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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

This collection includes twenty-five poems of the great
ancient Chinese poet Qu Yuan (340-278 B.C.), which
constitute all bis extant works. The English translation
bas been made from the Chinese text edited by Wang
Y: of the Han dynasty, while the interpretations are
based on the modern Chinese translations of Guo
Moruo, an authority on Qu Yuan studies, who is
bimself a poet.

This volume is published in commemoration of the
two thousand two bundred and thirtieth anniversary
of Qu Yuar's tragic death.



A Sketch of Qu Yuan

Guo Moruo

Qu Yuan is a great Chinese poet who lived more
than two thousand years ago. He was not simply a
poet, but also a thinker and statesman.

Qu Yuan was born in 340 B.C. during the Warring -
States petiod (403-221 B.C.). The twelve gteat states
of the preceding Spring-and-Autumn period (770-403
B.C.) had now been reduced to seven, which were
struggling among themselves to achieve the unity of
China.

Of the seven states, Qin in the northwest was the
most powerful, while Chu in the Changjiang River
(Yangtse River) valley was the largest. The state of
Qi in the Shandong peninsula, thanks to its proximity
to the sea, had abundance of fish and salt and was
the richest. Han, Zhao and Wei, which had come into
being as a result of the partition of Jin, were some-
times called “the three Jin states.” QOccupying the
central part of the Huanghe River (Yellow River)
valley, they were small, thickly populated states in the
heart of ancient China. The state of Yan in the north-
east had its boundary along the Liaodong peninsula



and northern Korea, and was therefore relatively re-
mote from the struggle.

Qu Yuan was a noble of Chu. He was born at a
time when the once powerful kingdom of Chu was
declining. His failure to win the suppott of the cor-
rupt king of Chu and the other nobles for his honest
and progressive proposals made his life a tragic one.

At first he had won the confidence of the king of
Chu, and held the high post of “left minister,” having
constant access to the king, and helping to draft laws
and determine foreign policy. In view of the danger
threatening Chu from Qin, Qu Yuan proposed reforms
in the government and an alliance with Qi to ensure
the safety of the state. But the king of Chu was sur-
rounded by self-seekers such as the councillor Zi
Jiao (who held the highest position in the Chu govern-
ment), the knight Jin Shang (Qu Yuan’s political op-
ponent), and the king’s favourite, Queen Zheng Xiu.
Having accepted bribes from Qin’s envoy, Zhang Yi,
they not only dissuaded King Huai from taking Qu
Yuan’s advice, but brought about the poet’s estrange-
ment from the king. As a result King Huai was trick-
ed into going to Qin, where he died after three years’
captivity.

King Huai’s successor, King Qing Xiang, was even
more incompetent than his father. In the twenty-first
year of his reign (278 B.C.), General Bai Qi of Qin
led troops southward to storm the capital of Chu, The
kingdom of Chu never recovered. Fifty-five years later
it was finally overthrown.

Most of Qu Yuan’s poems were written after his
policy was rejected. When the capital of Chu was
sacked by Bai Qi, he wrote a poem of lament. He
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was then sixty-two. He had lived for more than
twenty years in retirement and now, seeing no future
for his country, on the fifth day of the fifth month of
the lunar calendar he drowned himself in the Miluo
River in Hunan.

II

Qu Yuan’s life was a tragedy. But although as a
political figute he was a failure, as a poet he achieved
great success. The people sympathized with him. Not
only the people of Chu, but the people of all China
for two thousand years and more have honoured him.
Every year on the fifth of the fifth month of the lunar
calendar, the day on which he is believed to have died,
people throughout China commemorate him through
dragon-boat races to tepresent the way in which the
people of Chu recovered his body. On this day Chi-
nese everywhere eat a special variety of dumpling,
made of sticky rice wrapped in leaves and steamed.
Some of these dumplings are, in keeping with tradi-
tion, thrown into the river to feed the dragons and
serpents, so that they may not devour Qu Yuan’s body.
This tradition has spread to Korea, Japan, Viet-Nam
and Malaya.

Qu Yuan won such great respect largely because of
his own deep love for his countty and the people. Al-
though a noble of Chu, he sympathized deeply with
the common people. Over two thousand years ago he
wrote:

Long did I sigh and wipe away my tears,
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To see my people bowed by griefs and fears. (The
Lament) and again:

The people’s sufferings move my heart,

Our land I cannot leave. (Stray Thonghts)

The people will grieve for one who has grieved for them.
Qu Yuan's poetty shows great sincerity; and his life
proves that he practised what he preached. He was
banished from court for more than twenty years, dur-
ing which he lived in retirement; yet he never left his
native land. So great was his love for his country and
his people that he put up with disgrace and finally
drowned himself rather than leave the kingdom of
Chu. It is easy to understand how such a man must
have won the deep respect of the people.

His passionate love for his people is also clearly
seen in the form of his poetry. There ate twenty-five
poems attributed to Qu Yuan, most of which we may
consider authentic. Some of these poems are odes
dedicated to the gods. These were written in the
prime of his life, when all was well with him. They
are fresh, vigorous, musical and charming, like the
soft breeze of spring. But the majority of his poems
were written after his hopes had been dashed. These
are filled with indignation, pathos, passion and grief,
like the darkness that precedes a storm, or like the
storm itself.

Qu Yuan's poetic forms were detived mainly from
folk poetry, and the vocabulary used was that of the
common people. He initiated a revolution in ancient
Chinese poetry, and his influence has made itself felt
on Chinese literature for the last two thousand years.
The people loved his poetry. ‘Though he lived two

iv



thousand years ago, and his language differs con-
siderably from that of today, it can still move us when
translated into modern Chinese or even into a foreign
language.

II1

Qu Yuan’s poetic imagination is unrivalled in Chi-
nese literature. From his Li Sao (The Lament), the
greatest of his poems, we can see his belief that all
things in nature possess life and can be shaped to man’s
purpose. Wind, rain, thunder and lightning, clouds
and moon, become his attendants and charioteers.
Phoenix and dragon draw his chariot. He gallops to
the sky and reaches heaven’s gate, then climbs up the
roof of the world and wanderts to the uttermost parts
of the earth. But he finds no rest anywhere, and final-
ly takes his own life.

Although he liked to give free rein to his imagina-
tion to conjure up heaven and hell ot vatious spirits,
Qu Yuan did not reverence them. Heaven and hell
alike appeared to him as places where the spirit could
not dwell. In his poem Regquiern he exhorts the soul
not to go to heaven or hell, nor to the north, south,
east or west, for nothing good was to be found there.
One’s native place was best. In Li Szo (The Lament)
he describes how he reached paradise and asked to be
let in; but the gate-keeper simply leaned against the
door looking at him, unwilling to admit him. So final-
ly the poet sighed and said: “Even in Heaven there
are no good people.”



His most extraordinary poem is the long one entitled
Tian Wen (The Riddles). In this he asks questions
regarding what existed before the universe, the crea-
tion of the heavenly bodies and the structure of the
earth. He also asks about myths and legends, and
historical events. Over one hundred and seventy
questions are raised, and none of them answered.
These riddles give us some idea of the myths of an-
cient China, but some of them are unintelligible today
because so many ancient legends have been lost.

Most noteworthy, in my opinion, are the questions
regarding the structure of the heavenly bodies. Who
built the sky? Where does it end? What supports the
sky? Why the division into twelve zodiac signs? How
are the sun, moon and stars held in place so that they
do not fall? How many miles does the sun travel in
one day? What makes the moon wax and wane?
Where does the sun hide before dawn? These are the
questions asked, and very rational questions they are
too. From them we can see his concern with nature,
and the richness of his imagination.

Chinese science in Qu Yuan’s time had, in fact,
reached great heights. In astronomy, calendar science
and mathematics great advances had been made, while
logic was well developed. A southern philosopher
named Huang Liao, who lived shortly before Qu
Yuan, once asked a northern scholar and well-known
logician, Hui Shi, why the heavenly bodies did not
fall, and what caused the wind and rain, thunder and
lightning. And Hui Shi gave him answers. This
shows that the intellectuals of the time were generally
interested in problems concerning the sttucture of the
universe,
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Qu Yuan lived in the Golden Age of Chinese
civilization. His genius and his position made it easy
for him to assimilate current thought, and to develop
in many directions. But his genius was pre-eminently
poetic. Few poets indeed in the wotld can rival him
in his sincerity, imaginative power and brilliance,
not in the wealth of imagery, lyrical qualities and
diversity of forms of his poems.

A poet who bad such deep love for his country and
his people, for freedom and justice, will for ever be
remembered.
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Li Sao

LI SAO (The Lament) is not only one of the most re-
markable works of Qu Yuan, it ranks as one of the
greatest poems in Chinese or world poetry. It was prob-
ably written during the period when the poet bad been
exiled by his king, and was living south of the Chang-
jiang River.

The name LI SAQ has been interpreted by some as
meaning “‘encountering sorrow,’ by others as “‘sorrow
after departure.” Some recent scholars have construed
it as “‘sorrow in estrangement,” while yet others think
it was the name of a certain type of music.

This long lyrical poem describes the search and disil-
lusionment of a soul in agony, riding on dragons
and serpents from beaven to earth. By means of rich im-
agery and skilful similes, it expresses love of one’s coun-
try and the sadness of separation. It touches upon
various bistorical themes intermingled with legends and
myths, and depicts, directly or indirectly, the social con-
ditions of that time and the complex destinies of the city
states of ancient China. Tbhe conflict between the in-
dividual and the ruling group is repeatedly describ-
ed, while at the same time the poet affirms bis determina-
tion to fight for justice. This passionate desire to save
bis country, and this love for the people, account for the
poem’s splendounr and immortality.



A prince am I of ancestry renowned,

Illustrious name my royal sire hath found.
When Sirius did in spring its light display,

A child was born, and Tiger marked the day.
When first upon my face my lord’s eye glanced,
For me auspicious names he straight advanced,
Denoting that in me Heaven’s marks divine
Should with the virtues of the earth combine.
With lavished innate qualities indued, -

By art and skill my talents I renewed;

Angelic herbs and sweet selineas too,

And orchids late that by the water grew,

I wove for ornament; till creeping Time,

Like water flowing, stole away my prime.
Magnolias of the glade I plucked at dawn,

At eve beside the stream took winter-thorn.
Without delay the sun and moon sped fast,

In swift succession spring and autumn passed;
The fallen flowers lay scattered on the ground,
The dusk might fall before my dream was found.

Had I not loved my prime and spurned the vile,
Why should I not have changed my former style?
My chariot drawn by steeds of race divine

I urged; to guide the king my sole design.

Three ancient kings there were so pure and true
That round them every fragrant flower grew;
Cassia and pepper of the mountain-side

With melilotus white in clusters vied.

Two monarchs then, who high renown received,
Followed the kingly way, their goal achieved.
Two princes proud by lust their reign abused,
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Sought easier path, and their own steps confused.
The faction for illicit pleasure longed;

Dreadful their way where hidden petils thronged.
Danger against myself could not appal,

But feared I lest my sovereign’s sceptre fall,

Forward and back I hastened in my quest,
Followed the former kings, and took no rest.
The prince my true integrity defamed,

Gave ear to slander, high his anger flamed;
Integrity 1 knew could not avalil,

Yet still endured; my lord I would not fail.
Celestial spheres my witness be on high,

I strove but for his sacred majesty.

Twas first to me he gave his plighted word,
But soon repenting other counsel heard.
For me departure could arouse no pain;

1 grieved to see his royal purpose vain.

Nine fields of orchids at one time I grew,

For melilot a hundred acres too,

And fifty acres for the azalea bright,

The rumex fragrant and the lichen white.

I longed to see them yielding blossoms rare,
And thought in season due the spoil to share.

I did not gtieve to see them die away,

But grieved because midst weeds they did decay.

Insatiable in lust and greediness

The faction strove, and tired not of excess;
Themselves condoning, others they’d decry,
And steep their hearts in envious jealousy.

Insatiably they seized what they desired,
It was not that to which my heart aspired.



As old age unrelenting hurried near,

Lest my fair name should fail was all my fear.
Dew from magnolia leaves I drank at dawn,
At eve for food were aster petals borne;
And loving thus the simple and the fair,
How should I for my sallow features care?
With gathered vines I strung valeria white,
And mixed with blue wistaria petals bright,
And melilotus matched with cassia sweet,
With ivy green and tendrils long to meet.
Life I adapted to the ancient way,

Leaving the manners of the present day;
Thus unconforming to the modern age,

The path I followed of a bygone sage.

Long did I sigh and wipe away my tears,

To see my people bowed by griefs and fears.
Though I my gifts enhanced and cutbed my pride,
At morn they’d mock me, would at eve deride;
First cursed that I angelica should wear,

Then cutsed me for my melilotus fair.

But since my heart did love such purity,

I'd not regret a thousand deaths to die.

I marvel at the folly of the king,

So heedless of his people’s suffering.

They envied me my mothlike eyebrows fine,
And so my name his damsels did malign.
Truly to craft alone their praise they paid,

The square in measuring they disobeyed;

The use of common rules they held debased;
With confidence their crooked lines they traced.

In sadness plunged and sunk in deepest gloom,
Alone I drove on to my dreary doom,
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In exile rather would I meet my end,

Than to the baseness of their ways descend.

Remote the eagle spurns the common range,

Nor deigns since time began its way to change;

A circle fits not with a square design;

Their different ways could not be merged with mine.
Yet still my heart I checked and curbed my pride,
Theit blame endured and their reproach beside.

To die for righteousness alone I sought,

For this was what the ancient sages taught.

I failed my former errors to discern;

I tarried long, but now I would return.

My steeds I wheeled back to their former way.
Lest all too long down the wrong path I stray.
On orchid-covered bank I loosed my steed,
And let him gallop by the flow'ry mead

At will. Rejected now and in disgrace,

I would retire to cultivate my grace.

With cress leaves gteen my simple gown I made.
With lilies white my rustic garb did braid,
Why should I grieve to go unrecognised,

Since in my heart fragrance was truly prized?
My headdress then high-pinnacled I raised,
Lengthened my pendents, where bright jewels blazed.
Others may smirch their fragrance and bright hues,
My innocence is proof against abuse.

Oft I looked back, gazed to the distance still,
Longed in the wilderness to roam at will.
Splendid my ornaments together vied,

With all the fragrance of the flowers beside;
All men had pleasures in their various ways,
My pleasure was to cultivate my grace.



