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FOREWORD

As a state of Parnassus, China has a treasury of story—telling or
narrative poetry as one of its major poetic forms. We may find that
some poems in the Book of Songs edited in the Sth century BC, albeit
lyrical for the most part, already have some narrative features. The
narrative and dramatic form in ancient Chinese poetry developed, if not
prospered, in the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), highlighted by The
Pealowls to the Southeast Fly, a Yuefu folksong loved by many both
then and now, which marked the maturity of the Chinese narrative
poetry.  This folksong and Song of Mulan, another Yuefu folksong
appearing in the Northern Dynasties (386-581), have been referred
to as “twin stars” in the history of Chinese poetry. Yuefu, by
definition, is a “music bureau” which provided music and songs for
state rituals and imperial entertainments, and the same term came to be
applied to the lyrics of the songs written in such style, which, with
variations in its later developments, takes on the essential feature of
being “directed to practical events.” In the Tang Dynasty (618-907),
the poet Bai Juyi essayed to versify both events and emotions in what
he entitled the “New Yuefu” and maximized the expressiveness of
the Chinese narrative poetry. Song of Everlasting Sorrow and The
Pi—pa Player contained in this series are his masterpieces, which
perfectly blend the narrative and lyrical features, and, along with the
earlier pieces, The Peafowls to the Southeast Fly and Song of Mulan,
milestone the ancient Chinese narrative poetry.

It is generally acknowledged that Chinese poetry and Chinese
paintings are interrelated or even interactive in terms of imagery.

Different from the Chinese lyric poetry, the Chinese narrative poetry




often relates to the social customs and habits, historical backgrounds
and various cultural elements such as fashions, transport vehicles,
festive activities, when plots are developed and characters depicted in
the poems. These elements may have helped to inspire the artists to
express their aesthetic experience through brush and ink and, indeed,
quite some illustrations have over time been produced based on the
abovementioned four poems. Shanghai People’s Fine Arts Publishing
House, a professional fine art publisher, has carefully selected the
illustrations by four famous contemporary illustrators in China who
attempt to interpret the poems in their ways, and has compiled this
Chinese-English Illustrated Series of Ancient Chinese Classical Narrative
Poems to assist overseas readers to better appreciate the beauty of
Chinese poetry and Chinese paintings.

The four illustrators here are well-known contemporary artists in
the field of the meticulous brushwork figure painting in China, and
have won noticeable prizes in the national artistic shows at the highest
level, and their illustrations of the above four poems contained in this
series have won important prizes and widespread applause within the
field of fine arts. Tang Yongli is a professor and the principal of
the Chinese Painting College of China Central Academy qf Fine Arts
and the doctoral adviser of China Art Research Institute, and his
illustrations of Song of Mulan are both exquisite and romantic in style
and won the bronze medal in the 7th National Artistic Show in 1989.
Xiao Yutian is the initiated student of Mr. Pan Jiezi, master of the
meticulous brushwork painting, and is a national top—grade artist and
the principal of Chengde Fine Art Institute, and his illustrations of The
Peafowls to the Southeast Fly blend feelings and settings successfully
and reveal the complicated sentiments of pains and cheers as expressed

in the poem, which brought him the third place in the 6th National
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Story—book Competition. Wu Sheng from Hangzhou Fine Art Institute
Is a national top-grade artist, and his illustrations of The Pi—pa
Player unveil the melancholy thoughts about life expressed in the poem
with a depressed atmosphere of gloomy colours, and his illustrations of
Song of Everlasting Sorrow co—authored with Yu Shui combine reality
and imagination, and represent within measure the poet’s satire on and
sighs over the emperor’s love. Yu Shui has long been enthusiastic
about the literati paintings, and his illustrations of Song of Everlasting
Sorrow co—authored with Wu Sheng won the bronze medal in the 6th
National Artistic Show.

Considering the wide differences between the Chinese language and
the English language, Shanghai People’s Fine Arts Publishing House
has introduced the English translations by two famous translators in
the field of English translation of classical Chinese literature. The
Peafowls to the Southeast Fly and Song of Mulan have been translated
by Mr. Huang Fuhai, and Song of Everlasting Sorrow and The Pi—
pa Player by Mr. Zhang Danzi. Once a student of English poetry
in the UK, Mr. Huang Fuhai researches on the translations of both
English metrical poems and Chinese classical poems. He conducted
an exhaustive examination of the first two poems and worked out
a reliable text of each, based on which he started to translate. He
has complied with the couplet form in the iambic tetrameter in his
translation, which reflects the five—character—lined poetic form in the
original text. By consulting Messrs Wu Juntao and Wang Baotong,
both accomplished translators in the field, he has presented us with his
translations that are accurate in meaning and beautiful in poetic form.
Mr. Zhang Danzi was in his early years a reporter and editor for
The China Press and The China Weekly Review, two English journals

headquartered in Shanghai. IHe then became a professional translator




in Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences in 1978 when he was nearly

70. The other two poems of this series, written by Bai Juyi, were
the posthumous translations of Mr. Zhang. They read rhythmically
and smoothly, and have won applause from the people in the same
field. The quality translations by both have secured accuracy of the
poetic meaning, and the arrangement of the illustrations face—to—face
with the relevant lines of the poem throughout each book will help
the readers of interest have a wonderful journey into the beauty of
the Chinese poem by simply referring to the illustrations right on the
opposite page.

As this series is targeted at the general readership both at home and
abroad, the compiler has considered the various needs of the readers,
and facilitated their study of the Chinese language and culture by
marking Chinese pinyin to the original texts, accompanied by some
annotations on points of difficulties. Mr. Liu Yongsheng, a scholar of
profound knowledge in the histories of Chinese fine arts and Chinese
literature, has been invited to make a simple and useful introduction
to the four poems and their illustrations from an aesthetic viewpoint
and, by doing so, provide an easy access to the artistic atmosphere
of Chinese poetry and Chinese paintings. In addition, some notes of
cultural value and associated pictures have been added as footnotes
to help the readers understand how people lived and what the social
customs looked like in ancient China, and more about the Chinese
culture involved in ancient Chinese poetry and paintings from multiple

levels and perspectives.
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In the tenth year of reign Yuanhe," I was degraded to the

post of Vice-Magistrate of Jiujiang.” One autumn night of
the following year, I sent a friend of mine off at the mouth
of the Pengpu River,(3J where [ chanced to hear someone
playing the pi—-pa in a neighbouring boat.” It sounded
twanging, had a special pleasing quality characteristic of art—
ists of the Capital. On inquiry, the player replied saying that
she was formerly a musical entertainer at Chang’an, and
had learnt the pi—pa skill from artists Mu and Cao in suc—
cession. As her beauty faded away with age, she had to de—
vote herself to a merchant. Presently I enjoined a feast to be
served and asked her to play something at will. As her play
concluded, she appeared sad. She sighed out herself the
pleasure in the flower of her age. And now, with a counte—
nance seared by vagrancy, she had to drift aimlessly hither
and thither. I was degraded two years ago, but have had my
mind at ease ever since. Touched by her words that night,
however, I began feeling depressed with my relegation. So
1 have composed a long poem dedicated to her. The poem
named The Pi-pa Player, consists of six hundred twelve
characters in all.”’

(1) The tenth year of reign Yuanhe: i.e. 815A.D.

(2) Jiujiang: the seat of an ancient administration divisién located
at Xunyang, present—day Jiujiang, Jiangxi Province.

(3) The Pengpu River: it is west of Jiujiang.

(4) Pi-pa: a Chinese four-stringed musical instrument, now played
by plucking with five fingernails instead of the plectrum.

(5) This poem, instead of six hundred twelve Chinese characters,
actually consists of eighty—eight lines of six hundred sixteen
Chinese characters.



