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INTRODUCTION

The Book of Poetry is the earliest anthology of Chin-
ese verse, consisting of 305 songs dating from between the
eleventh and the sixth century BC. Since all the songs
were set to music and kept by the royal musiciang of the
House of Zhou, it is likely that the earliest compiler of
the collection was a professional musician.

The Book is divided according to the type of music
into three parts: songs or lyrics, festal and epical odes and
hymns. The Book of Lyrics include 160 folk-songs collect-
ed by the ministrels of fifteen different localities. These
songs reflect many aspects of the life of Zhou dynasty.

Poem 154, for example, describes the peasants’ life
and feelings throughout the year, and the countryside they
lived in. Each family has to work bhard and is heavily
exploited. They "plough, weave, hunt, build houses and
brew wine for their master, but go hungry themselves and

complain:

We have no garments warm to wear.

How can we get through the year?



Some poems take war as their theme and voice the
people’s hatred of fighting. Thus Poem 156 was probably
written by a soldier on his way home from a campaign.
On the road he looks forward to reaching home and living
as an ordinary citizen again; in imagination he sees his
house sadly neglected, his wife longing for him far away;
and he believes their reunion will be even happier than
their wedding day. This poem with its stirring expression
of men's longing for a peaceful life is a fine, compelling
folk—-song.

In some folk-songs we can hear the authentic voices
of thoss who were hungry and knew no rest, while a num~
ber reflect the struggle between rulers and the ruled. Poem
112 “The Woodcutter’s Song” and Poem 113 “To Corrupt
Officials” are examples of this. The former points out that
although the nobles neither plough nor hunt, their store-
houses are full of grain while game hangs in their courtyards;
and the poet asks sarcastically how they are able to eat
without working., The second poem compares the exploiter
to a field mouse, aptly exposing the true nature of the
exploiting class. The longing to go to “a happier land” ,in
other words a society free from tyranny and exploitation,
was of course an empty dream at that time; yet it shows
the author's rebellious spirit.

Some of the folk-songs protest against the oppressive
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system of conscription. Poem 121 “The Peasants’ Comp!-
aint” is a heartfelt denunciation of this type. When the
peasants were conscripted, their fields Ia'y waste and their
parents had nothing to eat; yet they never knew how long ‘
the term of service would last. They could only complain
and call upon heaven in their- wretchedness.

Attacks on the rulers’ déspotism and disgraceful beha-
viour are sometimes scathing. For instance, Poem 141
condemns a tyrant bluntly described as “an evil-doer.”
The poet’s decision to cut down the tree with his axe shows
his desire to do away with this ruler.

Songs about love and marriage form the bulk of the
Book of Lyrics, but thuugh their theme is the same they
possess great variety, presenting all the sadness and joy of
lovers’ partings and reunions. Many descriptions of first
encounters, pledges of faith and secret assignations show
the relative freedom of love in those days for ordinary
people and the primitive social conditions. Poem 23 “A
Deer-Killer and a Jade-like Maiden” tells how a hunter in
thé woods meets a girl whom he finds as lovely as jade,
and how he wins her. The fresh openness of feeling here
harmonizes with the sense of spring in the countryside.
Poem' 42 “A Mute Maiden” relates how two lovers arrange
to. meet st the city wall; but when the young man comes
the girl hides herself, throwing him into an anxious quan~

dary. The ingenuous couple in this poem are full of life.
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Other songs which describe young people singing and dan-
cing or young lovers meeting during festivals are pulsing
with joy and reveal a comparative freedom in love. Biit
that certain restrictions existed can be seen from songs like
Poem 76 “Cadet My Dear” in which a girl longs for her
lover but dares not let him come to her because she dreads
what her parents, her brothers and the neighbors will say.
In Poem 45 “A chaste Widow” a mother interferes with
her daughter’s marriage, but the daughter resists and boldly
declares that her love will never change until she dies.

Poem 35 “A Rejected Wife” and Poem 58 “A Faithless
Man” are ballads about wives forsaken by their husbands.
The weak, good woman in the first song complains that
her husband is interested in someone else and has tired of
his old wife, and she reminds him of their former love.
But the woman in the second poem is a stronger character,
who expresses more regret than sorrow and is eager to
break with her husband because she has no feeling left for
him, -Bitter experience has taught her that even in love
there is no equality between the sexes. Of the two poems,
this is the more moving because it goes deeper into the
woman'’s feelings and state of mind.

Some of the folk-songs describe various tasks of women.
These songs were often composed at work or to accompany
it. Thus Poem 8 “Plantain Gathering” was sung by girls

plucking this herb. The three stanzas, twelve {ines; in all,
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repeat each other except for the use of different verbs to
show the whole process from setting out to returning with
full skirts; and the simple words and rhythm are gay and
evocative. In Poem 107 a maid is making clothes for her
mistress, who turns away scornfully when they are offered

to her and ignores the maid. Thus the poem ends:

Against her narrow mind

I'll use satire unkind.

This song is a deliberate satire to express a spirit of
revolt. '

The variety of themes is very great, as we can sze from
Poem 131, a dirge for three good men. When Duice Mu of
Qin died, many people were buried alive with him, and
here the poet expresses keen regret over the death of three
noblemen among them. This was actually a protest against
tyranny and the barbarous custom of burying the living
with the dead, a custom which had largely died out in
China during the Eastern Zhou dynasty, but appears to
have persisted in the State of Qin.

Not all the songs are the work of the laboring people,
some were composed by nobles. A case in point is Poem
54, dignificant for its patriotic feeling. In 660 BC, when
the 'State of ‘Wei was overthrown by the northern Di tribes—

men, the people of Wei fled east across the Yellow River
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to regroup themselves in Cao, where they set up their new
ruler Duke Dai of Wei. The duke's younger sister, the
wife of Duke Mu of Xu, went to Cao to express her sym—
pathy and urge that help be sought frcm some powerful
State. When the rulers of Xu tried to stop her, she was
so indignant that she wrote this song setting down her
thoughts and swearing to persevere with her plan to the
end. Most of the songs are anonymous; Baroness Mu of Xu
is the only writer who has left us a clear picture of her-
self in this spirited poem.

In short, This anthology comprises folk-songs as well
as songs by the nobles, lyrics as well as narrative poems.
The best part of the collection is embodied in those songs
where the people themselves sing of their lives and views
on sociéty, presenting us with a picture of their hardships
and joys, what they loved and what they hated, the inju-
ries and humiliations they suffered, and their revolt and
struggle. Those lovely songs are simple yet profound, re-
flecting the people’s simple life and honest" feelings. They
have a universal quality, yet at the same time ‘an -indivi-
dual freshness.

The realistic spirit of the Book of Lyrics was highly
appraised by later generaltions and came to exercise a great
influence on Chinese poets through the ages. The folksongs
of the Han dynasty carried on this tradition and enlarged

its influence, When poets of later centuries opposed form—
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alistic trends in poetry, they quoted from the Book of
Poetry; and notable results were achieved in this way by
Chen Zi-ang, Li Bai and Bai Ju—yi in the Tang dynasty
(AD 618-907).

Two devices are commonly employed in the Book of
Lyrics, the frequent use of simile and metaphor, and the
practice of “evocation” or starting a song by evoking images
quite apart from the central subject, also had a considera-
ble influence on later writers. Poem 113 is a good example
of a poem in which an aAnimal is compared to certain type
of man. Sometimes the images first mentioned are . related
to the general theme like this, but again there may be no
connection. Certain images have emotional associations,
others are chosen solely for the sake of rhyme.

Another striking feature of these songs is the repetit—
ion of whole phrases and stanzas, done perhaps simply for
effect. Occasionally a few words of the first verse are
altered to show the development of some action, on to
introduce a new rhyme or produce a more melodious, ef—
fect. The form of repetition varies: sometimes certain
stanzas are repeated, sometimes a few lines only, sometimes
whole' lines and phrases as'in Poem 8 “Plantain Gathering.”

- The ametres of classical Chinese poetry may be roughly
divided into tetrasyllabic, pentasyllabic and heptasyllabic
lines: as.well as lines of irregular length. The tetrasyllabic

lines were the earliest, and most poems in the Book of
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Lyrics are in this form, which had already reached matu-
rity. Those four—character lines have only two feet each;
hence the rhythm is brisk compared with the five and
seven—charactér lines which won popularity later. The
great majority of the poems in the Book of Lyrics are.
rhymed; but the rhyme schemes show a rich variety.
Rhymes may be at the end of every line or every alternate
line, certain stanzas retain the same rhyme throughout,
elsewhere rhymes come in the middle of a line, and some-
times they are reinforced by alliteration.

The vocabulary of the Book of Lyrics is a rich one;
so, notably is the use of epithets, double-adjectives, rhym-~
ing words and alliteration, which are used in a variety of
ways to heighten the descriptive effect or musical quality
of the songs. In addition there are choruses too and re-
frains, another characteristic feature of folk-poetry.

The songs in this old anthology testify to the great
creative skill uf the people. Many Chinese poets in past
ages were inspired by this anthology, and in this way new
blood was infused into Chinese poetry, enabling it to
develop continuously. The Book of Lyrics, which marks
the glorious beginning of Chinese literature and is the
fountain-head of its realist tradtion, occupies a very im-
portant positionin the history of world literature. Now
the translator has rendered the 160 lyrical .songs into

English rhyme, in the hope of making his share of contri-
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