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INTRODUCTION

“Poetry,” said Confucius, “may serve to inspire, to

reflect, to communicate and to admonish.” If the Book of

Lyrics serves chiefly to inspire, then the Book of Epical
Odes serves chiefly to reflect, that of Festal Odes to com-—
municate and to admonish, and that of Hymns to inspire
and to reflect,

The Book of Lyries, or songs of the city states which

were fiefs of the House of Zhou, include 160 folk-songs
from fifteen different localities. The Odes_are set to another
type of music; and with few exceptions both the festal and
epical odes were composed during the Western Zhou period
between the eleventh and the eighth century BC and came
from the vicinity of Western Zhou. Possibly the Ode  was
one form of ceremonial music, and when a newer type
influenced by folk-songs came into fashion the earlier
variety was called .epical odes and the newer festal odes.
The Hzmﬁs are songs of praise used during sacrifice,( ‘and this
section is subdivided into the Hymns of Zhou, the Hymas
of Shang and the Hymns of Lu, of which the Hymns of

Zhou are the oldest, dating from between the eleventh and
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the ninth century BC during the early part of the Zhou
dynasty. The Hymns of Shang from the State of Song,
founded by the descendants of the House of Shang, were
written in the eighth and seventh centuries BC. The Hymns

of Lu were composed in the State of Lu in the seventh
century BC, X
A number of odes were composed by memberso'of the
-ruling class. Probably most of the hymns dnd -odst smbdd=
ying advice to the ruler were writtea :‘by? officials - to
present to the Zhou court, while the odes used in ancestral
sacrifices and the feasts given to puests, or before going to
war and hunting, were composed by official diviners
and historians. Other odes were made “-by,-' minor o‘ffiéials,
not at the order of the govéi’nmentI or to be presented
at court but to express personal indignation; and these
were very l1kely collected with folk—songs by the royal
musicians.

* The official musicians were the first to teach these
songs, for songs and music formed the major part of the
education of young nobles in the Zhou dynasty. By the
txme of Confucius in the sixth century BC, education was
in the hands of private tutors, but the songs were still the
main part of their teaching., The Zhou-dynasty nobles put
songs to a practical purpose, using them during' ceremonies
and to offer advice on state policy, while in daily life they
added distinction to a man’s conversation and helped to
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express his feelings. Young lovers used them to tell their
love, and through them envoys were often able to convey
thedr ideas diplomatically. Confucius attached so much
importance to the study of the old songs that he said, “A
man who does not study poetry cannot speak.” Later
Confucians also studied the Book of Poetry and had the

songs set to music, quoting from them frequently in

discussions on philosophy. Thus the study of the songs
persisted among Confucians down to the third century BC

and the Book of Poetry became one of the classical canons

of Confucianism. Pésitive chronology is out of the question
for most poems in the Book, although -approximate dates

may be given for some.

Songs of the early Western Zhou period from .fhe
eleventh to the ninth century BC include all the Hymns of
Zhou, a small part of the Epical Odes and a few songs of

the Book of Lyrics. The majority of these are narrative

or historical poems, the most outstanding being Poem 85

“Hou li, the Lord of Corn,” Poem 90 “Duke Liu” and
Poem 77 “The Migration in 1325 BC,” which describe in
verse the founding of the Zhou dynasty.

‘Poem 85 tells the story of Hou i, the legendary
ancester of the Zhou people and reputedly the first farmer.
Hou Ji’s mother Jiang Yuan conceived him after treading

on the footprint of a god, but she dared not keep the
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child. This verse describes how Hou Ji was abandoned,

The son abandoned in a lane

Was milked by the cow or sheep. o
Abandoned in a wooded plain,

He’s fed by men in forest deep.
Abandoned on fhe coldest ice,

He was warmed by birds with their wings.
When flew away those birds so nice,

The cry was heard of the nursling's.
He cried and wailed so long and loud

The road with his voice was o’erflowed.

This shows vividly and concisely Hou Ji’s uniqueness from
birth and the divine protection he enjoyed. More wonderful
still, as soon as he grew up he knew how to plough and
grow grain, and the song describes the abundance of. his
various crops; for this hero personifies the determination of
the men of old to conquer nature, their inventiveness and
ingenuity. Songs like this were obviously based on early
legends, handed down by word of mouth.

| Poem 90 relates how Duke Liu, an ancestor of the
Zhous, led his people from Tai to Bin, where they opened
up wasteland,* built houses and settled down. Poem 77
describes a descendant of Duke Liu named Tan Fu, who

migrated from.Bin to Mount Qi. First he and his compan-
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ions lived in caves, then they tilled the land, erected an
ancestral temple, trained an army and defeated their
enemies. These two odes are not full of miraculous
happenings like the first but describe the two great migra—
tions in a plain and matter—of-fact way, giving forceful
expression to the people’s joy in pioneering and their
industry.

Odes describing agriculture are important material for
our study of early Zhou society. The best of this kind

among the Hymns of Zhou are Poem 130 “Cultivation of

the Ground” and Poem 131 “Hymn of Thanksgiving in
Autumn,” From this brief account we can see that narrative

poetry predominates in the songs of this early period.

The songs of the later Western Zhou period during the
ninth and the eighth century BC include most of the Epical
Odes and practically all the Festal Odes, as well as a few

from the Book of Lyrics. The best poems of this age are
some of the Festal Odes, quite a few of which are folk-
songs.

The middle of the ninth century BC and the first part
of .the eighth were times of bad rule in Chinese history
‘when the country was raided many times by northern
tribesmen, hence a number of the songs of these pefiods
express popular discontent and dissatisfaction with the

government, An example of songs on social injustice is
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Poem 45, which points out that some officials led a life

of leisure while others did all the hard work.

Some enjoy rest and ease;
Some worn out for the State.
Some march on without cease;

Some lie in bed early and late.

Some know not people’s pain;,
Some toil for State affair.
Some long in bed remain;

Some laden with great care.

Some drink all the day long,
Others worry for woe. -
Some only say all's wrong,

To hard work others go.

This penetrating contrast between minor officials and the
great shows the sharp difference between the higher and
the lower ranks at court; and though the writer was
expressing his personal resentment, he reveals a general
inequality, ' | |
Poem 43 *“Inequality” voices the hatred of the con~
quered people of the east forthe Zhous, contrasting the easy

life of the conquerors with the misery of the men of the
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