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By riverside a pair of turtledoves are cooing;
There is a maiden fair whom a young man is wooing.
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Preface

Few people in Europe and America know that the earliest
anthology of verse in the World is the Book of Poetry compiled in
China 2500 years ago. This book consists of 305 poems dating from
1713 B.C. (“The Rise of Shang”) to 505 B.C. (“Comradeship”). It is
divided according to the type of music into four main sections: 160
Songs sung by the people in 15 city states and collected by royal
musicians; 74 Odes and 31 Epics sung by the no nobles at court or at
banquets, and 40 Hymns used during sacrifice to the gods and ancestors.
The section of Hymns is subdivided into “Hymns of Zhou”, “Hymns
of Lu” and “Hymns of Shang”, the last of which is said to be the oldest,
dating from between the 17th and the 12th century B.C.

Songs of the early Western Zhou dynasty composed from the 11th
to the 9th century B.C. include all the “Hymns of Zhou”, a small part
of the Epics and a few lyrical Songs. The majority of these songs are
narrative or historical poems, the most outstanding being “Hou Ji, the
Lord of Com”, “Duke Liu”, “The Migration in 1325 B.C.”, “the Rise
of Zhou” and “Three Kings of Zhou” in the Epic, all of which describe
the founding of the Zhou House. Songs of the later Western Zhou
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period during the 9th and 8th centuries B.C. include most of the Epics
and practically all the Odes as well as a few folk Songs. Some Epics and
Odes extol the military prowess of King Xuan who reigned at the end
of the 9th and the beginning of the 8th century and led expeditions
against the frontier tribes. “Expedition against Xu” describes his attack
on the Xu tribes in the east, in which we find the embryo of Sun Wu’s
military strategy; “General Ji Fu” narrates King Xuan’s north em
expedition against the Huns and “General Fang” his southern campaign
against the Chu tribes. These spirited, vigorous yet dignified Odes were
composed by officials or historians, for example, “General Ji Fu” by
Zhang Zhong, “Count of Shen” and “Premier Shan Fu” by General Ji
Fu. Although competent enough, they cannot compare with soldiers’
song like “A Homesick Warfior”, of which the last sfanza was considered
as the most beautiful verse in the Book of Poetry.

The best verse comes from the Book of Songs collected in the
Eastern Zhou dynasty from the 8th to the 6th century B.C. Most of the
folk songs, written in a simple and natural style, reflect the life and
struggle, labor and love, joys and sorrows of the people in ancient times.
For instance, “Life of Peasants” gives a fairly comprehensive picture of
the work of the peasants; “The Woodcutter’s Song” satirizes against
those idle and greedy lords, “Plantain Gathering” sings of the labor of
women who gathered plantain seed; “A Deer Killer and a Jadelike
Maiden” describes a hunter’s love, “Cooing and Wooing narrates the
life and love of a young man and a fair maiden from spring to winter

and their joy at wedding; “The Peasants’ Complaint” expresses the
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sorrows of peasants, “Complaint of a Soldier” that of a homesick
soldier, “A Farewell Song” and “My Green Robe” describe grief at
parting and over death.

As Confucius said, “Poetry may serve to inspire, to reflect, to
communicate and to admonish,” we may say that the Book of Songs
serves chiefly to reflect the life of the labouring people, to inspire them
to do good and to admonish the rulers against doing wrong. For
instance, the first and second sections reflect the domestic life of the
ancient Chinese people, the third to fifth sections serve to admonish the
lords of their faults, the seventh and twelfth sections are mostly love
songs, the thirteenth and fourteenth sections reflect the general decay of
the State and the last section inspires the people to admire their Duke.

The Book of Odes serves chiefly to communicate, to admonish
and to reflect the life of the nobles. For instance, the first decade contains
six Odes used at the royal banquet, the second decade includes two
Odes used in district entertainment and two describing the royal
hunting, the third decade contains an official’s complaint against the
disorder of the time (“The Toilers”) and a soldier’s against the minister
of war (“To the Minister of War”), the fourth decade is composed of
complaints against King You and his favorite Lady Shi of Bao (from
“To Grand Master Yin” to “A Eunuch’s Song”), the fifth decade
consists of Odes of the oppressed nobles and “Revelry” is a very good
picture of the dissipation of the time, the sixth decade is remarkable for
“Harvest” and “Farm Work”, and the last decade is chiefly censure on
King Li’s misgovernment, “A Homesick Warrior”, “A Soldier’s Wife”,
etc. might be classified as Epics for they describe the life of soldiers and
generals.
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The Book of Epics records historic deeds and reflects the life of the
rulers. For instance, in the first decade there are six epic odes about
King Wen, two about King Wu and two about their ancestors King Tai
and King Ji (“The Migration in 1325 B.G.”, “The Rise of Zhou”). In
the second decade “Hou Ji, the Lord of Corn” tells us the story of Hou
Ji, Lord of Grain or Corn, founder of the Zhou House, there are three
epic odes about King Cheng, and another three are censures on King
Li. The first three epic odes in the third decade are admonitions against
King Ping, King Li and King Xuan respectively, the next three epic
odes record the deeds of “Count of Shen”, “Premier Shan Fu” and
“The Marquis of Han” and the last two are censures on King You.

The Book of Hymns serves chiefly to glorify the ancestors of the
rulers and inspire their descendents to worship them as gods. The book
is subdivided into three sections: “Hymns of Zhou”, “Hymns of Lu”
and “Hymns of Shang”. In the first decade of the “Hymns of Zhou”
there are three odes singing the praises of King Wen, three of King Wu,
four of King Cheng and one of Hou Ji, Lord of Grain or Corn. The
second decade begins with an ode on husbandry and ends with a hymn
to Kingi Wu sung to the .music regulating the dance in the temple.
Other Hymns are sacrificial odes. The third decade is said to be
composed by the Duke of Zhou himself as regent. The first seven
Hymns are all concerned with King Cheng, his ascension, his con-
sultation with his ministers, his self-criticism, his cultivation of the
ground and his thanks-giving sacrifiee. The last four are said to belong
to the same series as “Hymn to King Wu Great and Bright”, sung to
accompany the dance in honor of King Wu.

The “Hymns of Lu” contain only four odes celebrating Duke Xi
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of Lu, who was in fact a mediocre ruler, but as the deseendent of the
Duke of Zhou, he wes privileged to employ royal ceremonies and
sacrifices, which was condemned by Confucius.

The “Hymns of Shang” contain five oldest Hymns in the Book.
Some critics said the “Hymns of Shang” were written in the eighth
century B.C. by Shang descendents in the State of Song, but there is no
authentic proof for it.

Two devices are commonly employed in the Book of Poetry, the
frequent use of simile and metaphor, and the practice of “evocation” or
“association,” that is, starting a song by evoking images quite apart from
the central subject. “Large Rat” is a good example of a song in which
an animal 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 close connection between them, for instance, the
grasshopper in “The Rat” is not closely related to the wife’s longing for
her husband. Certain images have emotional associations, others are
chosen solely for the sake of rhyme.

Another striking feature of the Songs is the repetition of whole
phrases and stanzas, done perhaps simply for effect. Occasionally a few
words of the first stanza are altered to show the development of some
action, or to introduce a new rhyme or produce a more melodious
effect. The form of repetition varies: sometimes certain stanzas are
repeated, sometimes a few lines only, sometimes whole lines and phrases
as in “Plantain Gathering” and “An Old Maid”.

The metres of traditional 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 songs
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