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See there, the sparrow, catching sight of the circling eagle
flaps from the hedgerow into the waiting net.
The trapper dances in delight
but seeing the bird, the young boy is sad.
With a sudden thrust he cuts the cords
and the sparrow takes to the sky ...
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Now she glances back: the light, the color from her eyes!
and she lets out a long, soft whistle on her breath

that is fragranced with violets.
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Introduction

In the “Wenxue” ( “Literature” ) chapter of his Shishuo Xinyu,
or A New Account of Tales of the World, a collection of anecdotes of
the Chinese literati and aristocracy in early medieval period, the Liu
Song Dynasty (420-79 ) writer Liu Yiqing ( 403-44 ) included the
following episode about Cao Zhi ( 192-232 ). Once his brother Cao Pi
(187-226 ), who was then Emperor Wen of the Wei Dynasty ( 220-65 ),
ordered Cao Zhi to write a poem in seven steps or else face execution.
Cao Zhi composed extempore the legendary “Seven-step Poem” :

People burn beanstalks to make bean curd,

they sieve soya to make a drink.

The beanstalks burn beneath the pot

and beans in the pot cry out.

Born as they are of the selfsame root,

why should one torment the other?

Cao Zhi compares the persecution he suffers from his own
brother to making bean juice by burning beanstalks. This metaphor,
together with the rhetorical question in the last line, present vividly

and forcefully the poet’s pain and anger. According to the anecdote,



after hearing the poem the emperor was “greatly embarrassed.” The
historical accuracy of this story aside, it nonetheless provides us with a
conventional image of Cao Zhi, that he was a brilliantly gifted poet, but
lived most of his life under persecution.

Cao Zhi, courtesy name Zijian, was said to be the fourth son of
Cao Cao (155-220) , the general-statesman-poet who ruled the
Kingdom of Wei during the chaotic period subsequent to the collapse
of the Han Dynasty ( 202BC-220AD ) when China disintegrated into
three kingdoms, the other two being Shu and Wu. In his early youth he
demonstrated an extraordinary literary talent that greatly impressed his
father. According to his biography in Records of the Three Kingdoms,
Cao Cao several times wished to make him the Crown Prince. Once,
before embarking on a military campaign against the Wu, Cao Cao
asked Cao Zhi to stay at the capital Ye, and cautioned him: “When I
was twenty-three I was the magistrate of Dunqiu. Now looking back at
what I had done then, I have no regret. You too are twenty-three now.
How can you not work hard to cultivate yourself ! ” Cao Zhi, however,
squandered his father’s trust by his undisciplined behavior, especially
by his excessive drinking. It was said that at another time Cao Cao
wanted to let him command an army to rescue his brother Cao Ren
whose troops were being besieged by enemies. But Cao Zhi was so
drunk at that moment that he could not even get himself together to take
the order. Cao Cao eventually named Cao Pi, his second son ( the first
son died young ) who later became Emperor Wen of the Wei Dynasty,

to succeed him.



This failed attempt by Cao Cao to elevate Cao Zhi to Crown Prince
at the expense of Cao Pi created a great deal of jealousy, rivalry, and
animosity between the two brothers. After Cao Pi succeeded Cao Cao
in AD 221, he launched a series of persecutions against Cao Zhi. He
first executed Cao Zhi's closest friends, the Ding brothers, and demoted
him several times. Cao Zhi’s situation did not improve much after
the death of Cao Pi, for Emperor Ming (r. AD 227-39 ) , Cao Pi’s
son, treated him with similar mistrust. From AD 221 till his death in
AD 232, Cao Zhi was moved to three different fiefdoms, his rank was
changed six times, and he was nearly always under tight control. His
political ambitions, which remained high throughout his short life,
were constantly thwarted because he was deprived of the right and
opportunities to participate in national affairs.

Cao Zhi was a very prolific writer, but he was particularly known
for his poetry. As early as the sixth century he was recognized as one of
the greatest masters of Chinese poetry. Zhong Rong ( ca. 468-518 ) ,
the author of Shipin or Rankings of Poetry, placed Cao Zhi in the first
rank and eulogized his poetry with the highest compliment, that “it
is to literature as Duke Zhou and Confucius are to humankind.” Cao
Zhi played a crucial role in the development of five-character-line or
pentasyllabic poetry. In his hands this nascent poetic form became such
a versatile and effective medium that it could not only express subtle
feelings and thoughts, but narrate complex sequences of events as well.
Thanks largely to his achievement, pentasyllabic meter later became a

dominant form in Chinese poetry.



The present selection includes more than sixty of his nearly eighty
extant poems. They are arranged in chronological order according to
Zhao Youwen's Cao Zhi Ji Jiaozhu ( Beijing: People’s Literature
Publishing House, 1984 ) , except for the last four pieces which could
not be chronologically assigned. In addition to this recent edition of Cao
Zhi's works, we have also consulted Huang Jie's Cao Zijian Shizhu
( Beijing: People’s Literature Publishing House, 1957 ) .

In Cao Zhi's poetry nearly half are “Music Bureau” poems.
Their titles, such as “A Cart Ride” , “Yu Zhang Song” , “On
Perseverance” and others, are tune titles that may or may not bear
any relations to the contents of the poems. In translating these titles we
first aim to translate them literally ( such as “A Cart Ride” ) ; when
this cannot be done we have to translate them phonetically ( such as
“A ‘Wei Han’ Song” ) ; in other cases, we are obliged to paraphrase
a title according to a poem’s content ( such as “On Perseverance” ) .
Allusion is another complex textual feature that we have to tackle. Our
general practice is to insert into our translation words or phrases which
will make a text self-explanatory, so that the reader’s reading process
will not be interrupted. When this cannot be achieved, we have resorted
to adding a few brief notes.

In poetry translation there have always been two different
approaches: rhymed translation versus unrhymed translation. We have
adopted unrhymed free verse in our translation because we believe that
this method can produce better translations of Chinese poems. Ezra

Pound ( 1885-1972) , who himself was a poet and translator of poetry,



