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WEST LAKE POETICS

il

West Lake Poetics({ VA RF#E)) is a supplement to the Eng-
lish edition of An Incomplete Guide to Hangzhou ((Fi M T 18
#1992 4 ¥ M co-authored by Professor Qian Wei €& 4 and
Associate Professor Chen Gang BRHNID.

Hangzhou is a world-famous paradise city. It is connected
with the picturesque West Lake, a Mecca for international
tourists. As one of the Top Ten National Parks in China, West
Lake boasts a lake, or rather, a sea of poems. As it is poems
that make West Lake so particular, it is West Lake that makes
the poems so popular. The beautiful lake without poetic descrip-
tion is just like a beautiful girl without cultural cultivation.

In addition, scenic spots and historic sites of West Lake are
closely related to famous historical figures. They make each oth-
er well known and bring out the best in each other. Since
Hangzhou and West Lake came into being, countless poems,
couplets, sayings and the stories behind them have been created.
These are often quoted to describe a trio of the city,the lake and
the related figures. Now is the time to let foreign tourists know
of this trio in a poetic way. It is at once an intercultural commu-
nication and a great commission. It gives me unprecedented hon-
or and unmeasured pleasure to undertake this commission, al-
though it is tremendously difficult to do a translation of some-

thing distinctively Chinese.
L d 1 L]



With a civilization of a few thousand years, Hangzhou and
West Lake feature a huge number of poems, couplets and say-
ings. I have therefore selected and translated those representa-
tive ones. Some are patriotic, philosophic, romantic; or cultural,
historical, literary. Others are evocative, imaginative and de-
scriptive. Still others are pithy, witty and funny. All in all, they
must be those that avoid the flat surface of the cliche, that give
dimensional depth to the picture I am creating. As these selec-
tions are to be presented orally to foreign tourists,I have tried to
make the translation of each selection clear and readily compre-
hensible. Thanks to master translators, English versions derived
from them are provided for some of the selections. ” A remark-
able work should be shared and its subtleties discussed.” said
Tao Yuanming (BJP§ B 365—427), one of the noted ancient Chi-
nese poets. I will feel honored and satisfied if my endeavor is kind
of a success.

West Lake Poetics falls into three parts; 1. Poems & Their
Stories, I. Couplets & Their Stories and I. Sayings & and

Their Stories,



Part One
Poems & Their Stories

A SECE

This part contains two forms of poems. One is known as a
composition in verse (#§); and the other, a lyric composed to a
certain tune, otherwise termed ci or ¢z poem (id). Poems
reached their zenith in the Tang Dynasty (618 — 907), while
lyrics , originating in the Tang, fully developed in the Song Dy-
nasty (960—1279). West Lake began to attract people’s atten-
tion and prosper as early as the Tang. Hangzhou was made the
capital of the country in the Southern Song. Almost all poems
and lyrics selected here, therefore, date back to these two dynas-

ties.



1. West Lake (F53#)
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To the West Lake
By Su Shi

The shimmering ripples delight the eye on sunny days;
The dimming hills present a rare view in rainy haze.
West Lake may be compared to Beauty Xi Zi at her best,
It becomes her to be richly adorned or plainly dressed.

Today, Hangzhounese believe that West Lake could not be
so beautiful as it is but for the great Northern Song poet Su Shi,
better known as Su Dongpo (1036 —1101). Serving as governor
of Hangzhou twice for five years altogether, he made lasting con-
tributions to West Lake as a top tourist lure.

Neglected for a long time, the lake had become overgrown
with weeds, when Su took office. More than half its surface area
had dried up. When it rained hard, the lake would overflow;
when a drought happened,it went dry.

" Hangzhou without West Lake is like a man without eye-
brows and eyes,” Su said. He launched a massive effort to dredge
the lake, which involved 200,000 people. A north-south cause-
way lined with peach and willow trees was constructed. And
three stone pagodas were erected in the lake to mark forbidden

o4



areas for water plants so as to avoid future clogging. These
pagodas were forerunners of today’s ” Three Towers Mirroring
the Moon” , one of the ten best scenic spots of West lake.

After dredging, West Lake became more attractive. Just as
the popular old Chinese saying goes,” Of the thirty-six West
Lakes east or west, the West Lake in Hangzhou is the best”. By
the time Su Dongpo left Hangzhou, he could write some of his
best known poems. In one among them, he compared the lake to
Xi Zi, a Chinese Cleopatra. This poem has since then been an
oft-quoted and widely loved one. Another translation reads as

follows ;

Rippling water shimmering on sunny day,
Misty mountains wonderful in the rain;
Plainly or gatly decked out like Xi Z1i,
The West Lake is always alluring.

QKRB+t HEREREE RO

BRBBAREL,
AR BRBRELA AR .
£ Ho AR BIKHL
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The Lakeview Pavilion
By Su Dongpo

Black clouds like spilt ink half covering the hills,
Pale rain like bouncing pearls spattering into the boats.
A gust of wind suddenly comes and scatters the storm,

From Lakeview Pavilion I see the water is like the sky-
- 5 id



There are many poems about the Lakeview Pavilion. The
best-known among them is this one composed by Su Dongpo on
the 27th day of the 6th lunar month, 1072.

The Lakeview Pavilion was first built in 967. The present
structure was rebuilt in 1985 in the Qing style. This lakeside
pavilion is where people love to go to enjoy a panoramic view of
West Lake while sipping tea.

According to historical records, Su Dongpo, during his
tenure of office,often came to the pavilion with his friends and
subordinates to drink wine and compose poems.

June 27 in the lunar calendar 923 years ago was one of the
dog days of the year. With the scorching sun beating down,
West Lake was dazzling. As a summer resort for local people, it
offered lotus flowers in full bloom. But an unpredictable thunder
shower, the unusual charm of the lake in the summertime, was
vividly depicted in Su’s poem.

While the poet went boating on the lake below the Lakeview
Pavilion, the weather suddenly changed, with black clouds pour-
ing together like splash-ink, all but blotting out the green-clad
hills. In Hangzhou’ s midsummer, before a thunder shower came
lashing, clouds gathered to cover the sky and hills partly. That
created a spectacular view:Part of the sky was remarkably clear
and part blackly cloudy, with a rapid interchange of black with
white. You could enjoy this view from the Lakeview Pavilion.
But, to fully appreciate the extraordinary sight of ”pale rain like
bouncing pearls spattering into the boats” ,only by going boating
in such a specific weather could you experience it personally.
Just when the poet was intoxicated in the rain, the weather sud-

denly changed again. An unexpected rolling gale dispelled all the
* 6 *



dark clouds and everything soon calmed down as before the thun-
der shower. So he added, "From Lakeview Pavilion I see the wa-
ter is like the sky"”.

This line means that below the Lakeview Pavilion, the poet
saw the lake and the sky merge into one. At this very moment,
however, his state of mind was far from calm.

Fifteen years later, Su Dongpo took up the post of governor
of Hangzhou once again. While drinking with his friends at West
Lake in the rain, Su composed another poem, two lines of which

went like this.

"I wz"sh to be intoxicated once again with the rain of the
Lake; } '
I’ ve not seen 15 years the pearly raindrops leaping into the
boat. "

"R —BEVY TN

ARBRE+ A"

How closely the feelings of the poet are linked with the
scenic West Lake!

From the poem entitled The Lakeview Pavilion,it is learned
that Su Dongpo is good at rendering a dynamic description of the
calm West Lake and the serene sky. Four kinds of weather—
cloud gathering, rain lashing, wind blowing and sky clearing—
are portrayed in Su’s 4-line poem. Each is depicted in one line.
The four lines are distinct from each other, but they are closely
connected as a whole. The poem seems to describe the change-
ability of weather, but it is the tranquility of West Lake that the

poem actually presents in a bold and unconstrained style.
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