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Foreword

The story of the love between Li Yu, the last king of the South-
ern Tang Dynasty, and his second queen is mentioned in the histori-
cal records, but is given much more prominence in folklore. However,
both these sources are fragmentary, and a complete account of this
tragic romance is lacking. Li Yu himself emerges as a rather
effeminate, muddle-headed ruler, and the description of Yiyi stops
short at describing her beauty and mentioning the fact that she was
the king’s favorite; there is no trace of the inner world of the lovers.
In actual fact, Li Yu seems to have been a learned man, accomplished
in the arts, and a person of complex feelings. The fall of Southern
Tang was an inevitable outcome of the trend of history at that time,
and in no way could it have been warded off by Li Yu or any other
individual. There is a popular misconception that the downfall of
states is brought about by the faulty policies of their incompetent
- rulers. This is to misread history. The Southern Tang minister Xu
Xuan, after he entered the service of the Song Dynasty, wrote an
account of the ruin of his native kingdom, which at the time was
widely, both officially and unofficially, accepted as accurate. In his
book, Xu Xuan nowhere faults his former master for the disaster that
overtook Southern Tang. Yiyi entered the palace at the tender age of
13 or 14, and the fact that king soon fell in love with this pristine
beauty would seem quite natural. Moreover, it was nothing other
than love which bound these two people so different in status to-
gether in a way that transcended all the customary boundaries of



their time; but even love could not change their preordained tragic
fate.

In order to round out this beautiful love story and make it
more accessible to the reader, I read carefully all the historical
records relating to the subject. In the course of writing The River
Flows Eastward in Spring, I have placed the love story in its his-
torical context, because it is the historical background more than
anything else which makes it such a moving tragedy. After the fall
of Southern Tang, Li Yu and Yiyi clung to the wild hope of some
day being reunited and living like an ordinary loving couple. But
the despotism of the prevailing feudal mores of the time shattered
their fanciful dream: Their only choice was to die for love. The
story makes it clear that once he was deprived of his position as a
" ruler, Li Yu not only lost his kingdom but was no longer able to
protect the woman he loved.

The character of the monk Enlightened One, whose original
name is Zhou Zong and who is the father of the Zhou sisters, is intro-
duced into the story to highlight the fact that there exist different
kinds of love and affection in human affairs. I have portrayed him as
an old man who has long renounced the world and its ways. However,
as everyone knows, it is impossible in this life to completely cut
oneself off from all mundane ties, and when Enlightened One is un-
able to repress his love for his daughter Yiyi, and when he learns of
her death by poison hastens to her graveside, and there passes away.
This is also a kind of love between a man and a woman, although not
in the usual sense, and it is an additional thread of the story which
serves as a contrast to the love between Li Yu and Yiyi, and enriches
the meaning of the word “love.”

There are certain trends of thought and viewpoints which pro-
nounce as impossible true love between a ruler and his concubine.



With these, I hesitate to agree. Kings and concubines are human too,
with all the emotions, appetites and longings of ordinary mortals —
the only difference is that they wear crowns on their heads. Li Yu
was a man of high literary attainments and had a rich world of the
intellect. It was a mere accident of history which enshrouded him in
a king’s robe. As the ruler, he could have his pick of all the women in
his kingdom. But when he found true love, he became obsessed. Such
a temperament is most unfitting for a monarch, but there again not
all kings are consummate statesmen. Besides, it is too simplistic to
divide rulers into pleasure-loving blockheads who ruin their own
countries on the one hand and ruthless conquerors on the other. Many
emperors and kings have had complicated careers, and we must judge
them from several different angles. For instance, Emperor Ming of
the Tang Dynasty (618-907) made great achievements in the first
half of his reign in stabilizing the empire. But in the latter half, he
fell under the spell of the beauty Concubine Yang, and this led to
rebellion, and a slide into chaos and anarchy, which spelled the end
of the dynasty. Li Yu, although he was far too much distracted by his
infatuation with Yiyi, was at the same time under threat from the
powerful Song Dynasty to the north. He held out steadfastly against
this threat, determined to preserve his kingdom — unlike many other
rulers of the time. Again, after the fall of Southern Tang and during
his exile at the Song court, Li Yu wrote a number of poems express-
ing nostalgia for his old kingdom — in sharp contrast to the last king
of Shu, whose behavior gave rise to the denigratory saying “aban-
doning oneself to pleasure and forgetting Shu.” All in all, it must be
said that there are many positive aspects to the life of Li Yu. Even in
his doting on the Zhou sisters he was different from other rulers who
were smitten with love and abandoned themselves completely to the
pleasures of the flesh. His character never allowed his strict attitude



to life and duty to slacken. This is a positive trait, but it doesn’t guar-
antee success in life; in certain peculiar circumstances, the more he
stayed true to himself the closer he came to ruin, and this is particu-
larly true of the end of his life. Based on this understanding, this
book breaks out of the traditional “love story” mold, by welding the
politics, diplomacy and military history of Li Yu’s time into a whole
narrative. I believe that only in this way can it truly reflect history. I
only regret that space does not allow this aspect to be adequately
developed.

Xu Fei

Yancheng Normal College
October 2, 2003



7o a4
AEZFB/I

ERTEEN, WEEIERAIRRENG, RERE,
SERARAFRKBEEY. HH LAY, TRRETHE, @
BAINEY, RAFRAL, #MINES, IWHATHEN
AANF LB Z MR, RERITAAET, RMEAFES
BAFH#HBIGE, To8%2, AARVEFREMLEKLS
B, AETRZE, FRLAKKAARER §EBTTY.
AREME AR RR, Hehdek, HEEBERA,
ARAAFALEALATER ARHHLELREMT 23S,
fpRpREXBANE, X - AFHFHUNE E, REMRLE,
Ak LB LE, Rext LT B, F5 G RERH,
PHHLAFR, RETK, BREXARBIERAARSE, B
IEFEREAHAKEZE, FRARZGRE-A, AFEET
YA A, BELAAAEARIEARFALERLE, M
EAERSEN “BER, AR T,



