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Foreword

The Peacock Flies Southeast, also known as The Wife of Jiao
Zhonggqing or An Old Poem Written for the Wife of Jiao Zhonggqing, is
the most celebrated long narrative poem of ancient China. Set in the
late years of the Eastern Han Dynasty (25-220), the story tells of the
tragic love between Jiao Zhongqing, a minor official of Lujiang Prefec-
ture (in the area of-present—day Qianshan County, Anhui Province), and
his wife Liu Lanzhi.

The author of the poem is unknown. In the New Recitations of the
Jade Terrace, compiled by Xu Ling of the Southern Dynasties Period
(420-589), the note “ It is not known who wrote this” immediately fol-
lows the title. It is probable that the story circulated as a folk legend for
a long period of time, and was eventually written down and embel-
lished by various scholarly hands until it became a literary work with
powerful artistic appeal. There is a brief synopsis of the poem’s story in
the New Recitations of the Jade Terrace, as follows: “ In the Jian’an
reign period of the latter part of the Eastern Han Dynasty, Liu Lanzhi,
the wife of the minor official Jiao Zhongging, was expelled from the
house by her mother-in-law. She vowed never to marry another. When
her own family pressured her to marry again, she drowned herself. When
news of this was brought to Jiao Zhongging, he hanged himself from a
tree in his courtyard. The people of the time were moved by this double
tragedy, and wrote this poem about it.” A careful reading of the poem,
which is over 1,700 words long, in 350 lines, reveals a straightforward
plot with no complications or surprises. So why did it become so widely



known, until today it is a classic familiar in every household in China?
The answer can be found in an analysis of its ideological message and
artistry.

First of all, its ideological content. The poem tells the story of a
young couple’s defiance of feudal mores in the later part of the Han
Dynasty, which finally leads them to sacrificing their lives for true love.
It reflects the carnivorous nature of feudal ethics. The poem’s heroine,
Liu Lanzhi, is an accomplished young girl: “ At 13, she could weave
plain cloth; at 14, she learned tailoring; at 15, she mastered the konghou
[a type of stringed instrument — Trans.]; and at 16, she could recite
poetry.” Such a talented girl, by rights, should have enjoyed a happy
love life. But in those benighted days, she was married off into the Jiao
family, where she became no better than a slave, at everybody’s beck
and call. She was forced to weave cloth from cockcrow to well into the
night. The head of this oppressive feudal household was her mother-in-
law, Lady Jiao, who had absolute authority which the new member of
the household had no way to defend herself against. In the eyes of Lady
Jiao, Liu Lanzhi was nothing more than an instrument for weaving cloth
and producing the next generation of Jiaos. Despite all her son’s
pleadings, Lady Jiao would not relax her cruel tyranny; in the end, she
sent Liu Lanzhi back to her parents, in a supreme gesture of contempt.
Jiao Zhongging could do nothing but watch, grief-stricken, as the love
of his life mounted the carriage and went away. Lin Lanzhi, meanwhile,
was a young woman of her time; a resolution never to remarry was
something deeply ingrained in her psychology. Despite all the physical
and mental torments she was subjected to by the Jiao family, she was
adamant in adhering to her marriage vow, and steadfast in her determi-
nation to wait until she was reunited with her husband Jiao Zhongqing.
This situation came about partly because she found it difficult to put
aside her love for the young man, but more important was the over-



whelming pressure brought to bear on her by feudal ethics. In those
days, it was a terrible disgrace for a bride to be sent back to her family,
and her mother and older brother bitterly resented her for not having
been able to please her mother-in-law and bringing shame on the Liu
family. They tried to wipe away this stain on the family honor by pres-
suring Lanzhi to marry first the son of the county magistrate, and then,
when she refused, the son of the local military commander. Eventually,
these importunities grew too vexing for the frail girl. She drowned her-
self in a lake as testimony to her husband and to the world of her undy-
ing love and her resolve to preserve her honor to the end. This was a
mortal blow for Jiao Zhongging too; having lost his only true love, he
chose to “ hang himself on the southeastern branch” as a gesture of
defiance of his domineering mother and his pure and priceless love. On
a superficial level, these deaths arose from thwarted love, but at a deeper
level, they were caused by the rottenness of a society which extinguished
noble sentiments and throttled human lives. The extreme course which
the young people chose shows that even in their weak and helpless po-
sition they could still muster a kind of powerful defiance against the
perverse society they lived in.

From the aspect of the artistic handling of the tale, the theme is
straightforward, and the number of protagonists limited. In fact, apart
from the hero and heroine — Liu Lanzhi and Jiae Zhongqing — and
the supporting roles of Lady Jiao, and Lanzhi’s mother and brother, we
are only presented with shadowy figures, namely, the “worthy Mistress
Qin Luofu,” the county magistrate and the local commander. The story
line is clear, and so simple as to be almost without plot. The characters
of the participants are conveyed through dialogue and sweeping
statements. In the opening part, immediately after a description of how
Lady Jiao bullies Lanzhi, the scene shifts to an exchange between Jiao
Zhongging and his mother in which the young man pleads on behalf of



his bride, showing his tender-hearted nature and his love for Lanzhi.
The cruelty and ruthlessness of Lady Jiao, on the other hand, is vividly
brought out in her short outburst: “ My heart is full of hatred. How dare
you think you can do as you please?” She is the supreme authority in
this household, and nobody has the power to defy her. The description
which follows, of Lanzhi’s actions and words just before she departs
from the Jiao home, is somewhat long-winded, a striking fact emerges:
Despite all she has suffered at the hands of her cruel mother-in-law,
Lanzhi is never less than most respectful and considerate toward her.
She says, ““ You took me, a boorish and uncultured child, into your hon-
ored household, and showered me with presents. Now I am being sent
away, but when I am at home it will grieve me to think of the toil you
will have to endure, as I will no longer be here to help you.” Truly an
image of a good-hearted woman! '

" As the tragedy works itself out to its inevitable conclusion, the effect
on the reader is powerfully moving. Lanzhi, after being forced marry
another man, makes up her mind to commit suicide in protest. She ad-
dresses Jiao Zhongging in the following chilling but magnificent words:
“ You and I have suffered the same oppression. When we finally meet at
the Yellow Springs [the underworld — Trans.] do not forget the promise
we made today.” '

In the course of the story’s transmission down the ages, there have
been attempts to make into a stage play and a novel. These efforts have
been less than successful, because the plot lacks richness of content and
dramatic interest. In this version, while sticking faithfully to the original,
we have taken the liberty of embellishing the roles of such characters as
Qin Luofu, and the county magistrate’s and commander’s sons, in order
to add twists and conflicts to the plot. This took a lot of thought and
planning. In addition, because the Jian’an reign period of the Eastern
Han Dynasty was a time of great upheaval, we theught it necessary to



add some episodes which would provide a suitable background of the
suffering of the whole nation for the unfolding of the tragedy of the
lovers. Such episodes include the ones in which-Mounted Escort Wei
and Jiao Zhongqing are sent on a mission to the Central Plains, the
magistrate's third son meets danger in the mountains and his second son
dies in battle. We hope the reader will appreciate this effort.

We would like to express our deepest gratitude to Mr Zhang Minjie
of New World Press, who guided this book with the greatest care through
all the stages from choosing the theme, to planning, to final publication.

Xu Fei
Yancheng Normal College
Ancient Texts Collation and Research Office
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