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PREFACE

There lies a glassy oblong pool,

Where light and shade pursue their course.
How can it be so clear and cool?

For water fresh comes from its source.

— Zhu Xi (1130—1200)

Chinese poetry is a vast ocean where light and shade
pursue their course. Its source is the Book of Poetry compiled
in the 6th century B. C. and Elegies of the South composed in
the 3rd. The Book of Poetry is the earliest anthology of realistic
poems written by common people along the Yellow River
in North China, including the richest State of Qi in the east,
the most thickly populated States of Zheng and Wei in the
Central Plain, and the most powerful State of Qin in the west.
In the Valley of the Yellow River Confucius and his disciples
had rationalized ancient tradition, myth and shamanism,
humanized divinities and transformed extraordinary
chaos into ordinary world order. On the other hand, Elegies
of the South may be said to be the earliest collection of

romantic poems written by poets of the largest State of Chu



along the Blue River or the Yangzi Valley, permeated with
time-hallowed tradition, fantastic imagination and violent
emotions of a mythical world.

Qu Yuan (340—278 B. C.) was the most important Chu
poet who lived at a time when romanticism or shamanism
in the South came into contact with realism in the North.
He became the greatest lyrical poet in ancient China as a
result of the contact. At first, he had won the confidence of
the king of Chu, and held the high post of “left minister”.
In view of the danger threatening Chu from the powerful
State of Qin, Qu Yuan proposed reform in the government
and alliance with the rich State of Qi to ensure the safety
of Chu. But the king of Chu was surrounded by self-
seekers who, having accepted bribes from Qin’s envoy, not
only dissuaded the king from taking Qu Yuan’s advice,
but brought about the poet’s estrangement from the king.
Therefore, Qu Yuan wrote his autobiographic long poem
Sorrow After Departure.

This long poem is not only one of the most remarkable
works of Chinese poetry, but it ranks as one of the
greatest poems in world literature. It describes the poet’s
patriotism, his disillusionment with a society fallen into

evil ways and his imaginary journeys in a chariot drawn



by dragon and phoenix to a supernatural world.

The Moon’s Charioteer goes before, oh!
The curtain-rolling Wind runs after.
To clear the way the phoenixes soar, oh!

The Lord of Thunder bursts in laughter.

By means of rich imagery and skilled similes, the poet
expresses his loyalty to the king of Chu referred to as “Fair

One” or “Sacred One”

The Sacred One neglects his duty, oh!
He will not look into my heart.

The Slanderers envy my beauty, oh!
They say I play a licentious part.

Thus he builds up the tradition of using the beauty to
symbolize the sovereign, and fragrant plants to represent
loyal ministers. He also depicts, directly or indirectly, the
social condition of that time and the destinies of the States

of ancient China, for example:

The last king of Xia’s stormy age, oh!



Abused all laws and he lost his crown.
That of Shang burned alive his sage, oh!
His dynasty was overthrown.

The conflicts between the ruling groups are repeatedly
described while the poet affirms his determination to seek

his ideal or beauty.

All men delight in what they please, oh!
Alone I always love the beauty.

My body rent, my heart at ease, oh!
Can I change and neglect my duty?

I bid the Driver of the Sun, oh!

To Holy Mountains slowly go.

My way ahead is a long, long one, oh!
I'll seek my beauty high and low.

His love for the ideal or beauty was so passionate that he
could not bear the stern reality and finally he drowned
himself in the River Milo on the fifth day of the fifth lunar
month, which has become a holiday for Chinese people to

commemorate his death, when a race of dragon boats is
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held, it is said, to the rescue of the drowned poet.

In a certain sense, Sorrow After Departure may be
compared with Homer’s Odyssey composed 500 years earlier
and with Dante’s Divine Comedy composed 1,500 years
later. Homer describes in Odyssey Ulysses’ voyage on sea, his
wisdom and his physical sufferings on his way back to his
native State; Qu Yuan describes in his Sorrow his imaginary
journey to Heaven, his qualities and his mental sufferings
on leaving his native State in quest of an ideal prince or
beauty as personified in the Nymphean Queen, the Swallow’s
Bride or the young prince’s fair lady, or embodied in jasper
tree, fragrant flower or sweet grass. Dante records in the Divine
Comedy his moral and spiritual experience of illumination,
regeneration and beatitude by describing his imaginary
journeys down to the Hell and up to the Purgatory and
then up to the Paradise. As Qu Yuan follows the ancient
sages and consults the witch and wizard, Dante is guided
by Reason in the person of Virgil and then by Beatrice, an
incarnation of beauty and virtue, an image of goodness
and divine wisdom. In Sorrow After Departure, Qu Yuan
glorifies the three ancient kings and the founders of the Xia
and Shang dynasties, and condemns their last monarchs;

in the Divine Comedy, Dante glorifies only Christian saints

~1



and condemns pagans, including the wise Ulysses and the
brave Caesar. But modern attitude toward pagan heroes
has changed in the West, while the glorification of ancient
sages and the condemnation against evil and vice in China
remain unchanged throughout the ages. This shows Qu
Yuan's sorrow represents that of Chinese intellectuals down to
the present century. Thus we may say Sorrow After Departure
is no less important in the East than Odyssey and Divine
Comedy in the West.

Other poems attributed to Qu Yuan include the Nine
Songs and the Nine Elegies. The former are songs dedicated
to gods or goddesses. Their form is suggestive of drama, in
which a male or a female shaman donned elaborate costume
and make-up, and singing and dancing, invited the god or
goddess to an amorous encounter. As sacrifices to the gods
were occasions for courtship, the mention of love in these
poems is natural. Since the Han Dynasty the Nine Songs
had always been attributed to Qu Yuan, until in recent years
some scholars advanced the theory that they were ancient
folk songs and not the work of any individual poet.

The Nine Songs can be divided into different types. The
first type describes the sacrifice itself, as in The Almighty Lord
of the East and The Last Sacrifice. The second type describes



