used rhyming couplets. We can,
indeed, match Lu Ji's lines by taking a sequence of two rhyming
lines out of the first part current version (11. 4, 6):

IIn ittl lio!1

Lu Ji's fifth coupl t looks as if it
version:

Lu Ji's following couplet on the failure to send a message in
the clouds calls to mind the centrality of the letter in "I Watered
My Horse." It has no counterpart in our current version of "On
and on, on and on," though the clouds do appear there as
blocking the sun.

Messages are a very common topic in the theme of separa­
tion, even though they do not appear in the current version of
"On and on, on and on." There are essentially three poetic
situations of "messages." There is the "gift-message to be sent":
the plant or sprig plucked by a woman and sent to the beloved
("Nineteen Old Poems" VI, IX). There is the "message received":
it is usually brought when "A traveler came from far away" ~1:t

it -}j *-, the situation in "I Watered My Horse" (as well as
"Nineteen Old Poems" XVII and XVIII). The final situation is the
"message sent that can't get through (or its arrival is un­
known)." This is clearly the situation in Lu Ji's imitation and
perhaps in his original. The failed message is carried by a cloud
or bird messenger, attested first in the Jian'an poets and a
poem in the Li Ling corpus.
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65. Lu Qinli, 330; Wen xuan 29' Yitxy 1 (as M . Sh )
, el eng; Ywlj 29.

66. The exegetes try to make the current version of "On and on, on and on"
close with the speaker's resolution to eat more himself and cease longing; this
is possible, but seems rather warped, however little he may hope to return. "Eat
more" is the message appropriate to send to the beloved.

67. I have no confidence in the textual integrity of poems anthologized in
Yutai xinyong, but the reader is welcome to take this as evidence of the exis­
tence of the received version of "Nineteen Old Poems" I in the early third cen­
tury.

68. Lu Qinli, 376; Ytxy 1. Han Geping, Jian'an, 351-52.

•

and ho altern tiv . A m n nd a woman are s parated.
Their relationship is und fin d, though they long for one an­
other. They do not exist in the ordinary geography of China with
place-names; they exist in an abstract two-dimensional geog­
raphy of the interval that separates them. We do not know why
the traveler travels; we know only that he travels by necessity
and would go home if he could. From the perspective of each,
the other is beyond the horizon.

The woman dreams of the man one night-or, as we will see,
she simply envisages his appearance. When she wakes, she
finds she is alone. Or perhaps, from the intensity of her longing,
"in the night she cannot sleep." She picks plants to send to him.
He tries to send a message by bird or cloud, but unsuccessfully.
Perhaps he only gazes toward home, his vision blocked by
cloud. Perhaps a traveler passes by, going toward his home; he
gives him a letter to take to his beloved. He is growing thinner
from longing, his clothes hanging looser on his body; he knows
that she must be experiencing the same. Longing makes a
person old. In the letter-or simply the implied message in the
closing-he says: "I will love you always; try to eat more."66

We have pieces of this narrative in our current anonymous
version of "On and on, on and on," in Lu Ji's imitation, and in "I
Watered My Horse." None of them have all the parts and vari­
ations of the narrative, but when we put them together and add
other poems on separation, the sequences are obvious and
often repeated. If Lu Ji was "imitating" a version of this story
that differs from our current version, we can fmd the current
version scattered throughout a set of poems attributed to the
first part of the third century. 67 Consider the first poem of the
set "Chamber Thoughts" 1:.~ of Xu Gan -&#:68

Th oupl t th t fon ws in Lu Jj' imi t' .'
longing and misery who h . Ion 1 a st tern nt of

. , lC IS common nough th h
clfi~ example of this sequence of topics is hard t~ PI~~; I'nal spe­
regtster poetry: ower

1'1'iL!~.~~
I stand long, envisioning thousands of

leagues away,

and brooding cares gather in my heart.

Although this is not the cl" .
The sequence of topics, ho:~:~ ~el;~:st~~ea clos!ng .c~uplet.
us consider f h . ' ecome lamlhar. Let
Poems": one 0 t e most mnocuous of the "Nineteen Old

Nineteen Old Poems VI65

I crossed the river to pick lotus,
many fragrant plants in the orchid bog
When I pick them, to whom will I give them?-
the one I love is far away. .

He turns to look, gazing toward his home
the long road stretches on through the '

vastness.
Hearts as one, yet living apart:
wony and pain through old age.

Here we have the love-gift or mes .
mulation of pain and old I hsage, ~e ~azmg, the accu­
on on and "' h age. n t e Lu JI ImItation of "On and

, on we ave the message th .
cumulation of pain In th ' e gazmg, and the ac­
and on on and ". h e current anonymous version of "On

travele; does no~~o;eto::~:"f::~~~Phrase~negatively, "the
we often find in early poet' e mentIOn of old age. As

ICS, a sequence of recurrin d (
:::;ymworSd) is rhepeated, even when the statements m:d::o~:~

s c ange.
The final part of Lu J" . '. .

current version TIS ImItation CIrcles back to match the
imitation matchesh~~o~:;e~no~theloosening sash in Lu Ji's
Ji's conclusi . . .e anonymous poem, and Lu
poem" clOSin;~ IS a charactenstlc transformation of the "old

If all this has grown t . .
assuming that we can 00 mtncate, let me try to tell a story,

rearrange the order, change the gender,
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Green, green, the grass by the river,
on and on, I long for him on the far road.
The one on the far road may not be

longed for-
last night I saw him in dreams.
I saw him in dreams at my side;
I suddenly woke, he was in a different land.

Even though Lu Ji may have been working with a different
version of "On and on, on and on," it is still, in a deeper sense,
all "one poem."

•

-t-t;ori!$
~* ~~I.~iti!
iti!;r-OJ".~

By observing the kinds of transformations Lu Ji performed on
his originals, we can measure our "originals" as the "traces" in
which he walked (niji ;JRJl~). When we do this, we find that these
"old poems" had more or less stabilized by the end of the third
century-but only "more or less." We can also strongly suspect
that Lu Ji had a version of "On and on, on and on" different
from the one that survived into the Qi and Liang. The version
that did survive is itself old and a remarkable work-we may
even be glad that it survived rather than Lu Ji's version. Tri­
angulating an imaginary space between Lu Ji's imitation and
the current version, we can see how low register texts were still
changing shape in the late third century. While we can never
find the poem Lu Ji imitated, we can fmd all the pieces that
could have been imitated and the sequences that linked such
pieces together.

." Altho Irh Xu n' i wakin VI JOn
versus a dr am (with "bright appearan ," rongguang z,A:.,
being a standard high register term for physical appearance),
this version shares the appearance of the beloved as a conse­
quence of longing with "I Watered my Horse."

.ni1ff-Yl.:.t.
f-Yl.{1~ft

.~f:{1#'~

•

Looming, the top of the high mountain,
lasting on, the thousand league road ..
You go off daily farther away,
the swelling feeling makes one old.

Sunk n in shadow, troubl nd rrow form,
on whose account do sorrow and cares arise?
I think on being parted from you while alive,
each of us in a different corner of the sky.
There is no time set for a happy meeting,
My heart is shattered and wounded within.
I am listless and too worried to eat,
I am unsatisfied and ever starving.
I sit up straight and do nothing
and vaguely see your bright appearance.

iil.I't .~t ~·1

$:l~~ft~

i::~~±,l1~

~,(i.:k-7r

~i'~~~
'f ,\,;4f!1l~
;r-JWrl:it1t
'!l·ll~ ilL~
3.t±,1Q~~

~Ht~~7I:.

Setting aside the rhetorical beginning couplet and reserving the
final couplet for future consideration, the middle couplets of
this poem are virtually a synopsis of the current "Nineteen Old
Poems" I. If some of the topics are missing, the opening lines of
the second poem fill them in.69

Of course, the poor woman longs so intensely for her beloved
that she cannot sleep, which brings us to the fourth poem of
the series, discussed earlier in the set of poems on sleepless­
ness.7I

What is of particular interest, however, is the closing of the
first poem: "I sit up straight and do nothing / and vaguely see

.tt~it~ll.~

A..'tI"-tli'

The third poem adds the clouds, which, as suggested above,
tend to be failed messengers (11. 1-6):70

i¥1.'1or¥¥ How billowing are the drifting clouds!-
.$i IZJii~~ I want to use them to send my words.
.S,;r-0J":if They are whirled on and I cannot send

word by them,
I linger, helplessly longing for you.
When people are separated they always

meet again,
you alone have no date for return.

~~~~-ro

1$1$ ~!E.i!

~-!-E1e..it

ft.~t1-A.~

69. Lu Qinli, 376; Ytxy 1. Han Geping, Jian'an, 351-52.
70. Lu Qinli, 376; Ytxy 1. Han Geping, Jian'an, 351-52.
71. See pp. 77-91.





APPENDIX A

Yuefu as a Generic Term

Here we will review the evidence for the use of the term yuefu as
a kind of verse, rather than an institution. In the pre-Tang pe­
riod the institutional meaning of the term is by far the most
common usage, both in reference to the Western Han "Music
Bureau" proper and, in elegant anachronism, to later court
musical establishments.

Many scholars (Suzuki Shuji, Masuda Kiyohide, Joseph Al­
len) note the appearance of the term in Zhi Yu's "/l Wenzhang
liubie lun 5t"f iiL ;H~, composed around the turn of the fourth
century. Since this may be the only case in which yuefu is
associated with five-syllable-line poetry before the mid-fifth
century, it is important to comment on the particular form of
the textual fragments of the Wenzhang liubie lun. We should
first note that many modern versions of Zhi Yu's comments on
poetry are based on Yan Kejun's text in the Quan Jin wen.
Although Yan Kejun presents his citation as based on the Yi­
wen leiju, it is in fact a composite of Yiwen leiju and Taiping
yulan citations; in one case the Taiping yulan citation is rather
drastically changed-and that case happens to be the one in­
volving the five syllable line and yuefu. The proper versions can
be found in Deng Guoguang's Zhi Yu yanjiu. 1

The Yiwen leiju citation (which Deng identifies as the "Gen­
eral Discussion of Letters" ~~5t"f) has a general discussion of
poetry followed by examples of different line lengths in the

1. Unfortunately Deng's fourteenth note in his chapter 12 is missing, just at
the point where we would hope he might explain the rather striking differences
in the standard version. See Deng Guoguang JiI~j(" Zhi Yu yanjiu !tJk~1t

(Hong Kong: Xueheng chubanshe, 1990), 185.



2. Allen, In the Voice a/Others, 48-49.

oYl.1

3. Lu Qinli, 1264-65. Fu Xuan has an extant Fangge xing ~~AT (Lu Qinli,
557) that begins with a reference to the "holy tortoise," linggui :1-', but there is
no crane nor does it bear any resemblance to Bao Zhao's poem.

4, In the third century, pian Ai$; probably still retained something of its earlier
sense as a text on a bundle of bamboo slips. The transfer of this term to
something like a "chapter" is comprehensible. How and when the term came to
be applied to poems that were very short by pian standards is an issue de­
serving some study.

•
The first case in which we find the term yuefu. clearly used for a
kind of poetry is a century and a half after Zhi Yu: in a preface
Bao Zhao (d. 466) uses the term "yuefu. poem," yuefu. shi ~Jit#,
to refer to a poem by Fu Xuan 1tj.j: (217-78), the "Tortoise and
Crane Piece" "~1£.3 This Bao Zhao "imitates," ni JR, in a poem
in the five syllable line entitled "Pine and Cypress Piece" ;f:A;ftl1£.
We do not know whether the term yuefu. sm is Bao Zhao's own
description of the piece, a category that had entered the
manuscript collection of Fu Xuan before Bao Zhao, or was a
category originally used by Fu Xuan. We note that poems with
titles ending in pian 1£ also characterize those poems in the
Wen xuan categorized as "yuefu. poems."4

When ni is used in a title, it is always followed by the title of
the poem imitated. Perhaps used here in a discursive preface, it
had a looser sense, since Bao Zhao's poem does not have the
same title as the poem he supposedly "imitated." By the ordi­
nary rules of ni, Fu Xuan's now lost original would have had to
have been in the five syllable line and line for line as long as Bao
Zhao's poem. Perhaps, however, with a looser, discursive sense
of ni, these norms would not have applied. Bao Zhao's poem is

pr m xampl of v r x Ii i ly link d with th Han insti­
tution of the Yuefu.. This i all th mor the case because the
term yuefu. is otherwise exclusively used to refer to the court
musical establishment, either of the Han or on the Han model.
The further question is whether yuefu. here means a genre (a
kind of poetry) or an institution.

When we come to a textual problem like this, we should
acknowledge the source in trying to trace the history of the use
of the term yuefu.; at the same time, we should not base a
historical narrative on it, tracing the use of the term to describe
poetry in the five syllable line to the turn of the fourth century.
It is a solitary case and a textually very troubled case.

Van Kejun

-=tf1flii'{~* ~ .If] z
*Jtt#.If]z
-=tf1flii'{~*1!!:.If]z

Taiping yulan

3i. ""t -:1t, * Jtt # ffl z
*""t-:1t, *Jtt# ffl z
-c""t-:1t, #f1flii'{~*1!!: ffl z

Shijing. The Taiping yulan citation (id ntifi d by D ng a th
"Separate Discussions of Genres" ~'-j.;t5t 'l1t) gives exactly th
same phrasing with the same Shijing lines, but adds a com­
ment on where they are used in later poetry. The first question
we must ask is whether these are indeed two distinct sections
of the Wenzhang liubie lun, or (1) the Yiwen leiju gave an ab­
breviated version of the passage, or (2) the Taiping yulan has
added early notes to the main text as if those notes were the
main text.

We have reason to suspect the Taiping yulan quotation be­
cause the first example says "the four syllable line of the Shi"
-;!;%tz~ ~;It and cites a four syllable line. The line is, however,
incorrectly cited: it is actually a three syllable line,. cited and
identified as such in the Yiwen leiju version. The appended
comment on the verse's later application is: "This was often
used in the Han Songs for the Suburban Sacrifice and Ances­
tral Temple" il~~JfJl~~mz. Since those songs are in lines of
both three and four syllables, this doesn't tell us m~ch.

Next come lines of five, six, and seven syllables. Here let me
put the Taiping yulan citation side by side with Van Kejun's
version (omitting the Shijing lines cited).

• Yu fu a

In each version one comment is repeated (and perhaps the use
of yi # gives some weight to the Taiping yulan version). The
long and short of it is that in the Taiping yulan version poetry in
the five syllable line is used in yuefu., while in Van Kejun's
version it is used by professional singers in bantering.

Allen is presumably referring to the Taiping yulan version
when he observes that the context suggests that in using the
term yuefu. "the reference is to the 'ballad' type ofliterature, not
the 'hymn' type."2 If so, the six syllable line must be the "hymn
type"-though which hymns is uncertain. But if that is the
case, why, in discussing the three (or four) syllable line did Zhi
Yu specify "Songs for the Suburban Sacrifice and Ancestral
Temple" rather than yuefu.-since those songs were the su-



y fu 'r I'm ..

quite differ nt from the oth rpm of hi now I ifi d s
yuefu; and the "tortois and crane" of th Fu Xuan original ar
auspicious creatures, associated with longevity. Without Bao
Zhao's imitation-which is certainly not a ritual yuefu-the titl
of Fu Xuan's lost yuefu alone would suggest ritual yuefu. That
is, the first clear usage of yuefu to refer to a type of poetry comes
from one known author imitating another known author, on a
theme and under a title which is quite distinct from the kind of
poetry usually later classified as yuefu. Nevertheless, we can
say that the term is used to describe a kind of poetry at least by
the mid-fifth century.

The next clearly generic use of the term is noted by Anne
Birrel, in which Shen Yue uses yuefu to describe some of the
compositions of Shen Liang );t;'t.5 Here again it is listed well
separated from poetry and in between two ritual genres; this
strongly suggests that even though it is being used in a generic
sense, a kind of ritual hymn is meant. As is well known, Shen
Yue does not use the term yuefu in the "Treatise on Music."

The first extensive treatment of yuefu as a named category
can first be found in Wenxin diaolong at around the turn of the
sixth century, where Liu Xie devotes an entire chapter to it, in
the broad sense of poetry associated with music. He uses the
term as the counterpart of "poetry," but he treats it as generi­
cally distinct. Although Liu Xie is clearly thinking of ritual
music as the normative form, his version clearly included "lit­
erary yuefu" and was broad enough to encompass the anony­
mous verses now considered "Han yuefu," though nowhere
does he distinctly indicate such material~"Aswe move into the
sixth century, the term had come into fairly common use and
was broad enough to encompass almost the full range of verse
we now classify as early yuefu. In Ren Fang's 1H:& Wenzhang
yuanqi Jt-:fft~ yuefu is described in the following terms: "They
are the old Poems" gu shi ye i"tt-l!!..6 This probably means that
it belongs to the tradition of the Shijing, though we cannot en­
tirely discount the possibility that he was identifying yuefu with
the anonymous "old poems." However, yuefu is listed in the

5. Birrel, Popular Songs and Ballads, 7; Song shu, 2452.
6. Ren Fang 1H~, Wenzhang yuanqi zhu ;;t -tt.t~ii. (rpt. Taibei: Guangwen

shuju, 1970),37.

..

middl of Ion list f nr ,:f r w y fr m forms of "po try" in
v rious lin I ngths, whi h b gin th list of genres. Zhong Rong
nowhere discusses yuefu in his Gradations of Poetry, but his
inclusion of Cao Cao, all of whose works were in the song tra­
dition, suggests that he saw literary yuefu at least as a subset
of poetry.

The question is whether there was a broad notion of "poetry"
that included yuefu or whether "poetry" and yuefu were seen as
distinct things. The evidence suggests that anonymous song
material-both the early material and more recent Southern
songs-were not initially significant to the literary scholars in
thinking of yuefu as a literary genre. The collocation "yuefu
poems," yuefu shi ~}iHt, was probably the earliest use, refer­
ring to yuefu by known authors. The term yuefu alone probably
was a possible term for ritual song, extended to "song" as a
general concept in Liu Xie. In the Wen xuan we see the first
evidence of inclusion of anonymous song within the scope of
"belles lettres"; Xiao Tong includes very few of these, perhaps
influenced by the archaic cachet of anonymity that surrounded
the "old poems." Xiao Tong clearly treats them as a subset of
"poetry," and he places his three anonymous pieces at the be­
ginning of a chronological set of yuefu by known authors, just
as he places the "Nineteen Old Poems" at the beginning of a
chronological set of "unclassified poems," zashi Mitt. That is,
anonymous yuefu are brought in to serve as the anonymous
origins of a literary form based on the established model of the
"old poems." Here, for the first time, we see anonymous yuefu
positioned within the literary lineages by which sixth-century
critics understood their literary past.

This move seems to have opened the way for subsuming
anonymous yuefu within the larger category of "poetry"­
though the separate bibliographical tradition of musical spe­
cialists continued. We have no confidence as to how closely our
current version of Yutai xinyong .I.*tJf~ matches its sixth­
century form, but here-in a collection specifically of yong 1,*-,
"songs"-yuefu and "poetry" appear side by side. Anonymous
"old poems" are followed by anonymous yuefu at the beginning;
the sub-lineages of the Wen xuan are gone, and the two groups
together represent the "beginnings" of classical poetry.
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Here we might recall Liu Xie's term of praise for tlw
anonymous "old poems": they are "direct without being un
couth," zhi er bu ye iii1Q:fIf. As received texts, it seems thol
anonymous yuefu were often "uncouth," ye If. For a "terrae of
jade," yutai .I...f, such "uncouth" verses needed some polish.

•
We have become so accustomed to the broad category of yuc!1I
that it is worth remembering that it was once much smaller n<l
more specialized. The "Bibliography" in the Sui shu lists rna II

titles of collections of musical verse, a number of which III f'

clearly ritual music and songs for court feasts. Yuefu i. II

common term in such titles, but we cannot date most of tI t't I

works. We are left with only imperfect negative evidenc: 01
lections in this category that have known pre-sixth-c I 111l
compilers do not use the term yuefu.

The Sui shu "Bibliography" does, however, include on' II

teresting and suggestive anomaly that wonderfully confu I

the issue. We have a list of categories of "records of son ) i I

and dance" *~.it.; here we have a series of types of mLl I I

many of which are now considered as subcategories of yu . 1I, III

the third place in this list, however, we have a category III I
yuefu: "fife and drum songs, qingshang songs, yu if/./., r II I
music, high pregnancy-seeking rites, kettle-drum mu. i , II II
music, etc., ten types" it'*., ~t~, ~Jit, ~*, itJ;ft, ~,~, ~k

it. , JL-t~.7 We do not know the provenance of this Ii t; I
istence, however, is a valuable reminder that thes t 111 111111
scattered histories that we no longer understand.

We know that yuefu was a particular Western H 11 III I HI
tion that came to be used to describe court mu i 01 I III It
lishments, particularly those charged with pr vidin, I 111111

music. In that sense it came to describe a sub t 0 I i II I

music, which were more broadly preserv d in II I," \ I I 1111 til
manuscripts, conceived as a distinct kind of mat 'rl I, 11111 11111

commonly known as yuefu. Sometime, pr b b.ly .In til, 1111 I! I

part of the fifth century, the term yu ifr.i w S rodu II ! 1111 If 11
to the full range of verse in that mu i I traditiol, /lIld I I II
this sense that we see Liu Xie usin th t nn, lJ .. II I

the musical tradition had alw y v rloPI d wit I 1( t I Y, III II
became the term for su h po ry. 1., 1'1 W! If j IIlld

7. /),i shu, 108 ,
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As the literary record was being reviewed and categorized
around the turn of the sixth century, yuefu came to be used as
a blanket term for a loose assortment of poetic texts, covering
much of the range of the current generic term. It also became a
standard term used in the titles of collections of song materials.
When, however, we look at the way passages are cited in en-
yc10pedia and commentarial sources from the seventh and
arly eighth century, we can see that yuefu was not yet a stable

neric term, either to distinguish a body of texts from shi or to
scribe texts associated with music.



APPENDIX B

The Musical Traditions

I have in my possession a number of CDs of "Tang music." I can
enjoy these with a good-humored knowledge that any relation
to the Tang Dynasty is purely fanciful. I have Pickens's recon­
structions of Tang music based on speeding up Japanese court
music to melodies that sound like the sound track for an Ara­
bian Nights film. I believe that it is not at all impossible that
Tang music actually sounded like this, but I do not believe this
is "Tang music."

•
Nowhere is the scholarship on early classical poetry more in­
tricate and frustrating than in trying to sort out the yuefu
lineages of transmission of tune titles and their various cate­
gories-through the early musical sources preserved in the
head-notes of Yuefu shiji, through the Yuezhi of the Song shu,
and in various other sources. This is not scholarship for the
fainthearted; and if I reviewed it properly here, this app~ndix

would be many times longer than the book to which it is ap­
pended. Scholars who are not in the least fainthearted-such
as Suzuki Shilji, Masuda Kiyohide, and Wang Yunxi-have
thoroughly mined the sources for what is there. To attempt to
reproduce them would be mere epitome. I have struggled with
the primary sources and the arguments of scholars of those
sources without finding the information for which I was search­
ing. This is an exemplary case of how the sources set bounda­
ries for questions which become all too absorbing in their own
detail and whose endless problems easily direct the scholar's
attention away from some very basic and essential issues.

•

Tit Mu, i (;I,i 1'f'ac1ttion

ur th t w 'Us to r on tru t th hi tory
of early mu i al po try (yuefu) ar oncerned primarily with
titles and taxonomies, and perhaps with song traditions. We
can guess what instruments were in vogue in the court in a
certain period. We do not, however, know some other things
that are very important. We do not know the extent to which
song lyrics were committed to writing. We also do not know
when song lyrics were committed to writing. Scholars are often
willing to believe that if they have an early mention of a title and
sometimes of a first line, there is continuity between the piece
mentioned and a later textual manifestation of lyrics under that
title. But the tradition is always composing new lyrics to old
titles, reworking lyrics, reusing first lines, and "filling in" what
is missing. We want to know how we received the texts we have,
whether those texts appear in the early sixth-century Song shu
or in the Yuefu shiji, from the turn of the twelfth century.
Perhaps the first line ofthe "Song ofWhite Hair," "Baitou yin" a
jJi"4'-, attested by its name and first line around the turn of the
fourth century, belongs to an old Han ditty-and if we can be­
lieve the first line, we can probably believe the first four lines.
Already we have compounded a "perhaps" and a "probably,"
conditional on the "perhaps." But, as Di€my has shown and we
will recapitulate in a different way, the longer poem preserved
in the Song shu is a composite of different segments. What
reason do we have to believe this particular confection of
segments belongs to the Han? Ifwe had a clear tradition of texts
known to contain lyrics, we might believe. But we know musi­
cians and musical scholars were always reworking things. We
know the tradition of the title and the first line (only dating from
the turn of the fourth century); but we have no idea from when
and how we have the text we have. Perhaps it is indeed an old
Han mix; perhaps it is the way the poem was performed in the
fifth century. It doesn't matter aesthetically for the text we
have, with its wonderful leaps of theme. But it is not a text
around which we can tell a historical story of yuefu---even
though Shen Yue names it specifically as a Han "street song."
He knows probably only a little better than we do the origins of
the version he has.

We are looking for lines of transmission not of lore but of
texts. In a note attached to the "Lyrics for the Three Modes in



thos s t h v urviv d. thi m th t an earlier musical
p cialist copi d down m Lyrics but not others? Given the

impulse to completeness on the part of scholars in the musical
tradition, this is inconceivable. The obvious conclusion con­
firms our supposition above: these musical works are lists and
lore, not including the texts.

Where then do the texts come from? When a musical spe­
cialist notes that a song is "not now transmitted," he may be
matching a list with received texts in some other source. It is
also possible that he has no text and is matching his list
against the pieces still included in a performance repertoire. We
have so much information; we wish just once one of the mu­
sical specialists had told us from where the texts came.

As for the music itself we know even less. There is re­
markably little indication that these scholars, whom I have
been calling "musical specialists," were much concerned with
what we would consider essential information about the music
itself (except instrumentation). Their focus was on textual lore
and tradition. When we see the note that a certain piece was
"now not sung," we can infer that some pieces were still
sung-but the actual musical relation between third-century
practice and mid-fifth-century practice is beyond speculation.
There was a musical notation system, but we do not know how
widely it was used or how well it was understood beyond the
circle of professional performers. Like most musical notation
systems prior to the increasingly specific Western notation
system of the last four centuries, it did not have enough in­
formation to perform a piece without a teacher. Our best guess
is that there was considerable musical drift between the third
and the mid-fIfth century. The textual "musical specialists,"
limited by human memory (and its vagaries), would have had
no way to judge how accurately music from two centuries ear­
lier was preserved.

The relationship between music and text is notoriously elu­
sive, even when we have a stable text and a relatively precise
notation for the music. We do not know enough to begin to
address this question. We cannot even answer the simpler and
more basic questions: what was sung when and under what
circumstances? We can assume court traditions that either
were continuous (which is not to say that the music remained

• Th Mu. i aZ Tr ditlon

the Qing hang" utt i8i -=-, &lllk. -f), Sh n Yu p ifi ally n t s:
"These were past lyrics compiled/collected and put to us by
Xun Xu" {;J Jh ~~ ~ 15)~~ Jf1 :t-. What does zhuan ~~ mean here: do
it mean he "wrote them down" or that he "selected" (xuan ili)
them? Note that this isjiuci ~15) rather than guci -.!J15): these ar
lyrics from the recent past. Xu Xun (d. 289) was a central figur
in the musical establishment ofthe Western Jin and is credited
in the "Bibliography" of the Sui shu with a work called Lyrics for
Jin Banquet Music, Jin yanyue geci %~~.zJk&f. A title like this is
reassuring because it specifies the "lyrics," geci .zJk&f. We as­
sume these are texts-though we do not know which texts.
Does this mean that Shen Yue has a textual source for the
lyrics in this section? If it does mean this, what does that imply
for the other sections where there is no such note?

We like book titles that specify "lyrics," geci .zJk&f, because
many of the works in the tradition of musical poetry are called
11.1. ~, "records." We suppose that a relatively l(;mg work like
Zhijiang's Gujin yuelu -.!J4'-~~ of the sixth century must have
contained actual texts as well as taxonomical discussions and
traditions, but the important works by Zhang Yong and Wang
Sengqian from the mid-fifth century, also called "records," may
have been only notes on titles, taxonomy, and sometimes first
lines (the Wang Sengqian Jilu is recorded in only one scroll,
which suggests from citations in the Yuefu. shiji, via the Gujin
yuelu, that we must have most, if not all of it, as pure "records"
of titles and taxonomy) ..

Classical Chinese is nothing if not imprecise. Often when the
Gujin yuelu cites a passage from Wang Sengqian, we see the
closing phrase: "it is now not transmitted" 4'-~~ or "now not
sung" 4'-~.zJk. We have no way of knowing if this is part of Wang
Sengqian's quotation from the mid-fifth century or Zhijiang's
comment from the mid-sixth century (Suzuki takes these as
Zhijiang's comments, but that is only a supposition; if the texts
existed in Shen Yue's day, why did he not include them?). "Not
now transmitted" seems to clearly indicate that they have
neither the words nor the music; "now not sung" might mean
that they had the words but not the music, or it might be
functionally the equivalent of "not transmitted." It is important
to note that these lost pieces belong to numbered sets under a
certain musical heading and that versions of some members of

'T'h M I at '1'1' I 1lI1)/I • 11
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stable) or claimed continuity. Th most w n y i that a
certain body of texts, now called yueJu, were associated with
the idea of music, and that such an association welcomed the
possibility of performance. We can assume that Cao Cao's
songs were musically performed in his court around the turn of
the third century; we can guess that those traditions continued
to be performed by professionals for an uncertain period in
special court venues. Whether or not Cao Cao's songs still
could be performed by the early sixth century, it seems clear
that for entertainments the more recent "Songs of Wu," per­
formed by choruses of local girls, were preferred.

APPENDIX C

Anthologies and Poetry in

the Five Syllable Line

We tend to retrospectively grant poetry in the five syllable line
an importance that it probably did not possess belOre the early
decades of the fifth century. "Poetry," shi "tt, as a category did
have a certain canonical weight; but we should try to look past
the favor of fifth- and sixth-century poets, critics, and an­
thologists, who imitated, commented on, and anthologized
earlier poetry in the five syllable line. When we do so, we find
both that up to the early fifth-century poetry was not a focus of
interest and that poetry in the four syllable line was just as
favored and sometimes more so. The practice of the five syllable
line seems strongly tied to members of the Cao family and their
courts; the form continued through the Jin, but with a new
preference for the four syllable line in group composition.

Certainly poetry in the five syllable line was preserved in the
collected works of individuals; but when we look at the two col­
lections from the third century that were not reconstituted from
anthology and encyclopedia sources, the collections of Xi Kang
and Lu Yun (setting aside the poetry collection of Ruan Ji), we
find very different proportions of poetry in the four and five syl­
lable line from elsewhere. About half of the poems in Xi Kang's
collection are in the four syllable line, and most of Lu Yun's are
four-syllable-line poems. This may be, in part, the result of the
peculiarities of these particular poets; but it reminds us of the
degree to which our general impression of poetry in the period
may be highly influenced by later preferences. The remnants of
the immense Wenguan cilin 5t tt't&Ji*- happen to include juan
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covering po try in th four syllable lin ; pi s pr s rved th re
remind us how much was overlooked in poets now known for
their five-syllable-line poetry. As we mentioned in Chapter 1, of
the 104 entries in the chapter "Learning / Belles-Lettres,"
"Wenxue" 5t~, in the Shishuo xinyu, only four touch on poetry
in the five syllable line. Poetic expositions and prose are far
more often mentioned. This gives us some indication of the
small role played by poetry in the five syllable line in the imag­
ined literary life of the fourth and early fifth century. Of those
four entries, only two-the entry with Cao Zhi's famous "seven­
step poem" and the entry on the "old poems"-treat poetry that
would later become part of the canon.

We might here amplify our comments on anthologizing
poetry in the five syllable line. Despite the immense uncer­
tainties in looking at lists of lost books, we can learn a few
things of use. The "Bibliography" of the Sui shu is a problematic
source, mingling later works with a Liang bibliography. The
"Bibliography" groups works by categories and seems to try to
arrange works chronologically within a category. Wei Zheng It
11t (580-643) may not have known the author or date of some
works, but we assume he was following the order of his
sources.

Sometimes people comment on the richness of pre-Tang
anthologies now lost; much was indeed lost, but some of this
"richness" may be in some part an illusion, particularly before
the late fifth century. Again there is much that we do not know,
but we have some hint of the instability of manuscript culture,
even over a relatively short span. .

The case of the anthology of poetry in the five syllable line
attributed to Xun Chuo $j #,*, the Gujin wuyanshi meiwen -.!;~

1i.. ~ ~t J,. 5t in five scrolls, is a vexed one. There was a Xun Chuo
who was the grandson of the famous Xun Xu $j a& (d. 289) and
an eminent Jin intellectual in his own right. This Xun Chuo
died at the beginning of the fourth century. Unlike the Xie
Lingyun anthology, Xun Chuo's anthology is not attested else­
where. Not only is this anthology listed after the Xie Lingyun
antho16kY, it is listed immediately after another anthology
without attribution of authorship entitled Unclassified Poems of
the Two Jins, Er Jin zashi "::'1NfHt. It is unclear whether this
anthology is also intended to be credited to Xun Chuo; if so, we

h hronl ro, in Xun huo di d in th
Yongjia Reign, befor th founding of th Eastern Jin. What
makes this particularly interesting is a historical work under
Xun Chuo's name that also suggests the Eastern Jin or later. It
may be that there were two Xun Chuos: the earlier and more
famous figure who wrote on offices, and a later, more obscure
figure who was conflated with the former. Not only does the
"Bibliography" tend to favor chronological sequences within
types and sub-types, but types ofworks, once established, tend
to have a continuous lineage. If the Gujin wuyanshi meiwen
were a poetry anthology of the turn of the fourth century, it
would stand unique and alone, more than a century earlier
than the next datable poetry anthology likely to contain poetry
in the five syllable line. One cannot help suspecting that it was
later, while allowing the possibility that it might be the earliest
anthology of poetry in the five syllable line and an important
source for early poetry.

The famous poet Xie Lingyun ~~i{ (385-433) is credited
with an anthology of poetry khown simply as Shi ji ~t 11< in fifty
scrolls; there is an expansion in one hundred scrolls later in the
fifth century, another hundred-scroll work of the same title at­
tributed to Yan Jun JJi~, and another work of the same title in
forty scrolls attributed to Song Mingdi (r. 465-72). It is possible
that these are all different anthologies, but then we see another
shorter anthology, Shiji chao ~t11<~), in ten scrolls by Xie Ling­
yun, apparently the same work that appears again under the
title of Zashi chao '*~t~), also attributed to Xie Lingyun, in ten
scrolls in the Liang. Then there is another ten-scroll Shi chao
~t:w) without a compiler listed and noted as "lost." Then we have
another anthology attributed to Xie Lingyun called Shi ying
~t~ in nine scrolls. By its placement directly after the Shi ying
(as a sub-entry), we may suppose that Xiao Tong's Wenzhang
yinghua 5t"~* in thirty scrolls is an expansion of Xie Lin­
gyun's Shi ying (despite the apparently more general title, the
Wenzhang yinghua is listed in poetry anthologies), but a few
entries later we find a Gujin shiyuan yinghua -.!;~~t?€.~* in
nineteen scrolls attributed to Xiao Tong.

We might conclude from this and other evidence that many
anthologies were lost, which is, of course, true. We might,
however, also conclude that manuscripts, particularly of
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(ex pt for one anthology call d au yu ifu ~.!; ~ JI1- in eight scrolls,
out of sequence). There is a remarkably extensive corpus of
collections in the musical tradition, though many are clearly
ritual collections. Studying old music (meaning the traditions)
was an activity with some cachet, as can be seen in the in­
troduction to the "Yuezhi" of the Song shu. Considering the
number of these collections, we need to reflect on two facts:
first, that Zhong Rong does not include anonymous yuefu in his
Gradations of Poetry, and second, that Uu Xie gives them a
separate chapter, where he treats ritual pieces and yuefu by
known authors, but makes no clear reference to the anony­
mous "old yuefu." Uu Xie does express much disapproval of
popular song, which may include the old yuefu; but this seems
unduly harsh for texts that were so carefully conserved by so
many reputable scholars.

APPENDIX D

"As Performed by the

Jin Musicians"

In "Contre Guo Maoqian: a propos des deux versions de cer­
tains poemes des Han et des Wei," Jean-Pierre Dieny has pre­
sented a thorough comparison of the paired versions of yuefu
given in Yuefu shiji as "original lyrics" and "as performed by the
Jin musicians."l He has made a long and convincing argument
why the Song shu versions are the older texts. I am in complete
agreement with him, and in the following appendix, I would like
to supplement and reinforce his argument with a brief con­
sideration of variation in manuscript culture and a return to
one of the texts he discusses, Man'ge xing ii¥1*-H, to consider
some of the points he raises and some others in the context of
compound yuefu.

The issue is this: a number of the yuefu from the Song shu
are given with variant versions in the Yuefu shiji *Jiltt 11<. There
the Song shu version is marked by Guo Maoqian "as performed
by the Jin musicians," Jin yue suo zou **m4, while the al­
ternative version is often given as the "original lyrics," ben ci
-*-at. Since the Song shu versions often have incongruous pas­
sages, irregular lines, transpositions, and loan characters, this
has led to the widely accepted belief that the "original lyrics"
were changed for the requirements of music, changed by musi­
cians who were less than fully literate and less than fully careful
in their transcriptions. The fact that the lyrics in the "Treatise
on Music," Yuezhi *.t:, of the Song shu represents the conser-

1. T'oungPao85, nos. 1-3 (1999): 65-]13.
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popular material such as poetry, w r often changing siz in
the course of recopying, either supplemented or excerpted at
will. In many cases the works do not seem to have formal "ti­
tles" but are simply brief descriptions of the content. It is pos­
sible that Xie Lingyun compiled four different anthologies of
different sizes and with different names, but it seems far more
likely that the Xie Lingyun anthology circulated under different
titles in various sizes, with another editor sometimes claiming
credit when Xie's anthology was expanded. That is, what looks
like a "bibliography" may in fact be a library "catalogue" of
manuscripts, with no two being exactly alike.

Literary anthologies do have an ancestor, and it is given
pride of place (apart from the Chu ci) in the Sui shu bibliog­
raphy: this is the Wenzhang liubie x.."fl!ri.~IJ from the turn of the
fourth century, discussed in Chapter 1. There were other
anthologies of roughly the same period, but Zhi Yu's was the
most influential. A fragment of Li Chong's :'f. iG (fl. mid-fourth
century) Hanlin ~~* is quoted as praising the poetry in the five
syllable line ofYing Qu.H!~ (190-252), and the "Bibliography"
lists a presumably Jin commentary on Ying Qu by Ying Zhen
.H! f,i, presumably an act of family pride. We have other general
literary anthologies before the Wen xuan, and it is reasonable to
assume that poetry in the five syllable line was gradually rep­
resented ever more fully.

When we turn to anthologies specifically of poetry, we find
only two listed before the Xie Lingyun anthologies: the Ji ya
pian if< $ M; in five scrolls with no date given and the Jing­
gongtang song '*~~~ in one scroll fronl' the Jin. We have no
idea what the former was, but the term ya $ would probably
not have been used in an early anthology of poetry in the five
syllable line. The latter seems to have been a collection spe­
cifically of "hymns," song ~~, since several other collections of
song are appended to it. Song by this period were in the four
syllable line.

The variations on the Xie Lingyun anthology suggest its
popularity in the fifth century; on the level of pure speculation,
Xie, during his second period in the imperial library, would
have had access to the trove of manuscripts brought back by
Liu Yu from his northern campaign, and this may have con­
siderably extended the corpus of earlier poetry that was

v il bI in th outh; Xi '8 po try -nth 1 auld th 11 h v
been responsible for th diss min tion of this material. We do
see a striking growth in the interest in earlier poetry and imi­
tations in the mid-fifth century.

We have a valuable critical comment on Xie's anthology by
Zhong Rong in the "Preface" to the Gradations ofPoetry: "When
it comes to Xie Lingyun's collection [anthology] of poems, he
just took whatever poem he happened on" .f.~~~if<-tt, it-tt
$jLJfit. Lack of discrimination was a common complaint among
Qi and Liang critics, but we should understand it not in purely
aesthetic terms, but also in regard to judgments of authen­
ticity, as in Zhong Rong's complaint that the full collection of
anonymous old poems was a "mixed bag," zongza #..t#-, a term
which, as we will see, is connected to judgments about false
attributions. Xie's large collection, alternatively expanding and
shrinking in subsequent copying, may have simply uncritically
drawn from manuscripts available in the early fifth century.

Following the set of anthologies appended as sub-entries to
Xie Lingyun's original anthology, we have an anthology with a
title of particular interest for our concerns: the Gu shiji *-ttif<
in nine scrolls, given without a compiler. We should clearly
not take this as a compilation dedicated to anonymous "old
poems"; for a work of this size the scope of "old" clearly must
extend well later than the Han.

We can follow no clear bibliographical trail on how the
anonymous "old poems" passed from the third century to the
literary men of the late fifth and early sixth century. Our
Shishuo xinyu anecdote suggests they were common knowledge
among the elite at around the turn of the fifth century; but that
is the only evidence before a spate of imitations in the mid-fifth
century. We know that the imperial library in the early Eastern
Jin was vastly reduced from what had existed in the Wei; it
must have been gradually supplemented from private sources.
We can reasonably suspect that Xie Lingyun's anthology played
an important role in disseminating early poetry; and consid­
ering his interest in the Seven Masters of the Jian'an, their
poems were probably included.

As we mentioned in the main text, the most significant
categorical fact in the "Bibliography" is the clear division be­
tween poetry anthologies and collections of lyrics for music
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vation efforts of some of the best scholars of sev ral c nturi in
a long tradition should be taken into consideration.

If we look at this from the point of view of a manuscript
tradition, we have in the Song shu a reasonably reliable text
from the beginning of the sixth century, carefully conserved
because it became the standard history of a dynasty; as we
have discussed elsewhere, it represents a highly conservative
tradition of musical scholarship, committed to presenting texts
as they were received. In the Yuefu shiji we have a book from six
centuries later. Guo Maoqian, its compiler, had access to a
range of sources for musical poetry (yuefu) whose origins and
transmission are uncertain. We do not know who first made the
distinction between "original lyrics" and lyrics "as performed by
the Jin musicians," but it is a judgment made only when
scholars began to collect and compare versions. It has the
appearance of an ideological rather than a historical judgment,
a way to explain the textual mess and poetic inconsistencies of
the Song shu materials.

I would like to look at one of the less popular of the
anonymous yuefu, where I think we can clearly see that the
difference between the two versions makes sense only as an
imperfect attempt on the part of the so-called original lyrics to
regularize, repair, and provide consistency to a text in the Song
shu.

This argument is based on a premise that is developed more
fully in the main body of this work and is shared by many
scholars in the field: that performance and compositional
practice commonly joined independent segments to produce a
"complete" work. Sometimes those segments are tightly inte­
grated; sometimes they are close enough that interpreters have
been able to integrate them; and sometimes the segments are
incongruous.

Below I am going to discuss the Man 'ge xing ;,Itj~At, "Full
Song." First I will give the two versions, followed by a transla­
tion of the Song shu version.

Song shu

~*~~'*
iti!t*~

:it:JtEf.

Yuefu shiji
"original lyrics"

~*~~at

it'**~
:it:JtEf ·Il

"A P rfi rtn d byth Jin. Mu 1

*T 1f.'$- *T1f..
:!ti~JItj: :!ti*JIt~

i!~J&.oH! i!~;.f.J!J&.

k~fl# kattfl#
:I: *- 00,(> :I:*-~'(>

"Mt't ~1-u "Mt't ~1-u

AA~.~J.t AA~.~J.t·

J1kJlk-T-~ J1kJlk~-T-~

ofr.'J#J.:1ft] ofr.'J~.M

"1t;t~A. tft;t~A.

EH~.,(jHJt- ~1.?L,(jHIt-

i.t~fJT&Ji i.t~fJT&Ji

~X~Hl~ ~xm~

m"~JJll m~llll

'ifJt-~ 'ifJt*~

~ tk /,1 Jit~ ~tkJ,~J,Jit

!) ~i!(jit~ *j!(jit~

.(> -T-ti~~ '(>-T-ti~~

it*-~~-lt it*-Ilt-lt
,t.4-If'-f ,t.+If'-f
£ilmJ.~ £~.EK{~

1.1.m.1e. 1.m.1e.
....:::..trL ....:::..trL
#-'(>Of"t #-'(>Of"t

~itkfJT~ ~itk~

t'~-T-:!ti t'~-T-:!ti

~ ~9t':I: ~~Y:l:

~1t*.iEl! ~1t*l!
eiJiiUi%) eiJiit~%)

i!-t~t- i!-t~t-

-t~~~ -tif!~~

fi.~ .:::..'It fi.~':::" 'It
-t~-t;fk -t~-t;fk

-f.t i!!i *-4- -f.t i!!i *-4-
-T- *1"f~Ji *.ft1"f~Ji
-!-~~-lOCElfl ~;fR. El fl
Elfl~~ Elfl~~

~fli!trQ' ~flA.rQ'

1"f:1f1"f• 1"f:1f1"f•
~M'I%" ~f!;f'I,*'

Jt1"f-.~. ~.~.
4iJ"-:Ilu~~JL:k. ::bJL:k.
'%i!tJtti~~,* '%1.\;.~at
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I will go off my If nd nothing other.
Serving both one's parents,
in this the heart toils, needless to say.

Failure and success are made by Heaven,
the wise person does not grieve,
many worry for a few things.
Be at rest in poverty, delight in the

right Way,
I will take Zhuang Zhou as my teacher.
One who leaves behind a name is noble,
a fellow-traveler with ZOO.8

Those two worthies of bygone times,
their names last a thousand years.

Drink ale, have song and dance­
why wait anymore for joy?
Grand! Look at the sun and moon shining,
the sun and moon go speeding by.
Struggling hard in the world of men,
whatever is had, whatever is lacking.
Greedy for goods and begrudging expense­
how foolish this is!
Fate is like grinding stone, seeing

the spark-
how long, after all, can we live in

the world?
We should just have pleasure and

make merry,
let the heart enjoy fully what delights it.
Rest in goodness, nourish your

virtuous nature,
preserve this span of a hundred years.

rfc rm d by th

The two versions are, indeed, remarkably close. The most ob­
vious difference is how irregular lines in the Song shu version
are replaced by regular lines where possible in the "original
lyrics." The one case in which a four SYll~le line has been
expanded is 11.2, where it serves to paralle a five syllable line
that could not be easily reduced to four syll bles. (Indeed, both

8. Zoo is unidentified. The alternative version reads ZOOa .:ri!'!, also un­
known. 1 have retained the Yfsj reading i!i.

~'~~fJf~,t~

4C-~"";t;tt,ti

'/\

tiP-tit.;j±}J]

ift..t:tit
-:r~~*
{1.:t.::. ')f
..t~Tl*

-§til!i,ift-Jt
:r- *1"I JYi
~~!fIl.1tfI. El Jl
ElJl~~

~fl-t!t-r"'
1"I:ff1"I.
~Jl.;j'",*f

JlI:.1"I-.~

1Jl'~~,k;JL:k

J. i~ HII.;Jll
-t--t-m.it
t- .::.s!

git~fJf~

t':t:r-~

~~~'J:

4C-tt*iE..i!

ftJ '/t' '11 *
,~ ~rt-Prr-l
4C-~f4-,ti

~.1f-1:t.if!JIJJ

i;ij,ift~t Full Song2

Making merry does not last 10ng,3

I have encountered perilous times.
I have met all manner of misfortune
isolated and in wretchedness, '
this sad bitterness is hard to endure.
I gaze at the Pole Star afar,
the heavens turn morning, the moon shifts.
Worries come, filling the heart,
who will understand me?

Gloomy and with many cares,
I am restless and not at peace.
No signs of good or ill fortune. 4

I brood on that man of 01d,5

who declined position and plowed
for himself.

I would achieve that which I wish
and by this bring myself peace.
I despise lodging in the mountains, 6

stuck in this paltry flourishing. 7

Late autumn's fierce winds rise,.
to the west I fared on the gray seas,
my heart is unable to be at rest.
I lift my clothes, rise and look at the night,
the Northern Dipper is stretched out on

the sky.

1!! 'It .flX~HI '*
.'~ ;fJdJi" ,~~ ,t~
4C--l-4-;t;ti,ti
11 Jf-1:t.JlI:.JIJJ Iijj
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i!~fJfNi

l';.(~m~

miflJ.J:+l
'-TJlI:.-*

~l*i71Ji1.~

iff1 J1f3it~
,~ :r- fit 4C-
4t*~Itt1t
;It.-t I¥l-f

2. In the Yuefu. zhengyi It!Jf.t iE-A., Zhu Qian !f;..fr; interprets man iti as men ~
"depressed." Although this is possible, the motive seems to be to make the titl~
match the tone of the poem. .

3. H~ang Jie in his notes cites the commonplace line: "Making merry one
must seIZe the moment" $,$'t .&at. This is perhaps what is intended here.

4. This line is in the Song shu version, but not in the alternative version in
Yuefu. shiji. I take :lftJ as ~, the "signs" that let one know what is coming.

5. This is the recluse Xu You, who fled when Yao offered him rule of the
empire.

6 .. The alternative text reads tltl for J.ttl, giving a very different sense: "1
despise thiS restlessness of mine."

7. Zheng Wen offers a nice explanation for "paltry flourishing": a small
salary.

~*~~*
it-t!t-~~

i!JlI:.l1~

~T';'.

~~t1t~

ii~JR.~

~~Jl#

J: jflll1'~

~'£" ~9;[1

~~~.~J!

Jl:k.JI:k.:r-~

~#J.:iftJ

"1t;t:-t-~

H!1Q.~HJt
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why wait nymor for joy?
Grand! Look at the sun and moon shining,
the sun and moon go speeding by.
Struggling hard in the world of men,
whatever is had, whatever is lacking.
Greedy for goods and begrudging

expense-
how foolish this is!
Fate is like grinding stone, seeing

the spark-
how long, after all, can we live in

the world?
We should just have pleasure and

make merry,
let the heart enjoy fully what delights it.
Rest in goodness, nourish your virtuous

nature,
preserve this span of a hundred years.

• •\.>~P1f.~.1f;

~-!-",#~,t1.

Jlt1Of-.~

4fl'~~-bJLk

~illilJk:tt

;r;:*-r-r ~Ji
A~ml.lb'l. El J'I
ElJ'l~J!g

~fli!t'/b1

10f ;1f1Of~

~tJ.t"*t

10. Cf. Suzuki, Kan Gi, 408.

This is a version of a very familiar song-type, the feast poem,
without the least incongruity.lO Moreover, with this stanza
removed, the main body of song also becomes coherent, la­
menting the world and resolving to follow a life of Daoist qui­
etism (with no hint of the quest for immortality other than
lasting fame). Thrown together, they make a satisfying se­
quence, in which the private lament and ascetic resolve are
answered by the voice of the community, urging the listener to
enjoy the life he has. We find a similar sequence in Cao Cao's
"Ballads of Qiuhu" II, in which the quest for immortality is
answered by a closing feast segment (see pp. 149-53).

From this point of view, the final stanza makes sense only as
a "coda," qu, which plays against and need not continue the
main body of the song. In the "original lyrics" we see this in­
dependent segment regularized to try to produce a "single
poem," with the ending changed to reconcile it with the strong
Daoist motifs in the main stanzas. We can see the process with
particular clarity here because the attempt to create a single
"poem" fails so badly.

1/'\ .} rlr rm d by th ilt MIL ,t Letrt" •

Rest in goodness, nourish your
virtuous nature,

preserve this span of a hundred years.
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of the five syllabI lin s r tain d, 1.1 nd n.], r h rd t
compress.) A dropped rhyme is corrected (IV.7) and a transpo­
sition of characters (V.8). There are also numerous small
changes of wording that make better sense in the "original
lyrics."

Unfortunately the poem as a whole doesn't make a great deal
of sense, rambling from complaints to a decision to follow
Daoist quietude and live in poverty, to a call to drink, make
merry, and spend what one has. Some of those little changes of
wording, moreover, produce differences that would seem rather
important to later readers. For example, the last couplet in the
Song shu version reads:

In the "original lyrics" this becomes:

~~"'4-'t1. Giving rest to the spirit and nourishing
nature,

f1l.1.~"J. i/o., '1'='91 one can preserve a far-reaching lifespan.

"Goodness," shan -!-, becomes the phonologically close "spirit,"
shen #. "Virtue," de f.t, is dropped to shorten the line. The
"hundred-year" lifespan, a full but normal mortal life, becomes
a "far-reaching lifespan," xia qi if!JtlJ, strongly suggesting im­
mort~ty. The Song shu message is: enjoy yourself, be good,
and lIve out your mortal life. The message of the alternative
version is: practice techniques of Daoist self-cultivation, and
you will become an immortal.9 '

The Song shu version has something else: unlike the
"original lyrics," it is divided into stanzas and designates the
last stanza as a qu;if, a "coda." That is, this final section is not
th~ song "proper," but rather something added. In the Song shu
lyncs many codas are thematically independent. We might then
look at the final stanza of the Song shu version separately:

9. For the clear opposition between immortality and "preserving a hun­
dred-year span," see the last lines of Cao Pi's "Written at Lotus Pool" ~~iG1t
(Lu 400).
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We see this sam pro ess t work in oth r Song shu texts
that .h~ve alternative versions, especially those preserved in
Yutaz xznyong. When we see other, smooth yuefu texts that have
no .Song shu version, we perhaps have cause to wonder what
their sources looked like. APPENDIX E

This set is reproduced from Suzuki ShOji, Kan Gi shi no kenkyu,
pp.364-72.

Examples ofthe Topic

"Human Life Is Brief"

A.. 1..-*fE., 10r ~-*'\.>.
A..1..~t~Pt, ~jj&itfor*.

A..1..}UtM, .~"*"it~t$:.

A..1.. .:f-1.!t, ~.~~~&.
A..1..;Jf±,k;, ~tit-k ...:t.
A..1.. .~ illl.:f, ...± ,k; l!l .
A..1..• ~*, lIP;j;',(i. -!t fa' .
A..1.. -1.!t M, it~,$i Iii]~.

A..1.. ;r- i~Ef, of 'If.-t~ l: .
A..1..!/wnt, ,%1.!t ~ ~~.
A..1..~1or.*, .11tl:~.f~.

A..1..;ffforof, 1E!..~.f~~.

A..1..lil"* .~., it fE.a£:il.
A..1.. m;ff1p-, 1E!.·tll1.. El jf>.
ttii'Ji't~, A..1..~1or,

!/"*"Wltt, *" El -* ~.
A..1..~.:f, ~ l:for~.

A..1..,%:kJ;lfa', .~"*"11t.~~#~.

A..1..~;ff.-t, ~;r-~;l\:.#.
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APPENDIX F

Shijing Echoes in the

"Old Poems": A Case

In "Nineteen Old Poems" XII we have the following couplet:

Although avoiding the higher lexical register of late fourth- and
early fifth-century poetry, this is characteristic of the copi­
ousness of the later tradition. In the case of Tao Qian's poem
the functional role of the rensheng topic is identical to what it
had been in many earlier "old poems" and yuefu, but it takes up
more of the poem's "space."

Suzuki Shiiji's examples are all drawn from the Han and Wei.
When these old topics are carried over into the Eastern Jin and
later, they are often expanded. One famous example Can be
seen in the opening of Tao Qian's first "Unclassified Poem"
(Zashi #"tt), slightly shifting the predicate of "Human life is ..."
from brevity to helplessness.

The middle couplet of our citation reworks images from Shi 203,
"Dadong" :k..t (Xiaoya), on constellations that do not perform
the functions of their names. Thus the three couplets taken

The dawnwind hawk harbors a bitter heart,
the crickets lament how hard-pressed

they are.

tA-;r: ~-T!€.

It'#"-~~l!l

Jt~fl1or~

.l.Jit.~ 'is''~

~~1~J.;]tl.

:t~-kui!ff#

m.jf.3IAr-t

These lines are commonly understood as referring to two Shi­
jing poems, "Dawnwind Hawk" .-l.Jit, Shi 132, and "Cricket" ~~,
Shi 114, respectively. The nature of this couplet allows us to
pose questions about the use of the Shijing in the "old poems."
We cannot answer these questions definitively, but exploring
them can be fruitful.

Let us begin by setting some parameters for our inquiry.
First, we know that some of the "old poems" do make reference
to the Shijing in no ambiguous way. In "Ninet~ Old Poems"
VII, for example, we read: ~

;r:;t:ttJ-f-tf With no care for our fondness, once holding
hands,

they abandoned me like tracks left behind.
In the South the Sieve, the North has

the Dipper,
the ox of burden bears no yoke.
Truly lacking the firmness of boulders,
what gain comes from empty name?

Human life has no root or stem,
wind-tossed like dust on the lanes,
coming apart as it whirls with the wind,
this body with no permanence.

A.1.'#"-~lt*

::a.-ku fij 1:.&
~~b~Jit**

Jll:.eAf'f Jt
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The dawnwind hawk harbors a bitter heart,
the crickets lament how hard-pressed

they are.

Our second parameter is that these creatures are part of the
natural world, consistent with that described in the poem.
Reference to the Shijing is not needed here, as it is in the
passage on the stars in "Nineteen Old Poems" VII. The dawn­
wind hawk and the crickets appear in the corpus "old poems"
independently, in ways that would be very awkward to explain
in reference to the Shijing poems to which they lend their
names.

Before examining our couplet with reference to these two
parameters, we need to add one essential qualification: while
on the whole the corpus of "old poems" shares a common

In th ont xt of" don ," thi psg s rYes xactly the
same function of the Si ve, Dipper, and Ox (Oxherd) in "Nine­
teen Old Poems" VII: the stars have "empty names" and do not
perform the functions proper to them. Although the Weaver
Woman in "Nineteen Old Poems" X is not performing her
weaving duties, the reason is not the issue of "empty name,"
but because she is distracted by longing for the Oxherd con­
stellation. That is, this is not a scholastic usage of the Shijing
poem, but a "tag," a phrase detached from the standard in­
terpretation of the poem--even though it is based on elemen­
tary knowledge of the poem. Ifone reads just the surface level of
the original Shijing context into this usage (that is, "empty
name" as pejorative), one is misreading.

At a still further remove from a Shijing source, in Chapter 2
we discussed "The road is blocked and long" l!~~il.lL-k from
"Nineteen Old Poems" I. The "source" is "Jianjia" :iri (Shi 129):
dao zu qie chang l!~il.ll-k. This is a phrase that may have
originally been expanded from the Shijing line, but it circulates
in five syllable poetry on its own, without any reference to the
Shijing.

Our first parameter is thus that some of the "old poems"
show knowledge of the Shijing, but there is a range of usage,
from scholastic reference to a poem with its interpretation to a
verbal tag to a phrase that has a separate life without reference
to a Shijing source. For clarity, let us cite again the couplet with
which we began:

..llit'll*" '\'>

*!.'*1~ fo11Jt.

in 't'/w lel J m N

"The deer cry out," thinking of the plants
of the moor-1

this can serve as a figure for a fine guest.

Far, far is the Oxherd Star,
bright, the woman in the River of Stars.
She lifts a pale and slender hand,
click-clack, she dallies at loom and shuttle.
In a whole day she completes no piece,
her tears are falling like rain. .
The River of Stars is shallow and clear,
how far apart are they?
Across the brimming stream,
gazing with longing, unable to speak.

But though she crosses seven stages,
she completes no full unit. 5

Straddling is the Weaver Woman,3
in a whole day she crosses seven stages.4

o

Jltit~*

~El-c.

~~:f4-£

ilX.ilX.;or~*

~.~~-t+

~L~L.fi-#Hf

~El1-~*

i.;ii~*,*",f,f,]

i'vf~itlU~

~1'I*1H~:"tf

jtjt -:tj<./b'
JJ$.JJ$. 1--iHt

tog ther fun tion almost lik hoI
tion": we hav a urrent situation, th itation (or r workin) f
a Shijing passage, and a generalization that interpr ts th hi
jing passage in such a way that it applies to the current situa­
tion. In its scholastic usage, it is reminiscent of the use of th
Shijing in the Li Ling corpus:

We see that same series of images of the stars from "Dadong"
echoed in "Nineteen Old Poems" X: 2

The passage in question describes the constellation of three
stars known as the Weaver Woman, the subject of the poem
above, who meets with her lover, the Oxherd constellation, only
once a year. That legend, the theme of "Nineteen Old Poems" X,
is not in "Dadong" (the last lines of the fifth and first lines of the
sixth stanza): , ,J

1. Shi 161.
2. Lu Qinli, 331; Wen xuan 29; Ytxy 1 (as Mei Sheng); Ywlj 4; Cxj 4.
3. Qi lit, "straddling," describes legs spread and the configuration of the

three stars.
4. Seven stages of the sky.
5. Playing on her name as the Weaver Woman, she completes no section of

cloth.



the speaker in "Ninet n Old Po ms" XVI (an utumn po m)
says:6

Gleaming, the Three Stars in a row,
curving, the new moon appears.
The cold arrives, responding to the season,
the crickets sing sadly by night.
The dawnwind hawk stirs in the tall trees,
branches shed their leaves day and night.
The traveler at twilight longs to go home,
he blocks his ears and carmot listen.

In n dd tr nsform ti n in n Jj' " in jng of My "
LXVlII, it becomes the bird on whi h th sp aker will fly off to
Heaven.

In another poem from the Li Ling corpus, the dawnwind
hawk even appears in parallel with the crickets, as markers of
the autumn scene, but leading to longing: 12

12. Ibid., 339.

hJin E ho "th I, ld I 'm"» •

In the case of the image of the dawnwind hawk, I think we
can conclude that it picked up associations from the context of
its use in the Shijing stanzas; but except in the case of the Ban
Gu poem, where it is used as a Shijing poem rather than a bird,
it does not carry the Mao interpretation along with it. Rather,
those associations of bitter longing adhere to the image of the
dawnwind hawk and contribute to its various transformations
in poetic usage .

The cricket is a marker of autumn in the Shijing poem that
takes its name from the insect, and it occurs elsewhere in the
Shijing as a marker of autumn. Here the problem is that the
cricket is a strident marker of autumn in the natural world,
quite apart from classical reference. It appears as such in po­
etry, sometimes echoing other Shijing usages, but only as a
mark of autumn. It is "hard-pressed" in our couplet, by the
lateness of the year, but it would be overreading to link that to
the excessive frugality of Duke Xi of Jin or even to the restraint
of the banqueters.

~~"='!lf'J

4-4- ~ ;flJ1­
~i~J.Up£

.it*f.1t,~ ..~

..lJil.~-t-;f­

ftftEl1t*
J&!-r1- ,w.if
~.lf-:r-fjg,lt

/ ho in t1-1 to I Po m IJI ij i I

Truly I have not the dawnwind hawk's wings:
how can I fly up over the wind?

I would like to set off with the dawnwind hawk
and see you on your way in person.8

When the heart feels pain, on what does
one brood?-

one wants only that love be deep.
I wish we were the dawnwind hawks,
flying as a pair, soaring in the northern

woods.

1t~..lJil..

~ fjg, it Jil. iIt

~1!l..lJil.1t­

i!-rl';),l!t~

~1fl~milt

.!fjj~ f1f ~!I,w.

El1-:r-~+fi

we might relate it to the longing for one's lord in the Shijing
poem. But the image functions in a similar way in a parting
poem in the Li Ling corpus:7

The element of longing for someone is often present, as in an­
other poem from the Li Ling corpus.9

6. Lu Qinli, 333.
7. Ibid., 337.
8. I have emended Lu Qinli's ~ to ~ in the translation.
9. Lu Qinli, 340.
10. Ibid., 341.
11. Ibid., 402.

The dawnwind hawk cries out in the
northern woods,

gleaming brightly, it flies southeast.
I want the one I am longing for,
at twilight I don't draw down the

bed-curtain.

And the bitterness is often present, as in our couplet: 10

~Jil.'*~1t A cold wind blows over my bones,
.il;Wjm~JIIL harsh frosts cut into my flesh.
!: ..:>'t',*"tIli. My care-filled heart is always miserable,
..lJil.~~,~ the dawnwind hawk grieves for me.

In Cao Pi the dawnwind hawk even becomes the imagined bird
with whom the speaker will fly off as a pair: 11

1!!..!fjj,~iti~

.!fjj~..lJil.,~

~iIt¥iHl:.#.
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3. The title is mentioned much earlier, but we cannot know how much the
Song shu text resembled the song through its early history.

l!JA..i* l1r
:t.AA;tftA
jtjt~Ji't"!V

.iJ-.iJ-Ji'ttJ>;t!

Allen notes that, in contrast to the omission in the Fu Xuan
version, "In 'Mo-shang sang' her beauty virtually stops men in
their tracks (11.13-20)" (331). Yet the same omission is made in
Yiwen leiju (and in the Yutai xinyong and Chuxue ji versions,
they are "watching," guan.fit, not "walking," hang if). Fu Xuan
leaves off the "coda," but so does Chu xueji. The most inter­
esting issue is the omission of mulberry picking, which may
indeed be significant. In conjunction with the locked gates of
her dwelling, this is quite consistent with third-century elite
practice, which we have seen in Lu Ji, taking women who are
seductively exposed and hiding them or putting them to
womanly work (though such hiding of women also occurs in
low register poetry). The same is true of the polite self-reference
(jianqie Jlt4-) and phrases like "worthy girl," xianml 1-*). This
may help us historicize Allen's surprise that even later poetry
mentioned her sericulturalactivities (329). Later poetry in the
Southern Dynasties, far more "elite" than Fu Xuan, was fas­
cinated by the exposure of women to men's gaze, particularly
women of less than elite status.

Then we might turn to Fu Xuan's "additions." "Mulberries by
the Path" is a text that first appears in history at the beginning
of the sixth century, with the designation that it is "0Id."3 Fu
Xuan's poem does not appear in history until the turn of the
twelfth century; but if we believe the attribution, it comes from
the mid-third century. This is not to suggest that Fu Xuan's
poem is earlier; but considering the way the text kept changing
shape, even after its relative stabilization in the Song shu and
Yutai xinyong, it seems at least a strong possibility that in Fu
Xuan's time the text did not look the same way it looked in the
Song shu. Much had happened to books and traditions in that
inte'rval. The verses without counterparts in the Song shu ver-

A,A..i* E 11
1U~ AA ;tf til
jtjt~Ji't"!V
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4. Jean-Pierre Dieny, Pastourelles et magnarelles: essai sur un theme lit­
teraire chinoise (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 1977), 113.

i n ar "addition" nly if w tal< th ng hu v rsion s a
fIxed standard.

While I disagree with many of Allen's points that supposedly
show "literati". revision of "Mulberries by the Path," I do agree
that the omission of mulberry-picking and some details of
phrasing show traces of late Wei and Western Jin sensibilities.
I think these traces are far lighter than Allen suggests.

All this is to take us to the main point, which is: What is this
piece by Fu Xuan? Our terminology, based in a scholarly cul­
ture of print culture in which texts are "intellectual property,"
divides textual production into exact reproduction and imita­
tion or variation. As we have seen throughout this book (to be
confIrmed by a cursory glance at Lu Qinli), in early manuscript
culture there is exact reproduction only for texts with strict
protocols demanding exact reproduction (like the Classics).
Other texts are always changing size and shape, proportional to
their distance from "seriousness." And "Mulberries by the
Path," except as preserved text in the imperial musical reper­
toire and then part of an accepted history, was far from seri­
ousness.

This text is clearly not an "imitation" in the sense of ni 4it. It
violates all the rules of ni. If the Song shu version is the
"original," the Fu Xuan version omits lines, adds lines, repro­
duces more than half of its lines exactly or almost exactly, and
only in the case of two lines (A'f~~t* and .J!IT*-k~-J.t) could
we limply suggest that they were rewritten in a higher register.
If this is not ni, then is this a "thematic imitation" (a free literary
rewriting of the same materials)? Again I think we must answer
negatively. We have some excellent examples of Fu Xuan re­
writing texts for which we have other versions, and nowhere is
so much of the poem the same as the other version.

Jean-Pierre Dieny is, I believe, closer to the truth when he
says that Fu Xuan is not imitating but rewriting, "purging a
song judged to be imperfect."4 This, however, presumes that
"Mulberries by the Path" was then the fIxed text in exactly the
form we have it now. This is not impossible, but it is an as­
sumption that should be examined. If, however, "Mulberries by

4 rmlttl t1 , R t llirLCi " ;u td l' ndtti n {mit ion, Ret UinQ' 11 R nclition' •

th Path" a1w ys hang wh nit i writt n d wn, th n thi i
version with a known transcrib r, a version that betrays the
interests of that transcriber. This is, in effect, Dieny's inter­
pretation framed with a different set of assumptions.

It is not a quibble to say that this is a "version" of the yan'ge
of the Luofu story, another "version" of which went into the
Song shu. This version shows the traces of elite poetics (as do a
great many of the texts preserved as "anonymous" and "old");
the version in the Song shu shows fewer such traces. To believe
that Fu Xuan's version derives from the Song shu is an ideo­
logical assumption that there is originally a pure "folk poetry"
to which literati do things. It is no less possible that Fu Xuan
wrote down this long version of a snatch of song preserved with
a rudimentary story, an old title "Mulberries by the Path";
through his important role in the imperial musical establish­
ment, his version became part of the court repertoire, where it
was popularized, with some pieces cut and some added-most
important, the "coda" necessary for a full suite. I am not ad­
vocating this scenario of reverse fIliation; I am simply sug­
gesting that it is just as likely as Fu Xuan "changing" the pres­
ent text. It is far better to think of song material appearing in
different versions, each one appropriate for its venue.

•
We actually have a far better case from which to consider Fu
Xuan's level of "literary" transformation (as well as the "literary"
level of "Mulberries by the Path," a remarkably smooth piece).
Zuo Yannian E.~-+ was a member of the imperial musical
establishment around the mid-third century, a generation
older than Fu Xuan, who also became an important fIgure in
the musical establishment. The name Yannian indicates a
professional performer. Under his name a remarkable text has
been preserved in the Yuefu shiji. It is as good an example as we
have onow register ballad style in the third century, and we can
use it as a touchstone against which to read other texts. By
comparison many of the texts that might seem "folkish" begin

to appear rather polished.
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H r hu band' t mily all re iv d good
fortune from her;

children and grandchildren all enjoyed
the fruits of her glory.

Now I make this song to sing of her
noble qualities;

to spread word of her bold venture,
moving and pure.9

lmitati n I R t lUng I a.nd R nditi n

9. Jian Changchun suggests that this should be Jl±~, the hair hanging down
over the forehead.

The story of Qin NUxiu is here linked to that of Zhao Eqin M!
~~, married to Pang Zixia Ii.-7-1:... Her father was killed by the
local warlord Li Shou, and in 179 she assassinated Li. She
turned herself in to the yarnen, but was pardoned. Details of
this story do not match the ballad.

, em l N nditt n

h mad hi body nd h d b in diffi r nt
places,

and she lay the corpse by the execution
ground [in the market).

His flesh and the dirt combined into a mud,
and his spattered blood sprinkled the

soaring rafters.
Her fierce spirit passed through clouds and

rainbows above,
while her enemy's clique lost heart and

submitted to her.
The whole marketplace acclaimed her

righteous daring,
those who watched stopped their tears and

were strongly moved.
What advantage serves a hundred males?­
they are no match for the excellence of

one woman.
The heroic woman went straight to· the

county office gate,
she said that unfortunately her father had

met with disaster.
Today his enemy's body has been cut

to pieces,
though he is dead, his mood will increasingly

be uplifted.
When you kill someone, you must submit

to the law,
righteousness does not permit one to stay alive

illicitly and thus ruin the old statutes.
The county magistrate undid the ribbon with

his seal [to resign]-
"It causes me to feel pain and I cannot bear

to obey."
The head of the Board of Punishments hung

his head and stopped his ears-
"It causes me to be unable to fully carry

out official action [against her)."
Her heroism shows merit rarely seen in

the world;
her righteousness establishes endless

renown.

44
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"Answering Qin Jia," by Xu Shu,
249-50

anthologies (of five-syllable-line
poetry), 313-18

"At Qinghe I Saw a Soldier Boat­
Hauler; Recently Married, He
Was Parting with His Wife," by
Xu Gan or Cao Pi, 126-27

authorship, 214-17, 256; ano­
nymity, 216-17; written on
behalf of (daizuo), 221

Baishi liutie shilei, 65
"Ballad of Bai Zigao in the

Clouds," by Fu Xuan, 166-67
"Ballad of Camphorwood" or

"Ballad of Camphorwood
Mountain," 133-34

"Ballad of Longxi," 120,157-58,
159, 163,231,285

"Ballad of Qin NUxiu," by Fu
Xuan, 343-45

"Ballad of Qin's Maid Xiu," by
Zuo Yannian, 342-43

"Ballad of Qiuhu," by Cao Cao:
Poem I, 149-51; Poem II,
174-75

"Banquet Song," by Cao Pi, 86,
98

"Bearers' Song," by Fu Xuan,
188

Beitang shuchao, 64, 194, 217,
254

"Breathe Out," by Cao Cao: Poem
I, 160-61; Poem II, 165-66

"Brown Sparrow in Wild Fields: A
Ballad," by Cao Zhi, 256-57

Cai Yan, 75, 221, 232-40; in-
dependent biography of, 233

Cai Yong, 216, 217, 232, 289
Caishutang gushi xuan, 258
camphor (yuzhang), 131, 133,

134, 135
Cao Cao, 10, 16, 59, 70, 140,

146, 149-53, 160-66, 168,
174-77, 182, 197-200,204,
207,232,240,305,312,325

Cao Pi, 19,35,45,50,81,86,98,
99, 109, 111, 119, 123, 125,
128, 143n7, 147, 189,200,
218,293,334

Cao Zhi, 10, 34n27, 45, 50, 53,
62,75,103-4,108-9,128-29,
130, 140, 141-47, 168, 169­
77,180,202-4,208,215,221,
256-59,271,293

"Chamber Thoughts," by Xu Gan,
87,295-96

"Chang'an Has Narrow Lanes"
(Chang'an you xiaxie xing),
113, 115



Chen Lin, 179-80, 194-95, 196,
201,217

Chen Zuoming, 258
chronology (used as conceptual

frame), 40-41
Chud,44, 148, 164,222,262,

316
Chunyu Yi, 254-55
Chu song (narrative meter), 66,

233; form, 241
Chweue ji, 64, 212
classical poetry, 8-9
"Cockcrow" (jiming), 116-17
coda (qu), 113, 114-15
compositional technique, 14
composition by theme, 16-17
compound yuefu, 20, 93, 143n7,

148,159,230
copiousness (copia), 75-76

daizuo (written on behalf of), 221;
persona poem, 226-27

Daoism, 140-41
"Dew on the Onion-Grass," by

Cao Zhi, 103-4
Dianlun, by Cao Pi, 274
Ding Yi, 258
"Dongtao Ballad," 154-55, 212
"Dragon in Flight, The," by Cao

Zhi, 141-42, 143

"East Gate" (Dongmen xing), 117
"Elucidation of Poetry" (ming shi) ,

by Liu Xie, 48-49
Emperor Cheng of the Han, 1, 48,

51,67,223
Emperor Wu of the Han, 26, 67,

69,152,170,226

Iangshi (adepts), 140
Fei Feng, 70-72; stele, 70-71, 74,

240
Feng Weine, 11,33

• In

Five-P k - f- r 'n s t (wu­
doumi), 140

five syllable line, 4,16,18,21-22,
24,46,130,194,220,241,
242; anthologies, 313-18;
earliest text, 66-67; early
traces, 66-67, 205; history of,
48-51, 53-55, 57-59, 248-49

"Five Wanderings, The," by Cao
Zhi, 169-70,212

fu, see poetic exposition
FuXuan, 109, 166-68, 188,217,

218,260,262,303-4,336-41,
343-45

Fu Yi, 49,52
"Full Song" (Man'ge xing),

320-23

rt)
"Going Out Xia Gate.," 156-57,

158, 162, 163, 170, 172,
284-85

"Good," by Cao Pi, 189-90
"Grand," anonymous, 145-46,

183-84, 198; by Cao Pi,
125-26,200-201

"Great Man," by Sima Xiangru,
148, 152, 170

Gujin un.J.yanshi meiwen (The
Beautiful Writing of Ancient
and Modern Poems in the Five
Syllable Line), 28, 314-15

Gujin yuelu, 8, 31n19, 64, 310
gushi (old poems), 23, 34; ante­

cedents to "Nineteen Old
Poems," 38-39

Gushiji (Collection of Old Poems),
29

Gushi pingxuan, 258
Gushi shangxi, 258
Gushiyuan, 159
Guwen yuan, 64, 240, 245
Guo Maoqian, 8, 15, 143
Guo Pu, 42

In .

Hanlin, by Ll h n ,
Hanshi yinzhu, 159
Han shu, 24, 67, 69
He Yan, 42, 50
horror vacui, 57-58

"I Watered My Horse at a Water­
ing Hole by the Great Wall," by
Coo Yong, 289

"Imitating 'Green, green, cypress
on mound'": by Lu Ji, 275-76;
by Bao Zhao, 276-77

"Imitating 'Green, green, the
grass by the River'": by Lu Ji,
269-70; by Liu Shuo, 270-71;
by Bao Linghui, 273

"Imitating 'On and on, on and
on,'" by Lu Ji, 287

"Imitating 'The bright moon's
rays are gleaming,''' by Lu Ji,
282

imitation, 260-64, 269, 271,
283-84,291-92,295; thema­
tic, 261; Lu Ji's imitations,
263-97

immortality, 16, 139, 147, 172,
183, 187,324; as a theme, 10,
140-41; sub-theme of heav­
enlyjourney, 141, 158, 170,
181

"Immortals, The," by Cao Zhi,
171-72

Jilu (Record of Performers), 31,
110,227,310

Jiang Yan, 36-37,43-47, 51,
58-59,245-46,261

Jiankang, 4,25, 56, 63
Jiaoshi Yilin, 106, 130-31,257
Jin musicians, 320

Kan Gi shi no kenkyu, 11, 13
Kunlun, 141, 149, 151, 163, 164,

165, 174, 175

7

Lady on, 1,4·, 1, 4,
13 ,218,223,233,248

Lady Qi, 67-68
Li Chong, 316
Li Ling, 9,46,51,53,54, 55,

76,88, 101, 102, 104, 107,
114,219-20,245,246,248,
293, 335; letters to Su Wu,
243-44

Li Yan, 54, 57
Li Yannian, 13,26, 58, 67, 69
Li Yindu, 159
library collections, 29-30n16
literary history, 34, 34n28
Liu Xiang, 51
LiuXie, 47, 48-52, 202, 304, 306,

318
Liu Zhen, 45, 50, 53, 210, 211
"Long Song": by Cao Rui, 84-85;

anonymous, 144, 178-79
"Lord's Feast": by Wang Can,

205-6; by Ruan Yu, 213
Lu Ji, 10, 32n22, 33, 38, 39n48,

42,47,76,220,260,263-97,
339

Lu Jia, 131, 134, 135
Lu Jue, 57, 254
Lu Qinli, 1, 11
Lu Yun, 33, 195n39, 313

manuscripts, 4-6, 25-33
MeiSheng, 49, 51-52, 53, 55,

194,221
metrical variation, 21
"Moshang sang" (Mulberries by

the Path), 71, 159,336,
339-41,343; by Cao Cao,
163-64,217

Mount Song, 154n25, 155
musical poetry (yuefu), 309

"Naoge," 9,66,99
ni (imitation), see imitation
nigu (imitating the old), 260-61

/



virtual poetic material, 106

Xijing zaji, 227
Xi Kang, 45-46, 50, 54n79
Xie Hun, 42
Xie Lingyun, 28, 29n16, 34,

35,43,261n5,274,315,
316

I din ff Mr.
o Zhi: Poem II,

Wang Bao, 42, 53
Wang Bi, 42
Wang Can, 10,27,35,37,45,52,

53, 64n93,89,90,95, 193,
205,211,247

Wang Fuzhi, 258
Wang Sengqian, 31, 37n43,

110-11,227,310
"Watering My Horse by the Great

Wall," 58
"Weeds on a Large Wall: Ballad,"

by Cao Pi, 191-93
Wenxin diaolong, 40, 48, 304
Wenxuan, 15,27,38,40,64-65,

205,218,234,273-74,288,
305

Wenzhang liubie, 27, 28, 301,
316

Wenzhang yuanqi, 304
"West Gate," anonymous, 182,

183, 185-86
"Written at Qinghe," by Cao Pi,

123

"'I'w P m
Ying," by
128-29

"Unclassified Poem" (zashi),
81n18, 216, 305; by Cao Pi,
81-82,109,293; by Tao Qian,
328

Unclassified Poems of the Two
Jins (Er Jin zashi), 314

"Singing of My " (Yong
huai), by Ruan Ji: Po m I, 80;
Poem V, 184-85

"Snapping the Willow," by Cao Pi,
147-48

"Song of the Harp," by Cao Zhi,
203-4

"Song of White Hair" (Baitou
yin), 225, 226, 227, 228-31,
309

striving hard (nuli), 114-15
Su Wu, 46, 114,221,243-44,

245,246,247,250
Sui shu: "Jingji zhi" (Bibliogra­

phy), 27, 28, 306, 314
Sun Chuo, 42

Taihua (Mt. Hua), 144, 147, 149,
150

Taiping yulan, 65, 254, 301-2
Taishan, 141, 142, 147, 156,

160, 162, 163, 164, 171, 172,
204

Tan Daoluan, 41, 45n57 .
Tao Qian, 47, 189, 216n1, 328
templates, 17, 18,77,82,86,

109, 113n73
textual modification, 62
themes, 9, 10, 16-17; combina­

tion of, 95; 'sleepless at night,'
78-79, 86-92; 'roaming im­
mortals,' 155

Tiying, 254-55
"To His Wife," attributed to Qin

Jia,251-53
"Tongsheng ge," 58
topic, 17, 76, 78; 'paying re­

spects on high,' 155, 168;
'human life is brief,' 325-26

topos,17
"Treatise on Music" (Yue zhi), 5,

26, 31, 61n90, 63,97, 304,
319; as a conservator, 63-64

po ti xp ition (jUl, ,27,44,
53,130-31,171, 175n91, 193,
245,274,314

poetics of apotheosis, 148
"Prelude," 119, 135,336-39
"Prelude: Luofu Ballad" (Yan'ge

LuojU xing), 336
"Prelude: a When," 92-99, 107,

110; by Cao Pi, 111-12
"Prince of Huainan, The," 124

Qin Jia, 54, 58, 248-54

Ren Fang, 304
rensheng (human life), as a topic,

78
Ruan Ji, 46,,47, 50, 56, 79, 80­

81,91,184-85
Ruan Yu, 88, 89, 188,208,213

segmentary composition, 20-21
Sengyou, 5,26,28-29
"Sevenfold Sorrows": by Wang

Can, 35, 90; Xie Lingyun
imitation, 35; by Ruan Yu,
188-89

"Shangliu tian xing," 115-16
Shen Deqian, 159
Shen Liang, 304
Shen Yue, 5-6, 13, 42, 44-45, 60,

304,310
ShiChong,221,240
Sh0ng,21,34, 51,69, 74, 104,

199,211,256,283
Shipin (Gradations of Poetry), 28,

37-38
Shishuo xinyu, 33-34, 314
"Short Song," by Cao Cao, 197­

98
Sirna Qian, 214
Sirna Xiangru, 42, 51-52n76,

148,170,226,227

• rna

"Old Parting" (Gu libie), by Jiang
Yan,37

"Old Poem: On the Wife of Jiao
Zhongqing," 58

"On History," by Ban Gu, 255-56
"On Material," by Lu Jia, 131-33
oral formulaic theory, 11-13

"Nineteen Old Poems" (Ou hi
shijiushou) , 10, 14, 30, 31 n21,
38,39,41,52,71,74,77,79,
114, 122, 125-26, 181, 187,
194,210-11,263-64,269,
274,278,281,286,288,294,
305, 329-34; dating, 40

-Poems: I, 285-86, 288, 296,
331; II, 269, 290; III, 152-53,
274-75; IV, 122-23, 125,
195-96,200, 210-11; V, 126,
278-79; VI, 292, 294; VII,
281-82,285,329-30,331;
VIII, 52; IX, 263, 285; X, 330­
31; XI, 91; XII, 264-65, 291,
329, 333; XIII, 32n22, 39n48,
147, 186, 190; XV, 181, 186,
187,211,328; XVI, 334; XVII,
39n48, 290-91, 292; XVIII,
290; XIX, 79-80, 82,83n22

Pan Yue, 42, 47,262
Peng Zu, 148
Penglai, 149, 160, 162
performance,20n4
"Poem," by Ruan Yu, 89; by Chen

Lin, 179
"Poem of Grief" (Beifen shi), at­

tributed to Cai Yan, 75, 233,
234-39

"Poem of Reproach" (or "Song of
Reproach"), attributed to Lady
Ban, 223

poetic euphony, 44-45



XuGan, 50,87,126,129,295-
97

Xu Jin yangqiu, 41
Xu Ling, 6, 57n83, 100
Xu Shu, 54, 57, 248, 249-50,

253-54
Xu Xun, 41-42, 310
Xun Chuo, 28, 314-15

Yan Jun, 315
Yan Yanzhi, 39n49, 46, 51, 219,

244
Yang Xiong, 42, 53, 90n35
Yan'ge, as a prelude, 113, 114,

217
Yezhong fi (The Collection at Ye),

34-35,261n5
Ying Qu, 50, 56,316
Ying Yang, 50
Yiwen leiju, 64, 93, 96, 98-99,
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