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Foreword

()

Li Bai (701-762) is regarded as the greatest romantic poet of
the Tang Dynasty (618-907) and of China of all times. Romanticism,
according to Macmillan English Dictionary, is a style of literature,
art, and music common at the end of the 18th and beginning of the
19th centuries that emphasized the importance of personal feelings
and of nature. But as a method of writing, romanticism and realism
co-exist with art and literature: romanticism is more subjective
while realism is more objective. To use three terms in Chinese
poetics, we may say “narration” (or “description”) is often used in
realistic works while “comparison” and “association” (or similes
and metaphors) are used in romantic works. In Li Bai’s poetry, we
may find many similes and metaphors.

Born in 701 at the Lotus Village of Riverside County (in
modern Sichuan Province), Li Bai passed his youth during the
reign of Emperor Xuan Zong (or Bright Emperor 713-741) when
the Tang Dynasty enjoyed its highest prosperity, so the young
poet cherished a lofty aspiration to serve the country with might
and main. In 725, Li Bai left his homeland at the age of twenty-
five, passed the Three Gorges and traveled along the Yangtze

River, when he wrote The Moon over the Eyebrow Mountains and
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Farewell beyond the Thorn-Gate Gorge, in which both the moon
and water are personified, and which reveal his deep love of nature
as well as of his native land. Arrived at Jinling, he wrote Ballads
of a Merchant'’s Wife and Parting at a Tavern in Jinling. Five years
later he came for the first time to Chang’an, the Tang capital, in the
hope of meeting people of influence who might help him to realize
his political ideal. Disappointed, he wrote Lovesickness in which
he compared his yearning to the love for a woman, Hard Is the Way
of the World and Hard Is the Road to Shu which is supposed to be
his most important work in the first period of his verse-making.

In 735, he wrote Invitation to Wine in which he revealed his
love of drink was due to his disappointment in his career. Famed for
his poetry, he was summoned to the capital in 742 to write poems
and songs for the emperor and his favorite mistress, of which the
best-known are the three stanzas on The Beautiful Lady Yang. In
744 he left Chang’an for Luoyang where he met Du Fu and a warm
friendship and exchange of poems began and lasted lifelong. In
746, he traveled in the south and wrote Mount Skyland Ascended in
a Dream which ends in the following verse:

How can I stoop and bow before the men in power
And so deny myself a happy hour?

In 753, he visited Xuancheng (in modern Anhui Province)
and wrote many poems in the pavilion of Xie Tiao, including the
following lines:

Cut running water with a sword, twill faster flow,
Drink wine to drown your sorrow, it will heavier grow.
In 755, An Lushan raised the standard of rebellion, and Li Bai

was called to join the loyal forces led by Prince Yong in an attempt
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to resist the rebels. His political aspirations revived and he wrote his
Song of Eastern Expedition of Prince Yong. When the Prince was
defeated, he was banished to Yelang (in modern Guizhou Province)
until an amnesty was declared in 759. When he regained his liberty,
he wrote his joyful quatrain Leaving the White Emperor Town for
Jiangling (Others believe it was written much earlier). In 760, he
revisited the Lu Mountains (in modern Jiangxi Province), and wrote
the Song of Mount Lu, which manifests his conversion to Taoism.
In 762, he died at the age of sixty-two, chanting his last verse On
Death-Bed.

(In

Li Bai is representative of High Tang culture, combination of
Northern culture represented by Confucian philosophy and the Book
of Poetry, and Southern culture represented by Taoist philosophy
and the Elegies of the South. His life may be summed up by Du
Fu’s quatrain 7o Li Bai:

When autumn comes, you re drifting still like thistledown;
You try to find the way to Heaven, but you fail.

In singing mad and drinking dead your days you drown.
O when will fly the roc, and when will leap the whale?

In the autumn of his life Li Bai could not fulfill his Confucian
ideal to serve the country but wander lonely like a drifting cloud.
Nor could he find spiritual freedom in Taoism, which taught him to
seek the way to Heaven. So he could not but chant poetry and drink
wine to drown his sorrow as described by Du Fu in Eight Immortal

Drinkers:
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