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INTRODUCTION

“Chinese literature, ”said John Turner, “is the high artistic peak
of the most literary, the most artistic, the longest —established civiliza-
tion that exists. ” One source of Chinese literature is the Book of Poet-
ry compiled in the 6th century BC, marked by the use of four —char-

acter verse form as follows:
: i

" When I left here,
Willows shed tear.
I come back now,
Snow bends the bough.
Long, long the way;
Hard, hard the day.
My grief o’erflows.
Who knows? Who knows?
(Home - Coming After War)

Another source is the Poetry of the South composed in the 3rd centu-

ry BC,marked by the use of six - character verse broken in the middle
by the insertion of an exclamation such as “oh” or “eh”, for example,

__.1__



The autumn breeze, oh! ceaselessly grieves

The Dongting waves, oh! with fallen leaves.

In 206 BC Liu Bang founded the Han dynasty. In 196 BC he re-
visited his native village when he composed the Song of the Great
Wind in the same style as the Poetry of the South;

A great wind rises, oh! the clouds are driven away.
His grandson, Liu Che or Emperor Wu of the Han, who founded in
120 BC the Music Bureau to collect folk songs from various parts of
the empire, also wrote in this style:

The autumn wind rises, oh! and white clouds sail the sky;
Grass and leaves yellow, oh! and wild geese southward fly.
Orchids and asters, oh! sweeten the chilly air;

But how can I forget, oh] my lady sweet and fair!

In this Song of the Autumn Wind we see Emperor Wu revealed his
love for his deceased Lady Li, of whom we find a good description in
her brother’s Song of the Northern Beauty;

At her first glance, soldiers would lose their town
At her second, a monarch would his crown.

This description may be compared with that of Duchess Zhuang Jiang
in the Book of Poetry .

Her forehead like a dragonfly’s,
Her arched brows curved like a bow.
Ah!dark on white her speaking eyes,
Her cheeks with smiles and dimples glow.
We may say the Book of Poetry describes the physical beauty of the

_2_*



Duchess and Lady Li's brother her spiritual beauty. It would be inter-
esting to remark that Li wro te not in the same style as Liu Che but in
the folk song style. The folk songs in the Book of Poetry are lyrical
while those of the Music Bureau are narrative. For instance, we may
compare Home — Coming After War cited above with a song of the
same title selected in this book.

The folk songs of the Han dynasty are characterized by the use
of lines of irregular length. They reflect the lives and hardships of the
common people. Some deal with their miseries (Song of the East
Gate, On Her Deathbed), evils of war (Fighting South of the
Town ), oppression of feudal society (Song of the Orphan), desertion
of woman by man (Song of the White Hair, the Old Wife and the
New) etc. Others deal with love between man and woman (I Long for
One, the Pledge) and still others with birds and fish (Song of a Butter-
fly, Song of a Crow, Song of a Dried Fish) etc. The most important
folk song is A Pair of Peacocks Southeast Fly, the longest narrative
poem written in five - character lines, telling how the feudal system
destroyed the happiness of a young couple who were unable to over-
come it unless in death.

Nineteen Old Poems are said to be the earliest folk songs written
in the five - character line, for example:

You travel on and on ,
And leave me all alone.
Long miles between us lie
As earth apart from sky.

Some poems deal with love.( XVE . I'll makea quilt for lovers’bed) and
marriage ( XVI . My far - off husband longs for his dear wife), others
with friendship (VI. No friendship is as firm as rock) , feasting (N .
We keep a feast in spirits high) , or the quest for fame ( XI. Let's value

~3_



glory more than gold) and fortune (. How splendid is Riverside
Town). For the most part they are somber in tone, no doubt reflect-
ing the troubled social conditions of the time, and dwell much on the
themes of distance (VI. The one I love is living far away) , separation
(K. But I'm grieved so long we've parted), and the dreadful brevity
( XV.. Few live as long as a hundred years) and uncertainty of human
life (XH. Life is a journey which can never last/As long as stone or
metal).,

In short, just as the Book of Poetry is marked by the use of four
— character verse and the Poetry of the South by that of six - charac-
ter line broken in the middle by the insertion of an exclamation, the
Han poetry is marked by the rise of the five - character verse which
would exercise a great influence on later Chinese poetry.

Chinese history was marked by unification, division and reunifi-
cation. Liu Bang unified the country and built up his empire in 206
BC, but the Han dynasty fell in AD 220 and the empire split into the
three kingdoms of Wei in the north, Shu in the west and Wu in the
south with its capital at Jiankang (modern Nanjing). The dynasty of
Wei was set up by Cao Cao (155-220), who was not only a military
leader but also a poet who followed the tradition of the Book of Poetry
and continued to write in the old four - character verse form.,

Cao Pi (186-226), his eldest son who succeeded him on the
throne and forced the last emperor of Han dynasty to abdiction, fol-
lowed the tradition of the Poetry of the South but turned the inserted
exclamation in the middle of the six-character line into a word or
character so that he became the first poet to write in the seven - char-

acter line. For instance, we may read the first four lines of his Lonely
Wife in the North,



