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Preface

The classical-style poetry is an enduring Chinese
tradition dating back to antiquity. According to the
Book of songs, there are six principles in the poems: airs
(feng), rhapsodies (fu), similes (bi), introductions (xing),
odes (ya) and hymns (song). In Literary mind and the
carving of dragons - Chapter 8: Interpreting fu or rhyme-
prose, Liu Xie (c. 465-532) says: “The Book of poetry has
six elements, the second being fu or rhyme-prose. The
character for fu is related to ‘unfold’: It unfolds literary
patterns and the art of language to describe scenery and
human feeling.” Moreover, the rhapsody is meant to be read
aloud rather than sung,.

In his “Literature: A rhapsody,” the Western Jin litterateur
Lu Ji (261-303) differentiates the poem from the rhapsody
by saying, “The poem (shi) follows from the affections
(ging) and is exquisitely ornate, whereas the poetic
exposition (fu) gives the normative forms of things and is
clear and bright.” The rhapsody calls for straightforward
diction to describe things and events, but there is no clear-
cut divide between the poem and the rhapsody. The poem

also describes things while conveying feeling, whereas
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in the rhapsody the author unbosoms himself but never
forgets to relate events and things.

The rhapsody emerged in the state of Chu during the
Warring States period and had become all the rage by the
Han dynasty. In the two thousand or so years thereafter,
it flourished at one time and all but vanished at another.
During the May Fourth New Culture Movement of 1919,
classical Chinese was abolished to make way for vernacular
speech. The rhapsody languished as a result, a languor which
dragged on in the years that followed. The brilliant works of
this genre that survive come mostly from ancient times.

The hallowed rhapsody tradition has somehow come
back into its own over the last thirty or so reform and
opening-up years, when national rejuvenation becomes a
sacred mission for the entire populace. Quite a few people
have picked up the rhapsody as a medium to eulogize what
is happening in present-day China.

Professor Yu Dan, a renowned scholar in Chinese culture,
says of the rhapsody: “This literary genre possesses a
character of its own, a character that oftentimes has

nothing to do with content but has everything to do with
I
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the times. Minor ditties on trauma and twisted feelings
could be produced in transient years of war or turmoil, but
great rhapsodies inevitably come around in great epochs
of peace and prosperity. This inevitability had been borne
out as early as the two Han dynasties and Wei of the Three
Kingdoms period.

“Compared with the poem, the rhapsody is more
sanguine and extravert; compared with the prose, it is more
romantic and more richly embellished. It is untrammeled
by stereotyped verbal parallelism and metric and tonal
patterns, nor is it simplified and freewheeling at the
expense of rhythm and rhyme. The beauty of the rhapsody
lies exactly in that it teeters between compliance to and
eschewal of the rule of the literary game.

“In rhapsody writing it is challenging to tweak the
subtleties to a nicety. The rhetoric must be grand and
brilliant without being flashy and gaudy; the momentum
must be majestic without being haughty. When literary
patterning (wen) overshadows substance (zhr), it spawns
pomposity; when substance overweighs patterning,

passion is dampened. If one can avail oneself of the literary
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mind to set off the dignity and self-confidence of the age
one finds oneself in, it is one’s temperament and mindset,
rather than the artistry of four- or six-character couplets,
that matters.”

Quite a few fu writers have come to the fore in recent
years, who have the needed temperament and mindset but
who also work to inherit old verbal patterns of parallelism
in creative ways. To celebrate the peaceful rise of China
in this golden age, they have, either as professionals or
as amateurs, come up with an impressive number of
rhapsodies rich in subject matter and varied in style. Li
Dongdong is one of them, and an outstanding one at that.

Li Dongdong was a member of the eleventh and twelfth
national committees of the Chinese People’s Political
Consultative Conference and vice-minister of the General
Administration of Press and Publication. She is president
of the China Media Culture Promotion Association, and
vice-chair of the China Poetry, Calligraphy and Painting
Research Society; she is also a member of the China Writers
Association. After rounding up a decade-long career in

journalism, she shifted from news writing to prose and
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poetry composition. In the process she has developed a
penchant for the fu and ci poetry. In between her official
duties and heavy workload, she has penned quite a few
rhapsodies over the last two decades. These include

”n «

“Zhangjiajie rhapsody,” “Ningxia rhapsody,” “Central Party
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School rhapsody,” “Beidaihe rhapsody,” “August First
rhapsody,” “Tsinghua rhapsody,” and “Military diplomacy
rhapsody.” Most of her rhapsodies have been carried in such
national mouthpieces as People’s Daily, Guangming Daily
and PLA Daily, which has earned her considerable publicity
and a large following. Requests for her new compositions
come in a constant stream.

Li Dongdong’s rhapsodies and poems are rooted in
reality and focused on development, and her writing style
is authentically classical. As she rhapsodizes and versifies
along, her heart beats to the pulse of this great age under
the reform and opening-up policy. Against the backdrop
of growing international cultural exchange, we feel lucky
having the opportunity to translate Li Dongdong’s oeuvre
into English and putting them together in this bilingual

book for readers around the world.
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The Rhapsodic mind in poetic mood comes in two parts.
Part 1 features fifteen rhapsodies marked for their rich and
varied subject matter. For instance, the “Ningxia rhapsody”
celebrates the history, humanities, landscape and folklore of
a Hui autonomous region in northwest China; the “Military
diplomacy rhapsody” dwells on military and foreign affairs
through extensive citations of past and present historical and
literary sources; the “Union Hospital rhapsody” acclaims the
humanitarian love of doctors of that particular hospital, who
“hang out a drug gourd” to save lives. Part 2 presents twelve
poems under eight titles, with the “Lyric poems on Guyuan”
alone featuring five poems. Li Dongdong’s poems are short
and succinct as a rule, and they sound more exquisite and
nimble-minded as compared with her rhapsodies.

We have translated every rhapsody in this book into
two English versions, first in prose and then in verse. The
prose version gives full scope to the content without strictly
complying to predetermined metric structure, rhyme and
sentence length, though due attention is paid to recreating
in English the original four- or six-character couplets

and metric and rhyme patterns. The versified version is
XI11
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offered in the hope that we could bring the poetic beauty
of Li Dongdong’s fu into bold relief without compromising
fidelity to the originals.

Li Dongdong writes poems and rhapsodies with a deep
sense of history. She often broaches a theme with historical
events and anecdotes to make the past serve the present.
Moreover, she has literary allusions, quotations and idioms
at her fingertips, and her use of classic apothegms is well-
conceived and a school in her own right. These historical
and literary elements, coupled with Li Dongdong’s classical
writing style, make her rhapsodies a delight to read among
well-read native Chinese-speakers. But ordinary Chinese
readers may find her writings daunting, and this is even
more the case with non-Chinese speaking readers the
Rhapsodic mind in poetic mood is designed for. To help our
foreign readers in this regard, our prose translation of every
rhapsody has been elaborately annotated. The same is true
with some of the poems. We researched the texts and dug
into books and archives as we went along. At moments of
bewilderment, we made a point of consulting the author,

and were deeply impressed by her meticulous and decisive
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style of work and her eagerness to help. When we put the
manuscripts together, we were surprised to find that we had
accumulated nearly four hundred footnotes to the entire text,
which gave us a sense of fulfillment.

The lion’s share of the translation was handled by
Professor Ling Yuan. With his assistance, Zhong Zhilan
{# & = translated one of the rhapsodies into English in
both prose and verse, and she also translated the last
four poems; Fan Haixiang & ##F, Yan Li 4] and Duan
Huixiang f& 4 # each rendered one rhapsody into English
in prose. Translating a book as recondite as the Rhapsodic
mind in poetic mood was a difficult, at times tedious,
undertaking, yet the translators were able to turn it into a
fascinating journey of literary discovery as they deciphered,
researched, annotated and edited down the stretch. In the
meantime, Niu Qiangian 4 # #, Cai Man X % and Gao Lei
% 7% of the Design Department did what professional art
designers are supposed to do; they rendered a willing ear
to the author, and kept working on the cover design and the
layout of the book until every requirement was met. When

the project approached its last leg, Chief Editor Xu Jianzhong
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#: 3+ hand-picked some of the best FLTRP editors,
including Zhang Lixin 7k #-#7, Zhang Xiaofang 7k #% %, Ma
Yanxia & #£ %, Lan Xiaoluan 3% /3%, Ren Xiaomei 4% /]2 3¢,
Zhang Jinping 7% 4%-F, Zhou Yixing & # 47 and Tang Hui
JE#%, to give the English and Chinese texts a thorough and
crucial check before the book went to press. The Rhapsodic
mind in poetic mood is, indeed, a crystallization of the labor
and collaboration of colleagues from different departments
in our press.

As the Chinese adage goes, “Willing or not, the ugly bride
cannot but present herself before her parents-in-law.” It is
high time we put the product of our year-long labor on the
table. As a work of translation, the Rhapsodic mind in poetic
mood is not without its errors and oversights. We shall be
deeply grateful to readers who care to share their criticisms

and suggestions for improvement.

Chinese-English Translation Section
Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press

October 15, 2013
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