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Poetry and Chinese Intellectuals

Chih-kuang Jung ( & Z #%)

In ancient China, writing poetry was for well-educated people both a pastime
and a means of self-expression. Well immersed in the five-word or seven-word verses
ever since the day they began to study classical literature, almost all traditional
Chinese intellectuals could write poetry. For some, the activity of creating poetry
persisted until the final days of their lives. They produced poems for all important
occasions and events throughout their earthly existence—passing or failing a state
examination. marriage, promotion or demotion, parting from a close friend or relative,
commemorating the death of someone or the birth of a child, a civil war, political
turbulence, etc. Any subject could be written into a poem, which a traditional Chinese
intellectual either kept in his journal or sent as part of a letter to a friend. So, to many
people who were better educated in ancient China, reading and writing poetry was a
thing as natural as breathing—something they  did almost everyday. And such a
practice had been carried on for over two thousand years; it'began to fade away only
when China began to become increasingly westernized, when the instruction of
poetry was regulated to a less prominent position ifvour school education.

It is now generally believed by the Chinese-speaking people all over the world
that without a proper education in traditional poetry, our youngsters have been
deprived of a key to the beauty and magnificence of classic Chinese literature. Indeed,
the generations born after World War II seem to be less appreciative of the elegance
and charm of the Chinese language and more indifferent to the treasure of Chinese
wisdom as embodied in ancient Chinese classics. When will the lost sons and
daughters of China rediscover the distinctive merits of Chinese literature and return to
the mainstream of their own culture?

This is the world in which we Chinese are living, where a great multitude of
Chinese descendants simply know too little about the glorious civilization their
ancestors once achieved and don’t care much about the future of China. Encumbered
by such worries over the widening gap between modern Chinese people and their
ancient literature, I feel especially cheered up seeing the publication of this collection
of traditional-style poetry composed by the 13 respectable Chinese intellectuals. Their
poems are the precious proof that traditional poetry has not died, in which, I hope, the

seed of the revival of Chinese culture is preserved.
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