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Preface

The founding of the Song Dynasty (960 — 1279) in the late 10th century
ended the turbulent state of the Five Dynasties (907 — 960), restored social
stability and revitalized the nation’s economy, which allowed but did not
necessarily ensure the prosperity of verse. For nearly forty years since the
establishment of the empire, the world of poetry had been reigned by the
frivolous Xikun School, which was given to the ornate representation of the
leisurely and luxurious life of courtiers.

The Xikun School met its fate only after Ouyang Xiu and Mei Yaochen
launched the Literary Reform Movement which, unlike the two political reforms
respectively initiated by Fan Zhongyan together with Ouyang Xiu and by
Wang Anshi, had turned out to be a great success. Ouyang, leader of the
literary circle, and Mei, pioneer of Song poetry, stipulated that verse should
mirror the reality and at the same time serve as a social corrective, and they
pursued the aesthetics of simplicity, profundity and natural ease. The movement
grew in strength with the participation of Wang Anshi and Su Shungqin, and it
reached its zenith when the literary genius Su Shi, who played an important
role in the development of ci-poetry, entered the poetical arena.

The ci-poetry is a verse form that had come into being in the Sui Dynasty
and taken shape during the Tang Dynasty. It is also termed as “Song Words”
or “Long-and-Short Lines”. As the name suggests, the ci-poetry, more often
than not, is verse of uneven line length originally set to music to be sung. The
music has its tune names, and the words set to a particular tune follow a tonal
pattern and rhyme scheme of their own. At first the ci-poetry had been
exclusively devoted to romance subjects. Poets of the Sentimental School

followed that tradition but assumed a more serious attitude towards topics of
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love than those of the Flower-Shade School of the Five Dynasties. Fan
Zhongyan and Ouyang Xiu made successful attempts to open up new realms
of thought, and Liu Yong diversified its form by creating “Long Tunes”. On
the foundation laid by his foregoers, Su Shi enlarged the conception of ci-
poetry, sublimating it into a powerful instrument capable of expressing all
kinds of sentiments and describing various walks of social life. Su’s Powerful
and Free School, which ushered in the golden age of ci-poetry, has produced
a far-reaching impact on Chinese poetry and, in a broader sense, on Chinese
literature.

The Literary Reform Movement split up after Su’s death. Huang Tingjian
and Chen Shidao founded the Jiangxi School, Zhou Bangyan pioneered the
Metrical School, while Qin Guan and He Zhu flew their own colors.

In the early years of the Southern Song Dynasty (1127 — 1279), patriotism
became a common theme of progressive literature. The poets of the Xin School,
such as Lu You, Xin Qiji, Chen Liang, Liu Guo and Liu Kezhuang, represented
the main stream of the Powerful and Free School. Their works are not only
imbued with passionate patriotism, but they also present an irresistible aesthetic
and artistic charm. Other important patriotic poets of the time were Yue Fei,
Zhang Yuangan, Zhang Xiaoxiang, Fan Chengda and Yang Wanli. The great
poetess Li Qingzhao and the famous poet Chen Yuyi, respectively representing
the Sentimentalist and the Jiangxi Schools, had also taken part in the concerto
of patriotism and struck touching notes.

The history of the Song Dynasty poetry was, as it were, brought to a
solemn and stirring close by Wen Tianxiang, whose immortal poems “Song of
Righteousness”, “Crossing the Lonely Bay” and “Libation to the Moon over
the Rill” (a ci-poem), like the excellent works of others, have an important
bearing on the character of the Chinese nation.

Because of the unique charm in its artistic form, ci- poetry still boasts an

irresistible appeal to contemporary poets and readers.
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Chinese poetry is a great cultural heritage of all mankind. Unfortunately,
appreciation of Chinese poetry is hindered by language and cultural barriers
on the part of non-Chinese-speaking people, and the translation of verse is a
real challenge. This notwithstanding, Chinese and foreign scholars have made
laudable and fruitful efforts since the eighteenth century, though there is still
something to be desired in the translations by and large.

Perhaps something more could be attained by standing on the shoulders
of the giants before us? Perhaps the wonderful beauty of Chinese poetry
could be preserved to the maximum in English translations? The answer should
be in the affirmative, provided that we make assiduous and conscientious
attempts.

The present collection is supposed to be one such attempt. Included in
this collection are eighty oft-quoted ci-poems of the Song Dynasty, which are
arranged in chronological sequence of the poets’ births. Each piece bears a
tune name, which might not be suggestive of the theme, and a “sub-title” (if
there is one), which functions as the actual title.

The Tower of Babel can be constructed only when people, scattered all
over the world, have built up a perfect understanding among themselves. May
this book facilitate the understanding and offer a small and yet useful brick for

the construction of the Tower.

Zhuo Zhenying
October 1, 2007
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