


Li Shen Z=84

Li Shen’s ancestors built the family reputation in what is now Hebei Province, in northern China, but his great-grandfather moved to Bozhou,
in the northwest corner of modern Anhui Province, on the south bank of River Wo. His father served as county magistrate in three counties in
Jiangsu Province, southeast of the Yangtze. One of the counties was Wuxi, where Li Shen was born and raised, from 772 until 806, the year he
took and passed the imperial examination. Although he was appointed assistant professor in the imperial academy immediately after the exam,
he had no interest teaching in the capital and returned east to his home in Wuxi. For the group of seven poems he wrote (one of them,
“Kingfisher Cove,” is translated here) he wrote a preface in which he states that he had lived in Meili Village in Wuxi County for forty years.
However, staying at home didn’t guarantee a peaceful life. A general in charge of safe-guarding the coastal region liked Li Shen’s literary
talent and invited him to serve as his secretary. Li accepted the invitation but in the year after, 807, the general decided to rebel against the
empire and ordered Li Shen to draft a declaration of his intent. Li Shen pretended to be so nervous that his hand shook and wasted sheets of
paper without being able to write one word. The general in rage threatened to behead him. In response, Li said that he was raised in a scholar’s
family and was too frightened by military trumpets and the gongs to think clearly — he’d rather die than suffer from fear and shock like this.
Somehow the general didn’t carry out his threat, but arranged for another secretary to draft the document. After that narrow escape, Li Shen
was appreciated by the emperor for his loyalty to the central government and refusal to follow the rebels. His career as a bureaucrat now began
an upward swing and he eventually became the prime minister in 842. Readers may find it reassuring to learn that this prime minister seemed
to have firsthand knowledge of the hardship that common peasants have experienced. He died in 846.

G g B K- A MUR BOE AR5 51 R Seven Poems about My Old Home The fishery warden,
Tha. HHzR1G) Where Only Walls Stand Now armed with bow, with arrows
( (EEF 48 1) set to tightened string,
No. 6 — Kingfisher Cove rows stealthily over the water,
JERK KRN, —GE g, frightens the birds.
RO HCE K, FR TR BB AIL T Two kingfishers, a couple,
B ABKEZEL, ERECEAE, wheel over the lotus cove. They fly away fast,
B EEAREE, Az AR One fishes, the other dances and sings, never looking back
BB R AR, HEE AT A, scattering lotus stems, their green backs barely visible
knocking leaves slant — high among the clouds,
water flows down the leaves soaring wing to wing.
like shining pearls rolling
into the ocean. They are far beyond
the warden’s arrows and slingshots.
He looks up,

sighs in vain until sunset.
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Two Songs in Ancient Style
No. 1

One seed

planted timely in spring

renders a harvest of ten thousand grain
in fall.

Over the four seas
not a single acre is left fallow.

Why is it then, one asks,
that peasants should die

of starvation?
No. 2
Hoeing the weeds Does anyone know
from dawn till noon, that each grain of rice
I water the land in his bowl is a drop

with large drops of sweat. of my hard working sweat?



Bao Rong #1%y

Little is known about Bao Rong except that he was friendly with fellow poets Han Yu, Meng Jiao, Xu Hun, Liu Deren, and, especially, LiYi
(all but Liu Deren are included in this collection). Bao Rong passed the imperial examination in 810; after that he served in a number of low-
rank posts, traveling in service far and wide across China, including the Gobi Desert on the western frontier. His best friend, Li Yi, for a time
shared his fate, at first making little progress in officialdom and serving at low ranks. Later in life, however, Li Yi became a minister in an
important department. Their friendship, however, remained the same. In one poem to Li Yi, Bao Rong mocked himself, jokingly warning Li Yi
that the clouds that clung to Bao the “mountain man” might contaminate the embroidered uniform of the high official Li. The two friends got a
good laugh out of the poem and drank more wine to celebrate this rare happy hour in their life. Late in his life, Bao Rong served in Sichuan and
there he died. The poets Xu Hun and Liu Deren wrote verse to commemorate Bao Rong as talented poet and obscure bureaucrat.

(HOI7T)  (&fHEFF) 485)

o JL PR 2k, HES SR Ay B
BORK AR BLM0U, W — S M.
HEAEIUER R, #ED T REERRE.
FHERDBE, FEAULCK.
HENGIBEE, £ EREShE.
BE 7y 7 R R A, RS B O .
KEXAKMRE, HBEEEEAR.
RAFRAE IR, GGG

Nesting Crows

Among a few bleak trees
crows build their nest
to raise a family — a handful of chicks.

The male flies out to search for food.

The female stays to watch her chicks.

Afraid her nest might fall in a stormy
night

she stays beneath the tree of her nest.

The days are long, chicks forever hungry,

father not in sight.

The mother has to leave the nest with sad,
sad croaks

to comb the field for food.

At spring’s end the fields are bare of grain.

The mother flies back home. By chance
she sees a mother oriole a few feet
away from oriole chicks.

The mother crow in surprise snatches...

Oh, crow, crow!

You feed your chicks with oriole chicks

But how do you feel in the bottom of your 209
heart?

I see the crow fly in a circle

as if in regret she hesitates.

My ancient harp plays sad music.
Sadness does not end on harp strings.

We kill life to raise life.
That life does the same.

We cry and weep, weep and cry!
How can we end the sadness of life?
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Bao Rong #¥%

T 24F O M Al = )
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BB AT A, FHELEEE.
WA A AT, WAL BT,

Staying Overnight in Daoist Liang’s Hut In the Black Ox Valley

Following the clouds, my steps
take me into Black Ox Valley,
where Master Black Ox offers me
a bed for the moon-lit night.

Far into the long night

I walk around his dwelling.
All I see is a single bamboo
beside the incense altar.



Shi Jianwu #e)8 &

Often mistaken as a native of Hongzhou (now Nanchang of Jiangxi Province), Shi Jianwu was actually born and raised in Huzhou, Zhejiang
Province. He spent most of his earlier years in Zhejiang, visiting famous mountains such as Siming and Tiantai, and lakes such as Taihu and
Mirror Lake (see note to He Zhizhang). He passed the examination in 821 but he didn’t wait for the appointment in a governmental position;
instead, like Li Shen, he left the capital immediately and returned home in the southeast. Unlike Li Shen, he didn’t join the service of any
powerful general, but went to Jiangxi, the adjacent province west of Zhejiang, where became a Daoist monk on the West Mountain of
Hongzhou. That’s why his birth place was mistaken for Hongzhou. He was obviously well received there and soon he felt confident enough to
regard himself as the thirteenth Daoist saint who achieved the true Dao and became immortal. Because he gave up the officialdom so resolutely,
little is known about him in the official history, not even the years in which he was born and died. Perhaps this is a sign of his “true
immortality™: his poetry lives in the Chinese imagination, and it is refreshing to learn from his poems that in his time there were still tigers in
Nanchang, which is now a city of five million.

CGHILFERY C(2ER) £4 94) Teasing an Old Man on the Mountain
ZANSENTJL, DR EERT K. Old man, old man, late in your eighties,
T PR AT, 1) F A 1. few teeth remain in your depressed mouth.

On a cloudy day, bent by rheumatism, you
cough and go to the front of the cliff
to plant a few pine seeds.

QL aEY ( (EFER) 4 9 4) Encountering a White Deer
on the Mountain
el FAEH B8, NI CH A .

MBS, BEREkE A The roads in the human world no longer Then I hear a deer’s bell voice,
appeal to me. see his hair white as snow.
I hike through gorges and caves in idle He steps over my fallen peach petals
search to cross the rock bridge.

of blooming trees to pass my days with
ease.
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Shi Jianwu BB &

CHER WD) ¢ (2FHERE) 54 9 4) Late in the Evening, Returning to My Mountain Dwelling
PN G, TAFEIILE. Late in the evening,
MATHZEME L B, R B I P U I, a lone traveler,

walk up the mountain

heading for my cave dwelling

by the creek,

miles away from human neighbors.

212 Then I’m taken aback
by fresh tiger tracks
in the muddy path after the rain.

What good fortune! I have the partridge*
to guide my way.

*In Chinese mythology, the partridge’s cry sounds like a sentence in human
language: “Don’t go, brother, don’t go.” Therefore, the poet might be
advised by the bird not to go down the trail of tiger tracks.



Zhang Hu 5§45

Though known as a Zhang from Nanyang, Henan Province, Zhang Hu was actually born south of the Yangtze in the famous city of Suzhou. He
of course looked at Suzhou as his home and had strong feelings for the mountains and lakes in the southeast part of China. Tang Caizi Zhuan
mistakenly states that because of his proud personality he never took the examinations that might have enabled him to find a position in the
officialdom (Xin Wenfang, Tang Caizi Zhuan. Shanghai, the Press of Classic Literature, 1957, p. 107). The truth is that Zhang did want to take
the exams, though was perhaps overconfident about his literary talent and his chance of scoring at the top in the local examinations which were
the first step for the national exams at Chang’an. It happened that the official in charge of the local exam taken by Zhang Hu was the famous
poet Bai Juyi, who did consider him as one of the two candidates. In the end, however, Bai Juyi favored the other candidate. Zhang Hu now
lost appetite for any further efforts in that matter.

He did, however, still wish to enter the bureaucracy, an ambition he now pursued in a different manner, sending his poems through powerful
friends to the emperor, who became interested enough to ask his courtiers about Zhang Hu’s talent. This time it was Bai Juyi’s best friend,
Yuan Zhen, who unwittingly helped frustrate Zhang’s effort to enter the court (Fu Xuancong, Tang Caizi Zhuan Jiaojian. Beijing, Zhonghua
Press, 1999, p. 170). In Yuan Zhen’s view, though Zhang’s poetic style was exquisite, it was not “manly” enough, and would not help the

emperor’s effort to stir up the spirit of his subjects whose confidence was already dampened by the upheavals and wars that plagued the empire.

This was the last straw. From this point on, Zhang Hu satisfied himself with the reputation of chushi #&-1- (a gentleman who chooses to stay at
home rather than serve in the court). He never, however, ceased to connect with powerful people, such as Pei Du, Li Deyu, and Li Shen, all
poets who eventually rose to be prime minister. The second poem translated here shows that Yuan Zhen’s criticism of Zhang Hu’s poetic style
was wrong. Although Zhang Hu had a sharp eye for the details in a peasant’s life and spoke in the voice of a girl, that did not make him
“unmanly.” His brave exposure of governmental encroachment on private land reminds readers of Li Shen’s critique of the state of the country:
no land is laid in fallow but peasants still die of starvation. In the first poem, if we read the tree as a symbol of people and the grass as the court
and its expanding road system, we know that Zhang Hu was one of the poets who considered environmental justice as a part of the overall
harmony under the heaven.

It was unknown when he was born. He died in 853.



Zhang Hu K%

(PRELY (&) 54 4)

BHEHMPE, EREAG.
AEREISE, RANE AR
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Grasses in a Dead Tree Trunk

The grasses grow green in a hollow tree. From them one can learn the secret
They’ve sent down their roots of what’s going to prosper
at a high and dangerous place. and what’s going to wither —

as the tree slowly dies
the grasses grow greener.

A Song

My young man went to gather cucumbers
My young man came to collect red dates
he also tilled the field and planted hemp
where he worked has become

roadway to my neighbor in the west.



Xu Hun Y&

Xu Hun’s year of birth was estimated by Wen Yiduo to be 791 (quoted in Fu Xuancong, ed., Tang Caizi Zhuan Jiao Jian. Beijing, Zhonghua
Press, 1999, Vol. 3, p. 234). His great-grandfather six generations back had been a prime minister who lived in Chang’an. But Xu Hun himself
probably lived near Luoyang during childhood and then moved to the region around Dongting Lake in what is now Hubei and Hunan Provinces.
He loved the lake area so much that when he sojourned for three years further upstream on the Yangtze in the famous Three Gorges area in
what is now Greater Chongqing City, he missed the lake area as if it were his home. Probably it was in the Three Gorges (the Wizard Gorge is
one of the Three) that he adopted a pet monkey. When he finally got back to the lake area, he empathized with his new companion: perhaps the
monkey missed its home in the Wizard Gorge as much as he had missed the lake district when he was in the Gorges, and as a young man in his
late twenties with no clear future in sight, had felt like “a fish in a tank or a bird in a cage” (quoted in Fu Xuancong, ed., p. 234). With the
monkey actually on a chain, he had no choice but let it go to trace its way up the Yangtze back to its own home.

When he finally passed the imperial examination in 833, after several tries, he was already a middle-aged man. He was appointed the year after
to the position of assistant director in the Bureau of Forestry and Crafts (Yubu i), which had charge over hunting and the gathering of food
in mountains and forests. He went on to serve in various positions all over China, including magistrate of a county in the mid-Yangtze region,
an imperial inspector traveling through Shanxi, Henan, Guangxi, and Guangdong Provinces, and finally from the age of 68 governorships in
Zhejiang and Jiangxi Provinces. Many of his poems celebrate leisure days in the countryside, but a close look at his life shows that the only
leisurely days he had after he passed the examination came when he excused himself from his first appointments, and during a couple of years
he spent on sick leave in Danyang County, Jiangsu. As an inspector, he traveled extensively and loved best the mountains in Zhejiang Province
on the southeast coast.

We don’t know when he died.
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Releasing a Monkey

The rain last night — sad and sad —

kept me awake. Early this morning

I unlocked the gold chain around your neck,
offered you my heart-felt goodwill.

These mountains are not too far

for you to remember your way,

that leads back home near the Wu Gorge.*
At least the cold water of this river

should lead you to your familiar Creek.

For shelter you may want to try

the remote trees of red leaves.

For companionship you should holler
into the depth of white clouds.

Re-trace your steps with caution.
Try not to lose yourself

in the mist among phantom vines
in the manner I lost mine.

* Wu AX means “wizard” in Chinese.



Li Shangyin Z=R5 &

Li Shangyin was a good friend of Bai Juyi [1/# %}, although their poetic styles were quite different. Bai Juyi and his friend Yuan Zhen JGfH
tried to promote a simple style that could be understood by common, working people, allegedly including an elderly female servant of Bai. Li
Shangyin, however, developed an exquisite style rich in literary allusion that only the well-educated elite could have understood and
appreciated. Yet interestingly, Bai Juyi in his old age admired Li Shangyin’s style so much that, as legend has it, he even said something to the
effect that after death he hoped to be reincarnated as a son to Li Shangyin, who was forty-one years his junior. Li Shangyin, in return, did name
his first born “Senior Bai” (Fu Xuancong, ed., Tang Caizi Zhuan Jiaojian. Beijing, Zhonghua Press, 1999, Vol.3, p. 279).

Although Li Shangyin is known for his more ambiguous love poems, because of his extensive travel experience, his few nature poems are
genuine, plain, and pleasant. In the two “nature” poems selected here, Li was deliberately simple and, almost, free from literary allusions,
except the reference to the gull, which is so well known that it is hardly ambiguous. The gull, as also mentioned in Wang Wei’s T-4E poem
“Composed in My Cottage Near Wangchuan Village after Days of Rain,” comes from the “Yellow Emperor” chapter 57 fw of the Daoist text
Liezi %|f-: aboy is on familiar terms with the gulls on the beach and plays with them like close companions. When his father learns about it,
he asks the son to catch a sea-gull and bring it home, for the father wants to taste the meat. Being a dutiful son, the boy goes back to the beach
the next day with his father’s plan in mind. However, the gulls are so sensitive and intelligent that they know that this boy has a different mind
now; so they are on guard against the boy and refuse to come close to him. In Wang Wei’s poem, the poet complains that he is already wild —
and thereby honest — yet why should the gull stay suspicious about him; in Li’s poem, the poet is happy for the gulls flying around him seem to
testify that he is truly one with the wild.

Li Shangyin was born in the year 813 to a cadet branch of the imperial family of Tang that had over time fallen into genteel poverty. Originally
inhabitants of Qinyang, Henan Province, Li Shangyin’s grandfather and his immediate family had moved about a hundred kilometers southeast
to what is now Zhengzhou, in eastern Henan. Li Shangyin was exceptionally talented. In his teenage years he was already known as a prolific
writer. Unlike many Tang poets, Li Shangyin didn’t take the imperial exam but was recommended into the officialdom by a powerful
bureaucrat. He served in different areas of China, traveling as far as Xunzhou, now known as Longchuan County in northern Guangdong
Province, and Guizhou, now Guilin, in what is now northern Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region.
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Self-Happiness

In the way the snail loves
its tiny shell house,

I love my little hut

and share it with swallows.

By my front gate, green
bamboos shed their fading leaves
when the herbaceous peony
emits fragrance from petals.

For the Old Man in the Field

A sickly old man,
shouldering a hoe,

seemed to feel sorry for me —
when I asked for directions,
he simply took my hand,
walked me around the ville.

The flame and smoke

from the burning fields in the
morning

tinted the far hills purple.

The dark valley echoed
the chopper’s axe deep in the
woods.

The tigers already know my traps.
They walk around my gaping fence.
I’m grateful to the biting fish

for offering me an additional dish.

My neighbor brews a special rice wine
seasoned with pine seeds.

We stroll together, our steps shaky,
after drinking — too much.

Gulls and magpies forgot
we were plotting men.
They wheeled around us
in familiar ease.

Doubly rewarded with directions
and a friend

I bowed with gratitude and a
pleasant surprise —

such a good man!

In such a wild place!



Ma Dai 5%

Like his good friend Jia Dao, Ma Dai was from a rather obscure background. It is only in recent research that scholars have figured out that he
was probably from Yanzhou, now in Shandong Province, less than two hundred kilometers from the coast (Fu Xuancong, ed., Tang Caizi
Zhuan Jiaojian. Beijing, Zhonghua Press, 1999, Vol. 3, pp. 335-36). It is still unknown when he was born, but historical records do show that
he passed the imperial examination in 840. After that, he served as confidential secretary on the staffs of several military headquarters. The

rank was low but responsibility was high. His outspoken personality offended one superior and he was thus demoted to the position of county
sheriff. Jia Dao was well known as being poor, and perhaps because of his close friendship with him, Ma Dai was understood to be poor as well.
Ma had, however, traveled far and wide — east to the coast of Jiangsu, west to the mountains of Sichuan, north to the frontier and south to the
southern bank of Dongting Lake — with a mobility not available to the truly impoverished. However he was close to poor working people and
understood their happiness and hardship, as shown in the two poems translated here. He probably died in 867.
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GEBF LY ( (&%) £555) Passing a “Wild” Man’s Dwelling
ESPNCELE SR SR S NGB A wild man in leisure time plants a wild tree.
BiEEA =W, dEiEREd. It grows old before the planter seems to age.
M LR 2y, AR SR .
HEFRE®R, LHEE. He lives and travels in mountains among white clouds,

fishing, chopping firewood by the boundless sea.

Hollering his four sons to harvest mountain herbs,
he leads the calves to drink from the creek.

The author of a book on longevity,
he has no worries about his own age.
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The Tree by the Road

Who planted this ancient tree,
in what ancient time?

Its pleasant shade has dwindled,

its roots half-covered by fungi.

In the slightest storm it may topple,
its leaves eaten by cicadas,

its trunk hollowed by worms.

Oh, please, woodchoppers, leave it alone —

it reminds me of the ancient sage

who sold watermelons under an old tree,

declining the king’s invitations to serve in the court.



Li Qunyu ZF#E

Li Qunyu was from a humble clan on the banks of the Fengshui River in the northwest of Hunan Province. He had a studio on a sandbar
midstream in the river, and he named the sandbar “Sleeping Immortal Island” and his atelier “Water Bamboo Studio.” Though not famous,
neither was his family truly poor for he could afford not to bother trying the exams and instead enjoyed an artistic life on the sandbar, writing
poetry and listening to his talented servant play the reed pipe. In one of his poems he celebrated his leisurely lifestyle of “falling drunk
everyday in the immortal boat over the blue waves” of the Fengshui River. This river originates in the famous tourist hotspot Zhangjiajie — with
its spectacular quartzite sandstone pillars — and flows hundreds of miles eastward into Dongting Lake. However, its water is no longer blue, but
sort of brown, for the paper mills in Jinshi City on its bank have polluted it severely.

Li Qunyu was probably born in 811 (Fu Xuancong, ed., Tang Caizi Zhuan. Beijing, Zhonghua Press, 1999, Vol. 3. p. 390). For forty years he
lived his gentleman’s life on the sandbar until Prime Minister Linghu Tao — the one who used Wen Tingyun’s lyrics as his own (see note to
Wen Tingyun) — recommended him to the emperor. The emperor admired Li Qunyu’s talent and offered him a job as an editor in the imperial
academy. His naivety and outspoken honesty made the job difficult, however, and he missed his old life back on the sandbar. His poem about
the cranes losing their freedom for a handful of grain is both a faithful description of the two cranes in the garden of Lord Cui and a metaphor
of his life working for the empire. He died in 861, not many years after he was introduced into the court.
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(BHF) ( (&HETF) 56 8) The Night Song of a Crow
In this long and quiet night
A, — I Behind the tossing waves listening to the mountains echo the crow
9], ikBREEY, on the dreamy sandbar the traveler plucks his first white hair
SEmEH R, OB R TR . in the blurred greenness of a young maple
e AR SO, HAEIR A L. grove This is not the legendary cuckoo
MR IEL, WmE . croaks a lonely crow supposedly the reincarnation of Emperor
EREARTNT, ARKERE, from night till dawn Shu’s soul
e, REEILE, in the saddest of tones it must be the bird about which Confucius’
W&o, BHEIRES. disciple
With the moon behind clouds the told the master
darkness is complete
Drenched by a drizzle the whole world is with her four chicks gone,
chilly the mother bird cries all year round

The bird’s song depresses my heart
as a mother’s moan
when she has to let go of her child



Li Qunyu ZFFE
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To My Lost Crane

Behind the clouds,
beyond the ocean islands,

you disappear without a backward glance.

Among the mountains of immortality

on the other side of the ocean

you soar high above the rising autumn
winds

in the boundless azure sky.

You drop off a single feather —
a snow flake of memory.

I try to recapture
Your graceful moves
on the strings of my harp.

I realize how futile it is
to search for you in the air.

You were born to be free

in clouds, among cypress trees.
You’'re not a pet bird

locked in a bamboo cage.

Written for the Two Cranes in Mr. Feng’s Garden

Graceful creatures! You make my heart pure.

I sail down the cold river to seek company of clouds.
I play my harp and pipe for you in a scarlet pavilion.

Far above the temptation of a handful of grain,

your heart circles over rivers and oceans.

I should take you to the palace
of gods

to watch you fly

to hear you trumpet

there.



JiaDao 5

Jia Dao’s family seems never to have made any fame for themselves before this poor poet was born in 779 in the town of Fanyang, now
Dingxing County, about eighty kilometers southwest of Beijing. For a time Jia Dao was a Buddhist monk, though there are conflicting sources
about when he became one, and whether he did so before or after his many failed attempts at the imperial examination. My own educated guess
is that it was both, for I think he went to the monastery not out of religious devotion, but under the pressure of poverty, as did his younger
brother. He didn’t seem to like the rules that guided the a monk’s life, however, one of which was that no monks should be outside their temple
after mid-day. Two lines from a complaint he wrote in 810 have survived:

The cows and sheep return their home at sunset,
I can’t even compare with the beasts.
(quoted in Fu Xuancong, ed., Tang Caizi Zhuan Jiaojian. Beijing, Zhonghua Press, 1999, Vol. 2. p. 318. Translation mine)

Failing the imperial exams on multiple occasions over the course of a decade seems to have made Jia Dao slightly insane. He would not greet
anybody at the examination hall, but talked to himself so loudly that the supervisors had to reject him, and list him as one of the ten bad
students of the year. A story goes that one day, later in Jia’s life, he was chanting his own lines to himself in the bell tower of a temple, when
the emperor came in disguise and picked up his poetry collection. Jia Dao first glared at the emperor and then waved his arms about, shouting:
“how can a young man like you understand [my poetry]?” Embarrassed, the emperor walked downstairs and returned to the palace. When
afterward Jia Dao was informed that the “young man” might be the emperor and knowing that the emperor often walked around the capital city
in disguise, Jia Dao was so scared that he went to the palace and knelt at the gate for a long time. When the emperor heard of it, he “punished”
Jia Dao by offering him a low rank position of county secretary in Changjian County, Sichuan. Three years later, he was slightly promoted to
be the official in charge of the imperial silos in Puzhou, eastern Sichuan. He died in the winter of the year of his promotion, 840. When he died,
there was not even a single coin in his home; he left behind only an ancient harp and a sickly donkey. What kind of soul in such poverty can
still love the cicadas, egrets, and cranes with such caring sympathy?
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A Sickly Cicada

Have you lost your wings, sickly cicada?
Is that why you crawl onto my hand?

Your wings, though broken,
still look like a shiny film.

Your chant, hoarse as it is,
still has that extreme, pure tone.

The dew drops you drink, the petals you chew,
have been distilled
into a fragrance inside you.

The dust in your pupil, blinding you,
is there by mistake.

If you hadn’t lost your vision,

you should have known

that pretty orioles and fierce hawks
are born to harm you.
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Jia Dao B 5

Written for the Egret Couple on the Pond of Lord Cui

The young pair of egrets
push one another
out of a deep cage.

Silvery feathers, threads of silk, hang
from their heads, exactly the same number.

Stepping on the frost-covered rocks,
do you feel the cold?

Looking over the skyline,
do you see your old empty nest?

If your thought of home

is blocked by the splashing shallows,

if your dream of flying wing to wing

disappears behind the sunset over the remote bay,
you may want to try this pond

dug by His Lordship himself.

Its water is connected with the Lake of the Jade Emperor*
through invisible channels.

*The Jade Emperor is the Supreme God in Daoism.
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Written for the Cranes on the Pond of Lord Cui

Your pure trumpets,

cool as the falling leaves in moonshine,
sound exactly the same to me

as when I heard it in the frosty night

over the thousand-mile Lake of Dongting.

If they let loose

the string that ties the feathers in your wings,
you can still fly high

above that lonely cloud.



Wen Tingyun BEH

Wen Tingyun is a complex character. He was born into the upper class in 801 and died in 866. In the years before his death, he was a teaching
assistant in the imperial academy in charge of examinations. Thinking several of the essays in the exams to be excellent, however, he breached
the rules and posted them in public, thereby offending his superior who now had him demoted to the position of county sheriff in Fangcheng
County, in the south of what is now Henan Province. He died there before the year came to its end.

His grandfather was Prime Minister Wen Yanbo, who had served the emperor Taizong (r. 626-649), the most famous of the Tang monarchs.
For his service, the Prime Minister was offered a fief in Bingzhou, now Taiyuan. His grandson, Wen Tingyun, however, was born and raised in
the suburbs of Chang’an, in Hu County, and had hardly ever been to his supposed homeland in Taiyuan on the other side of the Yellow River.
A social opposite to Jia Dao, the poor monk and poet, Wen Tingyun associated with the children of the rich and powerful, and did all the things
that rich and spoiled boys do. But Wen Tingyun was smart, a “natural” musician who blew on anything with holes and strummed anything with
strings, making beautiful music with all of them. He also was quick in creating verses that went well with the music, and then went on to
become popular among singsong girls. One of his friends and fellow bad boys was Linghu Hao, whose father happened to be Prime Minister
Linghu Tao. Lord Linghu liked Wen Tingyun’s poetic talent and treated him well, allowing him to live in the Prime Minister’s Mansion. But
he used the boy: when Lord Linghu learned that the emperor favored a certain style of lyrics, he would ask Wen Tingyun to write verses for the 227
music and then presented these as his own work. He had from the start informed Wen Tingyun of his plan, telling him to keep it a secret.
Unwilling to comply, Wen almost immediately shared the news with his friends. Offended, the prime minister kicked the youth out of the
house. Still, people didn’t seem to mind Wen Tingyun’s bad reputation and the crown prince now invited him to stay with him in the East
Palace (the traditional residence of the heir apparent in China). He stayed with the prince for two years — 837 and 838 — leaving shortly before
the prince’s sudden death, which was probably murder.

Wen Tingyun now finally felt that he should live on his own and in 839 he took the local examination, the necessary first step to taking the
imperial examination and entering officialdom. Though not outstanding, his score sufficed to qualify him for the national exam, but he fell ill
and was forced to stay for two years in his hometown, Hu County, near the capital. He later took several tries at the imperial examination, but
never passed it. In 855, already in his mid-fifties, he was accused of unruly behavior during the examination and was penalized by being
relegated to the position of county sheriff in Sui County, in what is now northern Hubei. From there he wandered west to Xiangyang, where he
spent four years with powerful friends. He subsequently traveled east to Jiangsu, before finally returning to the capital. At the age of 65, he was
recommended to the position of teaching assistant in the imperial academy. He died the next year. Reading the two poems translated here, it is
hard to connect the peaceful voice and beautiful imagery with the life of a bad-boy poet.
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Passing the Grand Divide

Water in the creek, you seem to have

Feelings — in truth you have not.

For three days you follow me on this mountain.

Tonight your gurgling sound’s so sad,
as if you know that over that ridge

you’ll have to go your way
and [ mine.

Early Fall, in My Mountain Cottage

I live close to the mountain and feel
the cold days come early.

The frost on my thatched roof
presages another fine day.

Leaves falling off,
sunshine pours in through the window.

Out there, the autumn tarn is filled to the
brim,
still and quiet.

Monkeys pass in groups,
picking up windfalls before my eyes.

When dry leaves rustle,
I know the deer are strolling through.

At night I play my harp with a quiet mind
to match the pure sounds of the gurgling
stream.



Pi Rixiu Bz Ak

One of Pi Rixiu’s ancestors had been governor of Xiangyang prefecture in northern Hubei Province. Therefore, he was always regarded by his
contemporaries as hailing from Xiangyang, though he was in fact actually born in Jingling, in southern Hubei, in 840. And there he spent most
of his life. He went back to the Xiangyang area only occasionally to live as a recluse in Mount Lumen, working his garden and growing
vegetables. That’s probably why his poems reveal a degree of familiarity with farm work. In 863, when he was twenty-three, he left a stint on
Mount Lumen to make a grand tour. First he headed south, going all the way to the region south of Dongting Lake, in what is now Hunan
Province. Then he turned east, into Jiangxi Province, then back north to the bank of the Yangtze, where he hiked Mount Lushan. From there he
went further east into what is now Anhui Province, hiking Mount Tianzhu (Heaven’s Pillar) and Mount Huo. The tour ended in the eastern
Shou County where his family owned a country house.

He failed the imperial examination in 866, but passed it the next year. In 868 he left the capital for a second grand tour. This one began with
Mount Hua, eighty kilometers east of the capital Chang’an, when on to the Niiji Mountains in Henan Province, and then to the Shaoshi
Mountains, where the famous Shaolin Temple is located. Eventually he went southeast to Jiangsu, where he took up official work as secretary
in the staff of the governor of Suzhou Prefecture. There he met his best friend, Lu Guimeng, with whom he exchanged scores of poems. The
poems translated here are mostly chosen from these exchanges.
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Pi Rixiu lived in the gasping years of a dying empire, when peasant rebellions occurred one after another. Caught up in one of these, which
swept the lower reaches of the Yangtze before finally turning north to occupy the capital city of Chang’an, Pi Rixiu was made “Grand Scholar”
of the new “Grand Qi” dynasty of the rebel leader Huang Chao % 4i. When forced to make some auspicious statement out of Huang’s name,
he said something offensive and was killed. He was forty years old.
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A Sigh for an Acorn-Collecting Woman

The acorns ripen late in autumn hills.

They fall and scatter in prickly bushes and
weeds.

A hunchback woman of yellow hair

ascends the hill before the rising sun

to search for acorns on the frosty ground.

It takes her hours to collect a handful,

a full day to fill her bamboo basket.

Three times she dries them under the mid-
day sun.

Three times she steams them for winter
food.

The rice fields downhill are sweet and
ripe

with purple ears attracting passers-by.

Peasants harvest them with the greatest
care,

husk with mortar and pestle, and transport

the grains of rice, millions of shiny studs
of jade,

to the tax collector’s warehouse — gaping
deep.

All the rice they’ll give, not a grain to
keep at home.

They wonder why a bushel they bring
becomes

“half a bushel” in the official measuring
box.

In season the tax officers use the grain as
loans.

After season they return the rice to the
warehouse.

Sly lower officials aren’t afraid of
punishment.

Their greedy superiors never refuse
handsome bribes.

Yet the peasants, like the woman on the
hill,

stuff acorns in their growling stomach

from winter to spring and spring to
summer.

In ancient books I’ve read about
hypocrites

who built kingdoms upon their phony
kindness.

But now even the phony kindness has
disappeared.

The only thing that I can do is to sigh

and shed tears for the woman on the hill

until the front of my coat is soaking wet.
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Pi Rixiu Bz A4k

On Fishing with Harpoons

At the confluence of the spring creeks They stab the fish eye with sharp iron,
the water seems to stand still. the fish head exploding like
a shattering piece of jade.
Rows of fishermen hold torches there Its blood dyes the scales
to turn the night into a shining day into red patterns of embroidery.
to reveal swimming fish in the pure
stream. A flowing river reminds Confucius

how life runs away like water.
What do I see at this river!
How absurd it is to take pleasure in this?

On Shooting Fish with Bow and Arrow
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The fisher, silent and motionless keeps
his eyes on the arrow across the bow.

He feels the heat reflected from the lake
that shimmers under the scorching sun.

He sees the underwater world in peace,
a world inhabited by fishes, free
and happy as the birds that soar.

Then he lets the arrow loose —

a feather shatters the green water

with shocking speed, scattering scales
like snowflakes, tainting the water red.

On seeing this I can’t help but wonder —
what would Tai the famous chef say
if he knew how they shot the fish here.
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(EFEHEN Ik, HERE) The Woodchopper’s Creek
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When the creek began to flow Forests offered more than fuel for fire.
(A A LI, NE A A, trees emerged along its course. Let’s sing the praises of temple beams.
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RIEFE#ES, B2 TAR A, Acorns fell to feed the birds, Now you know it’s heaven’s will
HEHRETL, UL EK, vines providing a home to deer. that my clan live here forever in peace.
232 (FEMEEMENTIK. HEXK) To the Woodchoppers

C (&fERF) B 61D
In the deepest of empty mountains, two or three

IR, KB =% humble families have lived since ancient times.
=L, RS EAEJE.

KRGS, BT, They share a world of clouds and dreams
B2 e, RNEIEL, with generations of monkeys and birds.

They wash their clothes in fresh and placid spring,
prepare their meals with wild flowers and herbs.

Many grew old here and many more have passed,
yet those alive never worry about death
or ever sigh for the passing of days.
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A Woodchopper’s Song

This song is said to be from ancient times.
It never was accompanied by a flute.

It sings the happy life of the chopper

and the mild climate along the river in trees.
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Sing it once you may slow down the floating clouds.

Sing it twice the beasts turn their heads toward you — sad faces.
Today you sing it to me the poetry collector.

How can I ignore such songs from the wild?
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Mooring My Boat By a Fisherman’s House Near the West Fortress Hill

Beneath your white silk cap your hair
is white and shiny as the silk.

You lean against the maple roots
and watch your line without care.

Your middle daughter-in-law is selecting leaves
from the best mulberry trees around the house.

Your youngest son has returned with a bulrush cape
he purchased from the market by the sandy beach.

After the rain the water-shield*
floats by the boats,
so slippery
and smooth, a delicious match
for
the fat perch that weighs down your rod.

I, a sojourner by the West Fortress Hill,
observe and admire you all day long,
from the other side of the rippling bay.

*A plant that grows in water, the leaves of which are edible, with a slippery
and starchy texture.
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Lu Guimeng’s great-great-grandfather seven generations back was a powerful courtier, but by the time of Lu Guimeng himself the family had
sunk into obscurity in Suzhou, down in southeastern China. It is unknown when he was born, but judging from the way he and his friend Pi
Rixiu addressed each other, I have reason to believe that he was slightly younger than Pi Rixiu, who was born in 840. Under the pressure of
supporting his mother and family, in the year 865 Lu started clerical work for Lu Yong, a distant relative then serving as governor in Muzhou,
now Chun’an County in Zhejiang Province, over three hundred kilometers southwest of Lu Guimeng’s home. It was a long distance back then
and quite a commitment for a young man. Yet, he was not that poor for his family owned a farm of about fifty acres (three hundred mu), with a
dozen farmhands and ten water buffalos. The farm and a thirty-room compound were located in Songjiang, now a district in Shanghai. He also
had a tea garden in Yixing, and a library of ten thousand volumes. That’s probably why during his travels he could afford not to receive some
government officials who admired his poetic talent but whose personalities didn’t appeal to him.

Lu Guimeng passed the local examination in 868 but was unable to take the national examination because of the rebellion led by Pang Xun, a
frontier soldier who had been recruited to guard the southwestern frontier. Pang’s rebellion swept through southern China, making traveling
dangerous. Upon the recommendation of his best friend, Pi Rixiu, Lu took up work as staff member for the governor of Suzhou from 869 to
871. In 875, Lu Guimeng joined the staff of Zhang Tuan in Luzhou, now Hefei City in Anhui Province. When Zhang was in the next year
transferred to Suzhou, Lu gladly followed his employer to work in his hometown. Re-united with his family and his best friend Pi Rixu, Lu
Guimeng was happy for awhile. But then, with the encouragement of Pi Rixiu, Lu was tempted to try the examination again. However, fate
seems to have decided that he would not take it anyway. Another peasant rebellion, this one led by Wang Xianzhi, now advanced rapidly from
Hunan Province to Jiangxi, then through Anhui, Hubei, Henan, and all the way to the gates of Chang’an. Lu Guimeng thus returned to his old
life of part poet, part clerk and part farmer.
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In Lu Guimeng’s poems we can see familiarity with the life of the peasant. He actually worked in the field. Although he hired a dozen
farmhands to work with him, his land was situated at a low-lying bend of the Yangtze and was often flooded. When the floods came, he wrote,
the field and the river became one. So he had to work, shovel in hand, side by side with his men to save the crops. When his scholar friends
laughed at him for laboring alongside servants, he would blame them for not following the examples set up by legendary leaders such as the
Yellow Emperor (Huangdi #7) or the Great Yu A & . As both experienced farmer and thoughtful intellectual, Lu wrote in depth about the
evolution of the Chinese plow in his book The Classic of Plows (Leisi Jing AFi%¢). With anachronistic application of Pierre Macherey’s
Marxist theory of literary production to the writing of Classic of Plows, one may argue that the book is a product of the development of means
of production under the pressure of changing times. The numerous rebellions and uprisings of this period, and the wars they set off, had
devastated the northern and central areas of China. The center of agricultural production thus moved from central China to the densely
populated area south of the Yangtze and farming techniques consequently became more focused on methods to increase the productivity of
every square foot of the land. As a farmer in a flood zone, Lu needed the changing techniques and technology for his survival; as an
intellectual, he needed to communicate them to other farmers so as to work together with a changing economy that made necessary the
intensive farming he practiced on his own farm.
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In addition to traditional farming, Lu paid close attention to fish-farming. He was the first in Chinese history to advocate active “planting” of
fish, while also strongly objecting to the practice of fishing with poison. These were reflected in the fifteen pairs of poems on fishing he and Pi
exchanged. I translate three from Lu below — and two from Pi, just above — to offer a sampling of the two closely connected but subtly different
minds.

Never physically strong, Lu became seriously ill in 879. He died in 882.

(L HE )  (ERFEF) #620) On Fishing with Harpoons
At midnight the creek flows by quietly,
FRIESZ, REAZF, reflecting the spring verdure on the banks.
FrP 5P, Fikhani e,
236 Tk, WEILER . Men come with feather-light spears and harpoons,
RORGRT, 07 AMEEDT. their torches outshining the Silver River in the sky.

Fish jump, scales fly, out of the waterweeds.
Shattered heads and chopped-off tails
sink down to the river’s bottom.

Spectators, as if watching a fun game,
witness the extinction of aquatic families and clans.
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On Shooting Fish with Bow and Arrow

Behind the green maples
the sun,

almost setting,

lights up the clear lake —
such shiny water!

Wagging their tails as if merry
the fish circle around the sandbar.

A man bends his bow to the shape of a

full moon,
stares deep into the flowing green.

On Fishing with Poison

Lu Guimeng K858

With trembling vibration the arrow

pierces through a round lotus leaf,

splattering blood and painting

the tiny white petals of the water-chestnut
red.

If the hunters on the steppes
hear of this fisherman,

will they move down here
to the misty waterside?
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They used to fish with lines and golden hooks
that hung in water wrapped in sweetened baits.
From morning to noon they sat on shady banks,

A eety, e Rt

but how many fish can they catch like that?

Now they turn the whole river into a poison stream
to kill the fish, big or small, all at once.

They feed the fish to dogs afterward
with enough left-over for the crawling ants.

Why is “taking all now” the way
of all trades in the world of today?
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The Woodchopper’s Creek

Mountain high

creek deep

forest green

with towering trees
millions of lower bushes.

Once you chop these giants down
they leave their mountain home forever
You make fire with them at night
They disappear in a small puff of smoke

To the Woodchoppers

You build your houses
in piles of cold clouds.

Your gates open to
the pure mountain stream.

Your hearts warm up
when you see your neighbors come
through crisp yellow leaves.

As soon as the sun sets behind the hills,
cooking smoke come up in columns
through the cracked roofs

of your mountain huts.

Your lifestyle follows nature
as described of the Golden Age.



(RO C (CEFEF) & 621)

8 REFHTRE, BESSLNE.
HEIHART, BHELEOAL.
BERFRLANTC S, TR N RE R
Rk DIEmYE, HNFE SR,
fHs A AE R, R R .
B AR B, 28 K.
PER SRR A BB, LB IhREB S L.
= WKIE&EY, PRFERIURN.
st A7 A, ARk RiE R S
AN e B BT A e R

[ ] 75 BRI RE

The Live Crane Decoy

I tied my fishing boat on an island tree,

to witness by chance a hunting tragedy.

A crane was shot in an eerie way

that saddened me and all who saw how it
died.

A crane decoy stood on a sand bar
sending peaceful honks into clouds.

A wild crane attracted by the decoy on
land
had no suspicion of any harm.

He circled above the isle,
changed his mind of flying further south.

He honked back to the crane on sand
ready to land near a fellow bird.

The decoy combed his feathers clean

to welcome a friend or guest.

Unwilling to lose a companion, he
worked

with utmost grace —

in leisure searching for a fish

or pecking at the floating weeds.

All seemed natural, all was calm, the
crane
from the clouds landed for a rest.

Lu Guimeng Bt FL 5%

A sudden arrow from the bushes pierced
him through his white, exposed chest.

The decoy flapped his wings and danced a
merry dance,

as if pleased with his service to the
hunting boy.

Oh, cranes! Flying over the clouds and
sleeping on lake,

you are certainly free and lofty creatures.

Yet some of you hate your fellows and
hurt your own kind.

In the human world there are fame and
wealth 239
for which men smile and smile but plot
against
their friends. I know the greatest danger
comes
from our kind that speaks our tongue,
just as the crane decoy who tricked his
fellow birds.
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Written while Picking Herbal Leaves
For My Friend Pi Rixiu

Through thin mist, around my wild
garden

I search in deeper shades.

Small tender leaves and sweet petals lead
me on.

I walk and rest under the Crow’s Uncle —

the shady tallow tree.

I separate and pick at the heart of the
Mouse’s Aunt —

the peony flower.

In the colorful breeze I fill the bamboo
basket.

I stretch out the skirt of my jacket to hold

more dewy leaves. Enjoy them my friend,
as if they come

from your own wild woods. I hope they
will

add more flavor to your meals in spring.

In Response to the Poem Written by My Friend Pi Rixiu
When He Visited My Humble Hut

You’ve met my neighbors, peasants for generations.
Together we raise a hundred chickens, grow
a hundred mulberry trees, half an acre hemp.

In fine weather we fix the vine racks.

In misty rains we reel silk from boiled cocoons.

The warbling orioles sit behind shady leaves.

Our daughters-in-law walk under them,

delivering lunch to the field, with wild flowers
in their hair. What else can I do with my life?
Write poetry, drink wine with you, my friend.
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Poetry Chanting

Sitting on a rock in evening ease,

I reminisce about my mountain home.

Walking along the cooling creek
I reflect upon events of the past.

Lunch

Getting up at noon,

my face crinkled from the pillow-press,

Lu Guimeng Bt FL 5%

I sometimes find an expression of
thoughts,
chant my lines out loud.

Does my voice make the egrets fly
or the setting sun jump?

I start my lunch of yam and water-chestnuts.

The crows have always trusted me — a mindless man.

Today they descend
from the top of the tree
to peck from my stone plate.

241



