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Preface

Su Shi (Su Dong-po or Master of Eastern Slope) has been
regarded by many as the greatest of Song poets. Born at
Meishan in present-day Sichuan, he was educated at home by
his mother and his father Su Xun. In 1056, he came with his
younger brother Su Zhe (Zi-you, 1039-1112) to Kaifeng,
capital of Northern Song dynasty and the largest city in the
world at that time, to take the government civil service
examination, and both of them passed it with distinction in
1057. Then, as a provincial administrator or magistrate, he
moved about from place to place, from office to office,
which is why so much of his poetry deals with journeys and
scenic splendors of hills and rivers he visited. In Hangzhou he
watched the tidal bore of the Qiantang River and wrote the
well-known poem “West Lake’; in Mizhou he wrote his
pathetic elegy on his deceased wife; in Xuzhou he took part
in prayers for rain and acquainted himself with the life of
the common people.

But his chequered political career was marred by a series
of defeats and banishments, chiefly due to his opposition to
the reforms made by Prime Minister Wang An-shi. From 1080
to 1084, he was exiled to Huangzhou, where he visited the
ancient battlefield at Red Cliff and wrote his heroic “Song of
the River”. From 1094 to 1100, he was again banished to
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Huizhou in present-day Guangdong (Kwangtung), when his
“dishevelled white hair flows in the wind like frost spread”,
yet he still sang of his ‘““sweet sleep in spring” and, as a resulit,
he was ordered farther south to Hainan Island, from where
he was not permitted to return to the mainfand until one year
before his death. His life of exile acquainted him with the
plight of the poor people, which is why he wrote such poems
as “Lament of a Peasant Woman”, “Snow on New Year’s
Day”, etc.

His poetry usually combines description with narration,
and these two with philosophical meditation. His philosophy
represents a combination of Confucian and Buddhist ideas,
with a large mixture of philosophical Taoism. In his description
of nature he makes far freer use of personification than any
of his predecessors. His style is spontaneous, unrestrained,
exuberant, rich in similes and metaphors. For instance, he
thus describes a light boat in the Hundred-Pace Rapids which
strives to avoid a row of jagged rocks:

“As a hare darts away, an eagle dives below,
A gallant steed gallops down a slope beyond control,
A string snaps from a lute, an arrow from a bow,
Lightning cleaves clouds or off lotus leaves raindrops
roll.”
Seven similes are used one after another so that they eclipse
Shakespeare’s Sonnet LII. Similes are not only used in des-
cription but also in narration. He wrote on a New Year's Eve:



