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Introduction

The “Three Caos” refer to Cao Cao (155-220) and his two
sons Cao Pi (187-226) and Cao Zhi (192-232). Cao Cao was
the ruler in northern China during the Three Kingdoms era
when the country was divided into three states. After his death,
his son Cao Pi established the Wei Dynasty. He gave his father
the posthumous title Emperor Wu of the Wei, and after his own
death he was named Emperor Wen of the Wei. Cao Zhi, even
when still young, was a brilliantly gifted poet. At one time Cao
Cao intended to name him, instead of his older brother Cao
Pi, the Heir Apparent; he had to give up this plan due to Cao
Zhi’s undisciplined life style, eventually letting Cao Pi succeed
him. Cao Pi never forgave Cao Zhi for this. When he came to
the throne, he repeatedly persecuted his younger brother. Once
he ordered Cao Zhi to write a poem in seven steps or else face
execution. Cao Zhi dashed out his famous “Seven-step Poem,”
which made Cao Pi rather ashamed. These anecdotes, via various
forms of representation throughout Chinese history, have become

familiar tales to people in different walks of society.



The Three Caos are renowned poets. In the history of
Chinese literature, their poetic activities have also become
legendary. As early as the sixth century critics have begun to
name them together. Liu Xie (?-520), in his The Literary Mind

and the Carving of Dragons, remarks:

Emperor Wu of the Wei, who was then a prince and
prime minister, had a deep love for poetry; Emperor Wen,
who was then the heir apparent, was himself versed in
poetry; the Prince of Chensi (Cao Zhi), wielded a brush

whose style was brilliant as the sonorous jade.'

Liu Xie further attributed the flourishing poetic production of
the time to the Three Caos. Thanks to their passion and patronage,
talented scholars came to join their cause like “gathering clouds.”
Another critic of the time, Zhong Rong (ca. 468-518), claims that
the Three Caos, together with those poets under their patronage,
revived lyric poetry, which had suffered neglect and decline during
the previous Han Dynasty.

In the aforementioned work, Liu Xie also gives a classic

characterization of the poetry of the time:

| Translated by Vincent Yu-chung Shih, in The Literary Mind and the Carv-
ing of Dragons (Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong
Press, 1983), p. 463, with slight modification.
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An examination of their writings reveals that most
of them are full of feeling. This is because they lived in a
world marked by disorder and separation, and at a time when
morals declined and the people were resentful. They felt all
this deeply in their hearts, and this feeling was expressed in
a moving style. For this reason their works are full of feeling

and life.'

In our current critical terminology, we may thus rephrase Liu
Xie's comment: the poetry of the time was deeply rooted in its socio-
political context, giving it a solid realistic footing and significance;
since it originated from the poets” heartfelt engagement, it is suffused
with a profound subjectivity. As such, the poetry of the Three Caos
not only revived the ancient lyric tradition established in the Book
of Poetry and the Chu Songs, but also paved the way for future
development of Chinese poetry. Throughout the past two millennia
Chinese criticism of the Three Caos’ poetry has seldom gone beyond
the perimeters set here by these ancient critics.

Although the time span covering the Three Caos is quite
brief, we can nevertheless witness in their poetry an important
stage in the evolution of Chinese poetry, namely the move from

irregular folk meter to polished literati pentasyllabic poetry. In

1 Translated by Vincent Yu-chung Shih, in The Literary Mind and the Carving
of Dragons (Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press,
1983), p. 463, with slight modification.



his Ranking of Poetry, Zhong Rong put Cao Cao, Cao Pi and Cao
Zhi in the third, second, and first ranks respectively. He offered
no explicit explanations for this ranking, but his commentaries
on their poetry might shed some light on this. In speaking about
Cao Cao’s poetry, he merely characterizes it as being “ancient,
straightforward, and full of melancholy and sorrow.” He makes
no mention of its artistic feature, which seems to account for his
decision to put Cao Cao's poetry in the lowest grade. Cao Pi’s
poetry, on the other hand, has begun to show some “beauty” and
“refinement” ; thus, although it is still colloquial in style, it marks
an improvement upon Cao Cao’s, hence deserving to be in the
second grade. When we come to Cao Zhi's poetry, we witness a
combination of “outstanding spirit and brilliant diction.” Zhong
Rong’s was a time when artistic refinement was highly valued, so
his judgment might have been biased. We can, however, discern
a trend toward stylistic refinement in the poetry of Cao Cao and
his two sons. Cao Cao has about 20 extant poems, all are old style
music bureau lyrics. Cao Pi has about 40 extant pieces, which,
in addition to music bureau poems, also include a few written at
personal and social occasions. As for Cao Zhi, among the 80 or so
poems that still survive, those that deal with personal and social
occasions have greatly increased in number. As poetry became
more personal, it required a more individualized medium and style.
As a result, Chinese poetry during this period began to move away

from the simple, formulaic, and folksy music bureau convention to

0

UOANPOIIU]



become more attuned to personal expression and artistic refinement.
To demonstrate this we may take a look at the following excerpts
from three poems on roaming immortals, which is a recurrent motif

in music bureau poetry :

W (HUBE)

“ A Song of Breathing” by Cao Cao

BAK, I drive six dragons

R A AT, and ride the wind

fre i, beyond the Four Seas,

T XN, descending to the Eight States.
ViR I would climb tall mountains everywhere,
3 S and gaze at the streams in valleys.
= miT, [ journey on clouds

1T, beyond the Four Seas

A E) &b, eastward to Mount Tai,

WA E4, where the immortals

T ki, and the jade girls gather to roam.

WA (ki)

“Song: Breaking a Willow Branch”
by Cao Pi

.l —1T 3, How high is the Western Mountain!
Rt S oY Rising, rising, without termination.
LA B, At the summit live two immortal boys,



