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REEE
The Land of Literary Glory

The Literature of Ancient Times

Long before the emergence of the written word, ballads, accompanied by music and dance,
and myths, passed around by word of mouth, were widely popular. Chinese literature finds
its origins in these traditions. However, ballads were what people improvised out of daily
life, and due to lack of means to record and preserve them in ancient times, they quickly
disappeared without leaving much of a trace. Today, we can only deduce their existence
from ancient books, which recorded some time-honored ballads, though most of these are
believed to be derivatives of later generations. Ballads in the Book of Songs are the earliest
writings that can be dated. From this point of view, ancient mythology obviously has had a
great influence on Chinese literature .

From the extant ancient classics we learn the names of a number of deities and their
legends. These records ascertain that our ancestors created a great number of myths.
However, mythology in China, unlike its counterpart in ancient Greece, lacks systematic
classification. It is not considered literature in the real sense of the word, but is made up of
fragments found in different books. Even in the case of the influential mythological story
“Yu Taming the Floods,” we may only derive a general idea by referring to many classics.
“Yu Taming the Floods” recounts the Chinese version of a great flood. The story goes
roughly like this: In ancient times, massive disastrous floods overwhelmed the land of
China. Yu’s father, Gun, steals a certain self-generating soil known as “Xirang” from the
Heavenly Emperor, hoping to block the path of the floods (similar to the story of
Prometheus in Greek mythology) . He fails and is killed. Yu continues his father’s mission,
and leads a great number of people to overcome many difficulties, finally succeeding in the
taming of the floods. Compared with the biblical story of Noah’s Ark, in which Noah
awaited God’s benevolence, China’s mythological story of floods undoubtedly exudes a
spirit of heroism in a more romantic way .

Ancient Chinese mythology has inspired the imagination of Chinese writers of later
generations and provided them with source material as well. This romanticism keeps
surfacing and resurfacing in later literary works. However, in general, Chinese mythology
hasn’t had as much influence on Chinese literature as ancient Greek and Roman mythology
has had on European literature .
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REEE
The Land of Literary Glory

Book of Songs

Confucius said, “You will not know how to speak properly unless you study the Book of
Songs .” Although he meant these words for his contemporaries, the Book of Songs , as the
earliest anthology of poetry in China, undoubtedly holds an important position in the
development of Chinese culture and tradition over a long period spanning several thousand
years.

Historical records attribute the authorship of the Book of Songs to Confucius, yet this is
incorrect, although it does reflect people’s respect for this great sage. Encompassing 305
songs from a period of about 500 years, from the early Western Zhou Dynasty (11th
century BC) to the middle of the Spring and Autumn Period (6th century BC) , the Book of
Songs was probably compiled by the court musicians of the Westem Zhou Dynasty and
came into being over a long span of time. Much evidence proves that the Book of Songs
that Confucius read is no different from what we read today.

The poems in the Book of Songs, falling into the three categories, feng, ya and song, were
originally the words of songs. Generally speaking, the ya contains altogether 105 pieces, which
are songs from the area under the direct rule of the Zhou Court; the song is made up of 40
pieces, which are hymns for offering ceremonies; and, the feng includes 160 folksongs from 15
different localities. Although the people of the time regarded ya as orthodox, poems in the feng
category are more colorful and possess more artistic value from a modem perspective. These
poems, mostly from the Yellow River valley stretching from today’s Shaanxi Province to
Shandong Province, were all selected and revised by court musicians. Retained in the Book of
Songs are some poems that decry the improprieties of the ruling class or boldly depict love
between men and women. This demonstrates that the ruling class, to some extent, maintained a
tolerant attitude towards thoughts that did not conform to the mainstream thinking of the time.
Hence, Confucius said, “The theme of the three hundred pieces in the Book of Songs can be
summed up in one phrase—a pure and unadulterated mind.”

The Book of Songs was held in great esteem by later generations as a Confucian classic,
and was a requirement on the reading lists of intellectuals of ancient China. It has exerted a
far-reaching influence on Chinese culture. In stark contrast to the poetry of the West, which
originated in mythic and heroic epics, most of the poems here are lyric poems reflecting the
earthly world, laying a foundation for the lyrical tradition in Chinese literature. For this
reason, some scholars maintain that Chinese is the language most suitable for lyric poems,
a reasonable enough supposition.
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The Land of Literary Glory

Pre-Qin Historical Essays

Fiction in ancient China not only narrates historical stories but is also written in such a way
that it has, no doubt, been greatly influenced by historical writings. The emergence of this
special phenomenon may be attributed to the abundance of historical essays in the pre-Qin
period.

Zuo’s Commentary and Strategies of the Warring States are the closest to literature among
the pre-Qin historical essays. In terms of content, Zuo’s Commentary focuses on what
happened, while Strategies of the Warring States focuses on what was said.

Zuo’s Commentary recounts a history of more than 200 years from the 8th century BC to the
Sth century BC. As the first comprehensive book in Chinese history with a narrative style,
Zuo’s Commentary delineates with superb narrative techniques. Through careful selection
and the arrangement of miscellaneous historical material, the book vividly and clearly
describes the causes and consequences of the complex political, diplomatic and military
conflicts during the Spring and Autumn Period. While depicting the major events of the
time, Zuo’s Commentary also spares no effort in vividly describing details, and thus adds a
strong fictional color to historical events. The descriptions of war are especially
noteworthy .

Strategies of the Warring States mainly records the strategies of the lobbyists of the Warring
States Period. Although it lacks comprehensiveness and orderliness as a history book, its
recording of a large number of speeches not only reproduces the brilliant personalities of the
lobbyists in a lifelike way but also the history of the Warring States Period when heroes vied
for power and sweeping changes took place. Its language is splendid, hyperbolic and
infectious, exuding a strong literary grace and exerting a direct influence on the formation
of argumentative treatises.



< ¥

10

FORERS, RELBD), HeshHAE, &t
HEAEZEHRAEM, EWXREEERHAE, 7
XAEE, PEHIAT - KMAFROMRLSF, M
& B MBOEEK, NENFNENESURANE
EREREFANBRIT R, MNFBLE. BFR
B, BRT +aERNBEMERES, S/ —&
FENTRAR, MIMNERIBEMESAEL. BR
1 B 5 Lt 2P BB ERRRR A ER, B
AT BARMEFA XSG P B T E RN,

EF.ILF.BT.E&F BT, I FREER
XA S P RIIRER, ] FT 3 B SR N s LA Y
BTG, WTHXKEEMEBIAEK., WHMNME
HAVOGESC, WAL, XTI RE, [
BeTHMEHKI, BERTFESEHIE. ¥
NN RBOUCUHE I XA B S ER R HE &
BE TR, XHRFELT X, BEETEENESAR
YEREBATE T BOCFRR T EEHIFRS

ETHOA— DR R R UR 2 8 M
MBIIOREANLS, HPEZHTRBES. W
FHRRMTR, RAMRBKBRRE S MIFHE. XHF
R MIFRERIMKOCHERIKRERANERE,
MARMBHEERLRIEN “Rfy”. & TP
BHERR KRBT EMNWSCEBKRMERNE, &
NEMEBCET TIFHEESM 7. M8, ETFEX
XA BRI R AR T RPPERGHEE. “A
B BRRBAAMN it MERBERNTRTE
FEXCUEFEABBP AT SEGEERSD



R E
The Land of Literary Glory

Essays of the Sages

The times of the Spring and Autumn and Warring States are periods of frequent war and
social upheaval. A chaotic society often breeds great talent, just as an adverse environment
can fashion great personalities. During this period, a large group of elite intellectuals
emerged. With their varying political ideals, they tried hard to provide a safe and lasting
plan to stabilize a chaotic society and to resolve the problems in the lives of ordinary
people. They wrote books and formulated theories and engaged themselves in heated
debate, and thus engendered a vibrant ideological and academic atmosphere. Unlike the
empty talk of some later scholars, they focused on social reality. Although they harvested
little in their practice, their ideas and books have exerted a great influence on later Chinese
society .

Lao Zi, Confucius, Mo Zi, Mencius, Zhuang Zi, Xun Zi, and Han Fei are representatives
of this period, and their books usually bear their titles under their names. Their essays
mostly expound their political opinions, philosophy and ethics, written in a rigorous fashion
and in a fully developed language. At the same time, the sages used different types of
rhetoric so that different styles formed. Some scholars believe that the variety of these forms
and styles mark the zenith of the genre of the essay. Although this is an overestimation,
there is no doubt that later writers have all absorbed rich nourishment from the essays of
these sages.

One prominent feature of this genre is that the sages not only relied on logic and abstract
thought to explain their viewpoints but also vividly employed many fables and metaphors so
that their essays are most compelling and lyrical. Underlying all this is the sages’ concern
for the lives of the ordinary people instead of abstract pedantry or any so-called “heavenly
mission.” The sentimental elements in the sages’ essays greatly enhanced their literary grace
and artistic value and sowed the seeds of a lyrical tradition for later prose writing. But it is
the immortal ideas in the essays that exert the greatest influence on later generations. The
Confucian idea of “getting into the world” and the Taoist idea of “getting out of the world”
each form an inseparable part of Chinese culture and ideology over the past several thousand
years.
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The Land of Literary Glory

Confucius and The Analects

Confucius (551-479 BC) was born in Zouyi in the State of Lu ( present-day Qufu,
Shandong Province) during the Spring and Autumn Period. He was the founder of the
philosophy of Confucianism, as well as a great thinker and educator. From the Han
Dynasty onwards, Confucianism became the ruling thought in the ideology of Chinese
society and took deep root in the minds of the Chinese people, thus becoming an integral
part of the Chinese nation. Therefore, it may be justifiably claimed that Confucius has
exerted the greatest individual influence on Chinese culture. Like many outstanding
characters throughout human history, Confucius lived a difficult life drifting from place to
place to only enjoy supreme glory posthumously. Yet canonization by later kings and
scholars is most probably not what Confucius sought after.

Legend has it that Confucius had 3,000 disciples, and 72 of them were outstanding. The
Analects , recording what Confucius said, was compiled by none other than these disciples.
The slim book passed down to us contains 20 pieces, all of which record fragments of
Confucius’ discourses, in a language close to the oral tongue and easy to understand.
Reading between the lines, we may find a scholar who was devoted to his ideals, who
strove constantly to become stronger, and who was an avid learner as well as amiable and
witty. We may also grasp his profound understanding of life and society. Concise in
wording and comprehensive in meaning, 7The Analects reads vividly and some chapters
resemble more a literary text. However, this unusual small-size book exerts a profound
influence beyond any literary works. As a Confucian classic, it has been a requirement on
any reading list of ancient Confucian scholars and even of all intellectuals, which greatly
influencing their values and attitude towards life. It may be said that every Chinese person
is a reader of The Analects, directly or indirectly, and a student of Confucius, voluntarily
or involuntarily .
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