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Preface

Preface

For this introductory volume Qiu Xiaolong has
chosen a number of well-known love poems from

China’s long literary history, in particular, the po-

ems of the great Tang period (618-906 ), which
% have remained alive and on people’s lips every since
they were written. Most of the selection here date
from that period; the rest were penned during the lat-
er dynasties, the Song, Yuan, Ming, and Qing.

here were written by men, although that may not be

obvious from their content. This is because men fre-

‘ With only a couple of exceptions, the poems

quently wrote in women’s voices, because it was
customary to do so. Why? In part, the female guise
may have been chosen because it allowed men to ex-

press more tender emotions, personal feelings that
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Preface

poets of their times, these women have followed
S : S e

might conflict with their official imaées as statesme‘
and administrators, as most of these poets were.
Writing with borrowed voices also allowed poets to -
explore the experiences of others, especially the fe-;ff 3
male entertainers who sang and danced, and provid-i\;;,' 8
ed more intimate services for them at their leisure. ‘
At certain times it was conventional to use women’s#
voices, and love poetry, to express a broad range of ‘
male desires, even political sentiments as well, such

as frustration over lack of recognition for their ac-

complishments by their superiors. ( This tradition

dates back to the fourth century before the Common

Era; it was originated by China’s earliest named po-

et, Qu Yuan. )

If a poet writes of his longing for appreciation or

for a friend (or lover) who is far away by using a

borrowed persona, does that make his poem any less

genuine, any less moving? I leave it to the reader to

decide that, but I have never found poems of this

sort to be so. A mark of these poets’ success in ven-

triloquism might be seen by comparing them with po-

ems written by women; theirs are not detectable in

form, subject, imagery, or diction. As other good
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the last four hundred years of imperial rule,

about 1, 500, did highly literate women in any num-

ber begin to correspond with each other in prose, and .,

in verse, to create a women’s literature with charac- A

teristics that distinguish it from writing by men.

Love poetry is one of several strains of the clas-

sical Chinese poetic tradition that originated soon af-

ter the beginning of the Common Era, during the

. Han period (206 BCE-220 CE) and that continues
still today. That is, writers of the 21* century can

still compose poems in the shi form nearly two thou-
sand years after it became popular. Shi poems have

% even numbers of lines, all of them having the same
number of syllables (usually either five or seven)

throughout the poem, and their even numbered lines

thyme with each other. Many also quote or allude to
%‘ earlier poems or historical figures as well. Writing in

women’s voices became even more pronounced in
the ci, a second poetic form that developed during
the Tang. Its origins are traced not to the educated
males who served in government as with the shi, but
to the songs of women entertainers. The entertain-
ment quarter of the Tang capital Chang’an ( modern
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Preface

day Xi’an) witnessed lively experi&ientation; “melo-
dies and musical instruments from Central Asia be--
came widely popular. First singers composed new. ,
words in Chinese to fit these melodies, and then 15
members of the literati followed suit. Many of the\
pbems in this collection (identified by the name of,
the original tune that set the pattern of lines, num-
bers of syllables per line, and the rhyme scheme) are

ci poems; even high ministers of state such as
Ouyang Xiu relied on this vehicle to express power-
ful, as well as playful, emotions.

Surely Chinese is different from English in many
regards; translation requires substantial rewriting,
after all. The language of these poems was largely
monosyllabic, with one written graph to represent
each syllable. Dr. Qiu has wisely presented the orig-
inals of these poems facing his translations for the
‘convenience of those who can read Chinese, and to
inspire those who might wish to study the language
after reading them.

But why should we read these poems, now

\ seemingly so old and presented in an alien language?
_¥ When Arthur Waley published his first collection of
translations from the Chinese, they impressed a
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Preface

movement. They were seen as exotic, quaint, prece- is

dents for experimentation with new verse forms in

»
English. Readers today are far more sophisticated 5{
about the world’s literature than they were in 1919 ﬁg\
when One Hundred Seventy Poems from the Chinese B ‘,
first appeared; that writers of other times and places
could have the same feelings, aspirations, and fears
as readers of English no longer seems so surprising as
it was then. It takes little imagination to see our-

selves in many of these poems, and the emotions ex-

pressed in the others are hardly incomprehensible,
even when they may be unexpected. Qiu Xiaolong’s
% selection presents love in many of its infinite stages !
and phases. Here we find young love, innocent and
intoxicating, the aching longing of the married for

rated by war, the joys of reunion, the anguish of the
women left behind by men who probably never had

any intention of returning. Some are clearly songs of

l! their spouses, the fearful emptiness of couples sepa-

a different time, when divorce was not available and
women, constantly supervised by their families, could
I only be virtuous despite their wish to be otherwise.

The images here are as haunting as they were to Ezra

e
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Pound’s generation. They speak to us as they did to ™%,/

their original readers. o
Qiu Xiaolong was initially educated in Western " -

literatures-in his native Shanghai. He took a position‘_g B

at the Shanghai Academy of Social Sciences as an’
expert in Eliot and Yeats, having won several prizes
for his original poetry in Chinese. After coming over::
to the United States in 1988, he earned the Ph. D. in

Chinese and Comparative Literature from Washington

University in St. Louis in 1995. In this country he
has won more writing prizes, initially for his poetry
in English and more recently for his mystery novels
set in China, also written in English. The latter have
appeared in a number of European languages as well
as, most recently, in Japanese and Chinese transla-
tions. This is his first collection of translations of
Chinese poetry. It is one of his purposes, as he has
told me, to present a translation that, while faithful

to the original in image as well as in meaning, will
also prove to be as enjoyable to the reader here as is
contemporary poetry written in English. Again, I
leave it to the reader to decide whether he has
- achieved his goal. It is my view, however, that he

roject an extraordinary combination of
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original.

@ SRS o0

scholarly understanding and poet’s sensitivity to pro-

duce new renditions that are as vibrant as the

Of course the Chinese poetic tradition ranges
broadly over a great range of topics beyond love. I £% ;
hope that in a larger volume in the future Dr. Qiu

may include some of those poems as well.

Robert E. Hegel
Washington University
St. Louis
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