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Introduction .

Latecomers

A4k, F S AR

Du Mu, Late Autumn in the District Offices at Qi’an!
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Winds come to willow-lined shores,

the reflections grow gradually sparser,
the governor’s home is like

where someone lives in the wilds.
I can still enjoy the look of the clouds

and charm of the waters,
I whistle my aims, sing my cares,

and do as I please.
Rains darken the dying lamp,

soon the chess pieces will be removed,
I sober up on my pillow alone,

the geese begin to come.
I am moved how at Red Cliff,

the crossing where heroes contended,
there is only an old man in a raincoat,

sitting and fishing.

In the spring of 842 the forty-year-old Du Mu went to take up his new
post as governor of Huangzhou, sometimes known as Qi’an, on the
northern bank of the Yangzi River in modern Hubei. The prefecture
was believed to include the famous site of the Battle of Red Cliff. The
story of that battle was well known. It was recounted in the Acconnt of

the Three Kingdoms =

1. 28153; Feng 208.

B &, the standard history of the period, and was
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probably already part of popular storytelling traditions. It was to Red
Cliff that Cao Cao brought his great northern army, preparing to cross
the Yangzi and invade the southern kingdom of Wu. He had an inva-
sion fleet readied there, secured with iron chains against the winds and
currents.

Young Zhou Yu, the admiral of Wu’s Yangzi River fleet, was
charged with stopping the invasion. Knowing that Cao Cao was await-
ing a grain shipment, Zhou Yu gathered fire boats and disguised them
as grain transport vessels, screening his own war fleet. The whole plan
depended on an east wind, and the wind did indeed blow from the east
that day. When the “grain ships” came in close, they were set ablaze
and the fire quickly spread through Cao Cao’s chained fleet. With his
fleet gone, Cao Cao had no choice but to retreat north again, leaving
Wu sovereign in the Southland.

In the mid-ninth century Huangzhou was a small, poor prefecture—
certainly not the worst of prefectural assignments, but far from the best.
Du Mu once described it with ironic affection as “the place where I got
enough sleep,” and that captures the spirit of the first part of the poem,
with the wind blowing the leaves off the willow trees along the shore,
gradually opening vistas but creating a mess in the governor’s residence.
With a characteristic mellowness, the poet can enjoy both the scenery
and his life here.

What Du Mu gives us in the penultimate line is by no means new in
Late Tang poetty, but it is a poetic trope that appears so often in this
period that it seems to have had a special resonance for the age. This is
a scene of absence invoked in saying it is no longer there. In this case
the scene of absence is one of battle and burning war galleys, which be-
comes a ghostly backdrop on which the present figure of an old fisher-
man is superimposed. Absorbed in his fishing, the old fisherman clearly
shares the mood of the world with the governor, our poet. The differ-
ence is, of course, that only the poet sees in his mind’s eye the ancient
fleet in flames at the same time as he sees the old fisherman.

Such juxtapositions create relationships that are significant: in the
old fisherman we see diminution, a tiny figure in a large landscape, in
comparison to the great battle involving fleets and flames; we see aging,
an old man in late autumn; we see vanished glory and in its place a
quiet tranquility. This figure of the old fisherman is not just anyone: he
has his own cultural and poetic history. Although he is anonymous, he
made his appearance many times before Du Mu’s poem: he was Tai-
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gong the fisherman, recognized by King Wen of the Zhou and made
his minister and architect of the Zhou conquest of the Shang; he was
the fisherman whom Qu Yuan later encountered and who advised Qu
Yuan not to worry about his misunderstood virtue but rather to go with
the times. He had signified too many things to refer to only one thing
here: he may be poetically ambiguous, but he is definitely-“‘poetic.” A
few decades earlier he made a winter appearance in Liu Zongyuan’s
P 7 7L most famous poem, entitled “River Snow” i E :2

L8 F4 A thousand mountains, flights of birds are gone,
¥ 18 A HE R ten thousand paths, the tracks of people vanished.
WRAELEH In a lone boat an old man in rain hat and raincoat
BHELE fishes alone in the snow of the cold river.

The old fisherman was a quintessentially poetic figure, evocative and
overdetermined. He is the figure here defined by a distance of perspec-
tive, a figure replacing a scene of violence in Du Mu’s poem. The per-
spective he lends to the past battle is anticipated in the image of the
chess pieces removed from the board, literally “scattered.” In this we
have both an aftermath of conflict and its formal displacement into a
game. The figurative “storm” of an age of warfare becomes a literal
rainstorm whose shadowy clouds darken the chessboard. This is the
“work” of poetry: taking turbulence and transforming it into beautiful
patterns and images, reconfiguring it.

Du Mu’s contemporary Wen Tingyun used exactly the same trope of
superimposition in a song about Han emperor Wu’s naval maneuvers
on Kunming Lake, near Chang’an, where through symbolic intimida-
tion and sympathetic magic Emperor Wu overwhelms the enemy king-
dom of Tianchi (in the far southwest). The Han emperor is the descen-
dent of the Crimson Dragon, first appearing as a rippling reddish
reflection, followed by his galleys and warriors.

BAES, BABKE
Wen Tingyun, Lyrics for the Naval Maneuvers on Lake Kunming3

IR A vast flood of massed waters,
light stretching off to the sky,

2. 18520; Wang Guo’an 268.
3. 31900; Zeng 32.
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TR @B R A fine patterns in endless folds,
crisscrossing ripples red.
Fw RS T4 The Crimson Emperor’s dragon-spawn,
. scaled armor in rage,
B A — BB AR glares out on flowing waters,
giving off shadowy wind.
ER=FRKT Three sounds from the lizard-skin drum
announce the Son of Heaven,
P 3 8k Ak Uk AL eagle banners and beast-headed galleys
o rise up over the waves.
FaAzEaE L Thunder roats-out, breakers surge,
white as mountains,
TR R IS the eyes of the Stone Leviathan split,
coiling krakens die.
e TR On Tianchi’s seashore
. all is howling and shrieking,
LR KT LPE green-winged painted cormorant prows
come in succession.
WARL=TE Fletched arrows and spear tassels,
three million strong,
a0 R4 trample over the Western Sea

until dust rises from it.

Then, in the last stanza, Wen Tingyun turns back to the present:

REBEELE The immortal of Maoling has gone away,
_ water-chestnut blooms grow old,
ek i I & swimming fish make bubbles in watet
near to misty isles.
BTG ST In a vast expanse of fading sunlight
a fishing skiff turns home,
Y BITTEIR Y and green-headed tiver ducks

sleep among sandy grasses.

Maoling was Emperor Wu’s tomb, and no one would miss the irony of
calling him the “immortal of Maoling,” especially considering Emperor
Wu’s passionate quest for immortality. The past invoked in the first
stanzas of the poem does not involve actual violence but rather a theat-
rical display of martial prowess. It has its own poetic beauty, invoked
only to be replaced by a different kind of poetic beauty found in the
present. That expanse of water is again still; the bird-headed prows of
ancient war galleys are replaced by green-headed ducks asleep; and
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there, in the fading sunlight, is the fishing boat with the poetic old
fisherman.

The poetry of the Late Tang often looked backward, and many
poets of the period distinguished themselves by the intensity of their
retrospective gaze. Beguiling moments of the past, both historical and
poetic, caught their attention and haunted their present. Chinese poets,
like their premodern European counterparts, had always looked back-
ward to some degree, but for many Late Tang poets the echoes and
traces of the past had a singular aura. In this sense the “Late Tang” de-
serves to be called “late.” Our study ends around 860, so one cannot
say that these poets felt the approaching end of the dynasty—though
they were certainly aware that the polity was in serious trouble. Their
“lateness” was primarily a sense of cultural belatedness, standing in the
shadow of past masters of poetry and past glory.

The reign of Xuanzong % 7 (beginning in the second decade of the
eighth century and lasting until the An Lushan Rebellion of 755) was al-
ready a legendary period of splendor by the mid-ninth century. Poets
active after the An Lushan Rebellion, who were later associated with
the Dali X /& Reign (766-779), were the model of classical grace and
formal restraint for the craftsmen of regulated verse. Next came the
Mid-Tang poets, who were associated with the Yuanhe 7 Ae Reign
(806-820); these poets left a rich heritage of invention, mapping out
new directions for poetry, a heritage against which many younger poets
reacted but which loomed large in the recent past. By the time our
study begins in the mid-820s, there was already a century of memorable
poetry in the immediate past.

Accounts of Late Tang poetry inevitably must address the question of
how the period term is being used. Originally the term “Late Tang” was
applied to the entire century and a half following the An Lushan Rebel-
lion of 75s; in other words, it encompassed the entite second half of the
dynasty. This was obviously useless in defining a petiod, not only in the
context of literature but in all areas of historical study. Gao Bing’s b3
(1350—1423) Tangshi pinbui J&3F &b % of 1393 helped to institutionalize
the idea of a “Mid-Tang,” which ended with the Yuanhe generation.
Roughly the last seventy-five years of the dynasty thus became the
“Late Tang.” The invention of a “Mid-Tang” helped to account for the
very striking differences between the famous poets of the Yuanhe gen-
eration and those that followed, differences about which poets active in
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the second quarter of the century were intensely conscious. Many cen-
turies of critical discourse on the history of Tang poetry have made
these makeshift periods seem true and self-evident. The actual record,
however, complicates the easy periodization.

Literary historians like to characterize periods in general terms. In
part because of the amount of Late Tang poetry that has survived and
also because of the social and geographical dispersal of poetic produc-
tion, we find that poetry was going in vatious directions during this pe-
riod, developing a diversity that defies simple characterization. We can
see groups of poets that share common interests, new fashions emerg-
ing, particular locales as centers of poetic production, and specific indi-
viduals following their own singular paths irrespective of contemporary
poetic fashions. In other words, when we look closely, there is no co-
herent “Late Tang” except as a span of yeats.

Even considered as a mere span of years the idea of the Late Tang
presents problems when we look for its boundaries in literary culture.
Considering the “Tang” part of the term, the Late Tang should con-
clude with the formal end of the dynasty in 9o7—even though the dy-
nasty had been no more than a shadow court for several decades, with
many poets working in the provinces and regional courts that would
become the Five Dynasties. If, however, we look for a major change in
literary culture and the world of poetry, we do not find it until the
emergence of the group of poets around Ouyang Xiu EX[514 in the
second quarter of the eleventh century. If we do not worry too much
about the “Tang” part of our period term, we could easily see Late
Tang poetry as lasting two centuries, not unlike the span of the late
Southern Dynasties poetic style, which also crossed a period of transi-
tion and the establishment of a new, stable regime.

When poetry finally underwent a major change in the second quarter
of the eleventh century, Ouyang Xiu quite consciously modeled his lit-
erary group on that of Han Yu, returning to the Yuanhe generation at
the beginning of the ninth century. The deaths of the major figures of
the Yuanhe generation and the marked rejection of theit poetic styles
should give us a clear beginning for the Late Tang (though, as we will
see, Bai Juyi and Liu Yuxi lived on for decades). That moment of re-
action and redirection of poetic interests does indeed mark a period
change.

We will begin our study in that period of change in the mid-820s and
carry it through to roughly 860. This latter date is one of convenience

Introduction: Latecomers 7

rather than the mark of a moment of change. During this interval
spanning roughly thirty-five years, a group of old men—holdovers of
the Yuanhe generation—were still writing prolifically; Jia Dao perfected
a craft of regulated verse that brought him a century and 2 half of de-
voted followers; and the three poets who have come to define Late
Tang poetry—Du Mu, Li Shangyin, and Wen Tingyun——cc”)‘m‘po.sed al-
most all their poems. Of those three Li Shangyin and Wen Tingyun
went largely unrecognized as poets in their own lifetimes; and Du Mu,
though prominent, shared the stage with many other poets whose
names have largely been forgotten. o
During this period the Tang did not seem in danger ?f imminent
collapse, though toward the end of the period local rebellions had be-
gun to break out. The process of dynastic disintegration had started a‘nd
would accelerate in succeeding decades. After Huang Chao occupied
Chang’an eatly in 881, the Tang was only a regional power, though it re-
tained a nostalgic aura that still brought young men from far placc?s
seeking the prestige of the empty bureaucratic titles that the dypasty still
had the power to confer. There is much poetry after 860 tha_t is Worthy
of consideration. It is easy to read the poetry of this later period Wl.th an
eye to the momentous events that were occurring, but the vast majority
of poems composed duting this petiod simply carty on the kinds of
poetry created in the period encompassed by our study. It was a poetry
that may have been traumatically ossified. If we wish to uncover~the re-
lation between the history of poetry and the larger sense of “history,”
we may find it not in changes in poetry but in poeny’s refgsal to change,
in its fine couplets, its absorption in pleasures both poetic and sensgal.
Chang’an, the great city, was doomed. We know virtually nothing
about the monk called Zilan F B except that he was writing at the end.
The first couplet of the following poem could have been written at any
time, whereas the second evokes a moment like no other in Chang’an.

T, k&K
Zilan, Eatly Autumn in Chang’an*
ARt G The wind sets the ash flowers dancing,
they fall in the royal moat,
#od 6 Rk the colors of Zhongnan Mountain

enter the city autumnal.

4. 44998.
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PIFASBES Hortses gallop past every gate
e urgently calling up troops,
NSRS while the songs and pipes of young nobles

make marble mansions drunk.

The last line echoes a famous line by Li Bai, composed in happier times
but now containing a dark irony. We cannot date with any certainty the
following poem in relation to the preceding one, but it is hard not to
read it in seasonal sequence. We know that when Huang Chao’s army
enterfed Chang’an in 881, he was at first welcomed. During the sack of
the city and the subsequent battles over possession of the city between

loyalist forces and Huang Chao’s army, the citizens of Chang’an were as
tertible as any army.

T, k&HA

Zilan, Pain at Spring in Chang’an®

FIR T AR Frost descends in mid-spring,
half the flowers are gone
BHEHE AR running amok, drinking wildly,
) the mob rages everywhere,
FHEERRFE Lords and grandees who year after year
. . enjoyed this season
SR IBREF WA are now left to lie in ditches and fields,

bones gradually stripped bare.

Wé-t see here vividly depicted the death of Chang’an. Yet the poems
written at those parties before the fall—while the horses were galloping
outside conscripting men for the defense of the city—were probably
very much like the ones we will read here. This same poetry may have
continued mimetically in the provinces during the Five Dynasties; but
the society in which the poetry was first created was dead, bodies left
rotting in the ditches and fields.

Although the diversity of the poetry between the mid-820s and 860
permits no single overall characterization, we do see new values and in-
terests emerging. In most cases we can trace the roots of these new
phenomena to an earlier'period, and all continue through the ninth cen-
tury into the tenth. We have already commented on the backward gaze

5. 45002.

Introduction: Latecomers 9

of Late Tang poets and their fascination with the poetic and cultural
past. Poets had a particular fascination with the later Southern Dynas-
ties; it Is tempting to see in this a sense of doom hanging over the dy-
nasty, but this was probably true only indirectly. They were fascinated
with absorption in vatious modes, and the image of heedless absorp-
tion in poetry and pleasure presented by the Southern Dynasties pro-
voked an ambivalence that both attracted them and demanded censure.

Absorption was a way of excluding the larger world, of looking in-
watd and isolating a particular object or domain. Figures of absorption
play an important role in the representations of poets and poetry duting
this period. We witness a growing sense of poetry as a separate sphere
of activity, demanding absolute commitment, with the “poet” as a dis-
tinct type. Poetry continued to flourish as a shared practice among a
wide cross-section of the Tang elite, but we find groups who celebrated
their devotion to poetty as a vocation, matched by a growing contempt
for “poets” by some in court circles.® As poetry became a separate
sphere of commitment, like the vocation of a Buddhist monk, poets
began to think of their poetry in terms of an accumulation, a “legacy,”
based on the model of amassing land and goods or the “merit” accu-
mulated over a lifetime of official service or Buddhist practice. Few po-
ets are as different as Bai Juyi and Jia Dao, but in both we find scenes
involving contemplation of their own accumulated poetic production in
the form of physical manuscripts. Already in the 810s Yuan Zhen was
wortking on preparing versions of his literary collection, followed by Bai
Juyi, who produced multiple manuscript copies with ongoing updated
editions and supplements. By mid-century editing one’s own poetry had
become widespread, along with the production of subcollections of po-
ems on special topics that might not be included in an author’s main
collection.

One form of absorption in poetry was devotion to the craft of the
petfect parallel couplet and a celebration of the effort and concentra-
tion it demanded. As we will see, such carefully crafted couplets are
usually framed by more discursive, straightforward couplets, sometimes

6. The Southern Song critic Yan Yu strongly disapproved of Late Tang poewy, but
by his age the changes that had occurred in the period had been so deeply assimilated
that they were taken for granted. Thus, Yan Yu insists that poetry should be danghang
& 47, probably as close as classical Chinese comes to “professional.”
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showing an influence from the vernacular (the latter element was often
even more salient in the last part of the ninth century). We see a grow-
ing divergence and tension between registers, along with disapproving
comments on the low register that was championed by Bai Juyi. In this
opposition of registers we first glimpse a sense of the “poetic” or “clas-
sical,” which would have profound consequences in later literary cul-
ture, whether the “classical” was held up as a standard to be followed
or condemned as artificial. Earlier there had simply been “poetry” with
a wide range of registers, one of which was usually used consistently in

a poem; mixed-register poetry heightened the contrast between “high”
and “low.”

We begin by “Setting the Stage” (Chapter 1), supplying the political his-
torical background, introducing the poets, and addressing how the liter-
ary record of the period was shaped by the preservation of texts. We
then turn to “The Old Men” (Chapter 2), the elderly members of the
Yuanhe generation, of whom Bai Juyi was the most prominent, who
continued to write prolifically into the 840s. Bai Juyi’s militant casual-
ness was a transformation of Yuanhe poetic values that helped articu-
late opposing values among the craftsmen of “Regulated Verse in the
Short Line” (Chapter 3). In this chapter we first address some of the
larger issues in this conservative tradition and then discuss individual
poets in the circle around Yao He and Jia Dao in “The Craftsmen of
Poetry” (Chapter 4).

In “The Legacy of Li He” (Chapter 5) we look at the impact of the
recovery and dissemination of Li He’s poetry in the early 830s. In
“Regulated Verse in the Long Line” (Chapter 6) we examine the way in
which the “pérsonality” and history of a poetic genre shaped poetic
production, using the Late Tang “meditation on the past,” huaign R ¥,
as an illustrative example. Here we can cleatly see how later poets bor-
rowed from and transformed the work of their predecessors. In “Poets
of the Long Line” (Chapter 7) we look at some poets who were known
for their work in regulated verse in the long line, which enjoyed re-
newed popularity after the middle of the 830s. During the late 830s and
840s these poets all exchanged poems with Du Mu, whose work is the
subject of the following chapter (Chapter 8).

In “Daoism: The Case of Cao Tang” (Chapter 9) we examine some
of the works of this Daoist poet, presenting an eroticized and romanti-
cized poetry on the immortals, which sets the stage for the succeeding
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chapters on the poetry of Li Shangyin (Chapters 10-14). After an intro-
ductory section on the problems of interpretation in Li Shangyin’s po-
etry, we discuss his hermetic poetry, “poems on history,” “poems on
things,” and those occasional poems that can be dated. In these chap-
ters we try to situate his poetry in the discursive context of his age. Our
final chapter takes up the poetry of Wen Tingyun (Chapter-15) agd t.he
division of poetry into specialized “types,” which may have had signifi-
cant consequences for what was preserved in the literary record for
other poets.

Rather than making generalizations about the period as a whole, 1
have tried to be as historically specific as possible, always paying atten-
tion to the way the Tang poetic legacy was textually preserved.

This book is deeply indebted to Chinese scholarship of the past quarter
century, and most of all to the work of Fu Xuancong, whose extensive
work on biography and dating of Tang poets and poetty is the ground-
work that made a study like this one possible. We know far more now
than we did thirty years ago when I was working on the Early Tang and
High Tang. .

At the same time, this book is essentially different from the kind of
work that has been done by Chinese scholars. Although these differ-
ences will no doubt be attributed to a “Western” viewpoint, part of my
intention is to reconcile a division within Chinese scholarship itself, be-
tween the precise work on the lives and dates of poets and poems, on
the one hand, and, on the other, the kinds of generalizations that are
made about this very long period, which has, through a complex his-
torical accident, been labeled as a single entity, namely, the “Late
Tang.” The richness of the record and the efforts of scholars (of whom
there are many) like Fu Xuancong now make it possible to look at a de-
limited period in greater detail. Thanks to this process, we can see
clearly the shortcomings of the received categories according to which
the literary history of the period has been written. -

To take just one example, instead of using 2 general term like
“schools,” pai ., to describe associations of poets, we see a variety of
quite distinct cultural phenomena: groups of friends of rougbly the
same age (such as the circle around Bai Juyi); younger poets seekmg_and
finding the approbation of established older poets (such as Fhe c1_t'cle
around Yao He and Jia Dao); a dead poet’s works entering circulation
and exerting an influence (Li He); and the reevaluation and resurgent
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influence of a poet largely rejected by the previous generation (as in Pi
Rixiu’s admiration for Bai Juyi). These are all distinct literary histotical
phenomena and not simply “schools.” We see poets who write essen-
tially one kind of poetry, and those who write in all the styles then
available. Instead of “schools” we can now see more clearly the dynam-
ics of literary historical interaction among poets.

This study also addresses issues that do not follow directly from re-
cent Chinese scholarship. Although excellent in tracing the lineage of
printed editions, Chinese scholatship has been less interested in issues
of manuscript culture and, in particular, the question of how the manu-
script legacy emerged in the Northern Song and the way in which par-
ticular sources mediate our image of what survives. If our study often
turns to these issues of eatly manuscript transmission, it is because this
is an essential part of literary history that has too often been ignored. If
a poet like Li Kuo Z Bt was known to be an associate of Jia Dao and
Yao He yet his extant poems are all fenglin &, (an untranslatable term
that combines sensuality, melancholy, and swashbuckling panache), the
reason may simply be the focus of the particular anthology where those
poems were presetved. If we have a poet whose extant works are pri-
matily quatrains, it may have nothing to do with a predilection for qua-
trains but rather simply be the consequence of Hong Mai having had a
more comprehensive edition than that which now sutvives and having
copied all the quatrains into his large anthology of Tang quatrains. We
also have many tantalizing surviving texts that remind us—by their very
limitations—of a larger and more diverse world of poetic production in
* the Late Tang, material that has largely been lost.

Perhaps the most difficult problem in engaging Chinese scholarship
on Late Tang poetry is the case of Li Shangyin, where there is more
scholarship and a longer history than all the other poets combined. “Li
Shangyin studies” is a field unto itself and deals with questions that
have arisen through centuries of research. I have tried to learn the field
well enough to engage it when it is relevant to my purposes, while at
the same time maintaining enough of a distance that I do not find my-
self attempting to answer questions that cannot be answered or reca-
pitulating the arguments of others in such attempts. Rather than seek-
ing answers to old questions, I want to focus attention on how the
poems themselves generate such questions and, at the same time, refuse
the possibility of an answer. I would also like to situate Li Shangyin’s
poetry in the context of contemporary poetry and the problems of
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manuscript culture. We owe our Li Shangyin to one man, Yang Yi, who
was often maligned as a writer by the generation that followed him. His
singular devotion to reconstituting Li Shangyin’s poetry—given force
by a social network that could ferret out manuscripts in far-flung
places—stands as an example of what might have been the case with
other poets if they had had such an editor. S

Thete are other ways the present book could have been written. Had
this book already been available to me, or had I understood the period
in the way I came to understand it through the process of writing the
book, I probably would have preferred to write it differently. However,
before one can follow such interesting alternative approaches in an in-
formed way, it is necessary to sort out the poets, the generations, the
changing values and fashions, and the mediation of manuscript trans-
mission. Without such a process of elementary sorting, critical wotk on
Late Tang poetry is trapped in anachronisms, such as not paying atten-
tion to who was writing when or not distinguishing between our own
sense of a poet’s importance and the way the world of poetry looked at
the time. Anecdotes from the end of the ninth and tenth centuries (es-
pecially when incorporated into standard historical sources) cannot be
taken as mid-ninth-century fact.

Despite the length of this book, there are many additional chapters
that I feel I ought to have written. Thete are other poets I should have
discussed, such as the much maligned Xu Ning #58%. There are also a
large number of poets whose careers began in the period under study
but who lived on to be very productive in the 860s, 870s, and even be-
yond. A certain amount of triage was necessary. The two great women
poets of the ninth century, Xue Tao #% and Yu Xuanji &% 7}%, fall
outside this period, one eatlier and the other later. The temptation to
include Yu Xuanji was particulatly strong, but to do so would have
brought me into Yizong’s reign and forced me to include a large num-
ber of contemporaries who could easily have doubled the size of the
present book.

Among the other directions this book might have taken, types and
situations of poetry would have been fruitful to pursue. Poetry on
music and the /i 4% 4 (“entertainers” and often bonded courtesans) is
particularly rich during this period. A chapter on “teasing” poems, chao
1 would have been useful, though I treat them briefly in the first part
of the chapter on Wen Tingyun. There is much more to be done, and
I can only hope this book will serve as a useful starting point.
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Opver the years I have abandoned and returned to literary history many
times. Each time I have come back to it, literary history has seemed dif-
ferent, though with some constancy of questions that bring me back to it
and allow me to call it by the same name. The differences ate in part a
consequence of changes in the scholar who comes back to literary his-
tory and in part a function of the changing interests in the broader com-
munity of literary scholars. We all know that historical representations
are a function of the period in which they are written; that is a common-
place. There is, however, another and more profound element in these
differences: we must acknowledge the degree to which literary history, as
an enterprise, is a function of the particularities of the period it repre-
sents. This is a truth as interesting as it is uncomfortable. To admit as
much is to say that literary history—and, by extension, all history—is not
a unified discipline that focuses on different “objects” but rather is al-
ways reconfigured by the objects it pretends to describe. If that is true,
then bad history is universalizing history, which, by being grounded in
one petiod, misreads others, always looking for what is not there.

When we read within a given petiod, we are inevitably guided by the
interests of that period. Later we will examine the role of poetry’s for-
mal genres. It is easy to discuss Mid-Tang poetry without stressing the
fact that the Mid-Tang poets we now consider important all did their
best work in “old style” verse. That generic choice, with its particular
liberties, changes the very way we think about the period. If Late Tang
poets predominantly worked in regulated forms, such a choice is not
only part of history but shapes the very notion of history.

It is fair to say, as we have stated above, that the Late Tang begins in
the 820s in reaction to the now famous poets of the Yuanhe generation.
The fuller literary historical reality—particularly when viewed through
the eyes of the craftsmen of regulated verse—is more complicated.
Where we look for change, they saw continuity. The poetic conserva-
tism of regulated verse challenges the way we read for literary history.

We might return to the Dali poets mentioned above. These poets,
including a number of poet-monks whose works survive only in small
numbers, perfected a highly refined craft of regulated verse in the short
line (the five-syllable line). The now famous poets of the Yuanhe gen-
eration preferred “old style” verse and rejected this polished craft. Even
though these poets—Han Yu, Meng Jiao, Li He, Bai Juyi, Yuan Zhen,
among others—dominated the Yuanhe era, the old conservative craft
of regulated verse continued both in popular and elite circles.
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The surviving poetry anthologies tell a story very different from
standard literary historical accounts. Let us begin with the representa-
tive anthology of the Dali era. When Gao Zhongwu 1P R compiled
his poetry anthology entitled The Superior Talents of the Restoration, Zhong-
sing siangi ji ¥ MR %, in 785 or shortly thereafter, he restricted
himself to recent regulated poems composed between 7567and 779.
Probably between the ninth and twelfth year of the Yuanhe Reign (814—
817) Linghu Chu A% compiled his Poems for Imperial Perusal, Yulan
shi B 3% 7 The poems that Linghu Chu was offering for Xianzong’s
reading pleasure were primarily by the same poets anthologized by Gao
Zhongwu thirty years eatlier.8 Like Gao Zhongwu’s anthology, Poems for
Imperial Perusal primarily consists of quatrains and regulated verse in the
short line. Absent ate all the contemporaty poets whom we now recog-
nize as major figures of the Yuanhe. Given that those famous Yuanhe
poets often set themselves against the contemporary literary establish-
ment, Linghu Chu, representing that very literary establishment, ig-
nored them in turn. Linghu Chu lived on, tising to political eminence
and eventually becoming a close friend of Liu Yuxi and Bai Juyi as well
as Li Shangyin’s first patron. As a patron of poets, he became a consid-
erable force in poetry of the second quarter of the ninth century.

The continuity of conservative taste becomes even clearer when we
look at the poetry anthology Supreme Mystery, Jixuan ji #®% &, compiled
by Yao He #k4- around 837, about two decades after Poems for Imperial
Perusal. Yao He emerged as one of the leading poets in the decades fol-
lowing the Yuanhe and was recognized as a master of regulated verse in
the short line. In his anthology we again see a focus on regulated verse
in the short line and the predominance of the same poets from the Dali
era, along with some Yuanhe poets in that conservative tradition. Pe_r—
haps the most significant change in Yao He’s anthology was to bf:gm
with the “High Tang” poet Wang Wei, giving the conservative writers
of regulated verse a High Tang ancestor.

From one perspective, rather than “Mid-Tang” and “Late Tang,” we
have here three generations: the Dali generation, the Yuanhe generation,

7. Fu (1996) 363. _ .
8. There are some surprises (e.g., ten poems from the Daoist eccensaic Gu Kuang
FBiR), but the only inclusion of a now well-known Mid-Tang poet is one quatrain by

Zhang Ji 7k 5.
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and the generation of the second quarter of the ninth century. From an-
other perspective, there was one continuous “poetry,” with the “Yuanhe
style” as a fascinating and often disapproved aberration produced by a
narrow community of writers. This latter perspective seems closest to the
way the regulated-verse masters of the second quarter of the ninth cen-
tury conceived the poetic past. For them the preceding century was nota
“history” of poetry. They identified only one period style, the “Yuanhe
style”; aside from that there was an enduring classical style.

The conservative craftsmen of regulated verse represent only one
view among many. In the Late Tang our very notion of the history of
poetry begins to change. Poets had always drawn on past poetry, but in
the Late Tang the poetic past was beginning to assume the form it
would possess in China for the next millennium: it was becoming a
repertoire of available choices—styles, genres, and the voices of past
poets. As we will see, Li Shangyin, the most famous poet of the Late
Tang, could assume many roles and many voices. On different occa-
sions he writes like Du Fu, Han Yu, and Li He. One of his many
voices—entirely his own creation—came to define him for later readers;
but no one reading his collected poems can limit him to that voice. His
antitheses are Meng Jiao and Li He, the poet he greatly admired. Meng
Jiao’s and Li He’s poems are so indelibly stamped by their singular
poetic personalities that despite many variations it would be hard not
to immediately identify any poem of theirs. No Late Tang poet is so
distinctive—except for Li Shangyin—and that distinctive voice repre-
sents only one segment of his work. Other poets chose one poetic style
widely practiced by others or tried their hand at many different styles.
Although there are real historical differences later on, such a repertoire,
as it crystallized in the Late Tang, would endure.

As has been my practice in earlier books, I have used the numbers as-
signed to poems in the Qwuan Tang shi in Hiraoka Takeo -F i X X,
Ichihara Kékichi 1 /& ¥ &, and Imai Kiyoshi’s &~# & Todai no shiben
R B . This is simply a way to locate poems in Quan Tang shi and
to see their easily identifiable sources. Where available, I have also in-
cluded a soutce in a modern critical of annotated edition. In general, I
have followed the latter, noting where I make a particular textual deci-
sion at variance with that of a critical edition.

In the matter of dating and biography, I have generally been conserva-
tive, avoiding some of the less secure precisions in Chinese scholarship
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concerning various poets. In these matters I have relied on Fu .(1987—7——
plus the important corrections in supplementary volume s, published in
1990) and Fu (1998), as well as studies of individual poets.

Over the years I have struggled to find a graceful way to fefer to
Chinese line length in English. T used to prefer “pentasyllabic” and
“heptasyllabic,” then changed to the more straightforward “five-syllable
line” and “seven-syllable line.” The poets of this petiod commonly re-
fer to these as the “short line,” duanju 42 &), and “long line,” changju
£ 4); and I have adopted that usage here.

The attentive reader will note some overlap in texts and issues ad-
dressed in my book The End of the Chinese “Middle Ages”: Essays in Mid-
Tang Literary Culture (1998). This is unavoidable since the present book
grew out of that one, as the Late Tang emerged from rl.le M1d—T.ang‘
The present book, however, takes those texts and issues in new direc-
tions and places them in new contexts. The eatlier book consists of a
set of essays on interrelated issues, whereas the présent boF)k, like its
predecessors on the Early Tang and High Tang, is a literary history.
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Setting the Stage

Emperors

During the night of January 9, 827, the eighteen-year-old Tang emperor
returned from a nocturnal hunt and was holding his usual late revels
with his favorite guards and eunuchs. He went to relieve himself. When
he returned, the lamps were suddenly extinguished—as was the em-
peror himself shortly thereafter. The plotters, led by the eunuch Liu
Keming, planned to put the emperor’s uncle Li Wu on the throne. An-
other eunuch, palace secretary Wang Shoucheng, led a swift counter-
coup, executing Liu Keming and fortuitously eliminating Li Wu in the
process. In Li Wu’s stead, the late emperor’s brother Li Han Z i was
placed on the throne on January 13, having immediately changed his
name to the more august Li Ang # 5.

Li Ang thus became the fourth emperor on the Tang throne in seven
years. Early in 820 the activist Xianzong, the Yuanhe emperor (t. 806—
820), had died suddenly of unknown causes at the age of forty-three:
although poison was suspected, elixits to promote longevity were
probably the more likely cause. Xianzong had inherited a well-stocked
treasury and a troubled polity from his cautious grandfather Dezong. In
the wake of the An Lushan Rebellion of the mid-eighth century, re-
gional militarization had forced the court to concede virtual autonomy
to many areas, especially in the northeast. Certain armies were highly
unteliable and would petiodically rise up against theit court-appointed
officers. Many prefectures in the northwest with predominantly Chi-
nese populations had fallen under Tibetan rule. Xianzong’s fifteen-year
reign saw a major reassertion of dynastic power. Although the loss of
dynastic authority continued in the northeast and northwest, the
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regional armies were under somewhat firmer central control and the
core tax-producing provinces were even more secure.

On his death Xianzong was succeeded by his twenty-six-year-old son,
the Changqing emperor, best remembered for his love of acrobatic
troupes and dressing his favorite court ladies in filmy silk inscribed with
lewd verses. Perhaps like his father; the Changqing emperor inadver-
tently poisoned himself with Daoist elixirs a few years after taking the
throne. On his death in 824 he received the temple name Muzong. Sex-
ual activity began early for Tang princes, so that eldest sons were some-
times the fruit of the emperor’s early teens. Muzong, dying in his late
twenties, was succeeded by his sixteen-year-old son, the Baoli emperor,
whose wild youth came to the unfortunate end described above. On his
death he received the temple-name Jingzong. Li Ang, who was the same
age as his foolish brother, was to rule much longer, but he, too, died at
the eatly age of thirty-three, receiving the temple name Wenzong. Ac-
cording to custom, in 827 (the year following the death of his brother)
Wenzong proclaimed a new reign title, the Taihe X f#, “Great Peace.”

In dealing with unruly generals and sometimes equally unruly armies,
Tang emperors and their advisers had to weigh expense against the po-
litical and symbolic (and occasionally economic) importance of maintain-
ing central government control. As was previously mentioned, Xian-
zong’s activism had been founded, in part, on the treasury built up by
Dezong. A string of military revolts during Muzong’s and Jingzong’s
reigns were largely tolerated, whether through fiscal prudence, fear of
military humiliation, or sheer pusillanimity. Wenzong tended to favor a
mote active response, with the burden ultimately borne by the rich lower
Yangzi prefectures, which were already slowly heading toward the eco-
nomic collapse thatwould eventually spell the end of the dynasty.

Wenzong’s best-known physical trait was a large, curly beard. He
was ostentatiously frugal and studious, determined to be a good em-
peror.! Had he acquired the throne in more stable times, he probably
would have been an excellent emperor whose reign would have been

1. Zha Pingqiu makes the interesting point that Wenzong, Wuzong, and Xuanzong
had never been crown princes and therefore had never received the stylized education
of the crown prince’s establishment and had probably received broader exposure to the
intellectual currents of the day. Zha Pingqiu & B 3K, Tangswe yu Tangshi: Zhong Wan
Tang shifeng de yizhong wenbua kaocha JE% S B3 T BFAMN —RXLEEK (Bei-
jing: Shangwu yinshuguan, 2000), 242—43.
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remembered by Confucian historians with great admiration. As was of-
ten said of talented young men who failed in political life, Wenzong
“did not meet the right time,” bu yu shi 1B ¥, The times probably re-
quired an emperor who was ruthless and canny rather than one who
tried to live up to classical ideals of moral governance. In the last years
of his reign he became profoundly troubled about his future-reputation.
In a famous incident that occurred on November 16, 839 (only a few
months before his death), Wenzong asked to see what had been written
about him in the Court Diary. He was refused permission by the Diarist,
who insisted that the credibility of the Diary was guaranteed by the
principle that the emperor would not have access to it. Wenzong’s great
ancestor Taizong had gone to great lengths to appear to yield when his
councilors rebuked him on the basis of Confucian principles. What was
for Taizong political theater was for Wenzong incapacity. Wenzong’s
suspicions were correct: history was not kind to himn, both in terms of
his fortunes during his lifetime and his reputation following his death.
At best he was accorded a certain pathos.

The grim fate of his brother must have always been on Wenzong’s
mind; he was surrounded by powerful eunuch factions of the inner
court that controlled not only his physical person but also the palace
army, the Shence Army, which was the military force in the capital and
surrounding areas. In the outer court he faced feuding factions of offi-
cials who were constantly speaking ill of their enemies. The main fac-
tions were centered around two men, Niu Sengru 4 1§3% (779-847)
and Li Deyu Z 1&45 (787-850), whose enmity could be traced back to
the examinations of 821, when Li Deyu, along with Yuan Zhen and Li
Shen, complained that the examinations had been unfair and demanded
a retest under the poet Bai Juyi and the famous f# writer Wang Qi IA.

Outside the court were the emperot’s restive armies, whose leaders
had defied the court on a number of occasions during earlier reigns. If
sufficiently angered by a court-appointed commander, some armies had
been known to eat the offending official. This sometimes made the ap-
pointment of a replacement difficult. In one case, when an army ate the
new commander’s aide, who had been sent ahead, the incumbent, Li
Ting, decided that he was too sick to take up the appointment? On the
frontiers there were always troubles. The Tibetans, major adversaries in

2. Zighi tongjian 7879.
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the eighth century, were fortunately preoccupied with their own inter-
nal difficulties. Early in 830, however, the Nanzhao kingdom to the
southwest invaded Sichuan and plundered the provincial capital,
Chengdu. These were not easy times to be emperor, though they were
not all that different from the preceding reigns and far better than the
situation the dynasty faced in the second half of the century.

Breaking the power of the eunuchs was Wenzong’s chief concern in
the first part of his reign. There were some eatlier abortive plans, but
the most significant event—indeed, the defining one of his reign—was
the Sweet Dew Incident H & % £ of late 835. Largely masterminded
by the courtier-physician Zheng Zhu ¥RiE and the former Academi-
cian Li Xun &3, a plot had been laid to kill all the eunuchs. Armed
men had gathered, hidden in a section of the palace where it was re-
ported auspicious “sweet dew” had appeared. When the emperor sent
his eunuchs to witness the happy omen, a breeze is said to have blown
aside the curtain, revealing the armed men. Seizing the emperor, the
eunuchs retreated into the inner palace and batred the doots. They then
unleashed the Shence Army. A bloodbath ensued in the capital, in which
many distinguished officials and their families were killed. Under tor-
ture, one of the plotters “confessed” that if the coup had been success-
tul, Wenzong was to have been deposed and Zheng Zhu placed on the
throne. Wenzong at least pretended to believe this—he had little
choice—and sanctioned the purge of the plotters. Zheng Zhu, a doctor
by background, had been particularly despised in official circles; and
while there was great sympathy for individuals who had been killed
among the plotters, the “public opinion” of officialdom seems to have
truly condemned the actions of Zheng Zhu.

In the aftermath a new reign name, the Kaicheng B sk, was declared.
Kai is used in the sense of “beginning,” while cheng means “completion.”
Cheng, however, is a problematic term since in some contexts “comple-
tion” also implies “ending.”” Although it is not at all the meaning in-
tended by the court ritualists who devised it, it is not entirely perverse to
interpret the new reign title in retrospect as the “Beginning of the End.”

It is stated in many soutces that after the Sweet Dew Incident Wen-
zong became increasingly despondent, paying less attention to govern-
ing and the pleasures of being emperor. He did seem to have developed
a growing interest in poetry, one resisted at every turn by his court offi-
cials. In many ways Wenzong was as much their prisoner as he was the
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prisoner of the eunuchs. He died early in 840 and was replaced by his
far more incompetent younger brother, Li Yan Z %, whom history
would remember as Wuzong, the Huichang emperor. Wuzong tempo-
rarily settled the factional struggles by making Li Deyu his minister and
keeping him in the post. Wuzong’s brief reign is memorable primarily
for his obsession with Daoism and, under the influence of his Daoist
advisers, for issuing a series of edicts against Buddhism, culminating in
the edict of 845, which ordered the closing of most of the temples
throughout China and the forced laicization of the clergy. By the spring
of 846 Wuzong was dead from an overdose of Daoist elixir, no doubt
to the unexpressed relief of many officials.

Wuzong was replaced by a more mature emperor, a thirty-seven-
year-old son of Xianzong, now known by his temple name of Xuan-
zong - (not to be confused with the more famous Xuanzong % =
of the High Tang). Xuanzong, the Dazhong emperor (846—859), was a
bitter, dour man who had done his best to stay out of coutt politics
during the preceding reigns, when so many members of the imperial
family lost their lives. With Xuanzong’s ascension to the throne, Li
Deyu was sent off to Hainan Island, where he eventually died. His
death was followed by that of Niu Sengru in 847, thus bringing to a
close the most famous age of court factionalism. The new chief minis-
ter was Linghu Tao, who was the son of Linghu Chu, the grand old
statesman and patron of poets. Increasingly, however, the politics of
Chang’an was becoming irrelevant. Although Xuanzong kept tight con-
trol over his court and ruled as best be could, a number of revolts dut-
ing the last years of his reign clearly show that the polity was beginning
to disintegrate. We must, to some degtee, discount descriptions of the
excesses of his successors Yizong %% and Xizong 1& F (who took
the throne at twelve) as “bad late emperors.” Nevertheless, anecdotal
sources contribute to the impression of a court that had lost all hope of
managing the polity and was out of touch with political reality. The
Tang was always a theatrical dynasty whose power was, in part, main-
tained by a canny use of political spectacle. This impulse grew more
pronounced in Yizong’s reign, though the spectacle had become hollow
and consumed too much of the dynasty’s diminished resources. The
history of the Tang in the second half of the ninth century increasingly
became that of a court that held power over ever-shrinking territory.
After Huang Chao’s devastating rebellion and occupation of Chang’an
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in 880, it literally became metely a court, sometimes residing in the
ruined capital and sometimes fleeing from place to place.

Wengong and Poetry

In the ninth century poetry was more widely practiced than ever before,
and its significance within the culture was changing. Scholars tend to
generalize about Tang attitudes toward poetry—or perhaps Late Tang at-
titudes toward poetry. Inany given period there were, in fact, diverse atti-
tudes toward poetry varying by both groups and individuals. In the ninth
century the wide range of sources permits us to glimpse something of
this variety and the relations among positions. We have a singularly
prominent lover of poetry in the person of Wenzong; we have a num-
ber of prominent court officials who, for various reasons, disapproved
of poets and poetry as a qualification procedute in the jinshi examina-
tion; and we have some poets who wete beginning to think of poetry as
a vocation in its own right rather than as a social skill and an adjunct of
a life whose ultimate purpose was serving the state. There is cleatly a
connection between the disapproval of poets on the part of high court
officials and the sense of poetry as a vocation separate from public set-
vice. What we cannot know is which was the cause and which the effect.
More likely, the two phenomena evolved in tandem.

Although contempt for poets was not unknown in earlier periods,
and although many well-placed officials were still known for their
poetry in our period, the general distrust of poets and poetry seems to
have increased in the second quarter of the ninth century. Li Deyu had
managed to get poetry and poetic expositions (f#) removed from the
833 examination for jinshi, though it was reinstated the following year.3
Li Deyu, who had come to office through yiz privilege, offered what
was essentially a rationalization of the yin privilege—one that was not
entirely unpersuasive.* Young men who grew up in the households of
high officials had more understanding of the real demands of public

3. The jinshi was an examination on literary composition and policy that qualified
_men for the Selection (Xuan), by which they might be awarded civil office in the central
bureaucracy. :

4. The yin privilege, granted to officials of the third rank and higher, allowed them
to designate male relatives—usually sons—for selection to office without taking the ex-
amination.
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office than someone who could compose a rhetorically well crafted
poem and a poetic exposition on a set theme. Indeed, examination
verse was not what we would now consider true “poetry.” Nevertheless,
in the popular imagination poetic talent in the usual sense seemed to
imply the capacity to write examination verse. Many talented poets dis-
covered the fallacy of this assumption empirically.

To admire poetry, moreover, might be looked upon as a dangerous
diversion from serious pursuits. In May 836, the year after the Sweet
Dew Incident, Wenzong was strolling about with his grand councilor
Zheng Tan #8Z  with whom he wished to discuss questions of poetic
skill. As so often happened, Wenzong’s unguarded expression of inter-
est earned him the following sermon:

As for skill in poetry, nothing can compare to the three hundred poems of the
Classic of Poerry. All were written by people of the domains to praise or criticize
the government of the times; rulers selected them only in order to observe the
state of customs. One does not hear of the rulers themselves writing poems.
The poems of later literary men are mere flower without the fruit, and do not
help governing. The Last Emperor of Chen and Sui Yangdi were both skilled
in poetry, and they inevitably destroyed their own dynasties. What is there for

Your Majesty to derive from such things!?®

The Zighi tongjian goes on to say that the emperor had great respect for
Zheng Tan as a scholar of the classics. Like Li Deyu, Zheng Tan had
come to office through yix privilege and was reputed to have had no
skill in literary composition; he was just another of several powerful
figures in the 830s who opposed the use of poetry and poetic exposi-
tions in the jinshi examination as a useless criterion for judgment. The
emperor was not entirely dissuaded from revealing his poetic interests.
On another occasion it is said that he showed one of his poems to
Zheng Tan, who told him to focus instead on the long-range interests
of the dynasty. Fortunately for the imperial ego, there were other
courtiers willing to express their admiration with an approving sigh.

In 838 Wenzong took it in mind to establish seventy-two Academi-
cians of Poetry in the Hanlin Academy and asked for recommendations.
Suggestions were offered up. However, when Yang Sifu (who had once
sighed in approval at Wenzong’s poetry) suggested that Liu Yuxi was
the best poet of his day, Wenzong signified his imperial disapproval

5. Zighi tongian 7925.
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through silence. The emperor’s proposal soon led to another sermon,
this time in 2 memorial from Li Jue Z ¥%:

To establish Academicians of Poetry would look rather bad at the present
moment. Poets, moreover, are generally poor and unreliable men, ignorant of
the nature of office-holding. Our current Hanlin Academicians are all men well
versed in letters; it is quite proper that Your Majesty peruses past and present
writers and finds amusement therein. If you have questions, it is quite proper
that you consult with your regular Academicians. Some time ago Your Majesty
commanded Wang Qi and Xu Kangzuo to serve as attendant lecturers, and all
the world felt that Your Majesty loved antiquity and honoted scholars, that you
were devoted to and encouraged simplicity and depth. I understand that Xian-
zong [the Yuanhe Emperor] wrote poetry, and that his style matched that of the
ancients. But back then, certain frivolous fellows displayed their rhetorical gifts
and decorated lines, and with a grandiose, tortuous, and obscure style they sati-
rized current events. Thereafter their reputations were bruited about, and they
called it the “Yuanhe Style.” It was certainly not the case that imperial prefer-
ences then were for things like this. If Your Majesty now goes on to establish
Academicians of Poetry, I worry very much that frivolous and inferior men
will try to outdo one another in verses of ridicule, giving their attention to
clouds, mountains, plants, and trees. And might this not get called the
“Kaicheng style”? Such a blemish on the imperial civilizing mission would in-
. deed be no small matter.

The assumptions behind this diatribe show that something impoz-
tant had happened in the understanding of poetry. When Li Jue spoke
of “poets,” he did not simply mean those who wrote poetty but rather
someone who was somehow defined by that activity. He would see
such a person in, say, the post of Drafter [of edicts] as “a poet serving
as a Drafter” rather than a “Drafter who writes poetry.” “Being a poet”
was the primary definition of such a person, and any office that person
might hold was secondary. In effect, poetry had become a separate
sphere, a vocation in its own right, and thus potentially distinct from
office-holding, which was seen as a different vocation and capacity. Li
Jue’s assumption is close to the premise for Li Deyu’s argument against
the use of poetry in the jinshi examination.

6. Tang ynlin 149. The current reign was the Kaicheng Reign. If we read Bai Juyi’s
“Fecling Bad About Spring: Presented to Administrator Li [Jue]” t5 &8 £ 7 (24180)
of the preceding year (837), we can get some sense of how Li Jue developed his opin-
ions about poets.
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There is an original note that accompanies this section on the em-
peror’s wish for Academicians of Poetry in the Tang yulin (and probably
in the unknown source Wang Dang E 3%, the author of Tang yuin,
used). After stating that when the emperor wanted to establish Acade-
micians of Poetty, some of the existing Academicians suggested names,
the note adds: “At that time the poet Li Kuo % B was very-famous.”
The anecdote about the emperor’s silence at Yang Sifu’s recommenda-
tion of Liu Yuxi immediately follows the note and strongly suggests
that Li Kuo was among those names suggested that met with approval.

Posterity has given us a great many poets of greater or lesser fame
active in 838—and Li Kuo is someone of decidedly lesser fame. Nine-
teen of his poems have been preserved’” Two points are worth men-
tioning, First, Li Kuo was closely associated with the poets Jia Dao and
Yao He, who were indeed very famous at the time and were master
stylists of regulated verse in the short line® Second, Li Kuo was the son
of the minister Li Cheng.

When we consider Li Kuo’s family background together with Li
Jue’s objections, we encounter one of the issues surrounding poetry in
the 830s. Liu Yuxi, whose name was met with silence, came from a
family of lower-to-middle officialdom.® Poetic fame, combined with the
use of poetty in the examination, was a means of social mobility (re-
stricted, of coutse, to local elites); and there were many high court offi-
cials who strongly disapproved of scholars from “poor families” (har-
men 3 P9, not necessarily poor at all) rising in the bureaucracy and
entering the inner circle surrounding the emperor. Military commis-
sioners (jiedushi) and surveillance commissioners (guanchashi) had at
their disposal an array of posts that could be awarded based on their
personal choice—quite unlike the complex processes involved in the
assignment of central government offices. Many of these commission-
ers had a fondness for talented young literary men. It proved an attrac-
tive route for young men to gather the necessary connections and rec-
ommendations before taking the examination as well as after passing

7. Eighteen in Quan Tang shi and one in Quan Tang shi buy.

8. Fu (1987), vol. 3, 132. Few of Li Kuo’s extant poems show this affiliation, but that
is probably a function of how few survive and their particular sources.

9. In Tang yulin (150) Zhou Xunchu mentions a speculative comment by Hu Yinglin
in the Shisou that this was because Liu Yuxi had been 2 member of the Wang Shuwen
faction in 805. We will suggest some other reasons.
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the examination. Unlike scholarship based on the classics or achieve-
ment in the military or civil government, poetry was patticularly prob-
lematic because poetic “fame” derived from some invisible barometer
of “public opinion.”!® Moreover, if prestige was a significant cutrency
of power in the Tang, praise and the company of well-known poets
could increase the recipient’s prestige.!! We might observe here that Li
Jue’s anxiety that poets might criticize current policy was certainly more
a memory of the Yuanhe Reign than a judgment of the current poetic
practice of the 830s. More troubling was the thought of an uncontrolled
pool of young men gaining ming %, “name” or “fame,” beyond the reach
of bureaucratic oversight that allotted degrees of mng through the usual
channels. Hanlin Academicians of Poetry would have been the worst-
case scenario; such men would have been appointed outside bureau-
cratic channels and would have had direct access to this poetry-loving
emperor, earning his protection and favor.12

Something of Wenzong’s passion for poetry can be discerned in an
anecdote from the last year of his life. Eatly in 839 the seventy-five-
year-old Pei Du 3 /&, one of the grand statesmen of the preceding
third of the century, was called back to the capital and given the largely
ceremonial post of Director of the Secretatiat. The old man’s health
was clearly failing. On April 21 of that same year Wenzong held a party
for his court officials at Winding River Park #iL, in the southeastern
corner of Chang’an. Poems were composed, as they always were on
such occasions. Because of illness, Pei Du was unable to attend, so the
emperor sent one of his eunuch attendants with a quatrain and a note
to Pel.

ERFTE My thoughts are fixed, awaiting our elder
statesman,
HBERTE I regret I did not get to know you earlier.

10. “Public opinion” is here restricted to officialdom; many were troubled by the
more general popularity of Bai Juyi, which was believed to extend into the masses of
the population.

‘1. An apt example here is the anecdote in Tangshi jishi about Zhang Hu and Wang
Zhixing % #. See p. 238.

12. Moreover, a Hanlin appointment was an imperial prerogative, circumventing the
usual channels of advancement in the bureaucracy.
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REELR The pillar-stone of my family decays,
FhEpiE in care, I imitate praying for Confucius’s
recovery.!3

And His Majesty added a note which read:

We have wanted to see an exchange poem with you in Our own poetry col-
lection, so We have ordered that you be shown this. Right now you have
not recovered from your illness and, of course, you don’t have the strength
to do so. But in some future day, present something to Us. It is the com-
mon belief that springtime is the hardest season for protecting one’s health.
Try your best to take care of yourself, and you will very quickly be back to
normal. Our thoughts are very much with you, but We won’t go on any
longer. If you need anything in the way of medicine, don’t be afraid to send
Us a request.

By the time the emperor’s note had reached Pei Du’s home, Pei had already
passed away.”!*

Wenzong was never able to add Pei Du’s answering poem to his poetry
collection.

We might consider the emperor’s note to the dying Pei Du. The in-
terest in Pei Du’s health and the offer of medicine ate touching and
were no doubt sincere, but the note linked imperial kindness to another
motive, namely, the hope that Pei Du would get better so that he could
add an exchange poem from Pei Du to “Our own poetry collection,”
Shen shiji BRFF % (using the imperial pronoun). As we will see, the em-
peror here shares a new tendency to think not simply of his poems but
of his collected works; exchange poems, in particular, were prized as a
record of one’s connections—evidently even for the emperor.

The System

Although we have spoken of poetry emerging as a “separate sphere”
of activity, the moods and movements of poets were situated pri-
marily within the context of the Tang bureaucracy in its ninth-century
version. Ruling such a large empire, even ineffectively, required a large

13. Analects, 7, 34: “The Master was gravely ill. Zilu asked permission to pray for him
T %%, T35 4%, The Master said, Is this done?” Zilu answered, ‘It is. A eulogy
speaks of “Praying for you to the gods of earth and air.”” Confucius said, ‘I have been
prayinglong.’”

14. Jiu Tang shu 4433.
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bureaucracy, though probably not a bureaucracy nearly as large as that
of the Tang. Perhaps the best way to think of the Tang bureaucracy was
as a way to occupy surplus males of the elite through a complex struc-
ture consisting of goals, rewards, and punishments. Part of the bureau-
cracy was staffed by those who had passed the regional and national
examinations, the latter being the examination for simsh i 4, “pre-
sented scholars.” Although the examination was theoretically based on
merit, being allowed to take it and passing it depended on the support
of powerful patrons; the position one received after the examination
depended even more on family and patronage. Far more young men
took the examination than passed, and many took the examination a
number of times. Just enough young men passed to keep the system
alive to maintain hope.

Every post in the bureaucracy had a grade ranging from nine (lowest)
to one (highest), with each grade having two steps. The prestige of a
post was based on two factors: its grade and its proximity to the capital
and, within the capital, its proximity to the emperor. A lower-grade
post involving close contact with the emperor might be more desirable
than a higher-grade post in the far-flung provinces. Officials were
moved frequently, particularly higher officials, and they were often pre-
occupied with the changing gradations of prestige and power.

One of the most common humble posts was that of “district de-
fender” (wei &), essentially a county sheriff. The county magistrate was
a bit better. We often see mid-level officials (and demoted officials) as
governors of prefectures (3hou JM), of which there were a great many,
each containing a number of counties. On a higher level were the cit-
cuits (dao i&), each of which had a military commissioner (jiedushi
B L {#) with an army, and his civilian counterpart, the surveillance
commissioner (guanchashi #%{%). In Tang history one most often
hears of those military commissioners who were virtually autonomous,
defying court commands or kept tenuously loyal by means of deft po-
litical skills. In many cases it was not the military commissioner himself
who was autonomous but rather his army, which proposed and de-
posed commanders at will. The loyal regions of the empire, however,
also had circuits and commissioners, both military and civil, and these
are more important for our purposes here. High-ranking capital-based
officials who had fallen from favor were often given such posts; for
those rising through the ranks, appointment as a commissioner would
bring a mid-level official into the upper ranks.

Setting the Stage 31

One feature of the system of military and surveillance commission-
ers was of particular importance for the social background of literature
in the Mid- and Late Tang. While prefectural and county appointments
were theoretically under central government control, military and sur-
veillance commissioners could appoint their own staffs. As a result, the
commissioners often kept a large entourage of promising ‘yeung men
who either had not yet passed the examination or who had not yet re-
ceived posts. This was a patronage investment. Even more striking, we
often see young men who, after passing the examination, gave up good,
junior capital posts to go off to the provinces with a commissioner. The
reasons for doing so are not always clear, but we can be sure that such
posts must somehow have seemed more promising for their careers.!®
It is hard not to associate this phenomenon with growing regional
power that eventually led to regional states at the end of the century.
Resources seem to have been increasingly retained or commandeered
by regions rather than being sent to the capital; the poet-retainers of re-
gional commissioners rarely complained of their poverty.

The government system also had a large number of sinecures that en-
tailed no duties. The best place for sinecures was Luoyang, the Eastern
Capital; we will see a number of eminent figures holding posts in the es-
tablishment of the Heir Apparent, “Luoyang Assignment.” These were
wonderfully untroubled posts occupied by the empire’s eldetly poets.

There were, of course, also the posts in the central government in
Chang’an itself, of which there were a great many. At the top was the
ceremonial post of Chief Minister or Councilor-in-Chief, chengsiang
A& 48, who was nominally in charge of both the Secretariat and the
Chancellery. Hardly any of our poets attained that level.

The Literary Scene

Younger men rose to prominence and older men died, but the world of
letters in 827, the first year of the Taihe Reign, looked much the same
for the next two decades. Perhaps the best way to sort out the many

15. In some cases the nominal capital posts given to those serving with commission-
ers were a step above the capital post currently occupied, so that the decision might be
viewed as a promotion. However, we sometimes see those who served with the military
commissioners comning back to capital posts equal to or lower than those they left.
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names and overlapping relationships is to provide a general overview of
the successive generations.

As we remarked above, the Yuanhe Reign had been a period of
great diversity and poetic invention.!6 The sharp criticism of that era—
particularly of Bai Juyi—which we begin to find in the 830s had not yet
begun, but poetic taste was changing—or perhaps returning to a con-
servative, regulated verse norm that had continued beneath the surface
of Yuanhe invention. Meng Jiao, Li He, and Han Yu were dead, but
many other less distinctive Yuanhe poets lived on. Wang Jian E 3£
(766°—ca. 830) and Zhang Ji 5k % (766°—ca. 830)—famous for their ear-
lier yuefu (and Wang Jian for his “Palace Lyrics” & %, perhaps com-
posed around 820)—lived on into the beginning of the Taihe Reign.
Zhang Ji, in particular, welcomed contact with younger poets in the
820s; while he is best known for his y#efir of social commentary, which
were probably composed in the Yuanhe Reign, he was known in our
petiod as a poet of regulated verse.

Three men—Bai Juyi & & % (772-846), Liu Yuxi | &4 (772—
842), and Li Shen Z 4¥ (772—846)—who were all aged fifty-seven at the
start of the Taihe Reign, lived on for many years, forming their own
circle and exchanging poems with the leading political figures of the

16. No small part of the literary scene of 827 was its background, the poetry of the
Yuanhe generation. From our current perspective the poetry of the Yuanhe period it-
self admits no single characterization: it encompassed the simple, rambling poetry of
Bai Juyi, the stridency of Meng Jiao, the fantastic imagination of Li He, and the archa-
ism of Han Yu, to name just a few of its poetic trends. If there is a unity in this diver-
sity, it was in poetic experiment that went beyond earlier poetic norms, whether favor-
ing simplicity or difficulty, the quotidian or the visionary. As we noted in the
introduction, a more restrained, conservative type of poetry was also being written. Al-
though much poetry of this period was"distinctive, we would not be justified in identi-
fying any particular poetic trend as the “Yuanhe Style” were it not for the fact that Chi-
nese writers from the Yuanhe on referred to the “Yuanhe Style” sTf24%. We have
already seen Li Jue make reference to this in his memotial to Wenzong, where it is seen
as an unfortunate yet current term referring to a small group of poets who hijacked the
reign title and did not represent the true cultural spirit of Xianzong, the Yuanhe em-
peror. Here and in general the term “Yuanhe Style” refers to certain works of Bai Juyi,
Yuan Zhen, and the poets of their circle. It can also refer to the very different poetry of
Meng Jiao and others. It is best to understand the term as one of shifting valence, while
always acknowledging the powerful presence of the Yuanhe poets in the Late Tang
imagination.
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day.!7 Bai Juyt’s ballads of social criticism and long sentimental narra-
tives belonged to the preceding era, but he continued to write prolifi-
cally in the last two decades of his life. His voluminous poetic ex-
changes with Liu Yuxi brought the two poets close together in style.
We know that Li Shen, who was yet to become an important political
figure, had been active poetically in the Yuanhe; but most of his extant
poems are contained in a collection completed in 837 or 838. Another
somewhat younger figure, Yuan Zhen 5L#% (779-831), also belonged to
this group and was a very prominent politician. We might also mention
the sixty-eight-year-old Wang Qi EAZ (760-847). Although we know
that he participated in poetic exchanges with members of the circle,
relatively few of his poems survive. He was, however, the most promi-
nent writer of “regulated poetic expositions” (/ifu b #2,), most of which
are undatable but were probably composed in an earlier era.

Two somewhat younger poets, Jia Dao E & (779-843) and Yao He
#k4- (ca. 779—ca. 849), probably both the same age as Yuan Zhen, had
come to exercise a strong influence in the world of poetry. Even by 827
“popularity” and “fame” were becoming a function of different circles
and often of different locales. Nevertheless, in Chang’an Jia Dao and
Yao He were arguably the most popular poets of the day. Masters of
regulated verse in the five-syllable line, they cultivated the acquaintance
of many younger poets who made their appearance in Chang’an.
Though they remained friends, Yao He had passed the examination in
816 and was on a slow upward career path. Jia Dao, by contrast, never
passed the examination and became the very image of the “pure” poet.
Jia Dao had originally been a monk; another member of their circle was
his younger cousin, the monk Wuke & 7T.

The next group we might identify consists of poets in their thirties.
It should be noted that these men belong to roughly the same genera-
tion as Li He &8 (790-816), the brilliant and daring young poet of
the Yuanhe era. We do not know when Shen Yazhi 2 3 % was born,
but he first came to Chang’an in 810 and made friends with Li He.
More than any poet, he carried on one version of the Yuanhe style, al-
beit muted, into this new era. Zhang Hu 7k (ca. 792—ca. 854) had

17. Not knowing birthdays, it is impossible accurately to describe a person’s age in
contemporary Western terms. I will follow the Chinese practice: a person is “one year
old” (sui &) when born and becomes “two” the following New Year.
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addressed a poem to Han Yu between 809 and 811, and we may take
this as his debut on the poetic scene. Although he was often recom-
mended for office, he remained unsuccessful, wandering from place to
place and living off his poetic reputation. We find him as Du Mu’s ag-
ing poetic companion in 845, writing poems in a style very much like
Du Mu’s own. Xu Hun’s 3F# (ca. 788P—ca. 854?) earliest poems date
from the Yuanhe. He seems to have been in the capital in 827, or pet-
haps even eatlier, but he was not as visible as Zhang Hu. He passed the
Jinshi examination in 832. While Zhang Hu was one of the most famous
poets of his own day but was largely forgotten later on, Xu Hun had
only modest fame during his lifetime but was much admired by the end
of the century and in the Song.

Although there was some contact, neither Zhang Hu nor Xu Hun
were closely identified with the circle of poets around Jia Dao and Yao
He. In that circle Gu Feixiong B8 JE fi& (ca. 796—ca. 854), son of the ec-
centric Daoist poet Gu Kuang B2, was very prominent. Gu Feixiong
seems to have wandered from patron to patron, though he did finally
pass the jinshi examination in 845. Like his father, he spent much of his
life at Maoshan, the center of an important Daoist sect. Another figure
in the circle was Zhu Qingyu %k &#4 (ca. 796—ca. 837), who had re-
cently passed the jinshi examination in 826 when Wenzong first as-
sumed the throne. Like many poets in this circle, we know nothing of
his family background, which in Tang terms generally meant that he
came from provincial gentry without a history of posts in the capital.
When they passed the examination, such men usually received low-level
posts. We know that Zhu became an editor in the Imperial Library, a
post close to the bottom of the bureaucratic ladder (which, however,
was equal to the first posts held by Du Mu and Li Shangyin). Zhang
Xiaobiao & Z 42 passed the jinshi examination in 819 and figures
prominently in exchange poems of the group.

There were also many younger poets in their twenties and teens.
Whether due to their proximity to the age of printing, their popularity,
or a combination of both, we begin to find many more poetry collec-
tions surviving from writers active in this period. These collections
are admittedly often incomplete and contain many problematic attribu-
tions; but unlike most poetry collections by minor poets dating from
the first half of the eighth century, the works of these ninth-century
poets have survived independently and were not re-compiled from
anthology sources.
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Among the regulated-verse writers centered around Jia Dao and Yao
He, Yong Tao % [ was already active in the 820s; after several unsuc-
cessful attempts, he finally passed the jinshi examination in 834. Yong
Tao was one of the few poets of the period from Sichuan and was there
when the Nanzhao Kingdom invaded and pillaged Chengdu in early
830. Ma Dai B was also active in this citcle in the 820s,-though he
did not pass the inshi examination until the early 840s.

Young poets continued to appear in Chang’an and joined the circle.
Xiang Si A (ca. 802-847) appears in poetic exchanges in the early
830s, as does Liu Deren £]#§1=. We are not at all certain of the dates
of the monk Qingse 7# %, who, it is said, was persuaded to return to
the laity by Yao He when he was governor of Hangzhou (834-36). At
this point Qingse reverted to his secular name of Zhou He B H, by
which he is now most commonly known. All these poets specialized in
regulated verse composed in the five-syllable line. Among the last poets
to enter the circle was Yu Fu i &, who passed the jinshi examination
in 840 and died around 850. When he left the capital in 841, Yao He,
Wuke, and Gu Feixiong were there to see him off, as they had done
earlier for so many young poets. Another such poet was Li Pin Z 4,
who came to Chang’an in 839 hoping to study poetry with Yao He,
who—as teachers sometimes did with their disciples—married his
daughter to him. Li Pin carried the regulated-verse tradition into the
next generation, finally passing the jinshi examination in 854 and dying
in the mid-870s.

Although the citcle around Jia Dao and Yao He probably repre-
sented the most active group of younger poets at the time, not all poets
were associated with them. Li Yuan £ if was in the capital in the late
820s and early 830s (he passed the jinshi examination in 831), but he did
not participate in the poetic occasions of the group. Zhao Gu’s A #
(ca. 806-852) earliest poem can be dated to the late 820s, but at the be-
ginning of the 830s he found his patron in the military commissioner
Shen Chuanshi, whose headquarters were in Xuanzhou. Du Mu was
also there in Shen Chuanshi’s service and the two became friends. Zhao
thus belongs to the new generation of poets appearing in the 830s. An-
other talented young poet who earned Du Mu’s admiration in the late
830s was Li Qunyu Z#¥ £ (ca. 813-861).

The generation of these younger poets also included three individu-
als now considered to be the representative poets of the Late Tang: Du
Mu #£4% (803-853), Li Shangyin Z #[& (812-858), and Wen Tingyun



36 Setting the Stage

BB (ca. 801°-866).18 With the exception of Du Mu, however, none
of the three seemed like rising poetic stars in the second quarter of the
ninth century. Du Mu had large political and cultural ambitions; his im-
age as a poet was, to some degree, antithetical to those aspirations. Li
Shangyin, certainly the most gifted and eventually the most famous of
Late Tang poets, seems to have been known as a poet only in limited
circles during his lifetime (though he was cleatly better known as a
writer of parallel prose), but he gradually gained prominence in the last
part of the century. Wen Tingyun composed some justly celebrated
regulated poems, but his fame as a sA7 writer was later to become a by-
product of his later prominence as the first important writer of song
lyrics (¢ 7). In his_yuefu, however, he is the most prominent representa-
tive of the legacy of Li He.

There were, of course, other new faces that appeared in the 840s.
However, during the second quatter of the ninth century we can iden-
tify three rough groupings: the senior poets associated with Bai Juyi; the
poets who had close relations with Jia Dao and Yao He; and later poets
who had contact with Du Mu. Others, like Wen Tingyun and Li Shang-
yin, worked largely outside these circles.

Survivals

It would be a great error to believe we are in possession of “Late Tang
poetry.” Rather, we have pieces of it, each of which carries its own
unique history of interests and accidents. When Song Taizong instituted
his great book search in 984, it was for works from the 731 catalogue
done for Xuanzong; Taizong was evidently satisfied with his Late Tang
holdings.'® The uneven but intense scholatly interest in recovering Mid-
and Late Tang material that began around the turn of the eleventh cen-
tury produced extensive but no less uneven results that provide clues
concerning the ways in which relatively popular “recent” manuscripts
circulated.

What we would most desire, of course, would be to have a copy of a
poet’s works in his own hand. In one case we have essentially that: the

18. Wen’s dates are pure supposition; here I follow Fu Xuancong’s guess. I wﬂl re-
turn to this question in the chapter on Wen Tingyun.

19. See Glen Dudbridge, Los? Books of Medieval China (London: British Library, 2000),
2—4.
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Southern Song scholar Yue Ke % T made a facsimile of an incomplete
manuscript containing 171 poems of Xu Hun’s Black-silk Line Poems,
Wusilan shi % % A#5¥F, dated precisely to the third month of the fourth
year of the Dazhong Reign (850).20 Yue Ke preserved this not as a liter-
ary scholar would do for the works of a poet but as an example of Xu
Hun’s fine calligraphic hand. Because it is preserved for the calligraphy
rather than the text, we have greater confidence that this is an exact
reproduction of the manuscript.?! Collation of this text with the re-
ceived texts and variants is a good illustration of the fluidity of manu-
script culture.

The next best thing to the author’s own manuscript would be to
have Tang manuscripts, which is what we do have in the case of Bai
Juyi, preserved in Japan and in Dunhuang fragments. In this case we
are more confident that we have the poet’s “complete works” roughly
as he intended, with differences in some measure a function of the
poet’s own versions of his oeuvre. If some additional poems are not in-
cluded in the eatly versions of the collection, we can often assume that
they were omitted. In this case, however, we have already entered the
world of manuscript circulation, and we have a substantial number of
variants in the manuscripts and early printed versions—though fewer
than we find in most popular poets.

In most cases, however, what survives of a poet’s works is a conse-
quence of accidents of preservation, some of which we can clearly see
while others of which we can only guess at. Xu Ning 4% achieved
some fame as a result of having been chosen by Bai Juyi for jinshi can-
didacy over Zhang Hu. Contempt for Xu Ning’s poetry from that fa-
mous comparative misjudgment was compounded by Xu Ning’s poem
on the Cascade at Lu Mountain, immortalized as an exemplary bad
poem by Su Shi in the Song. However, if we wish to judge Xu Ning’s
works for ourselves, we find that his surviving poems consist almost
entirely of quatrains. The reason is not Xu Ning’s preference for the
quatrain form. The only edition of Xu Ning’s poems known in the
Song was in the possession of Hong Mai #3& (1123-1202). The latter

20. We also have a reprint of a smaller collection by Li Ying Z 2R, supposedly in his
own hand, collected in the Song and preserved in the Qing palace collection but now
evidently lost.

21. For further discussion of this point, see Luo 12.
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also compiled a massive anthology of Tang quatrains, Wanshou Tangren
Jugn %8 B4 4], into which he clearly copied virtually every Tang
quatrain he could find. We should therefore not be surprised to find
that the primary source for virtually all Xu Ning’s quatrains is Wanshon
Tangren jugin? If we consider the usual proportion of quatrains to po-
etry in other genres, this gives us some indication of the extent to
which Xu Ning’s poetry has been lost.

We have already encountered LiKuo as the poet whose name appar-
ently met with imperial approval in the proposal for Academicians of
Poetry. Considering his affiliations with the Jia Dao circle and the poems
written to him, we would expecthim to be writing graceful and polished
regulated verses in the short line. When we look at his small corpus of ex-
tant poems, however, we find seven “Ballads of Youth in Chang’an,” on
the wild behavior of rich young men; a song of a woman longing for her
husband, who is at the frontier; a lyric concerning a magic mirror; and a
ballad about a fierce man-at-arms. There are a few others, but these
poems represent the majority. We can be reasonably certain that topics
like these were not what Wenzong had in mind for his Academicians of
Poetry. Again, the explanation is the particular venue of preservation. It
turns out that the primary source for virtually all Li Kuo’s surviving
poems was the mid-tenth-century anthology Cazdiao ji % A%, which re-
flected a strong predilection for poems about women, watriots, wonders,
and extravagant young gallants.

These are particularly obvious examples of how the record is shaped
by accidents of preservation. When Du Mu compiled his collected
poems, he culled his verse radically. Many of his poems, particularly his
quatrains, were popular and were preserved, eventually being gathered
in supplements to his collection in the Song. Modern scholarship has
demonstrated that those supplements contain a large number of poems
attributed to others on better authority; they also contain poems attrib-
uted to others that were almost certainly by Du Mu. The majority of
the poems in the supplements are uncontested, but the fact that an at-
tribution is uncontested does not mean it is reliable. It is reasonable to

22. Another case is Shi Jianwu #& J§ &, of whose nearly two hundred poems only
twelve are not quatrains. We might add that Hong Mai would often extract a quatrain
from a regulated verse; since a fair number of Shi Jianwu’s quatrains in the long line
thyme ABCB, we cannot tell whether Shi preferred that less common rhyme form or if
Hong Mai took sections from longer poems.

i
i
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suspect that these uncontested poems in the supplements can also be
divided into poems written by others and attributed to Du Mu and
poems actually by Du Mu.

We have the case of Yin Yaofan A& 5£7%, fairly well known in the
second quarter of the ninth century and prominent in the circle around
Yao He and Jia Dao. A short collection of his poems existed in the
Song, and his works were republished in the Ming, supposedly based
on a rare Song edition. It turns out, however, that many of the poems
in the collection were written by Yuan and Ming poets; we can rely on
only eighteen pieces attested to in early anthologies. The Ming editor
clearly thought it was a shame that Yin Yaofan’s poems were lost and
decided to provide him with a collection.??

Although in his later years Bai Juyi seems to have preserved most if
not all of his poems, an author’s “collected poems” were rarely com-
plete. Furthermore, poems commonly circulated in abbreviated collec-
tions (xzaoji /v % , what we would call “anthologies” of a poet’s work).24
It is only in the eleventh century that we see a concerted scholarly ef-
fort to gather all a poet’s literary remains, and by that time the literary
remains of most poets were incomplete in varying degrees. Song edito-
rial notices often speak of manuscript collections with distinct but over-
lapping contents, which were combined to produce fuller versions.

The particular nature of Song print culture—many titles were issued
in relatively small print runs—made accident an important factor in the
survival of particular works. Far more Song editions were preserved in
the Ming and Qing, and they were often reprinted. The acquisition of a
Song edition had immense cultural cachet; forgeries often claimed to be
a reprint of an otherwise unknown, unique Song edition, as was the
case with Yin Yaofan’s collection, mentioned above. Genuine Song edi-
tions have nevertheless continued to resurface; the fairly recent redis-
covery of a Sichuan printing of Zhang Hu’s poetry has greatly ex-
panded our corpus of that poet’s works. The additional poems—
numbering over a hundred—are not scattered throughout the col-
lection but instead constitute a consecutive standard sequence in a

23. See note by Chen Min [ 44 in Fu (1987), vol. 5, 283.

24. In contrast to Du Fu’s xiaof, which seems to have been what we would call an
“edition” of Du Fu’s selected works, its seems likely that many of these x7agji were sim-
ply poems that an interested reader fancied and copied from a larger edition.
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collection organized by genre: regulated verses in the long line and paild.
This provides us with yet another type of loss and survival. It is clear
from this that all the standard versions of Zhang Hu’s poetry before
the discovery of the Song Sichuan edition were based on a unique
printed copy from which one ¢ (volume) or part of one ¢e was lost (a
vulnerability of traditional string-bound books).

A considerable corpus of Late Tang poetry has survived. In the
ninth century as a whole, the record is rich enough to look at literary
history in detail, something that is simply not possible earlier. Still, it is
important to remember that the record is skewed in odd ways by vaga-
ries of taste and accident.

TWO

The Old Men

Longevity is an inconvenience for literary history. Poets can live on
past their most creative years characterized by poetic innovation and
achievement. Secure in their fame, such senior poets often remain un-
touched by the new directions taken by younger poets. These old poets
can join with other figures of cultural power to become a literary estab-
lishment, an enclosed world of often complacent celebrity. This more
ot less describes the circle of aging poets and political figures around
Bai Juyi. In the case of Bai Juyi and his friends, it was a literary estab-
lishment situated in a retirement community, realized in sinecures in
Luoyang, far from the hopes and perils of political life in Chang’an or
the wanderings of younger poets looking for preferment. Bai Juyi en-
joyed such semi-retirement, never forgetting that he was now out of
public life. He had removed himself from more active public life by
choice, but he celebrated his decision so frequently that it is hard not to
feel that he “protested too much.”

There is a genuine charm in many of the poems Bai Juyi wrote as an
old man in Luoyang, but it is a charm that can be sustained only by lim-
iting one’s reading to a few poems. In large doses these poems become
repetitive, facile, and self-absorbed—and the aging Bai Juyi wrote very
many poems indeed. Bai Juyi’s spontaneity and ease were a cultivated
style, but in poetry these are precarious virtues. One can admire such
poems, while at the same time understanding why younger poets seem
to have reacted against the style.

Poets were always coming and going in Chang’an, where in the 830s
the dominant fashion seems to have been the finely crafted regulated
verse, centered around figures like Yao He and Jia Dao. The other ma-
jor center of poetic activity was Luoyang. The latter was the Eastern
Capital, with dilapidated palaces and a substantial bureaucracy that had
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very little to do. No emperor had visited Luoyang for as long as anyone
could remember; this fact became something of a theme in the city’s
poetry. Since the succession was far from certain, positions in the
crown prince’s establishment, the “Regency Office,” were already at
some remove from the exercise of power, either in the present or in the
anticipated future. However, positions in the “Luoyang assignment” of
the crown prince’s establishment were sinecures in the fullest sense;
their incumbents were secure in the thought that a real crown prince
would never call upon their services.

In the spring of 827, at the beginning of Wenzong’s reign, Bai Juyi
completed his term as governor of Suzhou. The poet was called to the
capital to serve as Director of the Imperial Library. In the spring of 828
he moved up a step to Vice Minister of Justice. Up to this pointin his ca-
reer, Bai Juyi had been very much a patt of the political world. However,
in the spring of the following year, at his own request, Bai was transferred
to the post of Adviser to the Heir Apparent, “Luoyang assignment.”

The older as well as some of the younger holdovers of the Yuanhe
generation were passing away. Around 827 Li Yi, a grand old man of let-
ters and already a well-known poet in the last quarter of the eighth cen-
tury, passed away; and around 830 Wang Jian and Zhang Ji died. More
unexpectedly, on September 2, 831, Bai Juyi’s dearest friend Yuan Zhen
passed away at the relatively young age of fifty-three. Yuan Zhen had
been considered, together with Bai, one of the leading poets of the
Yuanhe generation, though in his later years he became increasingly pre-
occupied with political life and had become a powerful figure. By that
point Bai had moved to the post of Metropolitan Governor (yiz #) of
Luoyang, a post that required some administrative involvement.

Late in 831 or early 832 Liu Yuxi, another survivor of the generation
and a fellow poet and close friend, stopped over in Luoyang on his way
to assume his new post as governor of Suzhou, the post Bai himself
had held just five years eatlier. Liu Yuxi was to fill the void left by Yuan
Zhen’s death, becoming Bai Juyi’s closest poetic cortespondent. In the
following year Bai, complaining of “illness,” resigned as Metropolitan
Governor and resumed his old post as Adviser to the Heir Apparent.
Liu Yuxi served out his term in Suzhou, and after passing through
other short stints as a prefectural governor, he atrived in Luoyang to
take up Bai Juyi’s post as Adviser to the Heir Apparent. Bai Juyi was
elevated to the distinguished title of Junior Mentor (shaofn & ﬁy’) to the
Crown Prince, no less a sinecure. That same year Li Shen, another well-
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known poet and friend, came to Luoyang to take Bai’s earlier post as
Metropolitan Governor. Li Shen was to move on to other distinguished
political posts, but Bai Juyi and Liu Yuxi would remain in Luoyang until
their deaths, Liu dying in 842 and Bai in 846.

These were all men in their late fifties, sixties, and (for Bai Juyi) sev-
enties. All were famous and highly connected. Luoyang was on the
most popular travel route from Chang’an, and through it passed the
eminent statesmen of the day, including the vety senior Pei Du, Linghu
Chu, and the dominant younger figures of current political life, includ-
ing Niu Sengru and Li Deyu (though Li Deyu was reputed to have dis-
liked Bai Juyi and was much closer to Liu Yuxi). Such figures would
stop by on their way to take up new posts, banqueting and exchanging
poems with the Luoyang poets; sometimes they would occupy Luoyang
posts, which were effectively vacations or rustications from their still
active political careers. Bai’s and Liu’s companion pieces to poems by
these eminent statesmen show that they were much more active poeti-
cally than their surviving poems often seem to indicate. Despite the
fierce political feuds of the day, they represented a unified cultural
community. Moreover, with the exception of Linghu Chu, who always
had an eye for younger talent, they did not exchange many poems with
the aspiring younger poets of the age. These younger poets sometimes
came through Luoyang as well and would address poems to the senior
statesmen or Bai Juyi (less often to Liu Yuxi); sometimes their poems
were acknowledged, but more of ten they were ignored.

Social and poetic relationships play a large role in Bai Juyi’s poetry
dating from this period. This is true not only in poetry intended for so-
cial occasions or explicitly sent to friends; ostensibly solitary poetry, al-
ways concerned with the poet’s self-representation, was also widely dis-
tributed in his circle (and always carefully copied into the ever-growing
manuscripts Bai was preparing). Liu Yuxf’s poetry composed during
this period is overwhelmingly social, and his relationships with Bai and
Linghu Chu stand at the center of his poetic network.! Other poets of
the day speak of culling their poems—often radically—for the poetry
collections that would preserve their wotk for posterity. Particularly in

1. The case of Li Shen is more complex because we do not have the full range of his
social poems. What we have is Recollecting Past Travels 16 % ¥ in three juan with a pref-
ace dated 838; I discuss this later.
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his later years, Bai Juyi seems to have included in his collection most of
what he wrote. We do find companion pieces (primarily by Liu Yuxi) to
Bai Juyi’s poems that no longer survive; considering the quality of some
of Bai Juyi’s pieces that do survive, it is hard to believe that the exclu-
sions were based on aesthetic grounds.

When we read Bai Juyi’s easygoing poems written in Luoyang in the
early 830s—poems that not infrequently concerned concubines and
singing gitls—we should remember that in Luoyang during this very
same period Du Mu wrote his famous ballad for Zhang Haohao (see
pp. 272—74) and the young Li Shangyin wrote his densely difficult “Yan
Terrace” poems (see pp. 180-81). Although Du Mu’s ballad for Zhang
Haohao derives in part from Bai Juyi’s younger work in the narrative
ballad, Du Mu and Li Shangyin tepresented very different worlds of
poetry from that of Bai Juyi. Moreover, these distinct poetic communi-
ties, located in the same city and active at the same time, never seem to
have crossed paths (apart from a few courteous exchange poems). In
other words, although the characteristic poetry of the Late Tang was
taking shape nearby in the same city, Bai Juyi seems to have been com-
pletely unaware of it. Li Shangyin did meet Bai Juyi in Luoyang (proba-
bly in 829—30), but Bai does not mention it.2

It is difficult to imagine what Bai Juyi would have made of Li Shang-
yin’s “Yen Terrace” poems—though they seem to have lit a fire under
the Luoyang demimondaine whom Li generically called “Willow
Branch.” It is not hard to imagine the existence of a community of
young people in Luoyang who probably knew of Bai Juyi but had very
different tastes in poetry. Du Mu seems to have shared something of
his friend Li Kan’s deep dislike of Bai Juyi’s poetry (see p. 277). In his
famous “Epistle on Presenting My Poems” he implicitly but clearly dis-
tinguished his poetic aims from the “familiar and common” style (xzsu
H 45 that would have instantly been associated with Bai3 Li Shangyin
did not personally comment on Bai’s poetry. Li paid his tribute to Du

2. On this point see Liu Xuekai £]|# 4% and Yu Shucheng & 283, Li Shangyin wen
biannian jiaozhn Z T 1% X & F K i (Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 2002), vol. 4, p. 1801; see
also Xie Siwei #E: 1%, “Bai Juyi yu Li Shangyin” b E 5 M EHE, in Wang Meng
730-34. We must dismiss the later legend that Bai Juyi much admired Li Shangyin’s
poetry and prose; see Liu Xuekai et al. (2001) 25.

3. Fanchuan wenji 242. That everyone could recognize Bai Juyi behind the “familiar
and common” style was, of course, tacit recognition of Bai’s fame.
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Fu, Han Yu, and Li He, but he never tried his hand at the distinctive
style of Bai Juyi. We may presume that it was for Li Shangyin’s mastery
of parallel prose that Bai Juyi’s adopted heir called on him to write the
tomb inscription, which mentions Bai’s literary fame in other countries
and the size of his collection but provides no details about his achieve-
ments as a poet. Yao He was old enough, sufficiently politically
elevated, and poetically bland enough to enter the orbit of the group
surrounding Bai Juyi. But, apart from Yao He, it is striking how com-
pletely divorced the older Bai Juyi and his friends were from other
poets working at the time.

Although the poems of Liu Yuxi and Li Shen have enough in com-
mon with Bai Juyi to warrant their inclusion in the same chapter (com-
monalities that in no small measure reflect Bai Juyt’s influence), Bai Juyi
was clearly the major poet. His poetry is unified by a set of recurrent
concerns that in the aggregate lend a degree of depth to poems that can
sometimes seem trivial on the surface. ’

Bai Juy:

Any critical survey of Bai Juyi’s poetry will disclose a sharp divide be-
tween those who considered him one of the greatest of all poets and
those who were openly hostile to his poetry. Such a division was al-
ready apparent in the ninth century. We have already mentioned Li
Kan’s criticism (and will return to it); in Du Mu’s account Li Kan
wished for absolute political power simply to expunge Bai Juyi’s insidi-
ously popular poetry from the empire. Later in the ninth century
Sikong Tu &] % [B] (837—908) described Bai and Yuan Zhen as “over-
bearing in force, yet feeble in [natural] energy [47], like domineering
merchants in the marketplace.”* Tang writers tended to be relatively re-
strained in their criticism of other poets, so these are strong words in-
deed. In later criticism Bai Juyi was often used as a minatory case of the
style the careless poet can fall into. Pi Rixiu & BAK (ca. 834-883), no
less eminent than Sikong Tu, had only the highest praise for Bai. Zhang
Wel's 7k B Schematic of Masters and Followers Among the Poets F AN E

4. Chen Youqin &%, Bai Juyi shi pingshu buibian & B 5 il E % (Beijing
Kexue chubanshe, 1958), 10. Although Bai’s name is conventionally paired with that of
Yuan Zhen, it was Bai Juyi who was primarily praised or condemned.
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% [ places Bai Juyi at the head (“master”) of his first category: “exten-
sive and grand civilizing power” f& X #{t. What we see here is no or-
dinary disagreement about the quality of a poet but rather extreme posi-
tions on either side. No other Tang poet divided critics so sharply. Such
a split was a consequence of different understandings of what poetry
was and should be.

These general assessments of Bai Juyi’s wotk were directed primarily
at that body of his poetry written in the Yuanhe Reign and immediately
thereafter, particularly the “New Y%’ and the two famous ballads.
However, we can see from passages cited by critics from the Song on-
ward that Bai Juyi’s later poems were indeed read. The term that was
applied to Bai Juyi’s poetry was s# 45, meaning “common,” “vulgar,”
appealing to popular taste. In Bai Juyi’s case this meant many things,
from the actual popularity of his famous narrative ballads (which were
easy to understand but not particularly vernacular), to the rambling clat-
ity of his longer personal poems in “old style” verse, to some of the
poems of his old age that were aggressively s# in many ways.

Roughly half of Bai Juyi’s immense poetic oeuvre dates from the
reigns of Wenzong and Wuzong; that is, from 827 onward.5 In 827, the
first year of the Taihe Reign, Bai Juyi, aged fifty-six, was already estab-
lished as a poet. To put this in perspective, Han Yu died at fifty-six,
while Liu Zongyuan, Yuan Zhen, Du Mu, and Li Shangyin (not to
mention Li He) all died at a younger age. It is fair to say that had Bai
Juyi died at fifty-six, not only would his literary collection have been far
smaller, but his reputation and contribution to Chinese poetry would
have remained unchanged. We speak here only in literary-historical
terms; in his later work Bai Juyi effectively invented a new poetry of old
age and wrote some wonderful poems. At the same time, he preserved
too many poems, which collectively give the impression of carelessness
and repetitiousness.® In part his style reflects a studied casualness; when
he writes lines that are putre vernacular, there can be little doubt that it
is a conscious gesture.” Rather, this “carelessness” was the result of his

5. Only a small number of poems from the last years of his life have survived.

6. Not only do we find repetition among the later poems, but Bai would also redo
earlier poems. For example, compate “Too Lazy to Be Able To” % A% (23237; Zhu
1505) of 830 with “On Laziness” %1 (21999) of 814.

7. See, e.g., the last line of “A Question for the Young Man” F 43 (24056; Zhu
2188), which is explicitly framed as speech: ff/AM2 X 3 7 f&.
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habit of writing so many poems over so many years that certain pat-
terns of verse seem to have come to him automatically. Other poets
wrote as succinctly as possible, whereas Bai Juyi did not hesitate to use
unnecessary words and to add a second line when the point had already
been made in the first line.

Bai Juyi’s facile style was a topic in Song critical discourse, but it was
understood as a conscious choice. This was implied by the famous (and
certainly apocryphal) anecdote that whenever Bai composed 2 poem, he
would recite it to an old woman and change whatever she did not
understand. In Shiren xuxie this anecdote is coupled with a report by
Zhang Lei 7% £ (1054-114) that he had seen the drafts of several
poems by Bai, and that these had been extensively revised.® Facility was
obviously a self-conscious value in much, though not all, of Bai Juyi’s
poetry throughout his career, and it is easy to believe that many of his
carlier poems were carefully revised to achieve the fluent transparency
that has made them memorable. However, a large number of the later
poems have a roughness and redundancy that suggest a first draft.
These poems were rarely anthologized or noted in “remarks on poetry”
shibua ¥ 3. Such apparent haste goes hand in hand with Bai’s growing
interest in the quantity of his poetry.

The poetry of the last seventeen years of Bai Juyi’s life, written dur-
ing his residence in Luoyang, was the result of a decision that was, in its
own way, every bit as radical as Tao Qian’s decision to withdraw from
public life. As was the case with Tao Qian, justifying and celebrating
that decision became a recurrent, almost obsessive topic in Bai Juyi’s
subsequent poetry. Bai Juyi could have played the role of Tao Qian,
whom he greatly admired, were it not for one striking difference of
which Bai was intensely aware. When Tao Qian decided to withdraw,
he had to farm for himself; he had to constantly worry about his sur-
vival, and he sometimes faced near starvation. Tao Qian’s decision was
a radical one whose consequences were always a source of anxiety.

Bai Juyi effectively sought retirement in the “Luoyang assignment”
as a court official with a 3a rank, that is, he was a Regency official in the
top echelons of the imperial bureaucracy, wore the “gold and purple,”

8. Wei Qingzhi #8. 2., Shiren yuxie 35 A E J& (Shanghai: Gudian wenxue chuban-
she, 1958), 175. The anecdote and Zhang Lei’s note are given with a comment by Hu Zi,
which I have not been able to locate in Tiaoxz yuyin conghua.
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and was on intimate terms with ministers and senior statesmen. He
didn’t wind up on a ramshackle farm, worrying about how his bean
crop was doing. He retired to a modest urban estate (with garden and
pool) in the empire’s second city, with sufficient savings, a considerable
salary, and a domestic establishment that included singing gitls. He no
longer rode the political rollet-coaster of Chang’an, but he was not Tao
Qian. He had to establish a new poetic position for himself and his
situation. He did so by means of a humorous twist on the old distinc-
tion between “greater” and “lesset” hermits: he was the “hermit in be-
tween” P [&.

akEy, e

Bai Juyi, The Hermit in Between®
RIGERAT The greater hermits stay in court and market,
JEN R the lesser hermits enter the cage of the hills.10
EHBHRAE The cage of the hills is too cold and dreary,
AT REE court and market are too noisy.!!
T 4otk ¥ 1& It’s better to be a hermit in between,
E¥ -0 hermit in an auxiliary post.
% -Ky-A It resembles service as well as retirement,
FE e IR JE B not too busy, not idle either.
N AN ) Without taxing mind or energy,
X ZpLmE I can also avoid hunger and cold.
BRERNF No public duties all year long,
B AH s but I get my salary every month.
BT ARE If you like to go climbing for the view,
g A AL there ate autumn mountains south of the city.
BEERY If you love wild excursions,
WRAKE there are spring gardens to the east.
B sk —B If you want to get drunk,
AL EE you can go out often to parties.
Ky 5EF With the many good gentlemen of Luoyang
TREBE you can talk merrily, as much as you please.
KGN Andif you want to restin solitude,

9. 23223; Zhu 1493. See the discussion of this poem in Xiaoshan Yang’s Metamorpho-
sis of the Private Sphere: Gardens and Objects in Tang-Song Poetry (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Asia Center, 2003), 38—39.

10. The “cage of the hills” or “fenced-in area in the hills” was a Southern Dynasties
term for the place to which a recluse would withdraw.

11. As an example of repetition, see 24416; Zhu 2483.
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12 B iR 46 B just hide deep behind barred gates.
Tﬂiﬁ%g— There are also no visitors in fine coaches
ok B Py AT unexpectedly showing up at your doot.
ANER—1 A person lives only one life,
R FFHie and you can’t have the best of both worlds.
B BP 3R 4% If poor, you suffer from cold and want,
T 558 when rich, you have many troubles and cares.
ok ¥ (S 4 Only such an in-between hermit
XEETAR can bring himself peace and good luck.
EiamEsy Failure and success, opulence and straits—
SEFEL T he is right in between these four.

Although old-style poems such as this one generally have more logically
lucid expositions than regulated poems, Bai Juyi can be particularly pel-
lucid. He is trying to make a space for himself between equally uncom-
fortable alternatives—and the issue is indeed his personal comfort, put
forward in explicit terms that have few precedents in the tradition. This
was one of the problems of scholars from “poor families” entering the
bureaucracy: they depended on their salaties for a comfortable life and
could not, like officials from wealthier backgrounds, go into high-
minded withdrawal from public life without jeopardizing not only their
own livelihood but that of the often considerable domestic establish-
ments they had acquired. No Tang poet talks about his salary and his
domestic establishment as much as Bai Juyi. No doubt many others
were equally preoccupied with this subject, but Bai Juyi immortalized it
in his verse and prose.

As Bai Juyi well knew, court service was unstable. Apart from the af-
termath of the Sweet Dew Incident of 835, few lost their lives; but for a
poet in his late fifties and sixties—one who liked his creature com-
forts—the prospect of being sent off to some remote prefecture in the
far south because a friend or matriage relation fell from power was not
an attractive one. The “Luoyang assignment” was thus ideal. It was an
escape that Bai had himself chosen; and he can be forgiven some gentle
gloating when those who mocked his choice were later packed off to
the pestilential south in advanced old age. The following couplet
probably refers to Li Zongmin’s exile to Chaozhou in 835:12

12.24042; Zhu 2176.
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S HBEBHE X Today I pity you,
going off south of the Alps,
EHERE PR back then you laughed at me

for coming to Luoyang,

To enjoy such unencumbered economic security and leisure was one
thing; to write about it was another. The recurrent discourse of per-
sonal comforts and money was pethaps one aspect of his work that di-
vided Bai Juyi’s readers. This was, according to one view, the very es-
sence of vulgarity (recall Sikong Tu’s image of Bai as a “domineering
merchant in the marketplace,” suggesting someone with power and
money). Bai Juyi’s somewhat uncomfortable poetic genius derived from
a certain social blindness: he stood at the center of his universe; poeti-
cally he often stepped back a few paces to contemplate and admire
himself, to comment on his great good fortune. If, in old age as in
youth, he occasionally experienced embarrassment when encountering
the sufferings of people of lower social status, there was something pe-
culiarly egotistical and self-congratulatory about it, not unlike the whiff
of envy we catch when he writes of those who are wealthier.13 As the
“hermit in between,” he is always measuring whete he is and comparing
himself to others, either real people or speculative models.

As many critics have observed since the Song, Bai Juyi likes to count
things: he counts his age; how many years are left to him; how many
years between the present and some moment in the past; how many
things he has; or, implicitly in the poem above, the advantages of his
position.'* He compares himself to those who are better and worse off.
The changing world is quantifiable, so that one knows one’s gains and
losses. It is important always to take stock.

The Tang imperial system of bureaucratic and social rank was in-
tended to control the “place” of the elite by claiming a monopoly on
social value. For such a system to function through the agency of the

1. In “A Poem I Wrote on Being Stirred by a Newly Finished Fine Silk Padded
Jacket” 3 |4k 4 A, & T A % (23826; Zhu 1986) Bai does express the wish, in very
conscious imitation of Du Fu, to have a great cape to cover all Luoyang; but in Bai
Juyi’s case, in striking contrast to Du Fu, it follows a vivid celebration of his personal
comfort. See also “Year’s End” #& % (23863; Zhu 2016).

14. See Hong Mai’s i (1123-1202) Rongghai susbi 58 # % for a dramatic list of
lines on his age. See also Chen Youqin B & %, Bai Juyi shi pingshu huibian & J& 5 53¢
il [ % (Beijing: Kexue chubanshe, 1958), 118.

i
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government—rather than social value inhering in a person through
birth—the government had to continually exercise its power over indi-
vidual members of the elite to add and subtract social value. The impe-
tial government invested a great deal of wealth and energy in conferring
rank and title and in constantly moving members of the bureaucracy,
both between positions and geographically (far more frequently in this
part of the ninth century than in earlier eras). Members of the bureau-
cracy, in turn, sought to move “up,” and when they were demoted
“down,” they sought to move back up. It was a system predicated on
mobility, realized through a currency of prestige that was a government
monopoly. And since income was a function of rank, rank-prestige
could be linked to financial security for those who had no independent
source of family wealth.

A system of social mobility through quantifiable value, even on a re-
stricted social scale, clearly has formal counterparts in early modern
Europe. In the Song—particularly in the Southern Song—a commercial
culture would develop in competition with and woven into the rank-
salary structure of value that remained a government monopoly. In the
Tang, however, the restriction of merchants and the contempt in which
they were held was perhaps a function of the recognition that this rep-
resented a structure of value that might compete with the very basis of
the central government’s social power.

Although we can see in prose, in anecdotes, and in history that rela-
tions of social “value” and mobility were central concerns of the Tang
elite, this was generally hidden in poetry or expressed through sanc-
tioned tropes, such as the desire for someone (of higher standing
and power) to recognize one’s worth or the plea for preferment. The
“poetic” world generally involved a circumscribed range of sentiments
and a physical world made up of things possessing a poetic aura. Such a
version of the “poetic” had its own social function as an alternative to
the hierarchy of social value that was so much a visible part of the Tang
world. Circles of poets often ignored differences in social hierarchy.

Although he had withdrawn from the precarious mobility of high of-
ficialdom, of all Tang poets Bai Juyi most fully internalized that social
structure of value and brought it to the surface—in the sense of always
tallying up what he possessed and comparing that with what others had.
Like Tao Qian before him, he claimed to be satisfied with what he
had. Yet he “had” so.-much more of everything—rank, years, friends,



52 The Old Men

poems, salary, and possessions—that his claims of satisfaction take on a
very different tone.

Bai Juyi often celebrates both utilitarian and ornamental domestic
objects that were not part of the usual repertoire of “poetic” things
treated by other poets. The way in which he poetically figures his rela-
tion to these things is often of considerable interest.

&5, FSetk XIE

Bai Juyi, Parting from My Felt Curtain and Brazier!®

TERERE A X I recall recently in late winter weather

ILA=RE the north wind and three feet of snow.

FEIEX Getting old, I couldn’t stop feeling cold,

BRETH how was I to get through the long nights?

A Foetk Luckily I had a green felt curtain,

BAT B FR 3R I hung it up against the wind.

1B b KE Also there was this red brazier

E P A88E # that warmed me up in the snow.

o @\ K I was like a fish diving into deep water,

ik R IR R like a rabbit hiding deep in his hole.

P k8% 3 Tender and gentle, the wintering scales revive,

BBRILE poached in warmth, frozen flesh revitalized.

TGS S But then those dark and gloomy evenings
G5 Aot changed instantly to a time of balmy light.

BARFIZE It’s the seasons moving inevitably on—

BERENLK of course my affection has not ceased.

EY $3:F 3 The frizzy curtain is rolled up with the days,

A VB RE R, the ashes die in the fragrant brazier.

BIRB =& Parting’s pain belongs to springtime,

Efa+ A our tryst will be in the tenth month.

{243k & 1 If only this body stays healthy,

E % 85 3 we will not be parted for long.

Hidden behind this ninth-century poem is the famous fan poem attrib-
uted to Lady Ban, in which the fan—figured as or a figure for the
harem favorite—worries about being “put away” when the cool au-
tumn wind comes, when passion slackens. Bai Juyi’s domestic objects
protect him from the cold but likewise suffer rejection, in this case
when warm weather comes.

15. 23189; Zhu 1455.
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In this now domestic drama between a person and his objects, Bai
Juyi has placed himself at the center as the speaker and the person with
the power to give or withhold favor, which is value. He humanizes his
objects, giving them eyes to look at him with desire: they want to be
used and valued. His drama of ownership is one in which his own
pleasure in use and possession is displaced into inanimate.things that
look upon him with a desire to be possessed and cared for. He does,
however, want to be benevolent.

He begins in personal discomfort, and his comfort is provided for.
(Recall the rhetoric of imperial “anxiety,” the sovereign’s discomfort
that sends armies out to conquer places and restore the imperial sense
of well-being.) However, in contrast to the fan poem, in which grat-
tude is desired but not expected by the fan, Bai Juyi is generously grate-
ful. When the season comes to put away the instruments of his comfort,
he assures them that they are not being rejected; they will only experi-
ence a brief period of separation, after which they will be received again
with equal love. Bai Juyi’s enduring concern for his body and health re-
turns as a final qualification of his reassurances: if the object-as-lover
wants to be reunited with the beloved Bai, it must hope for Bai’s con-
tinuing good health. From shivering helplessness Bai has humorously
empowered himself.

The figure addressed in Lady Ban’s poem, the person who has the
power to give or withhold favor, is the emperor. The poet has written
himself into this imperial role among his household possessions. They
are his harem or his officials, who gain or lose value through his favor
and his need.

We have here an economics of variable value granted by favor of a
central authority in recognition of udlity. To this a second system of
value should be added, a system of capital that touches on the first sys-
tem in various ways. Ye ¥ is perhaps best translated as “capital” in
a broad sense—whether financial, scholarly, cultural, or karmic. It is
something one can inherit, accumulate, and pass on. Property, bureau-
cratic and religious merit, and learning can be understood this way.

At the beginning of Wenzong’s reign Bai had been called to the capi-
tal to become Director of the Imperial Library (rank 3b). For the first
time in his life he received the “gold [seal] and purple [sash],” the mark
of a high court officer. This was, as the poet wrote, “glory in this age.”
If he had had sons who had lived, they could have inherited office by
_yin privilege, a fact about which he remarked elsewhere. But the capital
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of “name” that might have gone to his descendents in the male line was
wasted. Later, when a son died in infancy, here is how he ended a poem
to Yuan Zhen and Cui Xuanliang:!6

XEFTHBRE=D Ten cases of writings,
an office of the third rank—
S B AR H to whom will I pass the one on after my death,

who will get the yin privilege?

The yin privilege, his capital accumulated through long service in the
bureaucracy, was wasted. His writings, as a quantifiable legacy, would
go somewhere and bear his name, even if not to a descendent in the
male line. If he wrote—or saved—too many poems it was his chanye
A ¥, the “capital produced,” the “inheritance” for the future. A more
conventional ¢hanye would be quantifiable; his poetic production be-
came that. In his numerous prefaces and letters from this period he is
always counting how many poems he has produced and how many
have been added to the current store. It is as if instead of working at
accumulating capital of goods and prestige for his descendents (who
would bear his “name after his death”), he is accumulating poems for
that “name.”

& & 5, ikl BT A E M BB AT
Bai Juyi, On First Being Appointed Director of the Palace Library and on
Being Granted the “Gold and Purple,” a Leisurely Verse on Drinking a
Little, at Which I Chance to Describe What Is on My Mind!?

RRMBE A purple gown, new Library Director,
aEEET A white-haired, a former student.

BEAME Snow at my temples, old age among mortals,
B b5 gold at my waist, glory in this age.
THATR Nothing to brood on about descendents,
AETHRE no busying myself with providing inheritance.
B 5| AR AT £ Ale brings elation to my eyes,

ELEE ¥ poems will preserve my name after my death.
P8 = 8 Idly I pout myself a few cups

Bk e A and drunk sing out a dozen lines.

&2 &2NK Evenifit is the age of a sage-king,

S K one should first set the heart at peace.

16. 23816; Zhu 1978.
17. 23471; Zhu 1711.
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A few years later he “set his heart at peace” in the “Luoyang assign-
ment,” but he retained a strong sense of his literary oeuvre as a physical
and quantifiable capital that would be passed on. His bookcase resem-
bled nothing so much as a miser’s chest.
iy, AXEME
Bai Juyi, On the Cabinet for My Literary Collection!8

HmAAEE AR I broke up cypress to make a book cabinet,
M F HIEE the cabinet sturdy and the cypress strong.
Pldide Whose collection is stored there?—
MEO®X the heading says “Bai Letian.”

REFXF My lifetime’s capital is in writing
fshREF from childhood on to old age.

Akt & Seventy scrolls from beginning to end,

MK EZFB in size, three thousand pieces.

E X T €Y I know well that at last they will be scattered,
K ZIEER but I cannot bear to rashly throw them away.
A K B &4 I open it up, I lock it tight,

B AAEMEAT placingitbymy study curtain.

4 R EMaE I am childless Deng You,

HRERINE and there is no Wang Can in this age.??

Y S I can only entrust it to my daughter

82 4 354 to keep and pass on to my grandchild.

Though translated as a noun, the “capital” of the fifth line, ye, is used as
a verb hete, loosely translated as “to build capital” or “to build a leg-
acy”” It is literally insctibed with his “name.” It is quantified and—most
interesting—is locked up when the poet is not using it. The fatalistic
recognition that it will be scattered someday could temporarily be coun-
tered by a son who would inherit both the accumulated cultural capital
and the name. In Bai Juyi’s case this capital will have to go “out,” wa
(the untranslatable qualifier of the grandchild in the final line, who is on
the “distaff” side, “outside” the main line of the family as a result of
having a different surname).

18. 23915; Zhu 2072. See the discussion in Christopher Nugent, “The Circulation of
Poetry in Tang Dynasty China” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 2004), 254—55.

19. This probably refers to the anecdote of the famous literary man Cao Yong %% &,
meeting the adolescent Wang Can; Cao was so impressed with Wang Can’s talent that
he immediately thought he should give the young man all his books. Sangso ki 597.
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Bai Juyi’s passion for counting and measuring overflows his spiritual
economy of value: it becomes a form of representing the world and
goes hand in hand with his poetic loquacity. The true Bai Juyi of the
830s and 840s does not appear fully in the handful of poems commonly
anthologized or translated but rather in the sea of verse in which these
better-known poems float.

BEH AEREFBRT_ADE LT RES, it a@HR)
Bai Juyi, Answering the Poem Sent by Tutor Cui Huishu [Xuanliang] on the
Fourth Day of the Twelfth Month (The poem he sent had the line:
“Let us call to each other to go back drunk™)?0

SR A=+ The days that remain in the present year
are twenty-six,
FRFAS+= next yeat’s rich harvest—
the age of sixty-two.
HRREERT S Sull T cannot worry about
this body that I see,
TTEHEAMF why should I calculate any more
affairs in the mortal world?
BrEERRE This recluse has forgotten the fish-trap
and sits silently,?!
S MR Bk you, sir, pillow your head on mash
and sleep in a stupor.
B AR B S R4 Sooner or later we will go together
back to the Land of Drunkenness—
ERR b 5 % My, from here to the Land of Drunkenness

is not very far.

Some of the points mentioned eatlier should be apparent here: an
eight-line poem performs three calculations (Il. 1, 2, 8), and in the fourth
line the poet invokes calculation by refusing to “calculate.” Bai Juyi is
always reckoning his years and time; probably only he would have no-
ticed the inverse symmetry of 26 and 62.

The loquaciousness of the above poem—despite the poet’s claims to
have “forgotten the fish-trap” of language—is of a very special sort.
The apoctyphal anecdote in which Bai revised his poetry to make it
understood by an old woman undoubtedly grew out of the recognition

20. 23193; Zhu 1461.
21. Recall Zhuangzi’s parable of language: when you get the fish, you forget the fish-
trap; when you get the meaning, you forget words.
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that Bai Juyi’s poetry was widely comprehensible aurally. This comment
requires some nuance. Middle Chinese of the Tang had many more
phonemes than modern Mandarin; thus, there was less potential ambi-
guity in recognizing both individual words and compounds. If we rec-
ognize “poetic Chinese” as a special idiolect with its own habitual situa-
tions, grammatical patterns, and lexicon, then most Tang poetry was
comprehensible aurally by those fully familiar with the idiolect. Al-
though Bai Juyi kept the formal constraints of “poetic Chinese,” he
preferred a low-register lexicon that made it accessible to a wider audi-
ence. If standard poetic Chinese preferred hua hong fe4r, “the red of
flowers,” Bai Juyi would write hong hua 4z ft, “red flowers.” Apart from
a few compounds that involve allusions (ironically including “forgetting
the fish-trap”), Bai Juyi’s entire poem above is made up of very simple
compounds and compound phrases. This worked best in the long line
(which remained the dominant form of oral popular poetry from the
Tang through the twentieth century).

Bai Juyi was quite capable of writing complex, erudite verse—
though he had difficulty sustaining the “high style” throughout a poem.
He was predisposed to write the kind of poem cited above, of which he
was fully conscious. The poem 7s careless, but it is self-consciously so; it
is a style “marked” as s# ¥& (the “common,” the “low,” the “popular,”
the “vernacular”).22 In his old age he wrote far less about the art of po-
etry than he did in his eatlier poetry (although he continually spoke of
composing poems). We have some texts reflecting on the changhe & 4w
form, in which poets “matched” poems by friends. But perhaps the
most significant piece for his later view on poetics can be found in an
828 poem and preface for the monk Daozong, whose Buddhist poetry
is written for the salvation of souls rather than “for the sake of poetry”
T By 3F @ 1E.2 He praises Daozong’s poetry for its formal perfection
and clarity of exposition: “No error in a single tone, / four lines in or-
ganized sequence” — & & £ %I, W &) A %K. He praises how Dao-
zong “lets his words go freely in a relaxed manner, / drifting off and
leaving [the art of] the written word” # A LE T, S8 8 X F. The

22. Here one might contrast Du Fu, famous for his use of vernacular phrases in
poetry. In Du Fu’s works the vernacular and high “poetic” are easily integrated rather
than articulated against one another.

23. 23180; Zhu 1445.
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description petfectly describes Bai Juy’s own poetry—though without
Daozong’s religious purpose.

Bai Juyi further favorably contrasts Daozong’s kind of Buddhist
poetry with the works of the poet-monks of the late eighth century,
masters of regulated verse in the short line, who did indeed write “for
the sake of poetry.” Bai Juyi was in Chang’an when he composed
this poem, and he can hardly have been unaware of the popularity of
regulated-verse masters such as Jia Dao and Yao He, poets who cleatly
much admired those very poet-monks who wrote “for the sake of
poetry.”

What we see here in the second quarter of the ninth century is the first
stirring of an opposition of high and low registers as a type of stylistic
choice.2* The poetics of the “low style,” sz, had profound consequences
in Chinese poetry. By foregrounding ease and immediacy in composi-
tion, the poetics of the “low style” contributed negatively to the “high
style,” which increasingly celebrated the traces of effort and time spentin
composition. As we shall see in the next chapter, this was the poetics of
“bitter chanting” or “painstaking composition,” &uyin s,

The dynamics of register set in motion went far beyond two groups
of poets with different values. Kuyin in regulated verse was very much
the art of the parallel couplet, and these poets would often frame their
“high style” couplets with a closing couplet (and occasionally an open-
ing couplet) in a “low” register, often vety vernacular and reminiscent
of Bai Juyi. Such interplay between high and low register passages be-
came an essential part of the poetics of song lyric (# 7). In embryonic
form the emergence of 2 “low” or vernacular aesthetic led to the oppo-
sition between it and the “classical” or “poetic” that was to play such
an important role in later literary culture.

Bai Juyi’s adoption and cultivation of a low poetic register was not a
neutral act but rather a stylistic instantiation of a set of values that are
thematically reiterated throughout his poetry, especially his later poetry.
As the poet often says, he is doing what suits him and following his

24. Barlier poets had sometimes engaged in individual play on register. Beginning in
the late eighth century thete was a publicly recognized opposition between registers as-
sociated with the “ancient,” g, and the “modern.” The “ancient” style, however,
claimed an aura of ethical value, lacking in Bai Juyi’s “low” style. The “poetic” or
“high” style was very much in the lineage of the “modern” in the opposition between
“ancient” and “modern.”
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nature. He acts on whim -and responds to situations spontaneously. In
short, in Bai Juyi the low register is part of the claim of the “natural,”
and it remained part of various versions of such a claim later in the
tradition.

A claim about behaving “naturally” or composing poetry “natural.ly”
is very different from simply “being natural.” From a broad perspective
it would be hard to argue that a human being is ever capable of not be-
ing “natural.” A claim about behaving naturally is based on anvldea of
what the “natural” is; for such a person the “natural” has certain attri-
butes; it is a value and thus something to be desired. It is negatix.fely de-
fined against some state or behavior—usually social—conceived as
somehow “unnatural,” constraining or violating the self. In its essential
negativity the “natural” must break out of constraint; it must appear
against something else. It is confirmed only in being seen from th'e out-
side. (After all, how can one know one is “behaving natur.a]ly” without
recognizing it from the perspective of an imagined alternative?) o

Bai Juyi and many poets that followed in his lineage had a genius in
picturing themselves. The poet sees himself as he must look. In.deed,
from his eatlier poetry Bai Juyi possessed a remarkable ability to picture
and imagine himself as the object of the perception of others. The fq}~
lowing poem, from the Luoyang period, captures one of Bai Juyi’s
characteristically humorous domestic moments, ending with the poet’s
witty observation, which is also an observation of self.

&5, 1B

Bai Juyi, Falling Asleep by Chance?
AEE#L I set down my cup on the desk,
M KIE AT rest my head on my arm before the burning stove.
EERE Old, I am fond of thinking back on things,
& % BRER lazy, I often fall asleep at random times.
EX- &N My wife makes me take of f my black cap,
ed g AW the maid spreads a green blanket on me.
1% R R Exactly the pose you see on a screen!—
5 EFE why bother to paintancient worthies?

To write a poem about nodding off, you have to be awake. .Apparently
the poet’s wakefulness is the result of his loving but officious house-
hold—his wife making him remove his hat (or removing it herself) and

25. 23487; Zhu 1725.
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the maid covering him with a blanket. To fall asleep this way is indeed
“natural,” but clearly from another perspective, provided by the women
of the household, it is all too natural and needs to be done the “right”
way. What is, of course, striking about the poem is that once the person
dozing is properly attired (or unattired), he is no longer the sleeper
but the outer eyes seeing himself as a sleeper. In precise terms it is a
Jyang #, translated as “pose,” but also a “fashion” or “manner.” He sees
himself as a figure in a screen painting, and in this pose he obviates the
need for actual paintings.

The representation of being seen occurs often in Bai Juyi’s poems,
particularly in the closing section. In some cases it is less seen than lis-
tened to.

a% %, 8%

Bai Juyi, Chanting by Chance?¢
2# $ilk Much water is passing through the ward lanes,
WEE TR none of the groves and gardens are barred.
g B FP The pine tree is my outer door,
AT A my courtyard is the surface of a pool.
ARF=H Three cases of Yuan Zhen’s poems,
BB — R, a bottle of Mr. Chen’s ale.
B AT Bk When I get drunk, I sing out wildly,
Aotk 4 1%, a neighbor girl listens, half hidden by the hedge.

Bai Juyi gives us a flooded city, in which everyone is apparently isolated
and the poet is kept at home and barred from his usual excursions.
What remain to him are the two things most commonly put in parallel
positions (as here) in party poems: “poems” and “ale” (conveniently, a
level tone balancing a deflected tone). Inaccessible friends in Luoyang
are replaced by the poems of a more remote friend, Yuan Zhen. Left to
his own devices, the poet recites the poems “wildly,” kuang 3%, heedless
of normal restraint. His heedlessness is, however, heeded and he heeds
the person heeding his heedlessness. There is a characteristic satisfac-
tion in noting the neighbor girl “half hidden by the hedge,” listening to
him and no doubt thinking: “what a crazy old man!”

Kuang is used often in Bai Juyi’s poetry to describe the poet’s recita-
tion or behavior. It is an interesting term in that it already incorporates
an outside perspective. Perfectly “natural” and spontaneous behavior

26. 23674; Zhu 1887.
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would have no outside from which to recognize itself: the poet who
knows he is kuang is already picturing himself in relation to some other
standard.

To picture oneself is one thing; to be pictured by another is quite
another. One of Bai Juyi’s finest poems, written in 810 when he was at
the height of his poetic powers, consists of a playful contemplation of
his own portrait.

ak%, ARFL FABNKREL)
Bai Juyi, On My Portrait (at the time
I was a Hanlin Academician)?’

KRBT AE I didn’t recognize my own face,

ERBHKE Li Fang painted my portrait true.

330 A g B Calmly I observe the spirit and the bone
structure:

SR LFA this must be some man of the mountains.

EME B A Willow wood and rushes easily rot away,

B B B B the heart of a deer is not to be tamed.

TE#FE L Why then in the court’s red pavements

EFEEFE have I served in attendance for five years?

5 ATRM Worse still, this nature so hard and blunt

S ) R cannot share the dirt of the world.

T FEH AR Not only not a face with signs of nobility,

a2 i 75 I fear only it will be the cause of misfortune.

TEFiRE Best then to quit and go as soon as I can,

KRER Y to take away this body of clouds and streams.

Here Bai Juyi wittily plays the role of the physiognomist, reading his na-
ture in his portrait. He pretends to discover his “real,” “natural” self in
the process, a self that does not belong in the court role in which he is
represented. We know that this is play, that his “discovery” is what he
already knows about himself; and yet the poetic move he makes is a
significant one, seeing himself from the outside in order to discover
what is “true” or “genuine,” ghen B, the term for portraiture, xzeghen
% 8, “depicting the true.”

In 829, when still Vice Director of the Board of Punishments in
Chang’an, Bai Juyi saw that same portrait again—and perhaps remem-

bered his old poem.

27. 21968; Zhu 311.
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aEH BRERA
Bai Juyi, Moved by an Old Portrait?®

FHAE LKA Li Fang painted my portrait true,
Bh=—+# since he painted it, twenty years have gone by,
E AT Don’t ask how the true original looks,
EDE P the painting has also lost its gloss.
REARTH Rosy complexion and datk locks of hair
AR & 14 change and keep changing day and night.
AT Sigh not that the face is suddenly not what

it was—
BESMA just be glad that the body is still here.

Bai Juyi begins with an exact quotation from his earlier poem, but the
“true” quality of the portrait has become complicated. In place of
physiognomy that reads unchanging nature, the poet now reads aging,.
Even though he tells us not to ask about the “true [original],” g#ex, the
use of “also” lets us know that the “true” has changed, like the portrait
itself. Still, the painting and its original have parted company: the paint-
ing may have lost its gloss, but it still has traces of the “rosy complex-
ion and dark locks of hair” that are gone from the original—an original
that had not yet taken the playful advice of 810 to get out of office.
Although here the once-legible body has simply become the surviving
body, Bai Juyi’s fascination with stepping outside himself and taking a
snapshot of himself exerted a profound influence on the tradition; from
the Southern Song on, there is a familiar type of quatrain in which
the poet pictures himself in the last line. Here is Bai Juyi in a quatrain
from 838. '

B & 5, R IR
Bai Juyi, Returning Late in the Day
in the East of the City®

— R s s A single staff of Qiong bamboo,
a tortoiseshell mug suspended,
FARETIERS a Wu servant lad with a pair of tufts
leads the horse’s bit.
B N RO A Late I enter the east of the city,

who recognizes mer—

28. 23219; Zhu 1491,
29. 24255; Zhu 2359.
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43 HrAkbE & £ 42 short boots, a low hat,
a tunic of white plantain fiber.

It is a gaffer’s fashion show, and we know this gaffer is a bibulous poet
from his outfit. It is, in effect, iconography inviting painting, legible
even when portraiture that captures the “true” appearance fails to ac-
count for a changing body. Such a vignette of self-portrayal, involving
not the featutes of the face but visible markers of a “type,” would itself
become a poetic “type” later in the tradition.

a ik, A

Bai Juyi, On Myself30
%G @ s Whiskers white, the face faintly red,
L & in a tipsy, half-drunken state.
BEEFB Life’s hundred years pass in a snap,
¥ Fekgase ten thousand cares gone in the nod of a head.
PAEE E+ Lying sick, a gaunt man in retirement,
TREESR going singing, a2 wild old man.
M3 EH And I heard that some who are interested
KB RERE have painted me on screens.

Bai Juyr’s theatrical “naturalness” is, to his credit, only one aspect of his
later poetry—though a very large one. He could also be unctuously po-
lite, celebrate the austerities of Chan, and lament family and friends. In
addition, he could also laugh at himself.

Bai Juyi was immensely fond of his Luoyang home, his Taihu rock,
his cranes, his garden, his comfortable clothes and blankets, his small
pleasures. Sometimes he let things go, always celebrating his act of re-
nunciation in a poem. One of his favorite things was the skiff he
had transported to Luoyang from Suzhou, after he finished his term as
governor there. It served him well on his litde pond. Bai was usually
cheerful—or tried to be—when facing old age, though the topic recurs
with such frequency that we can see it was always on his mind. In 839
he had a stroke that left him partially paralyzed in one leg. As any
householder knows, constant vigilance is necessary; otherwise things
break down. After he became somewhat mobile again, he went out into
his garden and surveyed the scene:

30. 24259; Zhu 2362.
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. & &5, B#ME
Bai Juyi, Stirred by My Old Skiff from Suzhou3!

EE TS T My painted beams have decayed and snapped,

the red window is broken,

B2 EZa g I stand alone beside my pool

- looking all day long.
T AT &% I AL A5 The skiff that I kept

i from Suzhou is rotten,
HEFETRRE then how should not this body of mine

be wasting away?

Like his portrait and his body, his “things” also deteriorate. His attach-
ment to Buddhism was sincere and seems to have deepened in his later
years. We might leave Bai Juyi by recalling a poem of 845, the year be-
fore his death. The old sensualist clings to attachments and calls back
pleasures in memory, even as he claims to let them go.

| QR b, HEAASFER
Bai Juyi, Living in Abstention Spring Lasts Long; Stirred,
I Get Things off My Chest®2

I have stayed in abstention for thirty days

o |

5 A w9 AR as song and piping emerge from all the
neighborhood.

ARAFAER Moon bright on nights I have quit drinking,
AR R A A8 A the eyes dim of the one who looked at flowers.
HEE AR Luckily I study Void for my viewpoint,
RS2 R and well understand that Thought is dust.
LLRNEIE Still T think of idle chatter and laughter
AEEXR and have never forgotten my old friends.
AEREPIE Long I was master at Dragongate,®

S RREE and often have been a guest in Rabbit Park.3
7]‘*—@5&:1% 2] Sporting on the water, song lasted all day;
ETZHAR feasting in snow, candles burned until dawn.
E- 3PS In everything I exceeded the measure,

31. 24310; Zhu 2399.

32. 24506; Zhu 2561.

33. Dragongate was the western side of Fragrant Mountain, Xiangshan, near whose
temple Baihad a retreat.

34. This was the park of the Prince of Liang, in the Western Han, and stands for a
patron of poets.
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RFEF A M & again and again I ask myself why.
B i, All spring’s glory has been cast away
B E3 in this spring of my seventy-fourth year.

Interinde

To single out the distinctive concerns of a poet like Bai Juyi is to over-
look a significant amount of purely social verse, which was rarely read
even though it was the currency of the network in which someone with
a reputation as a poet maintained his social connections. For example,
any notable public event in the life of a highly placed friend or ac-
quaintance called for a poem—just as we might write a note or send a
card in modern times. Each common social situation had a set of topics
that should or could be addressed with poetic grace, but an established
poet would be expected to provide at least one fine couplet to display
his skill. Without delving too deeply into this mode, we might consider
just one poem.

In the spring of 832 Linghu Chuwas transferred from a command in
the east to become Regent, Metropolitan Governor, and military com-
missioner in Taiyuan, the Northern Capital. We might recall that it was
this same spring that Li Ting, a general with a long history of distin-
guished service—and one humiliating defeat—was given command of
the Wuning army, headquartered in Xuzhou, and declined the appoint-
ment on the grounds of ill health, after the Wuning army ate one of his
subordinates.3s The army at Taiyuan was less troublesome, and Linghu
Chu had a special affection for this city where his father had served as
administrator. It is said that the locals had a reciprocal affection for
Linghu Chu.

When someone of Linghu Chu’s stature was given such a post, con-
gratulations, usually in the form of poems, would come from his
friends in the official world. From Suzhou Liu Yuxi sent “Lord Minis-
ter Linghu Transfers His Command from Tianping to Taiyuan: Extend-
ing My Congratulations in a Poem” 288X B X FB4EKRAF

% concluding grandly with a comparison of Linghu Chu to Wang

~o

Shang of the Han:*

35. Zighi tongjian 7879.
36. 19029. After Wang Shang’s bearing intimidated the Shanyu of the Xiongnu, the
emperor exclaimed that he was a “true Minister of the Han.”
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% % i& 4o ;”i ] Far away the barbarian tribes
. ‘ know a true Minister of the Han
FRBRA BT and compete to come on bended knee

to behold his deportment.

Bai Ju.yi, Linghu Chu’s counterpart as Regent in the Eastern Capital
sent his own congratulations in the form of a parting poem. ,

GBS, A IARRARR
Bai Juyi, Seeing Off Lord Minister Linghu,
Who Is Setting Off for Taiyuan¥

~EEEEER Six pennants, paired banners
L ten thousand suits of armor,
351 R AR the former road of Bing and Fen
e fills with radiance.
FHERMTFE A clerk in blue student gown,
) . what year did you leave?
4ot AT EoF B 5 now a general with red streamers
. e you recently returned.
FEEHHEEA In poems you make the horse’s hooves
) speed along with the brush;
TR B B 38 T A A hunting, you intoxicate the hawk’s wings,
flying together with drinking horns.
AR EAE S 0F 3t Do not make long-term plans
- to stay in the Northern Capital—
FAEBEENEM for the sake of the people once again

enter the Purple Precincts.

$uch poems possess a distinct quality of social ritual: they contain a
serles of topics that must be mentioned in a roughly predetermined or-
der. The particulars of the situation and Linghu Chu’s stature map most
of Bai Juyi’s poem for him. He needs an opening couplet on the entou-
rage to represent Linghu Chu’s prestige in transit. Voyaging to take up an
important provincial post was political theater: the incumbent would
travel with banners, insignia, an entourage, and troops commensurate
w.ith the importance and nature of the post. Since Taiyuan was where
Linghu Chu started out as a much-admired young graduate, Bai could
not resist the couplet contrasting the young student with the mature Re-
gent. Finally, a parting poem begs for a conclusion expressing the hope

37.23627; Zhu 1864.
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that the person leaving will return soon. Bai Juyi nicely twists that con-
vention into a gracious compliment, asking that, “for the sake of the
people,” Linghu Chu return soon to Chang’an and the imperial palace.®
This leaves Bai Juyi only one couplet (the third) to demonstrate his
prowess as one of the empire’s best-known senior poets. Generals enter-
tain themselves by galloping in the hunt; literary men (and civil-officials)
entertain themselves by writing poetry and drinking Linghu Chu com-
bines the virtues of a military man (a military commissioner) and a litet-
arily inclined civil servant. When someone with poetic talent writes, his
brash “speeds,” as do his horse’s hooves. At a drinking party the goblets
are said to “fly,” as does the hunting hawlk, metaphorically intoxicated by
the hunt. In its peculiar way the third couplet combines all these elements
while maintaining perfect parallelism. The ingenuity, however, fills one
of the requirements of such poems: it must somehow refer to the post
(ot, in this case, the multiple posts) that the incumbent is to assume.
Linghu Chu would have written back to both Bai and Liu, either
separately or jointly. Linghu Chu’s response does not survive, though
we do have a poem from Linghu Chu to both Bai and Liu, responding
to poems they wrote earlier when he assumed command of the

Xuanwu army.>

Liu Yuxi
& gR

Liu Yuxi, Figurative (second of two)*

TS The world’s ways have many different customs:
Mot &1 & peng bird and sparrow each roam free.
MERHF Why, then, did Tao Qian of Pengze

WE EIFE drop his post because he had to bow low?

Although Liu Yuxi has, in the past half century, become known and
approved for his imitations of Southern folksongs (and for his youthful
political affiliation with the Wang Shuwen government of 805), these

38. The choice of words often has a weight of association that borders on allusion
but does not rise to explicit allusion. To choose the phrase cangsheng # % for “the peo-
ple” recalls Shishuo xinys XXV .26 where Gao Song hopes the great statesman Xie An
will give up retirement and come to the capital for the sake of “the people” (cangsheng).

/39. 17712.
40. 19176; Qu (1989) s560.
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hardly represent his poetic oeuvre as a whole and do not capture the
poet in his later years. Like Bai Juyi, a chronological overview of his
works reveals that about half his poems were composed beginning
in Wenzong’s reign. Yet the numerous modern anthologies of Liu’s
poetry tend to represent that prolific period of his career with only a
few poems, often seemingly chosen out of a sense of embarrassment
about leaving his last years in silence. Far more than for Bai Juyi, Liu
Yuxi’s later poetry was produced.in response to his extensive social
network. More often than not, Liu is responding to the poems of oth-
ers; when not responding, he is sending a poem hoping for a response.
This is not necessarily a bad thing, but Liu was often corresponding
with men who were both politically powerful and poetically mediocre.
Many of his poems are responses to those of senior statesmen, such as
Pei Du and Linghu Chu, and somewhat younger men at the height of
their power, such as Li Deyu and Niu Sengru; the surviving poems of
Pei Du and Linghu Chu set a level of banality that Liu Yuxi matches,
with an added touch of servility. Liu was obviously prominent—even
more so than Bai—as an exchange poet, but one can only sympathize
with Wenzong’s silence at the prospect of Liu Yuxi as one of his specu-
lative Academicians of Poetry.

Liu Yuxi has a few justly famous poems, but the same is true of
many other contemporary poets who were less fortunate in the eyes of
literary history. He was more fortunate than he deserved, as Zhang Hu,
the striking counterexample, was less fortunate.

A significant proportion of Tang poetry was sent to friends or in an-
swer to poems sent by friends. In this period we begin to find many
collections of such poetry, called “Song and Response Collections”
(changhe ji "8 Fn &), circulating independently in the groups of senior
poets around Bai Juyi. Liu Yuxi participated with three men in such col-
lections: the Pengyang Song and Response Collection G e Ar & with Ling-
hu Chu; a collection with Li Deyu; and collections with Bai Juyi Only a
modest number of Linghu Chu’s poems survive. Judging both from
those extant poems and the poems Liu Yuxi wrote in response to
Linghu Chu, this was no gteat loss to"Tang poetry. In the poems ex-
changed between Bai Juyi and Liu Yuxi, however, most of the sets are
still extant. Along with the poems exchanged between Bai Juyi and
Yuan Zhen, these are our best examples of how exchange poetry
worked.
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Bai Juyi’s greatest poetic gift was invention, and even if Bai’s inven-
tive powers declined somewhat in his old age, his poems still provided
interesting topics on which Liu could base his responses. Even when
Liu writes first, Bai Juyi overwhelms him. Bai is always himself: he can
be spiritually “vernacular” in strict form.

& k5, dE= g
Bai Juyi, Putting on a Small Musical Performance
in My South Garden*!

] BB FE A A A riot of color in my small garden,
the flowers begin to bloom,
BT 8L EF 4 LR the clang and blare of new music
almost fully learned.
LR B FH The red stamens and purple calyces
all planted by my own hand,
FAZIERE my servant “Sapphires,”#?
all born in my own household.
SATEREF The colors of the pipes tuned high,
they blow the “silver word”;*
12 3% 3% 3578 iF 3%, song lyrics slowly drawn out

as they sing “Wei City.”
Tk — M3 —dh If you don’t dtink a cup with me
and listen to a tune,
how will this old man’s feelings
ever be consoled?

TS R

Bai Juyi claims to control his domestic spectacle in a peculiar conjunc-
tion of disorderly display and ownership. It is the theater of domest-
cally circumscribed excess. Everything that he wants to show is “his.”
This is Tang social display in a new key, and it seeks someone to recog-
nize it. Liu Yuxi gives Bai what he wants.

41. 23592; Zhu 1821.

42. Sapphire was a famous singer (plural in the text because Bai boasts a number
in his service). Thus, Bai Juyi’s household musicians are the children of older bond-
servants.

43. This is a pipe with an inscription in silver inlay.
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Bl &, fo X B R )5
Liu Yuxi, A Companion Piece for Letian’s “Putting on a
Small Musical Performance in My South Garden#*

i+ b B 2 ey Walking calmly in the southern garden
the misty rain clears,
i B Ak kA from afar I hear the strings and piping
come out over the walls.
KPeFEZ N £ About to give up the red brush
: and go off to Three Rivers#5
EFEB — R he first has a performance learned
in the clear Shang mode.
ARAFRBAR Flowering trees planted by his hand
) are particularly inspiring,
KA BEFN A song lyrics he wrote himself
have a distinct mood.
54 BFE KR When one of great talent encounters a scene
he can always make a verse,
F B AAESR R and this very day people will pass it
all through Phoenix City.46

The third line dates the poem to the spring of 829, just before Bai Juyi
left Chang’an to take up his Luoyang post. The poem is, in effect, an
extended compliment, praising various elements raised in Bai’s poem.
The music passing over the walls recapitulates from an outside perspec-
tive Bai’s description of the musicians practicing in his garden. He men-
tions Bai Juyi’s new office, the “Luoyang assignment.” He praises the
effects of Bai as gardener and lyricist. Finally, he praises Bai’s poem it-
self, whose quality is such that it will be repeated and passed through-
out the capital in the course of the day.

In his old age Bai Juyi was often a poet of the senses. In the preced-
ing poem he could see the analogy between the riotous display of col-
ors in the flowers and music being practiced for his little performance.
No earlier poet wrote so affectionately of his comfortable, soft clothes

44-18998; Qu (1989) 1086.

45. BaiJuyi is about to give up the “red brush” for drafting convictions in his post
on the Board of Punishments and to take up a post as Adviset to the Heir Apparent in
Luoyang.

46. Chang’an.
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and blankets. He appreciated the warmth where the sunlight touched
his body or the developing bouquet of steeping tea.

& & 5, MeKF Z]F) M

Bai Juyi, Resting at Leisure: to Liu of Tongzhou?

s FR A soft quilt, a short folding screen,
BBEN T an old man lying in a drunken daze.
FERXRIK After tea is steeped, sweet smell in the nose,
BRI ARG ¥ in the sunlight my midsection warm.
HEEZRA Old age’s companion, a zither ever here,
BEABIE to welcome spring, the ale is not drunk up.
o 4 P Lk Yet too bad, for the flavor of leisure

R EEF lacks only being together with you.

The poem essentially celebrates how good the poet feels. In order to
fully enjoy his pleasures, Bai likes to display them to others. He there-
fore sends the poem to his friend, here as elsewhere tacking on 2 polite
note in the last couplet, saying, in effect: “I just wish you were here.”

In contrast to Bai Juyi’s celebration of what lies close at hand, in his
answering poem Liu Yuxi thinks of effects: the tea serves a purpose; ale
is not simply meant to “welcome spring” but to work together with
herbal medicine. The third couplet is a “poetic” one, not unlike those
of the contemporary regulated-verse masters; Liu Yuxi could easily
have written it at some other time and dropped it in here to show off.

Bl &8, HEXMRLF

Liu Yuxi, Answering Letian’s “Resting At Leisure”48

H ot G R, Blissfully content, you lie facing the sun,

A ] B A in leisure rivaling an immortal on earth.
FHERBE Tea aids the briskness of poetic feelings,

¥ ERRE ale can bring out the effect of medicines.
JEEEA ] B Wind shatters the sunlight amid bamboo,

E Rt R X dew brightens the skies at the pool’s bottom.
Bl %% Fl (% Alike in age, but not alike in retirement

E Q- IE: ] all because I lack money to “buy a mountain.”

Bai Juyi is the self-proclaimed “hermit in between” who still draws a
comfortable salary. Liu has chosen to read Bai Juyi’s polite “T wish you

47. 24121; Zhu 2242.
48. 18870; Qu (1989) 1215.
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were here” at least semiseriously. The desire to “buy a mountain,” sati-
rizing a certain attitude toward retirement in its original Shishuo xinyn
context, had become in the Tang simply a way to refer to the savings
needed to retire in comfort. Liu, the prefectural governor with serious
duties, seems to be reminding his friend that not everyone can enjoy
such leisure.

Liu Yuxi was indeed the same age as Bai Juyi, but he seemed always
to be following the more famous poet: Bai had been governor of
Suzhou, and Liu was given the same position; later Liu received Bai
Juyi’s post as Adviser to the Heir Apparent, Luoyang assignment, as Bai
was moved up to Junior Mentor. The coincidence in offices was some-
how appropriate for Liu, who was “tollowing” Bai Juyi’s poetic lead in
other ways.

The impulse to write 2 “companion piece,” in which a prior poem
provides some direction, is nicely demonstrated in the following

poem, sent from the capital to Bai Juyi in Luoyang and Yuan Zhen in
Zhedong,.

254, ARBERKTHZ
Liu Yuxi, Moonlit Night, Recalling Letian and Sent to Weizhi As Well#

AF A The moon tonight in the imperial city,

—Z T4 in my gaze it is like the snow.

i A I, I imagine far off there in Luoyang

E I Aok its clear rays are exactly like this.

S B E s And I know that you, Weizhi, this evening
T E 83K are also gazing into Mirror Lake’s waters.
EdpAatge This heart, recalling you, tosses and turns,
ART+3L the moon is bright for thousands of leagues.

This is, of course, a hidden “companion piece” to another poem of the
same title from a different era.
HH, AR
+ Du Fu, Moonlit Night*®

AR B A The moon tonight in Fuzhou

My RBA

she just watches alone in her chamber.

49. 18648; Qu (1989) 1111.
50. 10974; Qiu 309.
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ER )L I am moved by my children far off there
ABEERE who don’t yet know to recall Chang’an.
AHLTHE Fragrant fog, her coils of hair damp,
FREHE its clear glow, her jade-white arms are cold.
1T 1R When will we lean at the empty window,
LRIRRI doubly lit, the tracks of our tears dry?

The epigone’s poem stands with some embarrassment beside the origi-
nal. Du Fu’s domestic imagination is redeployed to Liu’s circle of
friends, with Liu placing himself in Du Fu’s part in Chang’an. All three
are at this moment gazing at the moonlight, which is either figured as
snow or reflected in Mirror Lake’s waters. In place of Du Fu’s children,
who are too young to be troubled by memories of Chang’an and their
father, Liu Yuxi gives us Luoyang in moonlight in the second couplet.
Significantly, he does not indicate that Bai Juyi there is gazing at the
moon. In place of Du Fu’s gazing wife in the moonlight, in the third
couplet Liu puts Yuan Zhen, who # gazing. Absent is Du Fu’s vision of
a future reunion; there is only Liu’s longing and the moonlight that
spans the distances of separation.

Bai Juyi lived on after his greatest poetic achievements and their era had
passed. Only rarely, however, do we catch him looking down upon the
present generation and longing for the good old days. Liu Yuxi, by con-
trast, was often nostalgic. Nostalgia for the “old music” was something
of a poetic commonplace, one that seems to have appealed to Liu.

Liu Yuxi, For the Singer Mi Jiarong®!
2437 & oM For singing the unbelievable notes
of Liangzhou

EARERESE of former people only Mi Jiarong
is worth considering,
LA EHELS Recently our age belittles

the previous generation—
best to dye your whiskers
to serve younger men.

sI. 19270; Qu (1989) 783. This quatrain has many variants. I have followed the text
given in Qu. I have treated Mi as if it were a surname; the name is clearly Central Asian
and may be the aural representation of a single name.
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This piece is probably from 828, which is somewhat earlier than the pe-
tiod in which we begin to find attacks on the Yuanhe style. Mi Jiarong’s
skill in singing “Liangzhou” (one of the then-lost border prefectures,
whose music would evoke lost Tang glory in 828) is certainly not the
Yuanhe style, but Liu’s comment in the third line of the quatrain is a
broader judgment than mere musical taste. The numerous variants of
this poem suggest its popularity, and this is the kind of poem that
might easily have made its way into the palace and perhaps reached the
ears or eyes of the twenty-year-old, heavily bearded emperor. To search
for the precise reasons for Wenzong’s apparent dislike of Liu Yuxi as a
poet is futile, but Liu Yuxi generously supplies several possibilities.

As a young man, Liu Yuxi had participated in the Wang Shuwen
government during the brief reign of Shunzong in 80s. Whether this
was a reform movement, a virtual coup d’etat, or a little of both, mem-
bers of that government were sent off into long-term exile when Xian-
zong assumed the throne at the end of 8o5. In 815 Liu was briefly back
in the capital, only to be sent off to the distant provinces again. Only in
the early years of Wenzong’s reign did he serve again in the capital.
Apart from the short period in 815, Liu Yuxi had been away from
Chang’an for well over two decades. In 8os, aged thirty-four, he had
been a bright young star on an upward career path; back in Chang’an in
828, aged fifty-seven, he had little hope of reaching the highest echelons
of government. Some nostalgia was understandable, and hearing the
old musicians obviously touched him deeply.

B &%), HIK T
Liu Yuxi, For the Singer He Kan*?

ZHERF ST Parted from the emperor’s capital

for more than twenty years,
EHMRXETH hearing again Heaven’s music

is emotion I cannot bear.
AR TEA Of those I once knew only

He Kan remains
£ AL H78 TR I, and once again he does his best to sing

“Wei City” for me.

We cannot date this poem with precision, but “Wei City” was a parting
song, and it is tempting to place this late in 831, when Liu Yuxi was

52. 19283; Qu (1989) 786.
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again sent out to be a prefectural governor—though this time of
Suzhou, one of the most desirable prefectutes. The pain at hearing the
old music performed by one of the old singers also suggests that this
might have occurred not long after his return to the capital.

The old music conjuted up the end of the long Zhenyuan Reign,
when Liu was a successful young man with a promising career:

B &8, BETTREABKBR
Liu Yuxi, Listening to the Former Palace
Musician Mu Sing a Song>?

% E Ao R T You used to accompany the Weaver Woman
fording the River of Stars,

HATME—I and recall the finest song of all
from up there in the clouds.

o8 A T Ao Sing no more those songs for the Emperor
of the Zhenyuan Reign—

TRt RS the court officials of those times

are not many anymore.

One of Liu’s most famous poems touches on such a sense of a life
somehow missed, a life that could have been fully realized only in
Chang’an. Liu Yuxi is only the recurrent visitor.

R &%, B TAR (9T3))

Liu Yuxi, Again Visiting Xuandu Lodge (with preface)**
RAR=+—F AHkm BIEE, BLIRAA G AR kAR, Sz
A5 B+ BERE, ANT S, AL TR, BB, &4
MERE—BZE Lk S +ATSE HATFINP. THTHR,
oA HARRLF O EAFAT BAER=TAT, REEHE,
B == A
In the twenty-first year of the Zhenyuan Reign (805), I was Vice Director of
the State Farms Bureau. At that time there were as yet no flowers at the Lodge.
That year I went out to govern Lianzhou and soon was banished to the post of
Assistant in Langzhou. After staying there ten years, I was summoned to the
capital. Everyone said that 2 Daoist master had planted immortal peaches that
filled the lodge like red clouds. In consequence I wrote a piece to commemo-
rate the moment. Soon I was once again sent out to govern a prefecture; and
now, fourteen years later, I am back as Director of the Bureau of Receptions.

53. 19272; Qu (1989) 784.
54. 19269; Qu (1989) 703.
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Again I visited Xuandu Lodge, and it was swept bare, without a single tree left.
There was nothing but rabbit mallow and wild wheat waving in the spring
breeze. Thus I wrote another poem of twenty-eight syllables in anticipation of

some later visit. At the present it is the third month of the second year of the
Taihe Reign.

BRPTEFRD In the hundred-acre courtyard
half is moss,
it ¥ F E peach blossoms have been cleansed away,
wild vegetables are blooming.
FEE L FTR The Daoist master who planted the peaches,
“where has he gone?—
AR RS R young master Liu of the previous times

today comes once again.

Lang BF, “young master,” was not quite appropriate for the vice direc-
tor of a bureau in his mid-thirties in 805; it has a comic dissonance for
the aging poet in the Taihe Reign. The ironic poetic game Liu Yuxi is
playing is that he has not changed, but the “immortal” world of the
magic peaches has come and gone.>

Not insignificantly, the moment of splendor that came and vanished
during Liu Yuxi’s long absences from the capital was in the Yuanhe
Reign of Xianzong, witnessed by Liu only for a few months in 815. It
was a glory seen only in passing; and behind the wit and pathos, there is
nostalgia. One phrase, usually unnoticed, mitigates the nostalgia: the
quatrain is written “in anticipation of some later visit.” The poet antici-
pates being sent out to the provinces again—as indeed he was—and re-
turning. Young master Liu will check to see if the peach blossoms have
returned. We have no record that they did return.

Lz Shen and “Recollecting Past Travels”

Li Shen was an exact contemporary of Bai Juyi and Liu Yuxi, dying in
846, the same year as Bai Juyi. He passed the jinshi examination in 806,
the first year of the Yuanhe Reign, and belonged to that generation of
poets. Little remains of his work from the Yuanhe era, though he does

55. The poem also plays on the well-known story of Liu Chen and Ruan Zhao, who
met two goddesses on Mount Tiantai among the peach blossoms, stayed with them

awhile, and then left. When they returned, they could not find the grotto of peach blos-
soms again.
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make an appearance at a very important moment. At the end of “Ying-
ying’s Story” % %1% by Yuan Zhen, the speaker “Zhang” approached
Li Shen, who then wrote a companion piece entitled “Yingying’s Song”
& &3k to go with the prose story. This was clearly a natrative-ballad
version, like Bai Juyi’s “Song of Lasting Bitterness” Kt Fk. Li Shen’s
ballad does not survive intact, but pieces were preserved, some in the
Jin “Account of the Western Chamber in All Modes” ¥ fait g A,
by Scholar Dong ¥ #%7L. A few of his other poems that have been
preserved suggest that Li Shen was once very much a poet of the
Yuanhe generation.

Li Shen’s modest place in the history of Tang poetry is due to a pe-
culiar and unprecedented collection of poems that did survive, with a
preface dated to 838. This collection was entitled Recollecting Past Travels
16 3% in three juan. Some of the poems were composed on the occa-
sions they describe, but most were written retrospectively in 838 or
slightly earlier, covering his life between 820 and 836.56 In the preface Li
Shen gives a succinct account of his life and career. The poems, ar-
ranged chronologically, are supplied with copious internal notes ex-
plaining whatever circumstances might be obscure to a later reader. The
preface ends: “There are things that concern me in the phrases, and
the inspiration arose from resentment; thus, the words are not all of the
same order, sometimes obscure and sometimes obvious; they are noth-
ing more than hope for someone who truly understands (ghzyzn) in
some future time” A AR, SLA NG, R RIERA, FTEETE
b h R R TS

Yuan Zhen seems to have been the first to actively compile his own
collected works, with explanatory materials (in the form of prefaces or

56. A few of the poems in this collection have prefaces explicitly stating that they
were composed on the occasion they describe and that the author has included (“com-
piled” bian %) them in the collection. In the preface to the series entitled “On the Day
I Finished My Term at Shouyang” % #& 2R H, he justifies such inclusion by saying
that the poems are “no different from recollection” it R 7%k (Wang Xuanbo 37).
Many poems are explicitly or implicitly marked as memory; the explicit notation that a
poem was composed on the occasion represented suggests that the majority of the re-
maining poems are also retrospective, though not marked as such. The poems in the
last part of the collection, closer in time to the compilation of the collection, were most
likely compiled close to the occasions they describe.

57. Wang Xuanbo 157.
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letters), at a relatively young age in the 810s.58 Bai Juyi (along with oth-
ers in his circle) continued and extended the practice, writing his own
prefaces for the ever expanding versions. As Bai Juyi’s collection grew
in his later years, the poems added were arranged more or less chrono-
logically, though they were sometimes divided between regulated and
nonregulated groups.®® In short, Bai’s collection was the prototype of
the poetic diary. Li Shen’s Recollecting Past Travels is, by compatison, the
prototype of poetic autobiography. We do not know how much Li
Shen wrote in the years covered by Recollecting Past Travels, but it seems
likely that, in contrast to Bai Juyi, his efforts in poetic composition were
sporadic. He could not simply arrange existing poems in chronological
order; when he had a past poem representing some significant moment,
he included it. Rather, Li Shen is supplementing an apparently sketchy
poetic record of his life since 820 with the poems that he “should have”
written. Indeed, Recollecting Past Travels looks very much like an attempt
to retrospectively construct a “poetic life,” a chronological oeuvre that
looked like Bai Juyi’s oeuvre.

The use of poetry to chronologically “document” a life was an im-
portant new way of thinking about poetry. We see here the ancestor of
a long tradition of scholarship that painstakingly tries to date every
poem in a poet’s work and arrange each chronologically within a collec-
tion. In the Song Dynasty Du Fu became the central figure whose po-
etic oeuvre was read this way, but that form of reading can be traced
back to the group around Bai Juyi

Li Shen’s unique act is part of a larger interest in making poetry col-
lections to publicize, preserve, and document. In many ways the spread
of exchange collections marks a shift in attitude from considering such
poems as ephemera that might be preserved in a poet’s literary remains
to the publicized documentation of a long-term literary relationship.

58. Since we know that various versions of certain authors’ works (as opposed to
individual pieces or small “samplings”) circulated during their lifetime even in the
eighth century, the practice was, on some level, older. What generally distinguishes the
ninth-century practice is the care and publicity given to the act of self-editing. There are,
of course, exceptions, such as Yuan Jie’s 7L 4 collection, with its 767 preface.

59. Most collections of Tang poetry have been lost, and those that have survived
probably do not reflect their original form. Poems may have circulated in rough
chronological sequence within generic divisions before Bai Juyi, but from what survives
Bai represents the strongest model of chronology as a principle of organization.
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Exchange collections between Bai Juyi and Yuan Zhen and between
Bai and Liu Yuxi were already in circulation in 833 when Liu Yuxi re-
ceived the following letter from Linghu Chu:

M. Bai, the governor of Three Rivers [Luoyang] compiled the poems sent and answers
received between you and him. He wrapped this in a bag of pale blue silk and gave
them to me. Mr. Bai wrote some prefatory words at the beginning and called it the Lix
and Bai Collestion. Long I pondered over how the pieces I have written with you also fill
trunks and wrappers—why not put them in order to silence mockery from Three Riv-

ers [ie., Bai Juyi]?%0

Linghu Chu was a very literary senior statesman who had first enteFed
public service because of his writing. Although Linghu Chu is spgkmg
playfully, there is something competitive here, the desire to publicize a
poetic relationship which we assume had been cartried on for many
years for the sheer pleasure it provided. In response to Linghu Chu’s
request, Liu Yuxi compiled the Song and Response Collection with Pengyang
% 578 Ao 4 6! Later in 835 Linghu Chu would compile his exchange
poems with Li Fengji &£ 3, the canny and somewhat ruthless former
minister who had died that year.$2 We see the same desire to publicly
document a relationship through poetry in the anecdote, quoted earlier,
in which Wenzong had hoped to add a poem from the dying Pei Du to
his own poetry collection.

Documentation of a life or relationship in poetry might be under-
taken with an eye to current prestige, but it was clearly directed outward,
to readers who might not know the particulars that could be assumed
between old friends exchanging poems for the pleasure of it. The au-
thor’s note explaining the circumstances behind a line is the clearest in-
dication of such a general audience. Earlier we mentioned Linghu Chu’s
poem answering Bai Juyi and Liu Yuxi after assuming command of the
Xuanwu army in 828. The opening line reads:

ar -

ERLEEREEABEE
Penglai’s librarian immortal (Letian), the Reception’s Director [Liu was in the
Bureau of Receptions]

60. Qu (1989) 1496. ‘
61. Liu also compiled a later version of this collection, as well as a collection of

poems exchanged with Li Deyu.
62. Fu (1998), vol. 3, 114.
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It seems likely that this was originally preserved through the Song and
Response Collection with Pengyang, and although the identifying notes may
have been added later, it seems to suggest that the collection circulated
with explanatory notes.

No group of poems at this time was provided with such rich ex-
planatory notes as Recollecting Past Travels, and few were as explicit as Li
Shen in stating that his collection was intended for future readers. The
idea, however, was implicit in Bai Juyi’s editorial efforts. We have seen
how Bai conceptualized his literary collection as “capital”’; and the mul-
tiple copies of his collection that he had made and deposited in various
temples (as Sima Qian planned to deposit the Shiji at some “famous
mountain” to await future readers) suggests just such an eye to future
readers. Indeed, Bai offers what was perhaps the most singular and in-
teresting anticipation of future readership in the preface to his Luoyang
Collection % F %, to be deposited at the Xiangshan Temple: “How do I
know that T won’t revisit this temple in some future life and, looking at
these writings again, recapture memory of this past lifer”63

Li Shen was not a major poet, but he deserves more credit than he is
generally given. One reason we might willingly believe that he compiled
Recollecting Past Travels in the shadow of Bai Juyi’s model is that Li Shen
so often wrote with prior poetry in mind. Older poets were in his head,
and he sometimes cites poems and lines of past Tang poets associated
with sites he visits. Old poems were the occasion for new poems.
Transferred from exile in the far south to a better position as prefect
of Chuzhou, Li Shen was visited by an unnamed pipa player; in the mu-
sician’s style Li Shen detected the legacy of the court musician Maestro
Cao, who together with Mu (mentioned above in Liu Yuxi’s poem)
were the stars of the court musical establishment at the beginning of
the ninth century. Any lover of Tang poetty knows what to expect
from Li Shen on this occasion: a ballad in the long line in which Bai
Juyi’s “Ballad of the Pipa” meets Du Fu’s “On Seeing a Student of Mis-
tress Gongsun Dance the ‘Sword Dance.’”64 Like Du Fu, Li Shen
recognizes the teacher in the disciple, provides a long section on hear-
ing Maestro Cao earlier in his life, tells of his own exile, the death of

63. Zhu 3806.
64. 10818; Qiu 1815.
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Maestro Cao, and the present performance. The requisite description of
pipa playing, however, derives from Bai Juyi.

40, BET
Li Shen, Lament for the Maestro®

RTAA, AFEE, LHEL. MAPTE, HEF P BANER, 3
RER, HEWiL, FEFTF_TAME AREHEE £ 50K Bk &
When I was governing the district [Chuzhou], a visitor came through who was
good at the pipa. Asking where he learned the style in which he played, .it
turned out that he had learned it from the Maestro. During the time I was in
the Inner Court, I was shown particular favor; an imperial banquet was given
in Twisting River Park, in which the Maestro and some twenty other musicians
were appointed to provide the music. During the period of my exile the Mae-
stro passed away. Thereupon I recollected and was moved by those past ex-
periences and wrote a lament for the Maestro.

BIgrFHkb By night King Mu paid a visit
to the bends of Penglai Pool,%
SEERSES the Hall of Golden Bells was opened,
candles were held high.
PHEPHFELES The eastern ensemble’s
Maestro Cao
BEEFHEN S begged to present a newly composed
tune for the pipa.
Rk 5|4 B4k Lined in seats with kingfisher brows
girls from Tiered Walls,6”
EHFERLE pipes and flutes of different lengths,
equal to laughing chatter.
REHBEUGTE His Majesty’s visage calmly listened
to vermillion strings plucked,
T8t ok R the other musicians were silent
and did not dare to play.
Bt e BlE AR A golden phoenix, flowers in beak,
was there where the plectrum
was plied,

65. 25586; Wang Xuanbo 30.
66. Muzong, figured as King Mu of Zhou. -
67. Tiered Walls was the dwelling of the immortals in the Kunlun Mountains.
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4 fs e TE AT AR with arching wrist he gathers the strings, 9 Al P The following year hls ap and sworq
« 2 . 1368 were enclosed in Bridge Mountain,”
to speed the “sweep” and “rub. . . 3 .
CEBCER LR Flowers floated, the phoenix shrilled % 2 INE BT ten thousand leagues away this lone official
comine from Heaven lodged by the oceanside.
g >
Bl B R AE and lingering there, filling the hall, b PR e R The isolated bird’s ruined plumage
~ spring snow flew. : struggled to turn in flight,
A 55 oh 7 AR A He pulled the strings composing a melody, GEAKRE BT and white-haired I returned
and the newest music emerged, from over the Five Alps.
&8 TR EE golden bells and jade pendants [CRCEEA a I heard then that the Maestro
clinking against each other. had become rotting bones,
RE TR LMK Fluent orioles, mother and chicks, B FAREM and there only remained his disciple
flew through the Imperial Grove, to inherit those dulcet tones.
AlEG ot e B A immortal cranes, hen and mate, e L
shiill to the bright moon. HERE Z AR Southern. Jiao is s.ull and lonely .
late in the third month of spring,
S RBFL S At this time I received a summons H R TBEIG R there was a visitor plucking the strings,
to wait on the golden-belled palanquin, uniquely sharp and bitter.
HBALFEE in the detached palace I received grace BEBEAR AL Calmly I listened as deeply he played
and was permitted to call him to play. in the light of the moon in Chu,
Z AW AES In the third month at the Twisting River iz e and recalled long ago when first I heard it
the springtime grasses were green, at a Twisting River banquet.
R A . . , .
ARRETES from;;?: ;i\r:: z(l)srist};:a;iegiso?zii ds. NS -3 The heart was touched and unawares
my tears were streaming,
BB RS The purple-whiskered imperial servant FEAZRER then he tuned the strings once more for me
came forward and knelt, and played it over again.
ERYET AR he played all the most wondrous melodies vk 3% 38 LR, Autumn gusts sets swaying
during the spring day. the goddess’s pendants,
FRIESTRE K B Cold fountains gushed out, Askak Bk 045 bright moon pearls strike upon
Longtou’s waters began,® a plate of crystal.
+ TR E B . NP
ARER ORI Tu‘k;};i‘:;f z;’:sfi o eﬂlsi?t B B 5 B I pity myself, this Fluaihai region
sharing its muck and mud,
B AR R £ B The sunlight faded, dust muffled the light, 1R 52O R AT my angry soul fixes the thought
horses and carriages scattered, ’ that I have not been able to die.
B A and because I cherished that new music,

T heaved continuing sighs.

68. “Gathering,” Jong (ot rong) H#E, “sweeping,” hui 18 and “rubbing,” 70 3K, were all

70. That is, Muzong passed away. The reference is to Han Wudi’s question as to
why, if the Yellow Emperor became an immortal and rose to Heaven, he had a tomb at
Bridge Mountain. The answer was that only his cap and sword were buried in the tomb.

technical terms for fingering techniques: /g is a left-hand technique; 4 and mo are
right-hand techniques.
69. This line both describes the music and an old y#efu about Longtou’s waters.
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BEEREFEE Depressed in these thoughts of the past,
everything is gone,
AP SR Y] being stirred by the zither of Yongmen

was all for nothing.”!

One could point out the correspondences in detail: as Bai complained
about the rusticity of Xunyang in “Ballad of the Pipa,” Li Shen com-
plains about the Huaihai region. One small point of correspondence,
however, deserves particular attention. Toward the end of Bai Juyi’s
“Ballad of the Pipa,” he asks the woman to play one more time:

IHEALTBE—d Don’t refuse to sit once more
and play a melody,
BEWEEEA and I will compose for you

a “Ballad of the Pipa.”

Here, too, we have the motif of the encore:

NN -3 e The heart was touched and unawares
my tears were streaming,
P EAZRER then he tuned the strings once more for me

and played it over again.

This encore of the encore is interesting in that while Bai Juyi specifically
asks for it, the musician here seems to offer the encore spontaneously.
We do not want to give too much weight to the representational accu-
racy of the line, but it suggests a significant possibility. It may not be
simply Li Shen who is poetically reenacting Du Fu’s and Bai Juyi’s
poem: the unnamed pipa player may also know the poems, and may be
playing his role according to the old poetic “script.” Farlier poetry (and
particularly “Ballad of the Pipa”) was becoming part of a general cul-
tural legacy in which later poets participated along with others.

Buddhism was clearly an important force in Li Shen’s life, and Recolect-
ing Past Travels tells of vows made in youth and fulfilled. Bai Juyi charac-
teristically enjoyed the intellectual consolation of Buddhism, the com-
pany of monks, and the perversely sensuous pleasures of austerities. Li
Shen sometimes seems more truly religious. One of his finest poems is

71. A reference to the Lord of Mengchang’s response to hearing Yongmen Zizhou
play the zither; it seemed to the Lord of Mengchang as if Yongmen Zizhou were
someone whose kingdom and home city had fallen.
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based on a famous Suzhou singer who, according to her abiding wish
(zhi), was buried in the precincts of a Buddhist temple. It was a topic
that invited the confrontation of values and worlds, with the Sanskrit
chanting of sutras enduring as the singer’s voice faded into nothingness.

F, BARE

Li Shen, The Tomb of the Pure Miss’?
FZHA, FIA 5H RBRNAR LT, AP SRUASL A5
¥,o08E L, EERATA REAKNNE B@mZ s, AL LA
RZF.
She was a singing gitl of Wu and famous for her singing and dancing. When
she died, she was buried in front of the Wuqiu Temple in Wu. The young men
of Wu honored her abiding wish to be buried there. Many flowers grow on her
tomb, covering the whole top. In Jiaxing County there is also the tomb of the
W singing girl Su Xiaoxiao. On evenings when there are rainstorms, the notes
on song and piping are sometimes heard from upon it.

—HEBARE A trunk of thick and voluptuous color
the springtime city is gone,
EHEMZEL the “paired trees” Gate of Compassion”
suffers the flowers to grow.
R RE A R Her melancholy charm was extinguished
with a candle in the wind,
TR F L a passionate heart can never be so light
as Heaven’s rain of flowers.7*
BiHk AEER Moonbeam glances have melted from brows,
there is only the light of the moon,
Fh o 7 R Ay AR A her songs let the dust on the beams rest,
but there are sounds of Sanskrit chanting.
FAREEIE BN She is like Su Xiaoxiao
of Qiantang—
HEE) G A but one should only look back

on this little darling.

The poem is built around a series of contrasts: the “Pure Miss” (her
virginal name clearly at odds with her profession, but perhaps related to

72. 25649; Wang Xuanbo 100. For another poem on this theme, see Zhang Hu,
27282; Yan Shoucheng 16.

73. It was under a pair of $ala trees that the Buddha entered nirvana.

74. The flowers that fell from Heaven when the Buddha preached.
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herlwish to be buried in the temple grounds) is a flowering tree set
against the $ala trees under which Buddha achieved enlightenment, a
cor.npassion that allows flowers to keep growing on her tomb. The
weight of sensuality of a “passionate heart” melts away in each particu-
lgr, her flowers replaced by the rain of flowers from Heaven, her “wave-
like” glances replaced by the moonbeams from a brow-like crescent
moon, her songs fading into the chanting of sutras. The last couplet
compares her to another courtesan with a famous tomb, but the latter

lacks the enduring commitment to the truth of Buddhism that distin-
guished the “Pure Miss.””’

The retrospective stance of Li Shen’s collection as a whole invited not
only the “meditations on the past,” huaigu, so popular in the ninth cen-
tury, and reminiscences of his youth; it also disposed him to see himself
from the outside, as Bai Juyi so often did, only in a different key. We do
not know if the following was one of the poems actually composed on
the occasion described, but the title suggests that this is the Li Shen of
838, recalling passing his native region (modern Wuxi) in 833 on his way
to his post as surveillance commissioner of Zhedong, at that time re-
calling his youth spent studying at Hui Mountain Temple.

A8 EALLFEE
Li Shen, Recalling My Study Hall in the
Hui Muntain Temple’®
¥oh— Rk e Once I left the mountains of home,
time passed,
autumn dew and clear breeze,

KEFRRA S

the years and months grew many.

TS F S £ A bold heart under the pines,
the young man went away,

HE R HEAS a wasted reflection in the pool,
an old man passing by.

B T A SR o White clouds appear and vanish
beside the cliffs and crags,

FHRAGCHE green cassia flourish and wither,

the hanging moss still on them.

75. The sense of the last line is very uncertain.
76. 25609; Wang Xuanbo 7.
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RAXTRRE There is only this body of mine,

ever a traveler,
X e IR hurrying on with banners raised

into the misty waves.

Lines like the opening couplet are so dreadful that it is hard to read on.
Yet when we do, the poem redeems itself in its multiple retrospective
visions from both 833 and 838. Zhuangan A3, “bold heart” or “heart
of someone in his prime,” is disembodied in memory: it belonged to
the young man who did not look at himself but only thought to go off
to Chang’an and enter public life long ago—indeed, to become the very
high official who traveled in 833 “with banners raised.”

The young man went away; an older man returned, remembering the
young man and seeing his own aging reflection in the pool. He is, how-
ever, only “passing by,” bound to the constant changes in post to
which the young man, who stayed here long in study, aspired. We can
view the white clouds as constant change, the ultimate emptiness of this
life, or perhaps even as the figure of riches and honor, which were to
Confucius “as drifting clouds.” The cassia tree, which is usually flour-
ishing in poetry and whose boughs are figuratively plucked by the suc-
cessful examination candidate, is here clearly withered. Nevertheless, it
must remain standing, providing support for the dependent hanging
moss that still lives by clinging to it. The successful official acquires his
“family,” going far beyond the “nuclear family” and even the genetic
family proper, and their dependency in turn holds him in place,
whether “flourishing” or “withered.” To provide the necessary income,
he is always a traveler, in the constantly shifting posts of Tang bureau-
cratic life.

In the end he (whether the “he” of 833 or 838) sees himself leaving
the site of youth, the new surveillance commissioner with banners fly-
ing, fading off into the river mist. This was his home; but once left, he
became “always a traveler’—though the eyes that view the scene at the
end remain at home to see himself fade away.

None of the younger generation—the poets we think of as belonging
to the “Late Tang”—achieved anything like the public distinction of
these aging poets of the Yuanhe generation. Their relative success and
continuous engagement in the mid-to-upper echelons of political life
made them unique among Tang poets. In many ways this was the true
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end of an era in which poetry could still have a place in public life. The
man who in his intemperate youth wrote “Yingying’s Story” and was
likely its protaanist, Yuan Zhen, became a minister. The man who
wrote the ballad for Yingying sailed off with banners flying as a surveil-
lance commissioner. The man who satirized social abuses in the
Yuanhe, Bai Juyi, ended up in a well-paid sinecure, enjoying a salaty
that ultimately derived from Southland peasants—tho
times still felt guilty over the fact that his quilts provide
the common folk were freezing.

ugh he some-
d warmth while

THREE
Regulated Verse in
the Short Line

Masters of Eagle Shooting

Even in his earlier years Bai Juyi delighted in representing himself as

an eccentric, unconstrained by convention. In one of his best-known

poems dating from 818, Bai celebrated his self-image as the wild poet.
akE %, b Eh

Bai Juyi, Chanting Poems Alone in the Mountains!

NBH— B Each person has some one addiction,
RBAEY my addiction is to writing:

BT All worldly attachments have melted away,
wEEAE I am left with this sole affliction.
FEERAE Whenever I chance on a lovely scene,
REFHRI or face some dear friend or family,
5K —B I sing a poem out in a loud voice,

19,7 $LAP % in a daze as if touched by some god.
AELLER Since I sojourned here by the River,
FAaLPE I spend half my time in the hills.

A IR, There are imes when a new poem is finished,
‘LR ES and I go alone up the east cliff road,
YtaniE I'lean against scarps of white stone,
FEREE B with my hand I pull the green cassia.

L. 22069; Zhu 407. This translation, with modifications, appears in my study entitled
The End of the Chinese “Middle Ages”: Essays in Mid-Tang Literary Culture (Stanford: Stan-
ford University Press, 1998), 105.
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Zf"é,\i%#)}v’é} Mad chanting alarms the wooded ravines,
Z&% a AR birds and gibbons turn all eyes on me.
E4 Aﬁ,-l‘%_‘i_-f‘ﬁ"‘ﬁ‘ P'm afraid I'll be mocked by the times
MR AK nan

so I come to this place where no man is.

In addition to “mad chanting,” &uangyin £ Bai also favored the
term “drunken chanting,” zmyin B, and was even named “The Mas-
ter.\Xf.ho Chants Drunkenly,” Zuiyin xiansheng B % % | in a tomb in-
scription he supposedly wrote for himself2 We noted eatlier his fond-
ness for self-description as kuang, “wild” or “mad” He often
represented himself as writing however he pleased, the very antithesis
.Of the craftsman.? Jia Dao may not be referring to Bai Juyi specifically
in the opening lines of “Presented to a Friend” B8R A, but Jia’s praise
of a very different kind of poet is suggestive:*

i_ ?’-:’fﬁk%‘ Your five-syllable poems now make a scroll

A %,E[—,El-ﬁ? clear and fresh, their rhymes all match.

NG Z}_%E@T— Not sharing the drunkenness of those mad fellows
A g your company is vegetarian monks bound by rules.)

The “rules,” /i 4%, are the vingya of the monastic community, one of
which requires avoidance of drink. “Rules” are also the “regulation” of
poetry, appropriate for this unnamed poet, who, as is clear from the
second line, strictly obeys the regulations for tonal euphony and strict
rhyme.5

Jia Dao celebrates austerity here, in which the discipline of poetry—
not accidentally linked to regulated poetry in the five-syllable line—is
gssociated with religious discipline. That linkage was to be developed
Into a much deeper affinity between poetry and the religious discipline

2. Zhu 3815. The authenticity of this inscription has been questioned. Since it should
date from the very end of his life, it is not at all impossible that it was not included in
the collections Bai himself so carefully prepared.

3 It was probably the contemporary fascination with the craft of regulated verse—
“bitter chanting” or “taking pains on poetry,” knyin " —that led Bai Juyi to claim (in
827) that he was that kind of poet when younger. See “Idle Singing” ﬂﬂ:ﬂc, 23470, Zhu
1710. Note that Yao He speaks of Jia Daoc as “madly bringing forth chanting like weep-
ing” 12 4#°5 4w R | though the matching line puts Jia in Chan meditation: “when melan-
choly, you sit as if in Chan” & % 2 4% (26419; Liu Yan 29).

4. 31649; Qi 268.

5- Although /4 did not come into general use for poetic “regulation” until the Song
there are Tang precedents for this usage. ’
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of Buddhism in the last part of the century. Jia Dao himself had been a
monk, and there was behind him a tradition of poet-monks working at
the end of the eighth and the beginning of the ninth centuries in the
Southland. Even more than the secular Dali poets, those poet-monks
specialized in regulated verse in the five-syllable line.

In 832 Liu Yuxi was governor of Suzhou. It was probably in this year
that a2 monk named Xiufeng e approached him and requested a
preface for the collected poems of his master, the celebrated poet-
monk Lingche & i# (749-816). Xiufeng had selected three hundred of
Lingche’s two thousand poems in his later years and an additional three
hundred exchange poems (another contribution to the mania for collec-
tions of exchange poems). After reviewing Lingche’s career and the oc-
casion to write the preface, Liu Yuxi offered the following judgment:

The poet-monks that are spoken of in the world have mostly come from the
Southland. Lingyi was the fountainhead; Huguo followed in his footsteps; Qing-
jiang stirred the waves; and Fazhen followed after him. Like the lone resonance
from a single string, these enter the ear but for an instant; they are not the notes
of a great orchestra. Only Jiaoran of Wuxing was able to comprehend the full
range of various forms, and after Jiaoran, Lingche carried this on.’

The praise of Lingche and Jiaoran comes at the expense of a tradition
of poetry by Buddhist monks that, in Liu Yuxi’s eyes, failed as a result
of its limitation, a failure to “comprehend the full range of various
forms.” Theirs is a one-stringed instrument rather than an orchestra.
What this actually means is that these poet-monks specialized in regu-
lated verse in the short line, focusing on perfectly formed couplets con-
structed of a limited range of images and vocabulary—exactly the kind
of poetry practiced by Jia Dao and Yao He.

- Around 837, five years after Liu Yuxi’s preface, Yao He compiled his
anthology of poetry entitled The Supreme Mystery, Jixuan ji #2% & . Yao
He’s anthology included primarily regulated poetry in the short line. In

6. Toward the end of the ninth and throughout the tenth century we find a recur-
rent pairing of poetry and the [Buddhist] Way or Chan (“meditation”). Poetry is some-
times treated as a supplement to Chan, sometimes the competitor, and at other times
another form of Chan. We are not speaking here of the influence on poetry of Bud-
dhism as a religion but rather of Buddhism as the model for poetry as an austere lay
“discipline,” demanding complete commitment and setting the practiioner apart from
ordinary people.

7. Qu (1989) s20.
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a relatively restricted selection of poets, Yao He included Lingyi, Fa-
zhen, and Qingjiang, three of the four poet-monks that Liu Yuxi
dismissed for their narrow scope. Yao He did include four poems
by Jiaoran, but, significantly, these were all regulated verses in the
short line.

Another line of attack against the poet-monks is suggested by Bai
Juyi in 827, in the poem and preface, cited earlier, praising the poetry of
the monk Daozong 1 i, whose poetry was written for the sake of the
dharma and salvation and “not written for the sake of poetry” 7~ B3
M AE. Others, not knowing Daozong, will talk of “Huguo, Fazhen,
Lingyi, and Jiaoran.”® Although Bai Juyi was not writing poetty to save
souls, his subsequent description of Daozong’s poetry obviously articu-
lates his own poetic values as well. “Writing for the sake of poetry”

. precisely describes the work of Jia Dao, Yao He, and the circle around
them.

This was not an open feud—Yao He was on good terms with Bai
Juyi and Liu Yuxi—but it was a quiet conflict of generations and poetic
taste. Some younger poets of the day seem to have written regulated
verse in the short line almost exclusively? The perfect couplet in the
short line was true “poetry” in one sense; the cleverness of the
“Yuanhe style” and “mad chanting” were not for them.

When we read the poets of Jia Dao’s and Yao He’s circle, Liu Yuxi’s
critique of the limited range of the poet-monks strikes a resonant chord.
In addition to limitation, we have the Impression of anonymity: it often
seems that however fine a poem might be, it could just as easily have
been written by another poet in the group. It was, by and large, a
shared craft. At this point we might reflect on a basic contradiction that
underlies such a poetic enterprise. Most of these young men and their
mentors sought success in the examinations, commonly referred to as
ming %4, both “name” and “fame.” Poetic success was also ming. The
opposite impulse was embodied in the sangha, the Buddhist monastic
community, whose members “renounced home (and tamily),” chu jia
$ K, giving up their secular, family “name” for a religious name. They
dressed alike, ate together, and carried out the rule-bound activities of

8. 23180; Zhu 1445. See pp. 57-58.

9. We say “seem to” because of the uncertainties and vagaries of preservaton; it
may be that the regulated verse of such poets was disproportionatel reserved.

y gu p Prop: yPp
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the monastic day. Their perfection was to disappear as individuals in
the practice of a discipline.'® In the same way the poetic craft of' regu-
lated verse was anonymous; it was not the celebration of personality (so
strong in Bai Juyi’s poetry) but the masterful practice of a shared art.
Ironically, the greater their achievements in this essentially anonymous
craft, the greater were their “names”/“fame.”

Wine, women, song, and “mad chanting” offer a conventional scene of
pleasure; but there can also be a pleasure in asceticism anfi restF1ctlor}.
One of the best indications of the changing conception of poetic craft
is the transformation of the term kuyin ¥ % during the 820s and 830s
from “bitter chanting” (in which the poem is the expression of the
poet’s bitterness resulting from life’s circumstances) to “painstaking
composition” (which poets speak of as a pleasure).!! Although the
weight of the term changed, it still remained “chanting” of the oral and_
noisy sort sure to annoy the neighbors. Liu Deren, a younger pQCt of
the Jia Dao and Yao He circle, does it all night, hating the coming of

dawn—an activity not only sought but one he does not want to give up.
Z34=, LA F

Liu Deren, “What Happened on 2 Summer’s Day”1?
FBE F ) I revise lines of poems until it is dawn,
V9 AR R LA my neighbors detest my bitter chanting/

painstaking composition.

L Midnight, the Dipper stretches across the sky,
FENCT = and summer trees hide roosting birds.
ki&%ﬁkiﬁ Heaven and Earth shrivel up before autumn,
$Ek AR railing and window are deep, catching moonlight.
g % o My secluded yard has many such scenes,
He 2 BE S 42 and I fear only morning’s light creeping in.

10. Poetry was still on the secular side of the opposition between the secular anc? re-
ligious, as illustrated in the following couplet, in which Yao He sees (.)f f Fhe monk Wuke:
“You renounced family, but still take care of your mother, / you maintain the rules, but
also are good at poetry” th RiE£E, / HEEALF (26345). _

11. For a fuller discussion of this transformation, see Stephen Owen, “Spending
Time on Poetry: The Poetics of Taking Pains,” in Olga Lomovd, ed.,, Recarving the
Dragon: Understanding Chinese Poetics (Prague: Charles University in Prague, 2003), 167-92.

12. 29824.
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Although the poetics of the regulated-verse craftsmen and Bai Juyi
were in some ways opposed, opposites share 2 common ground to ar-
ticulate difference. Both Bai Juyi and Jia Dao speak of poetry as a com-
pulsion; however, unlike “mad chanting,” “bitter chanting” is a com-
pulsion to labor and effott, a pleasurable pain.

B &, B AN
Jia Dao, Playfully Presented to a Friend!?

— B T 4E# One day I didn’t write poetry,

SR R mind’s wellhead was like a dried-up well
FRE R Brush and ink-stone were the well pulley,
kAR SR8 chanting served as the hempen rope.

AR ER ) With dawn I drew from it again,
REZFS as before I found what was clear and fresh.
ZTEERA I write it to give to one who feels as I do,
#YSEF in the words are much bitter pains.

The “bitter pains” of which Jia Dao speaks at the end are the counter-
part of the new sense of “bitter chanting,” not the hardships of life out-
side poetry but the pains taken in composition. The ideal reader, “the
one who feels as I do,” will not discover a personality in the words; he
will perceive and appreciate the labor of the poem’s making.

The Jia Dao “egend”

From his later years and, increasingly, following his death, Jia Dao be-
came the very image of “the poet” as much as the author of particular
poems. His death was lamented, his grave was frequently visited, and
his poems were imitated and echoed. In one of the most suggestive,
probably apocryphal anecdotes, the later poet Li Dong Z iF] (who died
ca. 897) was supposed to have had a bronze statue of Jia Dao made.14
Although the Tang ghiyan version says that he “worshiped it like a god”
FZ 4wiP, the association is primarily Buddhist: the Beimeng suoyan ver-
sion says that Li Dong “always invoked Jia Dao’s name as the Buddha”

FAE & . Here again we see clearly the association between the

13. 31515; Li Jiayan 17; Qi 71.

14. Zhou Xunchu 1464-65. See Xu Zong #F 48, Tangshi tipailun J& 3 8%k % (Taibei:
Wenjin chubanshe, 1994), 608, who compares the number of Late Tang poets writing
on Jia Dao with poems based on now more famous Tang poets.
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kind of poetry Jia Dao represented and Buddhist religious forms: not
the “content” of Buddhism but the idea of an esoteric knowledge,
linked to austere discipline, that can be passed down from master to
disciple. It seems unlikely that Jia Dao composed the Secret Instruction of
the Two Nan, Ernan mighi —HEE, a poetry manual dating from the
ninth or tenth centuries, but it implies the transmission of knowledge to
a select individual or group.1®

According to another legend, every New Year’s Eve Jia Dao took out
the poems he had written the preceding year and placed them on a table;
then he poured a libation of ale, bowed, and offered a devotional invoca-
tion: “These are what I have suffered over during this whole year.”16

We must be careful to distinguish Jia Dao in his own work and age
from the Jia Dao legend that was taking shape in his later years and
grew following his death. As we will see, anecdotes about him are
strongly shaped by a new vision of what a “poet” should be. Neverthe-
less, we can see in his poetry—including the poem quoted above—
motifs that supported and doubtlessly contributed to the image.!”

Although many of Jia Dao’s poems cannot be dated, we possess
poems from the Yuanhe era (when he was associated with Han Yu and
Meng Jiao) through his years of exile from 837 until his death in 843.
From the datable poems, however, it seems that he was most active dur-
ing the 820s and the first part of the 830s, when he was part of a circle of
poets in Chang’an. Jia Dao was already prominent and older than mostin
that circle of regulated-verse writers, but there he was essentially one
poet among many. Indeed, his combination of relative seniority with lack
of status seems to have contributed to the ease with which he mixed with
younger poets and the absence of deference (far, indeed, from being in-

15. Mighi % & is primarily the “secret instruction” of an emperor to a subordinate,
as befits a work that superficially adopts a “Confucian” approach to poetry. The form,
of both the title and the contents, belies the ideological persuasion. Such exclusive
knowledge more perfectly fits the select transmission of a Buddhist master’s knowledge
to a single disciple or group of disciples.

16. Cited in Tang caizi 3huan, Fu (1987), vol. 3, 332-33.

17. Wen Yiduo called the entire age the “age of Jia Dao.” Wen’s remarkably acute
judgment is supported by texts throughout the ninth century. If modern critics point
out other poets who more perfectly “reflect” the condition of the times, that is a func-
tion of the interests of modern critics rather than the way contemporaries viewed their
poetry. See Tian Gengyu W # F, Tangyin yuyun: wan Tang shi yanjin J& ¥ thEB: KL B
%, (Chengdu: Ba Shu shushe, 2001), 53-55.
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voked as a poet-Buddha). These poets continually celebrated one an-
other’s comings, goings, failures, successes, and important occasions.
Yao He, who was the same age as Jia Dao, did possess political status,
buthe was just as active in this community of poets. In their own time Jia
Dao and Yao He seem to have shared a roughly equal reputation. Jia
Dao, however, was transformed into something far greater, and it is
worthwhile to consider the components of his transformation.

Yao He achieved a relatively high degree of political success. Jia Dao
never passed the examination, had no hope of success, and ended his
years in “administrative exile” in the provinces as Assistant Magistrate
of Changjiang and Administrator of Granaries at Puzhou. Whether by
inference or knowledge, it was suggested that he received the Chang-
jlang posting because he offended someone.!8 This soon became an an-
ecdote in which the offended party was none other than the emperor.

If part of Jia Dao’s appeal was that of a politically unsuccessful, soli-
tary figure (despite his very large network of friends) who died in pro-
vincial “exile,” those qualities were transformed into an absotption in
poetic craft that led him to disregard authority. The compulsion to
compose poetry was given social significance as an enterprise whose
claims were greater than respecting one’s place in a hierarchical world;
in both cases the transgression is forgiven—in one case immediately.
Two of the most famous anecdotes are variations on the same story,
each variation appearing in slightly different versions.

Whether walking or sitting, eating or lying with his eyes closed, he never
stopped chanting and savoring the words. Once he was astride his mule with
an umbrella over his head, cutting across a main thoroughfare in the capital. At
the moment the autumn wind was at its most severe, and the yellow leaves
could be swept up. Jia Dao suddenly chanted: “Falling leaves fill Chang’an” In
his mind he was quite pleased with what had come to his lips so spontaneously,
and he was trying to find another line to make a couplet. Lost in his inability to
find the matching line, he was unaware of where he was going. In this manner
he bumped into Liu Qichu, the Metropolitan Governor of the capital. He
spent an evening in chains, and then Liu released him.!9

18. From another point of view we might note that Jia—who never passed the jinshi
examination and had neither yi privilege nor powerful connections—was indeed given
a post, however humble.

19. Zhou Xunchu 1111. Based on Tang 2hiyan.
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The most famous version of the second anecdote is found in He

Guangyuan’s 1] X, 1% Jianjie lu B %% from the Five Dynasties.

A— B AT B EL P, MA AT IS, RF ST,
Rz AR, & TEHEFRFFY, IARFFH CRATFS. mETZ,
MR, WS FRMTT, ERARK, BIREME. €5 =HT8, H12
FEAC. RAETEHRTE HE27W, 67 LE AMRKEZ H AR
“ABIT— W, HE—F A, WA, HERE, FRRA, FEER
BIBRA, BZ BHE M FHL

One day, while riding on his mule, he suddenly came up with the verse: “The
bird spends the night in the tree by the pool, / the monk knocks at the gate
under the moonlight”” At first he wanted to use the word “shove”; then he
wanted to use the word “knock.” Not having settled on the best usage, he rode
along on his mule, first drawing the character “shove” with his hand, then
drawing the character “knock.” Without realizing it, he passed through half a
city ward in this fashion. Those who observed him were astonished, but Jia
Dao seemed not to see them. At the ime Han Yu was serving as provisional
Metropolitan Governor of the capital. Han had a stern and punctilious disposi-
tion, and his awesome presence at that moment made itself felt on the great
avenue. Passing the third avenue, the criers were clearing the way, but Jia Dao
just went on writing characters with his hand. Only when he was suddénly
pushed down from his mule by officials and dragged before the Metropohtgn
Governor did Jia Dao realize the situation. The advisers wanted to have him
reprimanded, but Jia Dao responded, “I just happened now to come up \yith a
couplet, but I haven’t been able to get a particular word right. My spirit was
wandering in the realm of poetry, and this is what led me to run into Your Ex—
cellency. I do not dare call your wrath down upon me, but I hope you might
be kind enough to give this some consideration.”” Han Yu halted his horse,
thought about it for a while, and said to Jia Dao, “‘Knock’ is finer.”20

These are obviously essentially the same story, with the couplet and the
offended high official changed. The poet is so absorbed in the prac.tice
of his art that he violates the proper deference to hierarchy, institution-
alized in the law, which states that a commoner must make way for a
high official. In the first case he is arrested for a night })ut soon fori
given; in the second his engagement in poetry is immediately appreci-
ated by the particular official in question. Both Liu Qichu and Han Yu
were Jia Dao’s friends in real life, which adds force to the anecdc?te.
Behind this story is the image of Li He riding his donkey and coming

20. Zhou Xunchu 1111-12.
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up with lines of poetry, which we will discuss at length at a later point.
The new elements in the Jia Dao anecdotes are the concomitant disre-
gard for hierarchy and authority and the social leveling that can occur
through engagement with poetry.

The third anecdote occurs in versions with three different emperors
(including Xuanzong, who assumed the throne only after Jia Dao’s
death). Here the emperor, passing by, hears someone chanting poetry
in an upper storey. He goes upstairs and finds Jia Dao. The emperor
picks up the scroll to read the poem. Jia Dao, not recognizing him,
grabs his arm and angrily snatches back the paper. The emperor, morti-
fied, goes back downstairs; and Jia Dao is later sent into exile.2! This is
a very similar parable of poetic absorption, though one touching on a
level in the social hierarchy that cannot be lightly transgressed. Never-
theless, even though he must be punished, the poet symbolically re-
mains in a separate realm that does not “recognize” even the emperor.

Nowhere is that declaration of a separate realm of poetry so per-
fectly invoked as in a joking couplet attributed to the poet Zhou Pu
J A (d. 879), famous for his devotion to the craft of poetry. He is ad-
dressing the Chan monk Dawei:??

R K EFR A For Chanitis Dawel,
. for poetry itis Zhou Pu,
RERXRFREZA with the Great Tang Son of Heaven—

just three people.

Buddhism is the original “separate realm,” operating within the secular
empire but transcending it, with a hierarchy that, by virtue of its sepa-
rateness from the entire secular hierarchy, is on a par with it. Zhou Pu
makes poetry the third realm, claiming sovereignty for himself. The
only three people that matter are the three “rulers,” of whom the Great
Tang Son of Heaven is only one.

We can situate these stories about Jia Dao in a long and rich tradi-
tion of anecdotes in which an exceptional person shows disregard for
the usual social hierarchy. The anecdotal tradition surrounding Li Bai
was very much a part of this tradition. There is, however, a profound
difference in these Jia Dao anecdotes: Li Bai disregarded authority and

21. See Fu (1987), vol. 2, 328.
22. Quan Tang shi, 7704.
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convention because of his personality, whereas Jia Dao disregards it be-
cause he is absorbed in the craft of poetry. Poetry is his end, not the
means by which he shows his disregard.

In both of the first two anecdotes Jia Dao is working on a couplet, not
a whole poem. Both of those couplets now appear in occasional poems
referring to situations other than riding a donkey through the capital. Es-
pecially in the famous “knock”/“shove” anecdote in which Jia Dao en-
counters Han Yu, the time of composing the couplet is different from
the time it ostensibly represents. It has become an “art” in the Western
sense, disjoined from lived experience. Whether composed beforehand
ot revised afterward, the couplet is like a jewel, to be “set” within a poem.

Marking Poetic Craft

When we say that regulated vetse in the short line represents “craft” it
creates two opposing values in the form. One value is the poem that
flows naturally and hides the strict rules that inform it; the second value
is the poem that celebrates and foregrounds craft, which means the
craft of the couplet. To appear, craft must stand out against less osten-
tatiously “poetic” language. Thus, in the second value there is an inher-
ent disposition to play one or both of the middle parallel couplets off
against the plainer diction of the opening and closing couplets.

As an example of the first value, in which the formal rules disappear
in apparently artless utterance, let us consider a regulated verse by
Zhang Ji, believed to have been written in 793 in the poet’s youth.?

Rk, BOLARE
Zhang Ji, Traveler’s Thoughts in Jibei?*

B B 24 Every day I gaze toward my homeland,
ERE T singing in vain the “White Linen” song,.
KREAR And always when I send someone off,
1513 R K 0% I recall the time that I left home.
EEHE Losing heart, I often talk to myself,
% Ak B 4o the degree of my sorrow known to myself alone.

23. I have chosen this example because Fang Hui has described it as the best poem
in Zhang J1’s collection. Fang Hui 1270.

24. 20186; Li Dongsheng 88. Although Yingkui liisui and critics have treated this as
regulated verse, it contains strong tonal violations in the fourth positions of the third
and fifth lines.
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FF P50 Willows outside the pavilion gate
HrEa K have all their southward branches broken,

Each line and couplet in this poem follows in some easily recognizable
way from the preceding line or couplet. The second couplet is parallel,
but the first line is a dependent clause, and the two lines together form
a single sentence (in the terms of Chinese poetics, “two lines with a sin-
gle sense”). Even the third couplet, with two distinct predicates charac-
teristic of parallel couplets, develops a single thought. In terms of later
poetics, both middle couplets are gingyu 1 3%, the “discourse of feel-
ing,” rather than jingyn % 3&, the “discourse of scene.’2 Only the final
couplet turns to things that belong to the scene, rather than the poet’s
feelings; and the willows are purely evidence of partings, branches
snapped exclusively by those traveling southward.

We might set Zhang Ji’s poem against a regulated verse of uncertain
date by Jia Dao.

R &, ki
Jia Dao, Journeying26

o FE—F This state of mind has more than one concern,’
TALE Bfd how can a letter convey it?

¥BA %8 From homeland parted for many days,
UARSF among old friends, no youths.

TEREX An empty nest where frosty leaves have fallen,
B R T through lattice’s wide gaps pierce river fireflies.
R S A woodland monk got me to spend the night—
AR Bk A at midnight we sit in utter silence.

This is a very different aesthetic. The opening couplet represents the
kind of discursive diction we find throughout Zhang Ji’s poem: the para-
phrase would be the single sentence “how can aletter convey the various
things on my mind?” The second couplet, composed of two independ-
ent predicates, clarifies the situation referred to in the first couplet. This
is, in fact, the most famous couplet in the poem, and the poet and critic
Zha Shenxing & AT (1650-1727) specifically notes that it is “very

25. In the Southern Song Tang santi shi & = %4%¥, this would be “middle couplets
empty” W & .
26. 31532; Li Jiayan 22; Qi 94.
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much like Zhang Ji” K447k 5] ¥ .27 The third couplet, however, is
something else: its relation to the preceding couplets is oblique at best,
though it is supposed to be related somehow. Its disjunction from the
obvious discourse of “journeying” to seemingly unrelated scenes in the
natural world is one marker of “craft.”” It could easily have been com-
posed independently of the poem’s occasion and “used” here; such
couplets are often cited in isolation and are sometimes represented as
being “worked on.” These finely crafted couplets often appear in con-
text as disjunctive, with the poet turning his attention to the scene
around him; the best of these couplets notice patterns that return to the
context of the poem as a whole and enrich it.

The thirteenth-century critic Fang Hui interprets the fifth line as
leaves falling into the nest, but it could also be that the fallen leaves re-
veal the nest. Clearly the “empty nest” is a figure that reminds the poet
of home. Chinese critics note that the scene contributes to the bleak
mood of the poem, but the visual pattern is striking. The tightly woven
twigs of the nest are articulated against the more widely meshed inter-
stices of the window. The leaves, shining with frost, are caught in the
nest; the smaller fireflies, bright in the darkness, penetrate the window
lattice. As is often the case in parallel couplets, there is a conceptual
pair (conceptual terms in Chinese often being antithetical) with some
resonance in the situation. The leaves in the nest are “blocked” while
the fireflies “get through™ we have Zongse 1@ |, “blockage” and “getting
through,” a conceptual pair to describe enterprises, particularly the
course of political life and “journeying.”

Many things in the poem are “blocked,” not only the poet’s career but
also his attempt to communicate what is on his mind (communication
was also conceptualized as 7ong, “getting through,” in the sense of “get-
ting through to someone”). The fireflies’ entry into the window quietly
anticipates his own lodging for the night, but what he finds is not com-
munication but silence, sitting face to face with his host in silence.

Jia Dao’s couplet may lie behind one of Yong Tao’s most beautiful
couplets also on “blockage and getting through.” The leaves are now
butterflies, trapped in the widely meshed but sticky spider’s web. The
fireflies get through, entering the empty nest from which the swallows

27. Fang Hui 1273. The poem Zha Shenxing is thinking of is probably Zhang Ji’s
“Meeting an Old Friend” ¥ A (20449).
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have departed. The couplet is found in a poem entitled “In Sickness
Dwelling in Autumn” (K & 7@ ¥).

BB R R By leaf-strewn eaves several butterflies
) hang in a spider’s web;
TEIREBNEE in the empty room a lone firefly

enters the nest of swallows.

Yong Tao’s couplet and poem deserye consideration quite apart from
the transformation of Jia Dao’s couplet, but reworking the fine lines of
predecessors is continuous with the process of an individual reworking
his own lines. The poetics of spontaneity implies perfection in the im-
mediacy of the relation between thought and words; in the poetics of
craft the words are always being changed and recast.

Eagle Shooting

A fragment of Yao He’s preface to his anthology The Supreme Mystery
has survived; there he compares the poets he selects to “masters of
eagle shooting,” shedrao shou tREF, a phrase from the History of the
Northern O, in which Hulii Guang #4258, on a hunt with the emperor,
looked up, shot, and brought down an eagle.?® Yao He was the first to
transfer this figure of consummate skill in archery to skill in poetry. It is
indeed an image of mastery, only of a particular sort.

It was the earlier Yuanhe generation that raised Li Bai and Du Fu to
represent the height of Tang poetry. One of the most striking images of
poetry from that era can be found in Han Yu’s “Teasing Zhang Ji”
FT& 4%, in which Han compates the acts of poetic creation by those
carlier poets to Great Yu carving up the landscape of China to drain the
flood.?? Comparison of Li Bai and Du Fu to Great Yu was a grand

28. Bei Qi shu (History of the Northern Qi) 222. Shooting eagles can ultimately be traced
back to a story in the “Biography of Li Guang” in the $4i7. A court eunuch was sent out
to the great Han general Li Guangwhen he was on campaign. With a party of a few dozen
men, the eunuch was out on the steppes when he encountered a group of three Xiongnu.
The vastly superior Chinese party attacked the Xiongnu, who proceeded to ride around
the Chinese party, shooting until everyone, including the court eunuch, was wounded.
When the outraged eunuch reported the incident back to Li Guang, the general com-
mented that the three Xiongnu must have been out eagle shooting. He sent a detachment
after the Xiongnu and captured them, and they were indeed out to shoot eagles.

29. 17922; Qian Zhonglian 989.
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image of the poet as demiurge. It is ultimately a craft metaphor, troping
on an earlier image of poetry as “carving”; but this is “carving” on the
grandest level. Analogies between the poet and cosmic “fashioning,”
qaobna ¥4k, were common among the Yuanhe poets (and continued
through the ninth century).3® We may contrast such an image of writing
poetry with a mastery of eagle shooting, both involving skill and preci-
sion in hitting a difficult mark just right.

If Han Yu looked back to Li Bai and Du Fu, it is not surprising to
find Yao He beginning his anthology with Wang Wei, another High
Tang poet.3! Following the eagle-shooting figure of the preface, it is
perhaps no accident that one of the Wang Wei poems he selects is the
following:

Wang Wei, Watching the Hunt2

ASh A 58 The wind is strong, the horn-bow sings,

1 F A B R the general is hunting east of Wei City.

B BR R The plants are sere, the hawk’s eye keen,
TE K snow is gone, horses’ hooves move easily.
ABIYH Suddenly they are past Xinfeng market,
FF il then back around to Thinwillow Camp.

B &SRR Turn and look where the eagle was shot—
FrETF a thousand leagues of evening clouds flat.

This is one version of the High Tang at its best. The images present the
evidence of the senses: the sound of a bow twanging in the wind, which
is sensory evidence of the hunt. The fact that the leaves are dried and
have fallen from the plants gives the hawk a better view, and the absence
of snow (either in patches on the ground or falling) lets the horses move
more easily. The poem ends beautifully'with a vision of absence, a vast
skyscape in the distance in which there was an eagle—a small bird to
shoot, and smaller still from a distance—that is now not there. Wang
Wei’s poem illustrates one possibility for regulated verse, in which great
energy is represented as being under formal control, a precise skill that
masters dangerous force, represented by “eagle shooting.” It is probably

30. See Shang Wei, “The Prisoner and the Creator: The Self-Image of the Poet in
Han Yu and Meng Chiao,” CLEAR 16 (December 1994): 19—40.

31 Yao He did, however, acknowledge Li Bai’s greatness as a poet; see 26384.

32. 05978; Chen Tiemin 609.
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the strongest poem in Yao He’s anthology and an allegory of the poetic
craft of “eagle shooters.”

Most of Yao He’s eagle-shooting masters belong to his past, from a
century to a quarter century before the anthology was compiled. To have
Yao He’s own day represented, we have to look to a future anthology,
indeed, one that explicitly presents itself as the successor of Yao He’s an-
thology of poetry. This is Wei Zhuang’s # §t Further Mystery, Y onscuan i
X % %, dating from 900. Yao He’s anthology represents the continuity
of conservative poetic taste among elite circles for a half century; Further
Mystery opens with Du Fu, Li Bai, and Wang Wei joined together, recon-
ciling the values of the conservatives and the Yuanhe radicals into some-
thing that begins to look like the canon of Tang poetry we now know.
What had occurred in between Supreme Mystery in 837 and Further Mystery
at the end of the century was the complete destruction of the social
world dominated by the conservative elite, the repeated sack of Chang-
an, and the reduction of the Tang Dynasty to a handful of courtiers and
palace guards surviving at the whim of various warlords.

Since Wei Zhuang’s anthology is the sequel to Yao He’s, it includes a
sequel to Wang Wei’s “Watching the Hunt,” a poem probably com-
posed in 820, right after the end of the Yuanhe Reign.

B4k, AR [T] 40 24
Zhang Hu, Watching His Excellency Li of Weibo in the Hunt33

B AR R Atdawn he goes out east of the district walls,34
SERFEY dividing, encircling among the low grasses 3>
LB &) H Red banners unfurl toward the sun;

& 5, white horses dash into the wind.

HF 424k Hand at his back, he draws the metal barb,
WMAIEAT bending, he pulls the horn-bow.

BAERR Where ten thousand people point together,
—FEHEEE a single goose falls from the cold sky,

33. 27241; Yan Shoucheng 1 The ttle is given in Chinese, which is how it appears in
Further Mystery; in the collected poems the title is given as “Watching Li Minister of
Works of Xuzhou on the Hunt” #7# M| & 8] % #&. The title in Further Mystery 1s
probably erroneous and should be Li rather than He. This is most likely Li Su % # and
the year was probably 820 (Fu, vol. 2, 808).

34. That is, the seat of government and headquarters for the Weibo military region.

35. Hunts used beaters to cover an area and drive animals in toward the center,
where they could easily be killed.
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Zhang Hu’s poem has its own beauty, but it is an intensely theatrical
poem, with Wang Wei’s control but without his restraint. From encircle-
ment we have the theatrical advance of red banners and white horses,
focusing at last on the body of military commissioner Li as he notches
an arrow and draws his bow. The flight of that arrow is marked by ten
thousand people pointing; the object of the arrow, the gaze, and ten
thousand fingers is a wild goose falling from the sky. Shooting wild
geese is not easy, but it is a considerably less demanding skill than
shooting eagles: wild geese are larger, fly lower, and travel more slowly.

We should note that Yao He, our anthologist—who would later
compare eatlier poets to “masters of eagle shooting”—was also at Wei-
bo at roughly the same time and may have witnessed both the wild-
goose hunt and Zhang Hu’s little poem.*

What had occurred between Wang Wei’s masterful eagle shooting
and Zhang Hu’s easier and splendidly staged wild-goose hunt was the
Mid-Tang, which can be summed up in another hunting scene involv-
ing 2 much gaudier bird. The poem is not regulated verse at all but
rather an old-style poem by Han Yu in the seven-syllable line, probably
written around 799.

Han Yu, The Pheasant Takes a Hit37

JB 38 K £ TULIT On the plain the fire has burned,
now calm and utterly still,

42 8 188 a wild pheasant, dreading the hawk,
rises then sinks back down.

B AIRA The general wants, by his skill,

to humble others—
he wheels his horse, bends his bow,
holds back, not shooting.

BEYFHTR

WMEHEBRE % The space gradually narrows,
the watchers grow many,
HE BB F Ao the pheasant springs, the bow full drawn,
the sturdy arrow notched.
B AGEAZ B R R Dashing toward people, it rises up sharply over a

hundred feet,

36. Jia Dao may also have been there.
37. 17848; Qian Zhonglian 111.
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G SRR MRS the red fletches and silver barb
arc after it
HEWEE SR The general looks up smiling,
‘ his subalterns congratulate him
LEHEREANE as the many colors, rent asunder,

plummet before his horse.

Here we can see the more recent ancestor of Zhang Hu’s poem, with
an even more explicitly staged scene of mastery, in which the landscape
has been burned bare of everything but bird, performer, audience, and
arrow. Like most of Han Yu’s poetry of the time, it is “old-style” verse
allowing greater liberty. What distinguishes Han Yu’s poem from those’
of the eatlier and later poet-craftsmen, Wang Wei and Zhang Hu, is the
se}f—conscious and explicit pride in mastery: “the general wants, ’by his
skill, to humble others.” At the successful shot the general smiles; he is
aware not only of his own skill but of the clapping audience. The prey
ends up as a brightly colored trophy, pierced by the arrow, lying on the
ground at his feet. If one wanted to translate such a staged act of skill
into the form of regulated verse, the most obvious solution would be
the parallel couplet, “marked” as a triumph of craft.

One version of the Yuanhe generation’s poetry was the impression of
naFuralness that we saw in the Zhang Ji poem and the stylized sponta-
neity of Bai Juyi; its opposite was the mannered dating of poets like
Meng Jiao, Han Yu, and Li He. When Jia Dao first came to Luoyang
from the northwest in 810, he became part of the Han Yu group, and
some of his most famous poems show the translation of the poetics of
the Han Yu group into regulated verse.

In January 816, the last lunar month of the tenth year of the Yuanhe
Reign, the Chan monk Baiyan (“Cypress Cliff”) passed away. On hear-
ing the news Jia Dao composed a regulated verse, one of whose cou-
plets became famous because Ouyang Xiu made it an exemplary case of
the potential misreading of poetty.

B XM

Jia Dao, Lamenting the Monk Baiyan3?

% %%: Bk F The moss covering your stone couch is fresh,
e s &L how many springs did the Master occupy it?

38. 31529; Li Jiayan 21; Qi 89.

Regulated Verse in the Short Line 107

BETEY They traced and kept his silhouette, practicing

the Way,
B burned away the body that sat in meditation.
B The pagoda garden bars snow on pines within;
& BAEM R the sutra chamber locks in dust in the cracks.
BegRT I despise that this pair of tears streams down,
ARBEA 1 am not one who understands the Emptiness

of things.

The famous couplet here is the second one, imitated within a few dec-
ades, anthologized in Wei Zhuang’s Further Mystery in 900, and taken up
again in the cleventh century in Ouyang Xiw’s Remarks on Poetry (Shibua,
entry XVIII), where it comes up in a discussion of how a poem can fail
to communicate some meaning in an elementary sense. Ouyang Xiu
cites the couplet:

B2ITHEE They traced and kept his silhouette, practicing
the Way,
BRI AE g burned away the body that sat in meditation.

Then he comments that some readers thought that they had burned a
living monk. Ouyang Xiu cites the case as a joke; in a nice twist, he
turns from poetry failing to make sense to the foolish failure of readers
to make sense of poetry. There is something here about reading poetry
and paying attention to traces.

The figuration in the second couplet exists only in a language with-
out tense markers; it necessarily disappears in English translation. Chi-
nese poetry, especially on the level of a single line, generally assumes 2
unity of time; and that assumption produces the potentially comic ef-
fect that Ouyang Xiu mentions: if there is “sitting in meditation” and
“burning,” one would normally take these as contiguous moments. The
good reader, however, would recognize that the play between different
moments in time was already announced in the third line, where the
time of “practicing the Way” and the continued presence of the image
are contrasted. To repeat that antithesis between present and past in
the fourth line is a small triumph of parallelism. Such a conflatdon of
moments—the body in meditation and its cremation—is significant as
well as poetically striking. The body in meditation is the vessel of a
mind that is empty in being aware of the emptiness of appearances; it is
that same body, empty of mind and soul, that is latet cremated, literally
“burned away.”
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In many ways this poem represents the shared craft of regulated
verse in the short line at its best, with a characteristically Yuanhe inflec-
tion in the second couplet. The balance of level and deflected tones is
perfect, the parallelism is technically skillful, and the rhyme-words are
commonplace in the extreme. In some ways it is a comfortable and easy
craft, within which the poet can sometimes achieve a remarkable beauty
of pattern, which can be significant. Every poetic form has its particular
gift for poets. In regulated verse we often see a particular pattern or re-
lationship recurring in various versions; as with metaphor, such ho-
mologies of pattern invite us to consider seemingly very different phe-
nomena as in some way alike.

There is covering and ground, surface and depth. The covering is
“appearance,” in Buddhist terms, se &, rupa, the sensuous surface of
things. The surface changes; beneath is emptiness. Even the monk’s
name repeats this figure, “Cypress Cliff,” the stone ground covered
with the green of cypress, which in miniature reappears in the stone
couch covered by moss. The moss replaces the monk, whose meditat-
ing presence kept the moss away. Moss and monk are both “coverings”
and “overlays” of sorts, the loss of one being the gain of the other.
Every spring that the monk sat on that bench—the enumeration of
years that the second line invokes—was a spring when the moss could
not grow. But moss was always awaiting regeneration, like the tears that
the poet sheds at the end.

The absent body is preserved as a “silhouette,” “outline,” “reflec-
tion,” or “shadow,” ying &, the merest of appearances preserved in a
representation, just another “image” in the “doctrine of images,” xiang-
Jiao %%, that teaches us through images the emptiness of the world
beneath the images. The shadow is preserved while the body that cast
the shadow is gone—an early-eighth-century anticipation of the pathos
of the old photograph, enriched by the fact that the “reflection” or
“shadow” is of the monk “practicing the way,” learning within that sur-
face of appearances the truth that all within is empty. The “body sat in
meditation,” became aware of Emptiness; and when that enlightened
body died, it was cremated and became smoke.

The ashes of the body go to the pagoda, in whose winter garden the
pines have a covering of snow, pines being the standard figure for that
which endures through change. As the body’s ashes go to the pagoda,
the painting of the body goes to the library, where we have another
covering of surfaces, a covering of dust, much like a covering of snow.
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But “dust” has strong Buddhist overtones of the “six dusts,” the delu-
sions of the senses, the attachment to images as surfaces rather than as
self-consuming indices of the emptiness beneath the surface.

Through the habitual poetics of regulated verse, Jia Dao is “parsing”
surface and depth in various versions: moss, body, snow, and dust. And
at the end we have the tears, both as a response and as a cleansing.
Something comes forth from within the body that should be emptied,
the trace of mind not as impartial mirror but as the sentimental heart.
Failure to understand Emptiness is the claim of the secular man, who
feels the loss of the person—even though he knows that any particular
incarnation is only a moment in a continuous process of reincarnation,
terminated only by Enlightenment. Poetically he says he despises the
fact that he weeps. He knows better. He does understand the emptiness
of things, but he does not accept it.

It is difficult not to read a contradiction of poetics here as well: the
Yuanhe poet, with his showy daring, is working in a poetic discipline
and representing the truth of a religious discipline that teaches austerity
and the emptiness and extinction of self.

Before considering the direction that Jia Dao’s poetry was later to
take, we might consider an imitation by the younger poet Zhou He
(perhaps at this time still 2 monk, Qingse). The poem cannot be dated
precisely, but judging from Zhou He’s career, it probably postdates Jia
Dao’s poem by at least a decade.

RE, REAF LA
Zhou He, Lamenting the Monk Xianxiao

A& 75 R A On the forests paths the west wind

blows hard,
KAk B A5 pine boughs after reading sutra and sermon.
RETRS His icy whiskers were shaved the night

he died,

HAB/RFE the remaining gatha, written when he was sick.
IR 1% The ground was scorched after they cremated
the body;

TR the hall was empty when his silhouette was

first revealed.

39. 26896. This is entitled a lament for Baiyan in Tangshi jishi, but that is probably
too eatly for Zhou He.
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T RIBE R Lamenting him, tears often fall,
FIEEEE and I recall that he came to my cottage.

In the third couplet of this poem Zhou He is obviously imitating Jia
Dao’s second couplet, but the epigone tropes on his predecessor in less
obvious ways as well. Jia Dao opened his poem with the image of a
stone bench covered with moss, a visual trace of absence. In the cate-
gories of parallel matching, Jia Dao’s is a couplet of “seeing” (jian 5L).
Zhou He gives the proper answering category of “hearing” (wen Fifj) for
his trace of absence: the sound of the wind in the pines that marks the
disappearance of Xianxiao’s sutra chanting and discourses.

The second couplet continues the motif of remainders, now the
whiskers and the gatha, the devotional verse. We assume that the
corpse is shaved (hence “icy” whiskers). In the third couplet Zhou He
takes up Jia Dao’s earlier couplet; in this case it would be hard to argue
that the mannered and daring images of the Mid-Tang disappeared en-
tirely in the Late Tang. Here the epigone poet carries the image of the
predecessor to new extremes. Yzng &5 is “silhouettes,” “shadow,” and
“reflection.” The term was used for religious representations; hence the
“hall of reflections,” yingtang %, was where religious paintings were
displayed. Zhou He keeps the explicit reference to the portrait, but he
adds another kind of grotesque “shadow” of the monk in the scorch
marks on the ground left from the cremation of the corpse.

As Jia Dao had wept, so Zhou He must also weep the tears of the
secular man—or of the poet-monk, sinking into the spiritual error of
the laity for the sake of poetic effect. Zhou He, however, is not offering
a grand opposition of his tears in contrast to those who understand the
emptiness of things. Zhou He weeps as a result of a memory of a visit,
a remembered presence in the face of Xianxiao’s absence.

Jia Dao’s famous couplet represents the “strong line” in a Mid-Tang
sense of the term, just as Zhou He’s imitation shows how easily such
lines can slip into almost comic grotesqueness. It was a style that Jia
Dao was abandoning for a very different kind of “strong line” that
characterizes the Late Tang. Already in 812 Han Yu had remarked that
Jia Dao would turn away from mannered daring to a more “bland and
even,” pingdan Fi%, style.0 The “bland and even” style better charac-

40. Song Wuben shi gui Fanyang 1% 8 AR 67 5% 36,5 . Qian Zhonglian 820.
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terizes Yao He’s selection of earlier regulated verse in Supreme Mystery.
However, as Jia Dao matured as a poet, he found a new kind of poetic
beauty in more subdued versions of the strong line.

The following poem is also regulated verse in the five-syllable line
and likewise intended for 2 Buddhist monk. This poem can probably be
dated to the Taihe Reign (827-835). According to conventional periodi-
zation, it belongs to the “Late Tang,” just as the lament for Baiyan be-
longs to the “Mid-Tang.” There is something a bit absurd in giving dif-
ferent period names to two poems written by the same poet in the
same form, both in a Buddhist social context, separated by one or two
decades. Yet the contrast between the two poems seems to bear out the
notion that a change in poetic sensibility had occurred in the interim.

The later poem lacks the modestly figurative couplet that caught
Ouyang Xiu’s attention, which was to become one of the touchstones
of Jia Dao’s craft. The poem also lacks the repeated patterns that func-
tion like metaphor.

5E FaBRR

Jia Dao, Sent to Reverend Mo of White Tower Mountain*l

TG B I know you have gone back to White Tower,
L EE AR I watch that hill far in the clear evening sky.
LE AR In stone chambers man’s mind grows still,
KB RAEE on an icy pond moonbeams barely remain.
WER R Wispy clouds melt, dividing in puffs,

HAR% I ancient trees dry, shedding kindling.

B A& Who hears chimes in the last part of night>—
A TAR cold is the highest summit of the western peak.

Reverend Mo is literally “Reverend Silence,” and except for the peculiar
question in the seventh line—asking who hears chimes—the poem is
one of silence.

Like the lament for Baiyan, the poem begins with an image of ab-
sence as the poet stares toward the distant mountain to which Rever-
end Mo has gone. The images in the middle couplets all belong to that
imagined distance. The stillness, jizg #, is both the silence of the place
and the serenity of mind, an enclosure of stone that contains a mind
rather than a body. In the capping line of the couplet Jia Dao flattens

41 31541; Li Jiayan 25; Qi 110.
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the space of containment into a two-dimensional surface, playing on
the Buddhist figure of the mind as a mirror, which in turn is the figure
of the calm pool reflecting the moonlight. Moreover, the light is fading
in that mirroring pool. The distance of speculation opens a space for
images of nature and the person to merge. Self is obliterated here more
effectively than in the lament for Baiyan.

In many ways this is a more beautiful and subtle poem than “La-
menting the Monk Baiyan.” The fading daylight that opens the poem
becomes fading moonlight in a pool that is the figure of the dispassion-
ate mind. The third couplet continues the image of dissolution, first
with light clouds breaking into pieces and disappearing (mze ¥ of
course being the term for “extinction” in Nirvana), then in the trees
shedding pieces of dry wood—specifically “kindling,” the material for
fire that will consume itself and the material body in a brief light. In the
end we have an unheard sound in the darkness, which is once again the
image of the immateriality of existence until at last there is only cold.

Such regulated verse in the five-syllable line has a restrictive lexicon,
and poems on monks have their own favorite images and terms. There
is nothing daring about Jia Dao’s poem; it is, in some ways, highly con-
ventional in terms of the poetic practice of the age. Yet the images
are deployed with a mastery of the craft that is as self-effacing as it is
petfect.

Zhang Ji

Jia Dao became the epitome of the poet-craftsman; the visible craft of
the couplet stands out even in the relatively understated poem above.
However, no account of regulated verse in the second quarter of the
ninth century can be complete without considering very different values
that were no less strong. The Chinese critical tradition has often associ-
ated these values with the regulated verse of Zhang Ji.

Zhang Ji was very much a poet of the Yuanhe era, famous for his
_yuefu, for mannered archaism in old-style verse, and as an admirer of Du
Fu. Moving between the groups of poets around Han Yu and Bai Juyi,
Zhang Ji demonstrated remarkable stylistic diversity in an era that val-
ued personality recognizable in a single, distinct poetic “manner.”
Zhang Ji’s Yuanhe contemporaries celebrated him for the values of the
era. His Southern Tang editor Zhang Jih 5k /& adds to those Yuanhe
virtues a claim about his importance in the history of regulated verse
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and its Late Tang traditions.*? In a preface dating from 949 or shortly
thereafter Zhang Jih writes:

XEASEF AT XML RKZAARY. HRAF
‘k&%. ‘%? /7('}(/ Lﬁlz\/nuou;:.

He also excelled at recent-style regulated verses. Prior to the Zhenyuan Reign
[785—804] writers [in this form] did appear intermittently; but they pretty much
followed in one another’s footsteps and were confined to a commonplace
manner. Then the transformation wrought by Zhang Ji came about, and the
excellence of his style crowned the types in circulation.*?

(ﬁ(‘
n
1

In his preface to Xiang Si’s collection Zhang Jih goes on to treat
Zhang Ji’s influence:

BPEAKRERBF LIAEH FAHER THER A FEREL
LoRR B AR BART. AAEERET F AR AZE
% AAME FE ﬂﬁﬁizl"“ EARFAEL R AR AT WA

ié&a;ﬁzﬂvm HoAFY R %R %é@ ERAEE EFTHAR

In his regulated poetry Zhang Ji of the Bureau of Waterways was exceptionally
skilled in fashioning the representation of things. His words were lucid, and his
concepts far-reaching. He did not slip into the prior style. No one in the world
could get close enough to glimpse the profundity of his work. Zhu Qingyu
alone personally received his instruction. As the tradition continued, Ren Fan,
Chen Piao,* Zhang Xiaobiao, Ni Sheng, Sikong Tu, and others all became
secondary disciples. At the juncture between the Baoli and Kaicheng Xiang Si’s
reputation was quite widespread, and at that time he was particularly appreci-
ated by Zhang of the Bureau of Waterways. Thus, the formal style of his po-
etry came to very much resemble that of Zhang Ji. The diction is lucid and
wondrous, and the lines are lovely and most remarkable. Indeed, he achieved
this beyond definite concept; it is hardly something ordinary sentiments could
achieve.®

We do not know if Zhang Jih is basing these comments on some tradi-
tion of judgment or, in his unbounded admiration for Zhang Ji, simply
extrapolating from some of Zhang’s exchange poems. We should be re-
luctant to dismiss such a precise account of regulated-verse traditions

42. Here I romanize Zhang Ji 3k /A as Zhang Jih to avoid confusion between the
tenth-century preface writer and the poet he is writing about.

43. QTw g123.

44. T have chosen the reading piao 4% rather than the more common biao.

45. QTw 10906 (Tang wen shiyi).
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from the mid-tenth century, though Zhang Jih’s claims are excessive
and he elides the long Taihe Reign between the Baoli and Kaicheng
(Zhang Ji died in the Taihe, half a decade before the Kaicheng).4
Zhang Ji wrote a laudatory poem to Xiang Si (who must have been
rather young at the time); and as editor of Zhang Ji’s collected poems,
Zhang Jih knew this and may have based his comments on it. Unlike
many of the more senior poets, Zhang Ji did patronize younger poets in
his later years, and there may be some truth to Zhang Jih’s claim of his
influence.

At the very least, Zhang Ji well represents values in regulated verse
that were an alternative to focusing on the craft of the couplet. Bai Juyi
was not particularly talented in regulated verse—though he wrote a great
many. In Bai Juyi the form disappears behind the poet. Zhang Jiachieved
ease and fluency through perfect form; at Zhang Ji’s best the requisite
parallelism of the middle couplets half disappeats. Only very rarely do we
see the striking couplets so marked in Jia Dao’s poetry. As the Song critic
Zhang Jie 5k A& observed: “Although Zhang Ji’s regulated poems have a
flavor, they lack literary flash” $5 42 33 A ok fp & L 47

This kind of poetic value exists in many traditions and is the hardest
to translate. It is also a value that wears thin with repetition and easily
slips into banality. Whether or not the poets of the second decade of
the ninth century associated it with Zhang Ji, it was a value in the regu-
lated verse of the period, existing side by side with—and sometimes
trying to incorporate the poetics of—the glotious couplet.

We might here cite one of Zhang Ji’s most anthologized regulated
verses in the short line, which can serve as a touchstone of his success
and his limitations in the form. It has the pleasing quality of dan %,
“limpidity” or “blandness.”

46. Such a high estimate of Zhang Ji was not universal at the time. Zhang Wefi’s
Shiren ghuke tu, admittedly eccentric in its classifications, places Zhang Ji in the second
order of the category “Clear and strange, classical and upright” # 3 £ iE, whose “mas-
ter” was Li Yi & 2.

47. Chen Yingluan BB %, Suibantang shibua jiagjian RFE % FH#EK % (Chengdu:
Ba Shu shushe, 2000), 72. “Flash” is perhaps too flippant a translation for wes, but it
does convey something of this sense of appeal through a finesse of wording.
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A, REER
Zhang Ji, Coming to a Fisherman’s Home by Night*®

BRAILO The fisherman’s home is at the river’s mouth,
BN 2R A the high tides come into his wicker gate.
TRSEZ B The traveler wants to stay overnight,
EAEXRF but the owner has still not returned.

M IFEAT IS IE Deep in bamboo the village road lies afar,

A s the moon comes out, fishing boats grow fewer.
ERFWE Afar I see movement along the sandy shore,
ARHER the spring breeze stirring a coat of straw.

The parallelism of the third couplet here is more salient in the Chinese
than in the translation:

Bamboo deep village road far
moon comes out fishing boat(s) few

There is, however, nothing striking in the relation of the parallel ele-
ments; rather, they are complementary, as the speaker looks to the road
and the river for the return of the fisherman, at whose home he wants
to stay. In the last couplet he sees the fisherman, identifiable by his
straw coat, strolling along the sandy shore.

In contrast to Bai Juyi’s stylized “wildness,” &uang 3%, ot Jia Dao’s
“strangeness,” g7 4, “blandness,” dan, is an elusive quality. If Bai Juyi’s
“wildness” is a theatrical display of personality and Jia Dao’s “strange-
ness” is a display of painstaking craft (in which personality disappears
in the craftsman), then “blandness” is the ultimate askesis of regulated
verse, in which both salient personality and craftsmanship disappear in
a polished ease realized in familiar poetic form.

48. 20203; Li Dongsheng 98.
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The Craftsmen of Poetry

When writing about poets who were active almost twelve centuries ago,
we are at the mercy of our sources. Apart from those rare poets like Bai
Juyi, with full biographies and careful documentation of their lives
within their works, we often have only fragments of biographical in-
formation. Some of these fragments come from cursory biographies in
official histories, themselves often based on uncertain sources; some-
times we have a note attached to a bibliographical entry; often we have
anecdotes of highly dubious veracity. In many cases biographical in-
formation is painstakingly pieced together from references in poem
titles and poems.! Apart from the problematic anecdotes, much of what
we learn involves office rank and/or location at a given time. The
nature of such information easily reduces the “lives” of poets to a se-
quence of titles and posts, marking upward or downward movement in
public prestige, presumed to make the poet proportionately happier or
less happy. In the process, this same poet is of ten also moving back and
forth across the map of China. When we come to poets who never had
a public career or began their official careers late in life (like poor Xiang
Si, who received his first post in middle age and died a year or so later
in that same post), we have only the poems.

Given the fact that this is the kind of information we possess, we are
doomed to repeat it when talking about individual poets. We should,
however, not forget the things we do not know. We rarely know what

1. Here there are new uncertainties involving questions of attribution and the fact
that poems titles, on which much depends, were the most textually variable part of the
poem. An additional problem is that if the addressee of a poem was currently holding a
post lower in rank than one previously held, the poet would commonly refer to him by
his higher, former title.
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earlier poets they read and admired in their youth. Unless their fathers
were of ficeholders or their mothers had important family relations, we
know next to nothing about their families. Unless they held office, we
don’t know how they supported themselves—often over the course of
decades. We know little of the practice of their art: we don’t see the
drafts, the revisions, and usually don’t know which poems were dis-
carded. One reason Bai Juyi is attractive is that in his poetry and prose
he does give us information about such matters.

Their reticence about some details of their lives is largely a function
of the thematic restriction of their art. The poet Yong Tao seems to
have witnessed the Nanzhao invasion of Sichuan in 829—30, in which
his beloved Chengdu was sacked and a large percentage of its popula-
tion carried off to death or slavery. He does have poems about the cap-
tives, but they ate strangely disappointng. He personally escaped
somehow, but we would like to know what happened. Had he been
writing in the seventeenth century, he would certainly have left us a
more dramatic and detailed record, either in poetry or prose. As we will
see, Yong Tao does give us another vivid moment involving staying for
the night in a temple with Tibetan monks in the contested frontier re-
gions of Sichuan. Although such a poem does provide us with the sin-
gular particulars of experience, we must bear in mind that spending the
night at a temple was a “proper” topic for a poem.

As we discuss these poets below, we will briefly comment on their
public careers—if indeed they had public careers, since many did not. It
is enough to roughly situate them in the social world of which they
were a part. We will try to position them poetically among the other
regulated-verse craftsmen. Although askesis was a shared virtue—in
contrast to the strong personalities of the Yuanhe era—the poetics of
regulated verse had its own internal issues and differences. Once we
have outlined those issues and differences, however, we will be forced
to conclude that much of their poetry is alike; they write beautiful and
memorable poems, most of which could easily have been written by
half a dozen other poets. (Variant attributions, moreover, are not un-
common.) In a later tradition that increasingly prized a biographical
frame of reference and a distinct poetic personality, these poets were
ultimately doomed to the status of “minor poets.”

These poets, however, became fully “minor” in a process of canon
formation that only assumed its mature shape in the sixteenth century,
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be-came increasingly codified in the Qing, and was institutionalized
with modifications, in the Republican and PRC school systems. Prior’
to that era, most of these poets had their passionate advocates, and
many were singled out—by perceptive critics—as the best poets o,f the
century.

“Names” of poets remain the way we organize the surviving poetic
corpus. In the case of the masters of regulated verse, we can question
the usefulness of this old habit. Nevertheless, we will follow tradition
and touch on the names in brief sketches. It is hard to decide where to
stop: we will look primarily at two generations, leaving off with those
poets a great part of whose work lasted past 86o0.

Yao He %4

Like many of the regulated-verse craftsmen and despite his consider-
able reputation? and relatively extensive public career, Yao He’s dates
are uncertain: Fu Xuancong places his birth around 779 and his death
around 849. We know that he passed the jinshi examination in 816, the
same year that Li He, ten years his junior, died. Yao He was roughly
the same age as Yuan Zhen, and he could easily have belonged to the
Y.uanhe generation; but his period of greatest poetic activity did not be-
gin until the 820s.

Yao He claimed the family glory of relatively distant ancestry, in this
case descent from Yao Chong #k% (650—721), a famous and much-
ad@ired minister early in Xuanzong’s reign. The Tang had, by this
point, a long enough history that a substantial percentage of the gentry
could claim descent from someone famous. Yao He’s father, however
had only been a county magistrate (though his mother’s family was bet—’
ter connected).

~ Yao He had a remarkably smooth public career, beginning with a se-
ries of low-level posts as “district defender” (county sheriff). Under the
reign of Wenzong, he held several mid-level posts in the central gov-
ernment, later accepting prefectural governorships in Jinzhou and the

2. Yao He’s collection was continuous from the Song. There are almost 540 poems
extant by him. In addition to an anthology entitled The Supreme Mystery, Jixcuan ji %% 3 4,

he is also credited with a collection of exemplary couplets, the Sk 4 34, which is no
longer extant. |
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plum prefecture of Hangzhou. Provincial posts are often associated
with loss of favor in the capital; in some cases this is unquestionably
true, but the consistency with which prefectural governorships appear
at a certain stage in one’s carcer suggests that this is something more
routine than the consequence of factional shifts in power.? Following
his term in Hangzhou, Yao He returned to the capital, advancing stead-
ily, including a stint as surveillance commissioner in 839. (During this
time he reinstated Li Shangyin in his post of district defender after the
latter had been dismissed for countermanding a criminal sentence made
by Yao’s predecessor.) He ultimately attained the post of Director of
the Imperial Library, which had previously been held by various distin-
guished literary men, including Bai Juyi.

As was mentioned earlier, Yao He had a wide range of acquaintances
among younger poets in Chang’an, most of whom had not passed the
Jjinshi examination and some of whom belonged to obscure provincial
families with no history of officeholding. When addressed by his offi-
cial titles in poems, some deference is shown, though far less than was
the norm. In this group we find a remarkable degree of social leveling
around a shared love of poetry. Yao He was also the only regulated-
verse master to penetrate the margins of the Bai Juyi circle (perhaps
because he was politically successful in Bai Juyi’s lifetime). Above all,
Yao He was a close associate of Jia Dao, with whose name his is always
paired. As such, Yao He’s poetry is considered more “bland and
even,” pingdan ik, compared to Jia’s more striking couplets.* Both
praise and criticism of his work employ many of the same terms used
to describe the regulated verse of Zhang Ji. Yao seems to have
been well aware of the “blandness” of his work, as we can see in the
following poem of self-deprecation realized in a remarkably barbed
compliment.

3. Although Yao He’s provincial posts are not generally interpreted as the result of
Factional dissatisfaction, the scholarly conviction that provincial posts meant disfavor
(sometimes supported by the dissatisfactions of incumbents in such posts) overlooks
the simple fact that the empire had many prefectures and counties that needed adminis-
trators.

4 “Bland and even” is a relative quality. See pp. 11o—11, where Han Yu observes that
Jia Dao was turning to 2 “bland and even” style in the Yuanhe Reign.
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e, FET
“Yao He, To Li Gan®
I ordinarily fault myself,
that my poems lack any flavor;
although they are recited by others,
['don’t delight in hearing them.
But when I was told that I shared
the same style with you:
[ stopped burning those several pieces
I'had put into the fire.

FFARFR%
A AL T BB
A eE R —#

R B AR

”£he rr.:lation between “blandness,” dan, and “lacking flavor,” wuwei
K, is an interesting one. The two terms are very close in me’aning‘ if
they seem different, it is because “bland” is often a positive ter,rn
whereas here “lacking flavor” is pejorative. ,

One difference from Zhang Ji in Yao He’s work is the growing sense
of poetry as a vocation and the pleasure of craftsmanship. The poem
may seem steady and artless, but he tells us that he devotes himself to
carefully “choosing words,” xuan 7 1% 5.

N i
Yao He, Dwelling in Calm in Late Summer6

Fﬁ %ﬁ$?§ Dwelling in calm, nothing to disturb me
f’é JEJ 71' E22S my former illness also largely cured. )
BFFPE Choosing words, I grow old in poetry,
% & E SMR, looking at the hills, I lie down outside.
)4 Es:{'i‘;‘é 2] A rosy cloud intrudes on the setting sun
FERog® thick leaves choke with cicadas singing. ,
?Tﬁb‘}‘ii?j% Facing this, the heart is again joyous

B ERY:) who notices lacking money for ale? )

The poet who “grows old in poetry” is declaring poetry as a way of life.
We are not too thematically distant from Bai Juyi, who often declares in
his Luoyang semiretirement that all he needs are poetry and ale. The
phrasing of the third line, however, is more radical, not only defining
poetry as craft, as “choosing words,” but also poetically spatializing the
art as.something one can grow old “in.” Bai Juyi grew old “in” Luoyang
enjoying “poetry and ale.” “Ale,” jin /&, was the term most commonb;

5. 26476; Liu Yan 44.
6. 26560; Liu Yan 68.
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conjoined with “poetry,” shi 3¥, whether as a compound or placed
in parallel positions in a couplet. Significantly, poems and the scenes
for poems are joys in their own right, making him forget about drink-
ing (though remembering that he has forgotten it). This new sense of
poetry is a self-sufficient world; it is no longer, along with ale, an ad-
junct of entertainment. Again we may here contrast Bai Juyi’s self-
conscious poetic “wildness,” which is often linked to drinking.

The third couplet is the “poetic scene,” marked by craft and demon-
strating that this is indeed a poet who “chooses words.” It is not par-
ticularly striking ot daring. However, given as the scene petceived when
the poet “lies down outside” in the fourth line, it is remarkable in re-
capitulating the situation of the perceiver. Both are scenes of occlusion,
with the cloud covering the sun, producing the “hiddenness,” yiz £, of
the poet in seclusion, a poet growing old, just as the sun is sinking.
From another space of hiding (leaves and clouds) comes the sound of
cicadas, a sound closely associated with poets who engage in &#yin, “bit-
ter chanting” or “painstaking craft” (like “choosing words”).

One of Yao He’s most famous couplets is contained in the first of a
series of thirty poems he wrote while assistant magistrate of Wugong
county in the late Yuanhe Reign:

e, RHBE=+4
Yao He, Written in Wugong County’

B2 & IR The county lies far from the Emperor’s city,
BT s A holding office here is equal to reclusion.

Sl
B LR My horse, left to graze with the mountain deer,
o my chickens roost among wild fowl.
e R Around my cottage are only vine trellises,

1205 7 Heak rising up on my steps is the herb garden.

P ERALIRIR Beyond this I will make Xi Kang my teacher:
LA I do not plan to write the letters I should.?

The second couplet is the one remembered, with the animals that accom-
pany civilized humanity reverting to nature or merging seamlessly with
it. Fang Hui complains about the third couplet, saying “it resembles

7. 26526; Liu Yan 59.
8. In his letter on breaking off his friendship with Shan Tao, Xi Kang, the famous

Wei eccentric, complained about having to write letters.
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Zhang Ji, yet is too facile” X3k 8] ¥ f K % .9 However, we might here
note the first couplet, so close in sentiment to Bai Juyi’s famous “her-
mit in between” written later. We see the poet looking on his official
post as a “job” with a salary, the less onerous the better; certainly many
Ofﬁceholders felt the same, but poets were beginning to celebrate such
paid leisure publicly. We can do no better here than to again cite Li
Jue’s memorial of 838: “Poets, moreover, are generally poor and unreli-
.able'men, ignorant of the nature of officeholding” Li Jue is perhaps
]ud.gmg from experience or basing himself on report. However, it is
quite possible that this opinion, seemingly widespread in court ci,rcles
derived from the self-description of poets in office. )

If public office is a “job,” a space is opened for poetty as the true
vocation. This can be true of monks as well, as Yao He writes to Jia
Dao’s cousin, the poet-monk Wuke.

B, /T EA AL
Yao He, Seeing Off the Monk Wuke Traveling to Yue!©

ARAR ZPIAT In the clear morning I visit you,
) and stand before your gate—
BT A — 1 F in hemp sandals and cassock
R a single young man.
WAE & KA Too lazy to recite the sutras
) to seek to become a Buddha,
RASEE &) AL you willingly polish lines of poems,
N aspiring to join the Immortals.
FALFiieF Shadows of hills in sweet-smelling spring,
. flowers stretch to the temple,
B & A A bhas the sound of the tide braving the night,
o moonlight filling your boat.
4 B EAT R A Today I send you on your way,
especially regretting to part:
L6 FH HE as we both are di%ciplesgof tie art of words,

there must be a karmic affinity.

The second couplet is a theme one sees with increasing frequency
throughout the ninth century: poetry is the true object of devotion, and

9. Fang Hui 244.
10. 26365; Liu Yan 13. We know that Wuke was younger than Jia Dao, though we do

not know how much younger. To describe him as a “young man” suggests that this
poem dates from the late 810s or 820s.
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the poet escapes his other duties and commitments into poetry. Yao He
describes himself and Wuke as “disciples of the art of words.” In the
choice of the “art of words,” wengi X F (specifically the written word),
we can begin to glimpse the terms of a contemporary dispute. In prais-
ing the verse of the monk Daozong, Bai Juyi used wenzi pejoratively, as
the type of poetry that Daozong transcended.!!

Jia Dao & & (779-843)

Chinese poets are often grouped in pairs. Jia Dao'? is unusual in that he
is a member of two such pairings: he is linked with the gloomy and
rugged Mid-Tang poet Meng Jiao and with Yao He. Such a double pair-
ing is interesting in that one could never imagine Meng Jiao and Yao
He themselves as a pair. This suggests that in the critical imagination Jia
Dao’s art somehow mediated between Mid-Tang poetic daring and the
“bland,” conservative craft of Yao He.

The critical catchphrase in pairing Meng Jiao and Jia Dao was “Jiao
cold, Dao lean” 2R & & . Meng Jiao wrote almost exclusively in old-
style verse, and some of Jia Dao’s poems in that form clearly show
Meng’s influence. Regulated verse, however, was Jia Dao’s preferred
form, the one for which he was best known and the form that sus-
tained his later image as a poetic craftsman. In terms of poetic activity,
the two poets overlapped for only seven years, at the end of Meng
Jiao’s career and the beginning of Jia Dao’s; in fact, most of Jia Dao’s
poetry was written after Meng Jiao’s death in 817. There is, however,
one way in which these two rather different poets—the “cold” and the
“lean”—occupied a similar poetic sphere in the ninth- and tenth-
century imagination. Both poets were associated with suffering, am-
biguously located in their personal lives and in artistic askesis resulting
from their devotion to poetry. Such ambiguity is precisely realized in
the changing sense of Auyin, from “bitter chanting” (or chanting from
personal bitterness) to “painstaking composition.”

By the turn of the tenth century the changes set in motion in the
second quarter of the ninth century had developed into a notion of

11. See pp. 57-58.
12. Jia Dao’s poems suvive in a collection with a tradition that can be traced back to

the Song. About four hundred poems are attributed to him, though these include a
number of dubious authenticity.
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“poetry” as an almost mystical entity and secular devotional practice,
commonly paired with Chan. If Jia Dao was poetry’s Buddha, his
name religiously repeated by poets, Meng Jiao was also considered a
founding patriarch of this austere art. The prolific poet-monk Guanxiu
Bk begins “On Reading Meng Jiao’s Collected Poems” 3§ & %k &
with a remarkable statement that would have been unimaginagle a cen-
tury earlier:13

igf':f‘ E4 Where did the master Dongye gor—
?%/\&é‘ﬁﬁ% among poets we first see poetry.

HHEEH His purity scraped out frost and snow’s marrow,
A8 R,7F 5] his chanting stirred officers of spirits and gods.
BT 548 His whole age, filled with beguiling words,
$BACET 3L ER no one took this master as his master.14

YRR CRE Thus I know that after my Way is over,

7 BT o B I too will be like this in cold limpidity.!s

The second line is open to various interpretations, all leading to the no-
tion that we first find real “poetry” in Meng Jiao. Guanxiu would not
have denied the greatness of Li Bai, Du Fu, or other important poets
before Meng Jiao. Rather, he seems to be invoking some notion of
“pure poetry” (of, to adopt another interpretation of the line, the
poetry of a true “poet”), poetry that is not an adjunct of life but an end
of life to which the poet sacrifices everything else and suffers. While
Bai Juyi shares many themes with such “poets,” his garrulous good
cheer and complacent pleasure in his creature comforts radically ex-
clude him from this notion of “poetry.”

While both Meng Jiao and Jia Dao do speak of absorption in poetry,
they lived lives of relative poverty since they were both political failures.
After failing several times, Meng Jiao finally did pass the jinshi examina-
tion. However, when he was at last given a minor provincial post, he
had to be relieved of responsibility because of neglect of duty. Jia Dao

13. 45247.

14. I understand this as referring to Meng Jiao’s own age, in that rejection by others
was a constant theme in his poetry; it could, however, refer to Guanxiu’s own age. Note
that 5% 6%, “master” or “teacher,” was also commonly used in the Buddhist spiritual hi-
erarchy.

15. Note that “limpidity” is dan, “blandness,” discussed above. This was not a quality
usually associated with Meng Jiao’s poetry.
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never passed the jinshi examination.! Considering Jia Dao’s background,
this is not surprising. Not only did he come from a family without
officeholders—if there were any, we would know about them since
there is a short biography in the New Tang History and a mughiming—but
he had a monastic education, apparently in his native Fanyang or some-
where nearby, far from the culturally developed parts of thé empire.
Fanyang, near modern Beijing in the northeast, had been the center of
An Lushan’s rebellion, and it had never completely passed back into
central government control. It was clearly not a place known to nurture
poets.

One can only imagine the kind of verse Jia Dao, then a thirty-one-
year-old Buddhist monk with the religious name Wuben # A, was
writing when he came to Luoyang and Changan in 810 and met Meng
Jiao and Han Yu. Both poets prized roughness as a mark of the “an-
cient,” and we may reasonably suspect that a native of Fanyang with a
monastic education was a “diamond in the rough.” The pieces that we
can reasonably date to 810 are not distinguished. Over the next three
decades, however, Jia Dao became the very image of the polished
craftsman, though his craft often had rough edges that had been filed
smooth, which distinguished his art from poets like Yao He, for whom
“blandness” came easily. We cannot believe the literal truth of the leg-
ends about him, but for someone of his background to have made such
a place for himself in the culture of ninth-century Chang’an, he must
have been a figure of singular passion and drive. It is unlikely that a
man with such an education could have written a successful examina-
tion essay, fu, or poem. Nowhere in his poetry do we see the elaborate
and florid “high style,” nor does he often use allusion. Indeed, there is
10 indication in his work that he had much learning. Perhaps the only
arena left for his energies was his own kind of poetry—and in that
sense it is possible that he became the figure of the “poet.”

Although we can place Jia Dao in Chang’an and various other places
at particular times, we know almost nothing of his life during the more
than quarter century between his arrival in Chang’an in 810 and his
posting to Changjiang as assistant magistrate in 837. We know that he

16. One might note here Wei Zhuang’s memorial to posthumously pass all the fa-
mous Mid- and Late Tang poets who never passed the jinshi examination. (Wei mistak-
enly includes a few who actually did pass.) See Tang ghiyan 116—19.
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renounced his Buddhist vows in the Yuanhe and took the jinshi exami-
nation a number of times, but we have no idea how he supported him-
self. (We do know that Linghu Chu helped him out with gifts when he
was serving in Changjiang.) His claims of extreme poverty were proba-
bly justified. Although his Changjiang posting provided a salary, it
seems to have been an unwelcome post and was considered an “exile.”
Around 840, after his term at Changjiang was up, he was made prefec-
tural administrator of granaries in Puzhou, where he died in 843. Poets
often served in lowly positions, but a prefectural administrator of
granaries, however essential to the well-being of the empire, fell below
the horizon of positions contemplated by the literary elite of the capital.

There is a striking difference between Jia Dao’s regulated verse and
his old-style poems, which have the strong accent of Meng Jiao and the
Yuanhe. It is tempting to think of these old-style poems as somehow
carlier, but the majority cannot be dated. The following lament for Lu
Tong, one of the most mannered of the Yuanhe stylists, was probably
composed around 81213, although there was a popular story, long in
circulation, that Lu was killed in the Sweet Dew Incident of 835.17 Such
a poem could just as easily have been written by Meng Jiao.

BE RES
Jia Dao, Lamenting Lu Tong!8

BARTR A worthy man has died without office,
THETE even those not close to him feel sad.
TAERR Older ghosts are made to weep helplessly

£ 1F#7ARE on getting another new neighbor.

Frot+F Throughout the forty years of his life

e & R he wore only plain commoner’s clothes.
RXFABEZ The Son of Heaven never summoned him,

P T S who from the Underworld came seeking him out?
REARK He has friends in Chang’an to whom

HEINE EH he entrusted his orphans, absconding suddenly.
EAE D4 The memorial stone by his tomb is short,
XFATS £ the lines of the characters are not even,

8% H Ak, There was no money to buy a pine,
BAREHR but sprigs of artemisia grow there naturally,

17. See Fu (1987), vol. 2, 270-71.
18. 31472; Qi 8.
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7R B The writings you gave me when alive,
BRI EN I take them in hand to read, and my tears flow.
Wkt & From now on I will revere them even more,
ERHARE hide them deep away for fear of losing them.

Although Jia Dao’s most famous regulated verses are very different
from the above poem, we can still see a continuity not only in the im-
ages of poverty and cold but also in the diction of lines that frame the
fine couplets that display regulated-verse craft.

BH AR
Jia Dao, Winter Night!®

BB EA I pass through winter again in travels,
R the ladle empty, the pot empty as well.

AR EME Tears stream upon a cold pillow,

Y R 0 my tracks are gone in my former hills.
ERIEHLK Ice forms in waters with drifting duckweed,
E Fo F R, snow blends with the wind in ruined willows.
BE LBk 4R The cock does not announce dawn’s light,
hok i = 8 but a few wild swans are screeching.

Jia Dao often gives us legible traces to read: an empty ladle and pot
tracks of tears in parallel to vanished tracks in his native mountains.
From that he provides a striking, descriptive parallel couplet marked by
careful craft. Often, as here, its relation to what has gone before is sug-
gestive yet hard to read as an obvious “trace.” Duckweed, floating un-
rooted on the surface of the water, was a common figure for a traveler,
and there is an analogy between this winter traveler and the duckweed
in the waters icing up from the shore. The anticipated freezing of the
whole stream (or pond) trapping the duckweed is picked up in the
snow blowing through the willows, though here the white, icy element
has become fluid. Finally the dawn arrives, with the traveler listening
for the rooster’s call but hearing instead the sharp cries of migratory
swans, travelers like himself.

The poem is entitled “Winter Night” and poets were supposed to
stick to their “topic” (# R, also “title”)—in this case the passage from
night to dawn. The third couplet, however, is not something easily
visible at night, particularly when the poet is clearly—and, considering

19. 31594; Qi 188.
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the weather, wisely—inside. The stylistic disjunction of the couplet—
carefully crafted yet set amid less artful lines—is matched by its disjunc-
tion from the immediate scene at hand. The line is a poetic construct:
he could have remembered these scenes or imagined these images on a
“winter night,” or he could have written the couplet at some other time
and fit it into the poem. Tang poets were very aware of “sticking to the
topic,” and the frequent appearance of such couplets tends to separate
at least one kind of “poetry” from older assumptions of the representa-
tion of immediate experience. The disjunction of the “poetic couplet”
from the poem was implicit in the anecdotes about Jia Dao in which he
deliberates on the choice of words while wandering in Chang’an—far
from the sites and occasions of the poems in which those couplets were
set, sites and occasions that constitute the “title”/“topic.”

The following verse simultaneously embodies the beauties of Jia
Dao’s poetry and the tensions they stirred in the mainstream of Chinese

poetics.
R &, R4
Jia Dao, The Inn at Niyang?20

FRATHAL Why do sorrows of travel all rise together?—
RitHAE at twilight I send my old friends back.

BEAEAK S Autumn fireflies emerge from the abandoned inn,
WA AR cold rains come to the deserted city.

s GEAaE Evening sunlight tosses white dew in wind,
MEFEL the shadows of trees sweep green moss.
BRI I sit alone, the brooding look of someone apart
XN i the solitary lamp does not dispel with its light.

The scene is apparently one in which the poet’s friends have accompa-
nied the poet as far as Niyang and then turned back, leaving the poet
alone to begin his travels. The scenes of the middle couplets are beauti-
ful examples of couplet craft, particularly in the play of light and
shadow in the third couplet. However, the reader expecting not
“poetry” but the representation of experience is inevitably going to be
profoundly troubled: we have the twilight departure of his friends; we
have fireflies (night); we have rain. This is a possible sequence. Then
we have evening sunlight and white dew (associated with the end of
night and early morning) in the wind. The sunlight literally “tosses”

20. 31634; Qi 240.
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white dew (the translator has added “wind,” since this “tossing” usually
implies it). We might take the third couplet as a movement back in time
to the evening scene; but in terms of natural phenomena this is a very
busy poem. We might take the “abandoned” inn as Jia Dao’s subjective
mood, following the departure of his friends; but the word here should
mean completely abandoned, falling into ruins. Then we have, in paral-
lel, a “deserted city”: the modern commentator Qi Wenbang assures us
that in the Mid-Tang the “ancient city” (or “ancient walls”) of Niyang
still survived, but we are hard put to discover what historical ““[walled]
city” that was.

We raise these points because they would easily have troubled—
indeed, did trouble—late imperial readers. (Even the modern Qi Wen-
bang feels he must account for the presence of a “deserted city” in a
small Tang county.) The Qing critic Ji Yun %] (1724-1805) begins by
offering an emendation and then throws up his hands in dismay. For the
“white dew” he says: “I suspect this should be ‘white egrets’; still, while
‘white dew’ does make sense, ‘white egrets’ is not very good.”?! He con-
cludes: “When you have “fireflies emerge’ and ‘rains come’ together with
it alone,” you should not also have ‘evening sunlight’ and ‘shadows of
trees.” This poem is a complete jumble and beyond explanation.”?? Not
all readers of poetry were bothered by this, but Ji Yun represents a strain
of referential reading that was very deeply ingrained in the later tradition.
The images work beautifully together as a construct of art, a play of pat-
tern and mood; moreover, there is no indication that Tang readers de-
manded referential consistency. However, such transgressions of refer-
ential consistency had consequences in the later reading of Jia Dao’s
poetry and of ten brought the poet under attack.

In the following poem dating from 826 we are moving away from
Mid-Tang themes and manner toward the polite verse expected on
certain occasions. The poet Zhu Qingyu (Zhu Kejiu) had passed the jin-
shi examination and was making the routine trip home to formally an-
nounce the news to his parents. At the end Jia Dao politely assured
Zhu that he would not be home long because he would be summoned
to take up an office in some bureau—in other words, a desirable capital
post.

21, Qi 241. “Dew,” /1 &, was homophonous with “egret” &.
22. Qi 241.
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B &, EATAHFATY
Jia Dao, Seeing Zhu Kejiu Off on His Return to Yue??

LIHAWT A You will moor by the Fortress on the Rock,24
JL B B4z 40 as the bell in darkness from Beigu begins 25
TE A Beach egrets rise, dashing against high tides,
A& ABE the boat window empty as the moon passes.
Sl AR Wu’s mountains get numerous entering Yue,
FEMI N B3k Sui willows grow sparser, coming into Tang,

B 2k 45 FRE You would personally prepare fine food daily,2¢
BER AT E but a2 summons will come from some bureau.

Jia Dao here follows one of the standard models for parting poetry, en-
visioning the traveler on the journey ahead?” He begins with a scene of
Jiankang (in Wu), then moves from Wu into Zhu’s native Yue. When
he reaches home, he will soon be called back to Chang’an.2® Critics of-
ten remark on the clever parallelism of the third couplet, balancing in-
crease and decrease yet also setting historical change against movement
through space.

The “poetic” couplet, however, is cleatly the second. The couplet is
not one of Jia Dao’s best or most famous, but it represents the finely
crafted “scene” set in an occasional poem. It is appropriate for a Yangzi
River scene, but it is generic. There is no sense that it is necessaty to
the structure of poem, though one could interpret the flight of the egret
as a consequence of the bell ringing. Rather than contributing to a
whole, the couplet is framed by the whole, which serves to bring Zhu
Qingyu to the speculative site of the couplet and carries him on when
the couplet is done. We have white egrets (or a white egret) rising from
the whitish sands of a beach, moving against the direction of the

23. 31543; Qi 113.

24. In Jiankang (Jinling).

25. Beigu Mountain: downstream from Jiankang on the Yangzi River, near Zhen-
jiang. The reference is to the bell at Ganlu Temple on Beigu Mountain.

26. Preparing food for one’s parents was a standard marker of filial devotion.

27. It would, of course, be plausible, based on the poem itself, to take the opening
scene as present at the time of parting, thus placing the poet around Jinling (Nanjing).
The poem, however, uses the same rhyme as a poem by Yao He on the same occasion,
and we can place both Yao He and Jia Dao in Chang’an in 826.

28. Cf. the closing of “Seeing Proofreader Dong Off to Enquire After His Parents
in Changzhou” i# ¥ iE 5 % M # 4. 31545; Qi 116.
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incoming waves of the river tide. This day scene is matched by a night
scene depicting the white moon passing the window.? The large scene
of the first line is matched by a framed scene of another white shape in
slow passage. As we said, the scene is “local” in the sense of being ap-
propriate for a certain point in Zhu Qingyu’s itinerary—it raises none
of the referential problems of “The Inn at Niyang”—but that is imma-
terial to Jia Dao’s art. The couplet is not about a Yangzi River scene but
about pattern: a play of light, color, and motion.

Zhu Qingyn %k 8

We know very little about Zhu Qingyu® apart from the date he passed
the jinshi examination (826) and his poetic friendships, which included
Zhang Ji, Jia Dao, and Yao He. He was referred to as editor, Jiaoshu
[lang #& B, which was a common first post for graduates distin-
guished by their literary abilities. He seems to have risen no further.
Laments for his death refer to him as belonging to the imperial musical
establishment (xzelii ) 42), though this may have been an honorary title,
as it often was. We can guess that he returned to Chang’an, held an
entry-level post as editor, rose no further, and returned to Wu—
perhaps in 829 or in the following years, for we find him passing
through Xuanzhou when Shen Chuanshi was surveillance commis-
sioner. (Du Mu and Zhao Gu were also there at the time.) He seems to
have passed away sometime in the late 830s in his native Yue.

Zhu Qingyu is best known for an anecdote with a figurative quatrain
sent to Zhang Ji in which a new bride worries about how she looks,
understood as looking for Zhang Ji’s support in the examination (the
last line understood as: “is my poetry the kind that will pass the exami-
nation?”).

29. T have taken x# in its obvious sense here, but in conjunction with moonlight it
often has the sense of something plastic or without definite form, referring to a space
of moon glow. Cf. Du Fu, “The Middle of Night” % % . “setting moonlight formless,
stirring on stands” % A &7 /& (11635). In this sense we would understand the window
as filling with moonlight as the moon passes rather than with the shape of the moon.

30. Zhu Qingyu’s slim collection of about 175 poems in one juan comes from a Song
edition rather than being reconstituted from anthologies. However, a number of addi-
tional pieces preserved in Wenyuan yinghua suggest that the Song edition was an anthol-
ogy (xiagji 1]~ ) of his poems.
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REH, EE
Zhu Qingyu, Boudoir Theme!
iR 5 W AP 4 1 Last night in the bedchamber
the red candles were put out,
v 2 ATt & 46 she waits for dawn to pay respects
to her parents-in-law in the hall.
e BEAK AR P K I Having finished her makeup, in a soft voice

she asks her husband:
“Is the way I have painted my brows

ERERENGFSE

in fashion or not?”

Zhang Ji is supposed to have replied with approval. I cite this not be-
cause it is part of the history of poetry but because it shows how anec-
dotes became attached to poets. Zhu Qinyu may have written the poem
and given it to Zhang Ji with the purpose ascribed in the anecdote. The
historical truth cannot be known, but the anecdote had its own life, de-
fining Zhu Qingyu and representing him in a long line of poetry an-
thologies. Based on this anecdote critics have focused exclusively on
Zhu’s relation to Zhang Ji and have interpreted his poetry as following
Zhang Ji’s style.

Zhu Qingyu was clearly indebted to Zhang Ji for support, as we can
see in the following poem, a remarkably direct expression of gratitude
to a patron.

R BAR, BARAKER
Zhu Qingyu, Presented to Zhang Ji,
of the Bureau of Waterways32

HAPIR A I have long frequented your home,
RETAE even your boy has a friendly familiarity.
TEMF You never forget to mention my name
CEACIEN G whenever you speak to great lords.

iR A You often let me sit bench to bench with you,
B35 3t BAT and further allowed me to ride side by side.
BiRM Mz The deeper your kindness, the less I can say,
R but the feeling is utterly clear.

This poem does resemble Zhang Ji in that the parallel couplets effec-
tively disappear in a continuous discursive line. However, emulation of

31. 27804.
32. 27661.
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a patron in addressing the latter is probably less of a large influence on
a poet’s works than a community. In the following poem we have such
a community, with Jia Dao and Yao He, in a gathering that probably
took place in the autumn of 823.33

RER BEERMERBTEABEFHY BT

Zhu Qingyu, Spending the Night at the House of District Defender
Yao He of Wannian Together with Jia Dao, Gu Feixiong,

and the Monk Wuke34
P RRAF A None weary sitting through the night,
AP ek gatherings are hard when one is poor.
TREERN The hall empty, snowy air enters,
VTR A% the lamp remains, the water clock
sound fades.
FERA R Thoughts on public duties bring sickness,
TR EHE in meditation one never feels the cold.
M AR E The gate opens, each has matters to
attend to
ES NS 14 not that we fail to cherish the
lingering pleasure.

Here is the lingering trace of celebrating the poet in poverty, cold,
and sickness—or, in this case, a community of poor poets. Like the
parallel couplet within the poem, this is the poet’s interval, set within a
larger sequence of concerns. The second couplet is the “poetic” one,
though not labored or clever. The snowy air blowing in is matched by
the fading sound of the water clock, indicating that morning is ap-
proaching. The lamp that continues to burn marks the fact that the
poets have stayed up all night. The poem constantly returns to the fact
that this occasion of community and poetty is only a brief interval: it is
hard to meet; there are thoughts on public duties to come, and the de-
parting poet holds on to the mood of the night. We have every reason
to suspect that these men are not really sitting in Chan meditation but
composing poetry, yet the sixth line suggests a Chan-like absorption
that keeps out the cold.

Like many others, Zhu Qingyu seems to have been happier away
from Chang’an, as suggested by the following poem:

33. This is the date given in Fu (1998).
34. 27670.
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KR, 2
Zhu Qingyu, Sailing on a Creek?

w4 1 7 Ay Past winding isles turns my flowered boat,

4 RENR & in summer clothes I lie, facing the wind.

&RECE Birds fly in the colors of the creek,

NERE P people speak amid the sound of oars.

AR R Of remaining growth I now discern
reflections,

ik B 1ER new reeds form clumps on their own.

AEE dotp, The bay ahead is even more quiet and
secluded—

B A though shallow, I can still get through.

Here is the regulated-verse poet in all his glory, lying down, transform-
ing the world around him into beautiful couplets. The title is, as we said,
a “topic”—indeed, a common one often treated by others. As a com-
mon poetic topic, it raises the question of whether the poet writes a
poem because he has been “sailing on a creek,” goes sailing on a creek
in order to write a poem on that “poetic” topic, or whether he is simply
writing on a standard topic without ever getting into a boat. The rela-
tion between experience and writing poetry becomes explicit in a poem
(with the same title) by Xiang Si, another member of the group.
B, iz
Xiang Si, Sailing on a Creek36

FEAZ R Boat on a creek, sailing a far-reaching flood,
B R KA I gradually sense the fiery glow disappearing.
k1L Stirring water, flowers reach to their reflections,
EANGH R birds fly away when they meet a person.
RBRLE L Though deep, one can still see white stones,
FIFRAR so cool it’s best to change summer clothes.3’
AF5HFY Not having gotten many lines for poems,
“ ARG T T’ll have to stay overnight before returning.

35. 27647.

36. 30458.

37. This plays on the double sense of shengy; % 3 as both “summer clothes” and
plants or algae growing on the surface of the water. In effect, the air is so cool that the
creek should “change clothes.”
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Experience here seems to demand a certain quota of “lines for poems,”
and the poet playfully uses the failure to fill his quota as an excuse for
staying. We are not far from the image of Li He going riding every day
to “get” lines of poetry, one we will take up in the next chapter.

Gu Feiciong BRIE R (ca. 795—ca. 854)
and Wuke 7]

Among other poets in the circle active before 827, including Zhang
Xiaobiao FZ4Z and Li Kuo, we might mention Gu Feixiong3® and
Wuke,? both of whom were present at the gathering in Yao He’s house
in 823. Gu Feixiong was the late-born son of the more famous poet Gu
Kuang 883 (born ca. 727). By some accounts Gu Feixiong spent three
decades in Chang’an trying to pass the jinshi examination, finally suc-
ceeding in 845, around the age of fifty. After taking a minor provincial
post as district defender, he seems to have given it up and withdrawn,
like his father, to Maoshan, the site of an important Daoist cult. We see
his name frequently passing in and out of occasional poetry from the

" early 820s to the mid 840s.

The following, though not a distinguished poem, gives some sense
of the young (and not so young) men who had come to Chang’an. The
“poet” is already a type apart.

IR, A RIEBERERAAN
Gu Feixiong, After Failing the Examination,
Given to a Friend Who Lives With Me*0

H EX WA Of all who have feeling in this world,
$RAFA those moved most of all are the poets.
AAKBR Seeing the moon, they ever love the night,
EFiL A looking at flowers, they also cherish spring.
RE#LOR Sad to be a sojourner all through my days,
M@+ 5 passing in idleness, this young man’s body.

38. A small collection of Gu Feixiong’s poems—probably an anthology—has sur-
vived independently. Seventy-nine of his poems are extant.

39. Wuke’s collection was recompiled from anthology sources, probably in the Ming,
with about 10 clearly spurious attributions among the 101 items preserved under his
name in the Complete Tang Poems.

40. 27186.
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REEAAH
5 A

In somber stillness we face one another,
song and piping fill neighbors’ homes
all around.

This poem is uncharacteristic in being putely discursive; the hallmark of
these poets is the descriptive parallel couplet, often popping up incon-
gruously in poems that are otherwise routinely delivering their social
message. A friend is leaving, and Gu Feixiong doesn’t make it in time
for the leave-taking, necessitating an apology:

FAIERE, T RHBRIZEAATR
Gu Feixiong, After Failing the Examination, I Fail to
Make It in Time to Send Off a Friend*!

% BEEL Despondent, I passed through the Cold
Food Festival,
1 B ) A my mood particularly stirred by pattings.
REACE When I came to meet him, he was
already gone,
AR A& and I saw the willows hanging there in vain.
mAREE The fine rain had yellow birds flying in it,
i k&b new rushes grew tall in the green pond.
S RGERe R I pouted the cup of farewell ale for myself,
“TREA but my sad brows never relaxed in a smile.

The willows are “hanging there in vain”; had he made it in time, he
would have snapped a branch at parting. The lovely scene of the third
couplet is perhaps what the poet saw upon arriving at the location after
his friend had already gone, but it is a poetic snapshot that contributes
little to the social “business” of the poem.

Wuke was the only monk in the circle in the early years. He was Jia
Dao’s younger cousin and had probably followed Jia Dao to the capital.
Wuke appears frequently at poetic occasions alongside members of the
group. We know virtually nothing about his life except that he did out-
live Jia Dao.

The regulated-verse craftsmen figure prominently in the various lists
of “illustrative couplets,” jutn @) [8, from the Five Dynasties and Song,
and their works are often remembered for particular couplets. The

41. 27175.
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poems in which the couplets are set are often undistinguished, as in the
following piece (it exists in several versions), which is filled with vari-
ants that change the sense.
BT HFRLES
Wuke, Autumn, Sent to My Cousin Jia Dao*

EHTEE Insects in darkness, noisy in twilight’s colors,
%A TG AR brooding in silence I sit in the western grove.
BREEH Listening to rain to the end of the

coldest hours,
I open the gate, the fallen leaves are deep.

2 AL

R % ¥R

E2ETE A Long ago, because we were sick in the capital
1AL ) B S in both of us rose the mood for Lake Dongting,
FRELE But then it is because of my cousin’s affairs

B E I FE A that we have both lingered on until now.

The second couplet here became a favorite illustration of whatwas called
“a line beyond image” %2 404 in Song poetics. This simply meant
that the “sound of rain” turned out, on opening the gate, to be falling
leaves—this might be called a “metaphor of mistake.” Once this inter-
pretation was attached to the couplet, it became the natural way in which
it was read. The Qing critics He Zhuo )¢ (1661-1722) and Ji Yun
pointed out—the latter with endless good sense that is sometimes blind
but often refreshing—that while the standard interpretation was pos-
sible, there was nothing unusual about having rain at night and then dis-
covering fallen leaves in the morning.#3

MaDai 5 ﬁ‘(‘

Ma Dai* appears at a parting banquet with Jia Dao, Yao He, Zhu
Qingyu, and Wuke in the winter of 823—24. He must have been a rather
young man in his early twenties. He did not pass the jinshi examination
until 844. According to Fu Xuancong’s speculations, he died around

42. 44349.

43. Fang Hui 436.

44. Ma Dai has about 170 extant poems, the numbers varying with editions and result-
ing from dubious attributions. The collection has survived independently, rather than
having been put together from anthology sources, and appears to have been an anthol-
ogy of his poetry.
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869. Like many other poets in the group, we can place him at various
datable gatherings and know that he held certain offices without,
however, being able to date them. A fair amount of information about
him exists, none of which coheres into anything like a biography. How-
ever, according to the Southern Song critic Yan Yu B #—perhaps the
single most influential judge of poetry in the late imperial period—Ma
Dai was the best poet of the Late Tang (allowing that Yan Yu pro-
foundly disliked Late Tang poetry). The quality of Ma Dai’s poems
praised by later critics was associated with the High Tang: the poems
had a “natural coherence” (a lame rendering of huncheng & A%,), in con-
trast to the Late Tang tendency to foreground perfect parallelism and
effort in the couplet.

When we read Ma Dai’s poetry, we can understand why later critics
made this judgment—particularly concerning the poems included in an-
thologies. At the same time, we can see why these High Tang virtues
did not necessarily make Ma Dai a better poet. Jia Dao’s poems are in-
deed constructs of self-conscious “art” that reveals itself. At their best
Jia Dao’s poems work through complex reiterations of pattern. Ma
Dai’s poems are more truly descriptive, invoking a complete scene. The
parallelism is just as obvious, but because it is less complicated and de-
manding, it disappears into the whole, which creates a greater sense of
unity and continuous flow.

B, TG 7
Ma Dai, Traveling on the River, Detained at Parting*s

S H#FHE Wu and Chu, mid-autumn colors,
EILEELR crossing the river, I encounter reed flowers.
TRNEE Clouds encroach, the outlines of sails

ate gone,
L& AT 4 the wind presses the wild geese lines aslant.
iERERE Sunlight cast back opens blue

mountain haze,
AW cold tides sweep over the sands of

the shore.
FAFATPIE Where am I going to go now?—
BERER I plan to build 2 home on high peaks

in the sea.

45.30526; Yang Jun 2.
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This is a grand and beautiful Yangzi River scene that somehow inspires
in the poet the desire to sail off to the world of the immortals. It does
seem to be the gift of the moment (recalling how Jia Dao’s couplets
sometimes signal their separate existence as constructs of craft by not
fitting the situation announced in the title). On some deeper level,
however, Ma Dai remains very much the Late Tang poet. In many of
his best poems we find that characteristic attention to the single poetic
moment, whether in a line or a couplet, which becomes the focus and
center of the poem. In the following poem memory creates a single
beautiful scene that stands for and hides the monk’s presence: climbing
the mountain in the night rain, at last coming to a lamp burning before
an image of Buddha.

B, F4 a8 TR

Ma Dai, Sent to the Chan Master Zhenkong
on Mount Zhongnan?6

HEg T Idly I fancy you beyond white clouds,
T RiERE perfected, a monk who is utterly serene
and pure.
AaP9 ¥ <F Gate among pines, temple half up
the mountain,
B R ha night rain, a lamp before Buddha.
HIET KA In such a realm one might stay forever,
FA AT in this life adrift I myself am not able.
— RT3 Since we parted then in the woods,
ARk the cascade has almost turned to ice.

The scene of memory or fancy in the second couplet is a single fixed
image of permanence in a “life adrift,” one that carries the poet on and
away. It is in” many ways the experiential counterpart of the Late Tang
poetic craft, in which the particular point, the finely phrased couplet, is
the poetic moment that holds the whole poem together around it. Such
an art reflected a discipline of attention, both in the process of polish-
ing that perfected it and in reading. It is an art distinct from the poetry
of the High Tang.

46.30536; Yang Jun 9.
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Yong Tao &8

Yong Tao*’ makes his first appearance in 822, writing to Bai Juyi after
twice failing to pass the jinshi examination. We have no evidence that
Bai wrote back. This young poet who was to achieve some prominence
in poetic circles of the capital was invisible to Bai. We don’t see Yong
Tao with the circle around Jia Dao and Yao He until 825. From this
point on he was very much part of the group. Yong Tao was a native of
Sichuan (though Fu Xuancong argues for Yun'an & % in Kuizhou,
eastern Sichuan, rather than Chengdu). He passed the jizshi examination
in 834 but seems to have had no official career until about two decades
later, when, in 852, he was an Erudite teaching the Mao S47 in the impe-
rial academy. In 854 be became governor of a prefecture, but he seems
to have gone no further.

Yong Tao was a poet of considerable talent. The surviving accounts
claim that he was well aware of such talent and was somewhat arrogant.
More than most of his contemporaries, he could integrate the craft of
the couplet into a poem.

M, KRR EH ARAR
Yong Tao, On the Night of the Cold Food Festival Facing the
Moon by a Pool and Thinking of Friends*®

NGRS Among mortals partings come of ten,

B fe AR B there is longing wherever you go.

EARER In this sea-girt world, a night
without mist,

XEAH A at earth’s edge, a time of moonlight.

e dir¥ The leaping fish turns over
watercress leaves,

&5k fek startled magpies emerge from
flowering boughs.

47. Yong Tao has slightly over 130 extant poems, a large proportion of which are
quatrains recovered from Wanshou Tangren jueju. Although there are a number of other
poems preserved in Tangyin tongjian, more than half of Yong Tao’s poems other than
quatrains are from anthology sources. Early bibliographical notices describe a collection
in five or ten juan. Taken together, this suggests that Hong Mai had access to a much
larger version of the collection, but what we now have is a Ming recompilation from
anthology soutces plus perhaps a small selection of Yong Tao’s work.

48. 27889; Zhou Xiaotian 16.
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REET=2 Kin and friends, all a thousand
leagues away,
=P B at midnight I circle the pool alone.

The beauty of this poem lies in its construction of space, with the poet
circling a reflecting pool. Outside that circle is far space, leading off to
remote distances where his friends are. Inside the circle is the pool,
close at hand but mirroring the larger world thanks to the good luck of
the weather and the moon. He begins with one of those lovely generali-
ties: the constant meeting, parting, and longing that is the fate of hu-
man beings. The poet seems always in motion, chuchu, “wherever you
20.” The present scene is one of those places in “wherever you go,” but
it is a lucky one—a night with moonlight and no mist. The reflected
moon, by poetic convention, makes one think of those others who are
also looking at the moon, though far away—as Liu Deren wrote in the
simple and beautiful opening of a poem to Yong Tao:#

B ES Round and bright, the cold moon rises,
EH—kF Heaven and Earth in a single light.

Returning to Yong Tao’s poem, suddenly a fish leaps in that mirror
that turns the poet’s thoughts outward and disturbs the reflecting
surface. Next,_above, a bird—perhaps startled by the sound of the
fish—takes flight, moving away from the reflecting pool. The poet’s
thoughts also ‘move outward to those dear to him. The poem then
moves back from the distant world outside to the immediate space
inside his circling. Thoughts are directed outward, and yet in the end
he keeps circling the pool, looking inward at the reflecting surface. Such
an inward gaze toward the immediate particular as a reflection of the
outer is almost an allegory of Late Tang poetics. The pattern is almost
legible. '

Yong Tao’s Sichuan was something of a contested frontier. Earlier
we mentioned the Nanzhao invasion of 829—30. Tibet was no
longer the warlike, expansionist kingdom it had been, but many areas in
Tibet and the western part of the empire were culturally mixed and
militarily contested zones. Perhaps we can discover the key to the
preceding poem and something of Yong Tao’s poetics in the following
plece:

49. 29857.
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VG SR
Yong Tao, Staying Overnight at a Temple
in the Wilds on the Frontier

ELEMFE On the frontier the Tibetan monks
grow old,
AEHRLER when weather turns cold, they lock
gates quickly.
1E B R Ak The distant mist is as level as water,
BB Ly the tall trees darkened like mountains.
+HPTE Hortses leaving at dawn are
always hurried,
AT AR AE M only at night can the traveler be at rest.
FFEEDF The hour s late, I listen to the
watch-kettles,51
i 3 AR A of ten coming amid the sounds
of chimes.

In the preceding poem on circling the pool, the third couplet shifted
suddenly to attention to the beautiful particulars of pattern, ostensibly
turning away from thoughts about distant friends but leading back to
them. Here we see the same movement in the descriptive second cou-
plet. We are on the frontier; although we don’t know quite where, the
presence of Tibetan monks suggests some part of Sichuan. It is a world
of cold and ubiquitous danger. Autumn is the season of warfare, and
the Tibetan monks bar their gates early. The temple is a safe haven.
Those who must travel onward set out early and with haste. Armies
lie nearby—the sound of the kettles beaten for the watch combines
with the chimes of the temple. In the second couplet, however, we
have the aesthetic counterpart of the temple: the descriptive parallel
couplet in which the dangerous darkness of trees and mist become
poetic pattern.

In these examples the shift from the discursive to the finely crafted
parallel couplet is not incongruous, as it was in the Gu Feixiong poem,
cited above; rather, the enclosed world of the parallel couplet mirrors
or carries on the larger theme of the poem. The following piece, one of
Yong Tao’s finest, includes the couplet discussed earlier.

50. 27888; Zhou Xiaotian 15.
sL “Watch-kettles” were kettles struck at night in army camps.
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EM,KERY
Yong Tao, In Sickness Dwelling in Autumn>2

& B B AT AE In the utter silence of my secluded dwelling

no one comes,
% B F IR GE A the clear cool of the setting sun

fills the tips of the trees.
WA RES From time to time new lines

are found in melancholy,
+ 7 B3 E & e old remedies have no effect,

in sickness I've given them up.
AR & $ed X By leaf-strewn eaves several butterflies

hang in a spider’s web;
TRINVEANZRE in the empty room a lone firefly

enters the nest of swallows.
FeAd F K E.0% 1 lie alone by the south window

in the lateness of autumn colors,
— AR a yardful of red leaves closes

barred door and thatched cottage.

Although the poet could easily have been sick in his younger years, it is
tempting to take this as one of his later poems, particularly in the context
of the renewed interest in regulated verse in the long line that began in
the mid-830s. If we compare this to regulated verses in the long line by
poets like Xu Hun or Du Mu, we can see the degree to which Yong Tao
is simply translating the craft of the short line into the long line.

One touchstone of regulated verse in the long line is to read the first
and final couplets together, which combine to form a formally perfect
regulated quatrain in the long line. In cases where the first and last cou-
plet do not make sense as a poem or are not a short version of the
poem in question, the middle couplets were “active” and necessary to
the poem. In many cases (like Yong Tao’s poem above) this same
“trick” shows the degree to which the middle couplets are fine gems set
in a frame.

& B B P AT AB In the utter silence of my secluded dwelling
no one comes,
PR Rt g ] the clear cool of the setting sun

fills the tips of the trees.

52. 27902; Zhou Xiaitian 29.
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BENd B K E % I lie alone by the south window
in the lateness of autumn colors,
— & 4 ¥ a yardful of red leaves closes

barred doorand thatched cottage.

This could easily have been preserved as a quatrain under the same title
without any sense of incongruity.

If the first and last couplets are a formal “container” for the parallel
middle couplets, they also concern containment: the poet is enclosed in
his home and is sick, with the middle couplets describing what he does
and sees. Indeed, what he “does™ and “sees” are the same: his actions
involve “getting” new couplets for poems, which parallels abandoning
old remedies for his sickness.

Often, when a poet speaks of finding poetic lines in the second cou-
plet, the third couplet will possess a polished perfection that suggests
that it is the sort of poetic lines found.>? The third couplet here is the
poetic gem, contained by the first and last couplets. The poetic gem, of
course, becomes the enigmatic reflection of its container, picking up mo-
tifs of “blockage” and “getting through,” discussed earlier. The butter-
flies are trapped and awaiting their end; the dying sunlight outside is re-
placed by the tiny light of the firefly, moving from day to night and into
the interior of the house, to the empty nest from which the swallows
have departed (by late autumn). The poem is constructed to focus on
that couplet; the latter bears the weight of attention by the suggestiveness
ofits associations and, in this case, by the intricacy of its patterns.

We have only the partial remains of Yong Tao’s poems. Perhaps the
best representation of his full range can be seen in his quatrains, richly
preserved by Hong Mai in Tangren wanshou jueiu.

I, 18 RAAREF T
Yong Tao, Spending the Night in the Old
Quarters of the Chan Master Dache>*
In the bamboo hut who carries on
what he did while he was alive’—
in vain the moon hangs in the pines,
heart of a former life.

A A ERB LS

53. Compare Yao He, pp. 120-21
54. 27959; Zhou Xiaotian 65.
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A AR

&

Several notes of autumn chimes,
the sky about to brighten:

B —IER the image chamber ajar hides

a single lamp deep within.

We will return to the beautiful closing image here later, but in this con-
text we can see Yong Tao’s singular gift in packing an image with reso-
nance. We have the “lamp,” a loaded image of the transmission of the
dharma in Chan Buddhism, in the “image chamber,” which, as we have
seen, contains the portraits of deceased monks. The lamp burns
through the night, picking up the image of the moon as the “heart of a
former life,” and is envisaged here just before dawn breaks.

The poets mentioned above were figures already meeting and writing
poems together in the first part of the 820s. In 827, with Wenzong on
the throne, new poets began to appear in the circle. This younger gen-
eration grew up reading the poems of the older members of the circle.
Congratulating Gu Feixiong on passing the jinshi examination in 84s,
Liu Deren begins:>

BETHF When I was just a little boy
LREEF I already knew how to recite your poems.

This conservative art of regulated verse in the short line, in its charac-
teristic Late Tang inflection, was passed down to another generation. If
the passing on of the lamp was the Chan image of transmitting the
dharma, the image of the lamp burning in the temple by night was
passed down from one generation to the next.

Zhon He JA) 8 (Buddhist name: Qingse HE )

We have seen Zhou He% earlier in “Lamenting the Monk Xianxiao,” a
very deliberate imitation of Jia Dao’s lament for the monk Baiyan (see
pp. 106-7). A couplet from this poem is central to the best-known

55. 29844.

56. Zhou He has about 90 poems extant. Although his collection is supposed to
have been copied from the Buddhist Hongxin ji, most of the selections can be found in
Song anthologies like Wyyb and Tangshijishi. This suggests that the collecdon was actu-
ally compiled from those sources.
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anecdote about Zhou He. The lament for Xianxiao was supposedly
presented to Yao He, who particularly admired the following couplet:

RETRA His icy whiskers were shaved the night he died,
KGR E the remaining gatha, written when he was sick.

Indeed, Yao He admired the poem so much that he persuaded Zhou
He to renounce his Buddhist vows and revert to his secular name.

Although the anecdote is cleatly apocryphal, like many such stories it
contains a deeper figurative truth. Just as Zhou He’s poem imitates Jia
Dao, the anecdote re-enacts the story of Jia Dao, who gave up his Bud-
dhist vows at the urging of Han Yu. Zhou He appears here as the epi-
gone; as is often the case with epigones, Zhou He’s poems are more like
the ideal Jia Dao than Jia Dao himself. When Zhou He made his first
datable appearance—writing a poem to Zhu Qingyu in 827 or 828—he
was clearly a younger person joining a group of famous poets. We know
almost nothing about his life, except that he spent much time in the vi-
cinity of Lu Meuntain and remained a monk throughout most of the
830s. He appeared frequently at poetic occasions involving members of
the group and seems to have been particulatly close to Yao He.

As Ma Dai was Yan Yu’s choice for the best poet of the age, Zhou
He was the choice of the Qing poet and critic Weng Fanggang 33 7 4
(1733-1818). Weng considered him the best regulated-verse poet of the
“late Mid- and early Late Tang.”57 Despite the somewhat comic restric-
tion of dating, this is exactly the period we are considering. Zhou He
was indeed a master of the couplet.

RVE, BATR 6%
Zhou He, On He’s Pool Pavilion®®

£ R E P This is truly a place of leisure and calm,

25T AHE the pavilion, high-set, with moss as well.

BiiEnd Circling the pool, when I find a rock, I sit,

FAr e going through bamboo, I turn, led by the
mountain,

R RBIER When a fruit falls, the tiny duckweeds scatter;

BT E R where a turtle moves, slender plants open.

57. Weng Fanggang # % #A, Shizhon shibua G M 3§3% (Beijing: Renmin wenxue
chuanshe, 1981), 68.
58. 26857.
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FIARTFE My host has unusual discrimination,
BT RRIAR and I will never weary of coming often.

Here we can clearly see the marked stylistic difference between the par-
allel middle couplets and the banal framing couplets. Indeed, Zhou He
could have kept the first and last couplets as a generic setting to praise
anyone’s pavilion. There is nothing that binds the middle couplets to
this particular frame, but they are, in themselves, striking. The second
couplet involves contours, both of the pool and the mountain, that
shape the poet’s motion, which progresses from the open space of the
pool to the bamboo thicket. The poet’s motions are circumscribed even
though he cannot see the whole shape that guides him.

That same pattern recurs in miniature in the third couplet, where
solid things, shaping other things by their contours, first appear falling
into the water and then surfacing from beneath. Attention is guided
first by the sudden “plop” of the falling fruit; looking toward some-
thing that can no longer be seen (the fruit has sunk under the water),
the eyes detect the subtler motion of plants, which mark the presence
of the turtle.

Zhou He seems to have had a particular fondness for traces hidden
and half hidden:

FUR, AAPIS ¥ i 15
Zhou He, Written on the Road into Jingyin Temple®

AEkEF Tangled cloud hides the distant temple,

A& FH A I recognize the green pines of the road thither.
El%ER The course of birds follows the nest’s shadow,
¥ er T He a monk’s shoes print tracks in the snow.

B e 9 Smoke over plants stretches to a wilderness fire,
EETaReE fog on the creek blocks the frosty bell.

& B4 AR Then I meet 2 woodsman and ask the way:
HEAHE he says I still must cross several peaks.

Here is the hopeful traveler reading the signs: the pines; the prints left
by a monk’s shoes; the temple bell. Only at the end does he find that he
s still far from the temple.

Although Jia Dao and other older members of the group did write
regulated verse in the long line, somewhat younger poets like Zhou He

59. 26891.
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and Yong Tao more successfully translated the Late Tang couplet into
the long line.

FIE, 1% 2 A8 67 57 IR 4k
Zhou He, Seeing Off Chan Master Ren on
His Return to Mount Lu%0
B BRI Where the waves encircle Pencheng
the mountain’s cliff is green,
b EGEFER the white-haired monk goes off
to sweep his Chan gate.
Lamp in a niche crossed by snow,
he mends his tattered cassock;
LB LFEES when the mountain sun rises by the railing
he reads the former sutras.

FB R EHRMN

fAKRFAEBR The stream’s water bears ice along,
. the cold rivulets rough;
PRI REEIEE ivy after a recent rain,

the morning mist reeks.
ChiFkEH I have learned that that the things I do
are not my Way,
I would gladly lie in a tumbledown chapel
with bamboo filling the yard.

HEAFE AT

Even in this modest selection of roughly contemporaty poems, the at-
tentive reader may recognize the same images tecurring and being re-
configured into new phrasing. Eatlier in Ma Dai’s “Sent to the Chan
Master Zhenkong on Mount Zhongnan” we called attention to the line:

B AR E night rain, a lamp before the Buddha.
In “Spending the Night in the Old Quarters of the Chan Master
Dache,” Yong Tao closes his quatrain with a similar image:
B it —®iE the image chamber ajar hides

a single lamp deep within.
Here in Zhou He we have the monk actually appearing:

BT AN

Lamp in the niche crossed by snow,
he mends his tattered cassock . . .

60. 26930.
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Often when we find an image that seems striking and original in this
poetry, further reading shows us similar images in various other poets.
This was the nature of their art: their achievement usually lay not in
finding new images but rather in the phrasing, placement, and integra-
tion of the line into a larger pattern. Ma Dai’s burning lamp was a focus
of memory; Yong Tao’s lamp was the focus of many things; in Zhou
He it is the small light placed in parallel to the morning sun rising over
the mountains and streaming in to illuminate the monk’s reading. The
image itself is a suggestive one, with its own associations, but its force
continually changes as it is reused in new contexts.

Liu Deren B14F1=

With the exception of Yao He, the poets who gathered and wrote
poems to and with each other either were unsuccessful jinshi examina-
tion aspirants or had passed but had poor-to-mediocre job prospects in
the bureaucracy. By the 830s many of them were far from young. A
shared love of poetry brought together men whose backgrounds could
not have been more diverse. Coming from very different geographical
regions, they included monks, a number of men with apparently no
family history of government service, and the son of a minister (Li Kuo,
the name mentioned in conjunction with Wenzong’s proposal for Aca-
demicians of Poetry).

Liu Derent! was 2 member of the imperial family, probably the grand-
son (on the distaff side) of an imperial prince.2 Liu Deren begins to ap-
pear at poetic gatherings and exchanges in the mid-830s. Considering the
level of “affirmative action” for members of the imperial family—
especially in Wenzong’s reign—and the success of his brothers, Liu’s
political failure was striking. An of t-quoted poem by the monk Qibai
#: § lamenting his death (a poem with many variants) begins:

AABFEHEI N Enduring suffering to write poems
his body came to this,
Kk EGRT A his soul of ice and snow

cannot be called back.

61. About 140 poems by Liu Deren survive, most of which are in Wyyh, suggesting a
collection that was recompiled at some point.
62. See Fu (1987), vol. 5, 321.
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Liu Deren then s.pe-aks of his efforts at writing poetry. An attentive
teading of his surviving poems suggests that those efforts paid off. We

see thie in 1 . e
e thl.S in his fine couplets, which are characteristic of the age, as in the
following example:63 ’

FiZ4n XK The shore is soaked by waters like
. the heavens,
AR A ik T R, the woods are filled with wind

resembling rain,

Thg art of choosing words becomes increasingly obvious, as in the fol-
lowing couplet, in which the somewhat humorous parallel is enriched
by the verb w0 4, to “clutch,” which is usually applied to humans but
is here transferred to the oblivious but precarious birds:64

AR D My chanting body sits on a
frosty rock,
R, & 38 B Ak sleeping birds clutch the wind-

blown branches:

Although Liu Deren uses the standard images of regulated verse, he of-
ten deploys them in ways that create momen ’

: ts of strangeness, as in the
following example:6s : ,

X iR EE ) A rocky creek circles beyond
the cranes,

EX %A house on the mount, shut in front
of the gibbons,

Smc.e pan %, translated as “circles,” can also describe the wheeling flight
o.f blArds, we might want to take the first line as “a rocky creek beyond gtghe
c1r‘clmg.crane.” However, the parallel line presses us to make the trans-
lation given above. In the same way, we can dispel some of the strange-
ness by taking the second line as “before the gibbons [begin to cry oug ?
However, the parallelism will dispose the reader to take the line sp;a—
tially. Such an art of the parallel couplet is pressing toward a world of
words that cannot be stabilized by imagining a referential scene.

63. 29812.

64.29874.
65.29827.
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Xiang Si R Hiy

After passing the jinshi examination and then deciding not to pursue an
official career but to devote himself to Daoist studies, the poet Shi Ji-
anwu 3& §& wrote his most famous couplet to the Vice Director of
the Board of Rites:66

LEREBRE In the city of ninefold walls,
no kin or acquaintances;
ANAANT Ek among eight hundred men,

the only one named Shi.

In short, Shi Jianwu knew no one in Chang’an and was the only person
taking the examination with the surname Shi. The couplet reminds us
not only what a tight-knit circle the Tang elite comprised but how
much a newcomer to that world might feel himself an outsider. The
community of poets was one venue where one’s surname seemed to
matter less. Shi Jianwu joined that circle, but it apparently was not
enough.

Shi Jianwu may have felt self-conscious about his surname, but it
was merely uncommon among the Tang elite. Xiang Si¢” was another
case altogether. If Liu Deren represented the aristocracy in our circle of
poets, Xiang Si represented what must have been rural gentry, with
no history of officeholding. Although he shares a surname with the
great Xiang Yu of antiquity, others with that surname are very rare
throughout the entire Tang.%® Poetry was one of the primary means to
make the connections that might lead from such obscure origins to
officeholder, and it does seem that he was known as a poet from early
childhood.®?

66. 26117.

67. Xiang Si has somewhat less than a hundred poems in a collection that seems to
have survived independently. The collected poems include a number of items with mul-
tiple attributions.

68. Fu Xuancong, Zhang Chenshi 5kt %, and Xu Yimin #F R R’s Tang Wadas
remwu Zhuanji liao onghe suoyin (Beljing: Zhonghua shuju, 1982) lists only four Xiangs:
our poet, two painters, and a representative for the Yuanke xingzuan 7LAn ¥t %, the
compendium of surnames.

69. Cf. the following: “My poetic fame from childhood remains” & +|\3% & 7

(30446).
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Zhang Jih 3k 74, the enthusiastic Southern Tang editor of both
Zhang Ji’s and Xiang Si’s poetty, makes much of Zhang Ji’s apprecia-
tion of Xiang Si and the similatity of their respective poetry. One poem
addressed to Zhang Ji suggests that the latter knew him in the eatly
820s.70 Xiang Si begins to appear at poetic occasions in the Jia Dao and
Yao He circle in 832. He seems to have traveled widely—no doubt in
search of patrons—and both his poetry and his person were widely
admired. After failing the jinshi examination several times, he finally
passed it in 844. Finally entering the bureaucracy (probably in 84s),
he was assigned the lowly position of district defender in Dangtu
COunqr in Runzhou (whete the poet Xu Hun had been posted as mag-
istrate about half a decade earlier). His success did not last long. We can
infer that he died between 845 and 847 while still in office; Fu Xuan-
cong’s conclusion that he was born around 802 is based on a very shaky

conjecture.’!
.X'iang Siis a rather bland poet in whose works one rarely finds the
striking couplets of figures like Jia Dao, Yong Tao, Zhou He, or Liu

Deren. We can perhaps see something of Zhang Ji’s discursive handling
of regulated verse in the fo lowing:

IR, AR
Xiang Si, Thoughts at Night in Mid-Autumn??

)’E%%?%ﬁi Sooner or later my scurrying ceases,
— R Ak once again In a year, the last of autumn.
#Rdmb R But if it were as it is this day,
Tz G5 what problem going on thus till my
hair i1s white?
BHSFRE Gray waves go off to far places,
AN RS dining on travels, still the grief of
the frontier.
HRATE At least I see what former wise
men said:
BT A G success or failure does not come freely

from oneself.

70. 30439. The poem in Zhang Ji’s collection to Xiang Si is probably by Wang Jian;
see Tong Peiji 267.

71. See Fu (1987), vol. 3, 330.

72. 30479.
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Yu Fuviy %

With Yu Fu,7® one of the last to join the now aging group of poets
around Yao He and Wuke, we are enteting a new generation of poets,
one in which Yu Fu and others maintained the old style. Yu Fu passed
the jinshi examination in 840, after having been in the capital for about a
decade; and we have poems exchanged among members of the group
dating from the early 840s.7* He also knew Li Shangyin. Like Xiang
Si, he died while holding an eatly post as a county magistrate. Fu Xuan-
cong offers the speculative dates of 810-8s0.

Tangshi jishi cites the Beimeng suoyan as saying that Yu Fu took Jia Dao
as his model. Although this is obvious from his poetry, like several of
the younger poets who entered the group, his descriptive couplets are
often more theatrical and less restrained than Jia Dao’s.

ok, 5 &
Yu Fu, Bathing a Horse”

AR I 48 WL ¥ Take of f the reins and put the whip away,
kE#Hiad it stirs tiny ripples in the long ford.
wHIRL%T The green jade of its bare hooves sinks,
MRS R iE 4% the linked patches of its broad chest

go under.
RiEEET Its froth switls beneath sounds of

a bridge;
i x2S % its neighing lingers beside willows’

reflections.
TR EREM T have always heard that, endowed with a

dragon nature,
G kAP it is truly at home among white waves.”¢

This is, of course, a descriptive poem and not fu ly comparable to occa-
sional poems; but the marked couplet of craft can be seen in the fol-
lowing, with the poet’s horse hesitating before turbulent waters
matched by a hawk diving into the clouds.

73. A short collection of just over 60 poems survives independently.
74. Yu Fu’s surname is as obscure as Xiang Si’s, and we may make similar inferences
about his family background.

75- 29744
76. 48 here is piam “to be at rest in,” translated as “be at home.”
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i, B R B IE

Yu Fu, Coming to Linjing in the Evening”’

N K FFF My path enters flocks of sheep and dogs,

WRE MR the walls cold, battlements catch evening’s glow.
B AGE S R The inhabitants value only martial skills,
BEFZHRX the passing traveler offers poems in vain.

B FFER My horse dreads the rushing, turbid waters,
BT a falcon sinks into a riotous waste of clouds.
TEAmEY In the sandy fields weeds accumulate,

&5 RER and all eveninglong I see fires burning,

Yu Fu often has a visual brilliance, with the opening glow of sunset on
the walls echoed in the nightlong fires burning at the end. The poem
also provides us with one of those small details that help us to under-
stand the lives of these poets: the traveler offers a poem in hopes of
some reward—no doubt food and lodging. Here, near the frontier,
poems are not appreciated. Elsewhere, we infer, this is not the case. We
have come very close to the poet as a wandering professional, living off
his art and moving on.

Although, as we will see, regulated verse in the long line became in-
creasingly popular in the late 830s and 840s, a later generation carried
the craft of the short line into the second half of the ninth century.
There was young Li Pin % 48, who so admired Yao He that he went
off to study poetry with him and eventually became his son-in-law; his
relatively large collection, which survived independently, mainly con-
sists of regulated verse in the short line. There was Fang Gan ¥ T,
who joined the group in the 830s and continued writing well into the
latter half of the century. Nor should we forget the arch-epigone Li
Dong # JF), writing toward the end of the century, who was reciting Jia
Dao’s name as a Buddha before the statue of the master.

The passionate devotion to craft became a commonplace, leading
to claims that, in an earlier era, would have been very strange indeed.
Poets seem to have forgotten that their art was once supposed to have
been a demonstration of “talent” that could be of use to the state. Li
Jue’s complaint about the uselessness of poets in government is turned
on its head, as Du Xunhe At %) %% (846—904) boasts of his indifference

77.29748.
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to anything but poetry in order to persuade a potential patron to rec-
ommend him to the capital:

AR, HERK A
Du Xunhe, Respectfully Presented to Grand Master Li7®

ERNCS I have been obsessed with poetry since
childhood,

BARRTE I hate if any piece is less than remarkable. -

Foh AR A I take pains composing without a day of respite,

AR S0 my hair flecked with white for a very long time.

PSR, I work hard to advance, but the way through is
hard to see;

F+ifér K my fate, to rise or sink, is not yet known.

HARRE Last night the autumn wind blew hard, -

RAITE yet I still fear it will be slow to get to the capital.

Here the obsessed poet is, at the same time, the quasi—p.rofessiona} ob-
viously advertising his wates in hopes of a recommendflnon that _Wﬂl be
the “wind” that blows him to Chang’an. Du Xunhe claims a continuous
and absolute devotion to the craft, which doesn’t leave him any free
time at all. Poetry had once been an adjunct of a young man’s ~we‘]l-
rounded education, one who might serve as imperial adviser, provincial
administrator, or even military planner. Here it is the product of a
“poet,” his sole “work”—and the poet needs a job.

78. 38492.
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The Legacy of 1.; He

In 816, in the eleventh year of the Yuanhe Reign, Ti He died at the age
of twenty-six (twenty-seven according to Chinese reckoning).! Given
his brief poetic career, his surviving poetic output of over two hundred
poems is considerable. Li He’s was a singular and distinctive style, shar-
ing qualities with some of his Yuanhe contemporaries, like Lu Tong
J& 4, and more generally enabled by the remarkable spirit of poetic
dating and inventiveness in the last decade of the eighth century and
first two decades of the ninth. By 820 the Yuanhe Reign was over. The
inventiveness of the era had been exhausted, with poetry taking a de-
cidedly conservative turn.

Li He died without poetic issue, as he died childless in the more lit-
eral. sense. These two forms of progeny are not entirely unrelated: pre-
paring a poet’s “literary remains” (which is what Tang literary collec-
tions generally were before the second quarter of the ninth cen’éury) was
a task that often fell to a writer’s son. Writers would sometimes entrust
their collected works to friends, particularly if their children were not
especially literary and lacked the connections to ensure the dissemir-
tion of the collection. This is what Li Bai had done. Li He seems to
have done the same, presenting a manuscript of his poems to his then-
young friend Shen Shushi i, it £ .2

Li He’s choice was not a wise one—except in the odd way that things
sometimes wotk out for the best in the long run. Shen Shushi kept
the manuscript and soon forgot about it. It apparently accompanied his

L. Li Shangyin erroneously says that he died at twenty-four su, a number frequently
cited in earlier Chinese commentaries.

2. It is possible that other copies of the manuscript were given to others. It is likely
that some of the poems circulated independently.
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personal baggage for about fifteen years. One night in November or
early December 831, while staying at his brother’s post in Xuanzhou,
Shen had been drinking and could not fall asleep. While rummaging
through his trunks, he found Li He’s poems. Obviously sentimental
from his drinking, Shen felt guilt over his neglect, having failed to fulfill
the most obvious responsibility of any editor of literary remains,
namely, to supply the collection with a preface by a known literary fig-
ure. A friend came to mind, a promising young writer of twenty-nine,
also in the employ of his brother. Deciding to act while the matter
was still on his mind, Shen took the rather unusual step of sending a
midnight messenger over to Du Mu’s lodgings to ask him to write a
preface.

Du Mu, understandably startled by this late-night request, refused.
Shen continued to press him untl Du Mu finally agreed, producing
what is certainly the strangest preface in Tang literature. Prefaces often
included accounts of how the writer was petitioned to undertake his
task, so it is not entirely surprising that Du Mu gave an account of the
story of the manuscript—though it was an unusual one. What sets Du
Mu’s preface apart from virtually all others is the fact that he clearly
disapproved of Li He’s poetry. Du Mu concludes:

These are indeed the remote descendents of the Sao; and although they are not
its equal in the order of things (4 32), they go beyond it in diction. The Sao is
stirred to resentment and makes furious jabs; its words touch on order (4 ¥2)
and disorder in the relation between prince and minister, sometimes provoking
thoughts in the reader. In what Li He wrote, however, there is none of this. Li
He was skilled at digging out past events; thus his deep sighs expressed bitter-
ness at what no one had ever spoken of in present or past times. In pieces like
“The Bronze Immortals Take Leave of Han” or “Supplying the Missing
‘Palace-Style Ballad’ of Yu Jianwu of the Liang” he sought to capture the qual-
ity and manner [of the moment]; yet he departed so far from the usual paths of
letters that one scarcely knows of them. Li He died in the twenty-seventh year
of his age. People of the time all said, “Had Li He not died and improved
somewhat in his sense of the order of things, he might have commanded the
Sao as a servant.”?

The last sentence is left purposely ambiguous as to who is the servant.
Even if we read this passage in its most generous sense, the praise is

3. Fanchunan wenji 149.
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not intended for the Li He that Du Mu was reading but rather for the
Li He that might have been. L7 2, translated as the “order of things”
and “order” (as “good government,” a standard Tang usage), is roughly
what a modern reader of literature would call “significance.” In this
passage Li He’s poetry depends upon gorgeous diction and fresh ideas,
only without the engagement in the social and political world that pro-
duced one kind of depth in a Tang context of values. In the compara-
tive case of the “Sao,” generally referring to the works attributed to Qu
Yuan, such engagement arouses a depth of feeling in the reader, one
that gives a work its force. In effect, Du Mu is saying that Li He’s
poetry rings hollow.

Young Du Mu was very “setious” in the conventional Tang sense,
and he brought his sense of seriousness to bear on Li He, who was
something else altogether. The most telling passage in Du Mu’s preface
immediately precedes the passage quoted above. It can be read as ex-
pressing either admiration or irony; but in the context of the changing
values of poetry in the 830s it is somehow fateful.

A continuous stream of clouds and mist has not such a manner as his [lit. “are
not adequate to make his manner”]; waters stretching off far into the distance
have not such a mood as his; all spring’s flowering glory has not his gentleness;
autumn’s bright purity has not his strictness of form; masts driven by the wind
and horses in the battle line have not his daring; tile sarcophagi and tripods
with seal-script have not his antiquity; the season’s flowers and fair women
have not his sensuality; walls run to weeds and ruined palaces and tomb
mounds overgrown with brush have not his resentment and mournfulness; the

leviathan’s gaping maw and the leaping sea turtle, the bull demon and the
snake god, have not his sense of fantasy and illusion.?

This is a wonderful passage, essentially claiming that the qualities in Li
He’s poetry surpass those same qualities in the world [or in the realm of
the spirits, adjunct to the easily accessible empirical world]. The qualities
found in Li He are thus more perfectly embodied in poetry than in the
world. The “serious” Du Mu had to reject Li He’s poetic world precisely
because it was not “setious” in Du Mu’s Tang sense: it offered no moral

4. Here we should pay close attention to the contemporary weight of the word. For
a contrary view, see Chen Zijian BR-F £, “Du Mu ‘Li Changji geshi xu’ ‘i’ yibian” A:4%
FRERF AL EEE, Shebui kexue yanjin 6 (1988).

5. Fanchuan wenji 149.
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and political lessons, no deep feeling arising from the poet’s engagement
with these issues. It was a different kind of poetry altogether. Yet anyone
who reads Du Mu’s poetry through the 830s can see the impact of his
reading of Li He. Unlike some other poets of his day, Du Mu never
overtly emulated Li He’s poetry; but he clearly was caught by his own de-
scription of the latter, creating markedly “poetic” worlds that were more
real than any possible empirical experience. Moreover, Du Mu admitted
being seduced by these “poetic” scenes, which lacked the conventional
“seriousness” of response to the political “order of things.”

Poems engaged with the “order of things” often have titles or prefaces
that enable us to link the poem to a specific historical moment, and
from there to a particular circumstance. Li He’s most famous and charac-
teristic poems lack such markers. The same is generally true of poems
that emulate him. It is therefore hard to know exactly when the influence
of Li He’s poetry began to make an impact. We can see itin Li Sha.ngyin’S
poems, which can be dated to the 830s, and in poems by We.n Tingyun,
which probably cannot be eatlier than the 830s and may be much
later. Several other minor poets in which we see this influence were
acquaintances ot friends of Du Mu. We cannot be certain, but it is tempt-
ing to conclude that Li He’s collection, with Du Mu’s preface, enjcered
general circulation in the early 830s and made an impact. Du Mu’s judg-
ment may have been negative, but it was the kind of judgment that at-
tracted attention and pointed to possible values in poetry that had their
attraction, values distinct from but close to those of the regulated-verse
craftsmen. i}

Li Shangyin’s “Short Biography of Li He,” L7 He sciaoghmnan &8
)M&, was composed sometime between 832 and 835.6 It is no less un-
usual than the preface. Inspired by Du Mu’s preface, Li Shangyin be.gan
by setting out to find the person behind the poems. Unﬁke most b1og—
raphies, Li Shangyin proceeded empirically by interviewing Li He’s sis-
ter. He discovered that the “person behind the poems” was not a Qu
Yuan, tormented by his personal lack of success or political and social
ills. Rather, he discovered what he was perhaps seeking: the image of a

6. Li Shangyin refers to Du Mu only as “Du Mu of the Capital,” which would have
been proper only before Du Mu took up a post as Investigating Censor in 83s. Since Li
Shangyin saw Du Mu’s preface, the biography cannot be earlier than 832.
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“poet,” utterly absorbed in his art. Although this image has obvious
parallels with the image of poetty as practiced by the craftsmen of regu-
lated poetry, the poetics of “taking pains,” kuyin 35, it is far stranger
and more extreme.

Du Mu of the capital wrote a preface for Li Changji’s literary collection and
described Changji’s strangeness most thoroughly. It is now in general circula-
tion. The younger sister of Changji, who married into the Wang family, has
given a particularly thorough oral account of Changji. Changji was delicate and
thin, his eyebrows met, and he had long fingernails; he was good at painstaking
composition (kayi) and writing swiftly. Han Yu of Changli was the very first
person to understand him. Among those of his acquaintance, he was closest to
Wang Canyuan, Yang Jingzhi, Quan Qu, and Cui Zhi. Every day at dawn he
would go on excursions with various gentlemen; but whenever he wrote a
poem on some assigned topic, he never brooded over it or forced things to
work together or worried about a time limit.”

He would always go off riding a donkey, followed by a young Xi slave. On
his back he carried an old, tattered brocade bag. If he happened to get some-
thing [i.e., come up with lines of poetry], he would write it down at once and
throw it in the bag. When he went back in the evening, his mother had a serv-
ing girl take the bag and empty its contents; when she saw how much he had
written, his mother burst out with: “This boy won’t stop until he has spit out
his heart.” Then she lit the lamps and gave him his dinner. Li He next had the
serving girl get what he had written; then, grinding ink and folding paper, he
would complete them, at which point he would throw them into another bag.
He usually acted like this unless he was very drunk or in mourning. When he
finished he didn’t look at the poems ever again. Now and then people like
Wang and Yang would come, seek them out, and copy them. Changji would
always ride alone back and forth to Luoyang.® Sometimes when he came to a
place he would write something, then throw it away. It was for this reason that
there were only four juan left in Shen Shushi’s possession.

When Changji was about to die, he suddenly saw, in broad daylight, a man
in scarlet robes riding a red dragon. He was holding a tablet whose writing was
like the seal-script of high antiquity or thunder-stone script. He said that it was
to summon Changji. Changji tried but could not read it. He suddenly got out
of bed, touched his head to thegro und, and said: “My mom is old and sick—I
don’t want to go.” The man in scarlet robes laughed and said: “The Emperor

7. The grammar of this long sentence is troublesome and admits of various interpre-
tations.

8. He was most likely traveling between his home in Changgu and Luoyang.
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has completed his tower of white jade and immediately summons you to write
him an account of it. The joys you are given in Heaven are such that you won’t
suffer”” Changji was alone there weeping; everyone beside him saw it. AfF‘er a
while Changji’s breath stopped. In the window of the room where Changiji al-
ways stayed there was a swelling vapor and one could hear the sound of a cat-
riage and pipes playing. His mother immediately stopped the chers frorr}
weeping and, waiting the brief time it takes to cook five pints of millet, Chz'mg]l
at last died. His sister in the Wang family would not have been able to fabricate
such claims about Changii; this was what she really saw.

Heaven is high and blue-gray. Is there indeed an Emperor there? And does
that Emperor indeed have things to enjoy, like parks, palaces, and pavilions? If
this is to be believed, then, considering the remote heights of Heaven and the
majesty of its Emperor, then it would also be fitting that he have personages
and literary talents exceeding comparison with those in our Worl‘d. Why,
then, was he so singularly fond of Changji and why did he prevent th from
living a long life> How could it be that those in our world who are-consldered
rare and talented are not only few on Earth but also not many in Heaven?
Changji lived twenty-four years, and his post never went further than that of a
ritual participant in the Court of Imperial Ceremonies. Moreover, many of
his contemporaries spoke ill of him and did him harm. How could it be that
the Emperor in Heaven alone values the rare and talented, while mortals, on
the contrary, do not value them? How could mortal understanding surpass the
Emperor’s??

Behind the chuangi atmosphere of Li Shangyin’s “biography” we recog-
nize the image of the poet in Han Yu’s “Teasing Zhang Ji,” Tiao Zhang
Ji A5k 4% .10 There a ruthless Heaven sends Li Bai and Du Fu to Earth
to suffer so that they will write beautiful poems. The god then sends
down his minions to gather up the poems and bring them back to
Heaven. The differences, however, in Li Shangyin’s version are telling.
Li Bai and Du Fu write beautiful poems because of their sufferings in
life, sufferings caused by the god. Li He is not appreciated .by mortals,
but Li Shangyin suggests neither that this causes him suffering nor thﬁ.lt
his experiences in political life are the context for his poems. Li He is
completely absorbed in his work; and if he suffers, “spitting out his
heart,” it is a result of the effort expended in writing poetry.

9. Ye (1959) 35859
10. 17922; Qian Zhonglian 989.
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It is important to keep in mind that the “Short Biography” reflects
the values of the 830s, retrospectively invested in Li He and realized
through his image. Unlike Han Yu’s Li Bai and Du Fu, and unlike the
dominant earlier notion of poetry, here poetry is not a consequence of
expetience of the world—specifically the social and political world. Li
He “is” a poet regardless of his experiences in social and political life.
Indeed, he is more a poet when simply left to write poetry. If he works
at poetry, it is not the social poetry that is the norm. Li He (in the read-
ing of the passage I have adopted) does compose social poems, but he
writes them without effort or thought. The poetry that he truly works
at is of an altogether different kind: lines found alone when traveling
around with his Xi servant, lines worked over at night.

Li He was indeed a poet of kuyin %, “taking pains in composi-
tion.” However, this was also the claim of Yao He and Jia Dao, the
most celebrated poets of the 830s, almost all of whose work was social
poetry. Li Shangyin’s Li He shates some elements with them: the poem
“takes time”; it is something made and not simply the inspiration of the
moment. It is something the poet does every day, like a profession.!! Li
He differs from the regulated-verse craftsmen in one other essential de-
tail: once the poem is completed, he is no longer interested. Sometimes
the poems lie around for others to copy; sometimes he simply throws
them away. This is an art practiced out of passion, for its own sake, and
not for the mere product, the poem. This is the very antithesis of Bai
Juyi’s vision of his poetry as quantitatively cumulative “capital,” to be
stored in a special bookcase with Bai’s name visibly written on it. In
“Teasing Zhang Ji” Li Bai’s and Du Fu’s poetic production is also
“capital,” to be collected by Heaven, envisaged as something like an ab-
sentee landlord. One of the many anecdotes about Jia Dao reveals a
sense of poetic production much closer to that of Bai Juyi than to Li
He: every New Year’s Day Jia Dao was said to spread out all the poems
he had composed during the year, to which he would offer up a sacti-
fice of meat and wine to them as the things that had consumed
his spirit in the course of the preceding year.!? The aggregate of these

11. Cf. also the presumption of the need to compose poems every day in Jia Dao’s
“Playfully Presented to a Friend,” p. 94.
12. Zhou Xunchu 1114.
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various anecdotes and references in poems vividly demonstrates a set
of issues surrounding poetry and its composition that truly belong to
the ninth century and that were almost entirely absent in eighth-century
discourse on poetic composition.

L: 52, the “order of things,” was an important word in Chinese thought,
although it had an easy, conventional sense of “political order” during
the Tang. Du Mu claimed that the differing qualities of representations
in Li He’s poetry were more perfect than what was ordinarily experi-
enced in the world, yet Li He’s poetry was lacking in /4, the “order of
things.” Du Mu was not concerned with nice philosophical questions
here: he might simply have meant that Li He’s verbal skills over-
shadowed his other qualities. And yet Du Mu’s description of Li He’s
poetry was, at the very least, the seed of a profound contradiction, sug-
gesting that there might be an “order of things” possible in poetry that
was different from what was commonplace in Tang moral and political
culture.

If one sets aside the Chu ¢, which on the surface is as fragmentary
and elusive as Li He’s work, Du Mu’s charge that Li He’s poetry lacked
/i has some substance. Tang poetry tended to parataxis, with each line a
distinct predicate; but expectations usually made it easy to bring those
pieces into a coherent whole (as Wang Yi’s interlinear commentary
tried to do with Chu ). Such coherence was /, the “order of things.” If,
for example, a poet feels miserable in exile, and his representations of
the world around him support such a state of mind, the poem has a
subjective, experiential coherence that was satisfying to Tang readers. Li
He’s parataxis was more extreme: there was more distance between the
lines, creating the effect of verbal fragments that only partially cohered.
There was often also no presumed subject—either the historical poet
or a conventional persona—to easily account for these images as per-
cepts, feelings, and thoughts in a unifying consciousness. The effect of
Li He’s poetry was sometimes dreamlike; such partial coherence of
fragmentary images was clearly part of Li He’s attraction. At the same
time, such a poetics could not but have been troubling to the young Du
Mu: he could not see the “point” of the poems, the lesson or the per-
son who held the images together.

We might consider one of Li He’s easier poems on the theme of
frontier warfare:
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H, PR T 4T
Li He, Song for the Governor of

Wild Goose Gate!3

2 E RIS Black clouds press down on walls,

the walls seem about to collapse;!*
V6 B 28 glint of armor faces the sun,

golden scales appear.
AR HRKEE Sounds of trumpets fill the heavens

within the colors of autumn,
L RIERAE borderland soil is tinted rouge

that hardens to night’s purple.!®
Fi5 4o 3EE 5K Our red banners stand half-furled

beside the river Yi;
FEHEETR the frost is heavy, the drums cold,

their sounds do not stir.
#EELELE We will pay back the honor shown by our lord

on the Terrace of Gold!®
REEELHER and take in hand the jade dragon-swords,

to die for our lord.1?

A xing 4T, here translated as “song,” is a yuefu and thus does not require
the presumption of a historical poet at a particular site, yet a reader of
the early ninth century would still look for signs of a commonplace
empirical order to unify the poem. For example, the reader would look
for weather signs, yet here we begin with a cover of black clouds, fol-
lowed by light glinting on armor. That sunlight marks daytime, but in
the fourth line we have night. The frost should be late night or eatly
morning. The half-furled banners can be seen as an unexpected and

13. 20661; Ye (1959) 23. This is a yuefu title with precedents in the Southern Dy-
nasties.

14. The Qing commentator Wang Qi cites the Jin shu as follows: “Whenever there
are black clouds like a roof over a strong fortress, they are called the ‘essence of the
army.”” The rather ominous quality of the image here makes it uncertain whether this
sign of martial valor is intended.

15. This refers to the explanation’in the Gujin 3hu & 4~iE that frontier walls were
made of an earth that gave them a purplish color.

16. The Terrace of Gold % 4 & was erected by King Zhao of Yan to receive schol-
ars and knights (both s4 +) and was emblematic of a prince’s generosity and apprecia-
tion of the talents of those who served him.

17. Yulong EHE (lit. “jade dragon™) must be taken as a kenning for a fine sword.
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Inauspicious image (particularly before a battle), as are the muted
sounds of the drums, which are supposed to stir the valor of the troops.
In this context the vow to “die for our lord” is distinctly fatalistic, as if
troops are going forth to fight a battle they cannot win. It is a scene
built up of vivid fragments that do not cohere empirically (without con-
siderable commentarial ingenuity), but which give the impression of
doomed battle more perfectly than any ordinary yuefu.

This poem clearly made a strong impression. In the anecdotal tradi-
tion Li He presented this poem when he first went to pay his respects
to Han Yu in Luoyang. Upon reading the opening lines, Han Yu was so
impressed that he had Li He summoned.!® Wei Zhuang included the
plece in his anthology Further Mystery at the end of the ninth century. As
we will see, it also inspired imitation. Significantly, the “sun” in the sec-
ond line is sometimes quoted as “moon”—suggesting how the Tang
sense of the “order of things” influenced textual reproduction to pro-
duce a scene more easily reconciled with “night” in the fourth line—
overlooking the less obvious fact that one needs a daytime scene to
have the “colors of autumn.”

We cannot date Zhang Hu’s version of “Song for the Governor of
Wild Goose Gate.” Zhang’s dates are far from certain: he was roughly
Li He’s contemporary (born within a decade of Li He), but he lived on
into the first part of the 850s. Significantly, he was a friend of Du Mu.
It is not impossible that Zhang Hu’s version dates from the Yuanhe,
but echoes of other Li He poems cleatly show that it both postdates Li
He’s poetty and is aware of it. Most likely the poem dates from the 830s
or 840s, when Li He’s full collection was in circulation.

Ak, EPIKFAT
Zhang Hu, Song for the Governor of Wild Goose Gate!?
W38 A4 5 Ak Atop the wall the moon sinks away,
the frost is like water,
o T AR

with swishing sounds they march on sands,
the men like ghosts.

18. Zhou Xunchu 1071.

19. 27237; Yan Shoucheng 201. This seems to have entered the standard version of
Zhang Hu’s collection from Yauefu shijz; it is not included in the recently recovered Zhang
Chengji wenji.
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In the lamplight he wipes away tears,
tries on the scented cape,
one note of a long melody
the last of the water-clock’s dripping,
The camel-skin sack spills forth ale,

a single cup of ale,

A S8 A S R the front lines are weeping blood,
their hearts do not waver.

MeFrEIER Youth in the woman’s boudoir,
wife do not weep,

BERMRER the metal fish and tiger bamboo
come from Heaven.20

FEPT oL 25 B AR AR Beside Goose Gate Mountain

their bones become ash.

Zhang Hu uses Li He’s technique of paratactic lines, but the scenes
have a greater coherence. There is no problem with the time sequence
here: as night comes to an end, a soldier (or, more likely, an officer)
prepares for battle. A long tradition of frontier poetry invites reference
to the soldier’s wife, which is here answered with the commitment to
serve the emperor, as in Li He’s poem. Li He’s closure on the point of
battle (the last moment in which the doomed soldier would have a
“viewpoint”) was probably too radical, and Zhang Hu offers a more
conventionally satisfying last line—from an external perspective seen
over a long span of time—in which the soldiers” bones turn to dust. In
short, Zhang Hu effectively domesticates Li He.

We know next to nothing about Zhuang Nanjie 4t & 4 except that
he was supposed to have been a rough contemporary of Jia Dao (who
had a very long poetic career) and very much a Li He epigone, to judge
from the surviving poems.?!

20. These are the tallies of military authority from the emperor (Heaven).

21. The claim that Zhuang was a contemporary of Jia Dao is based entirely on a
note to that effect in Zhighai shulu jieti. Fu Xuancong speculates that Zhuang is some-
what younger than Jia Dao. See Fu (1987), vol. 2, 336. Although such notes involving
dating in Song bibliographies represent precious evidence, they are sometimes wrong.
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e, BPIKTAT
Zhuang Nanjie, Song for the Governor of Wild Goose Gate??
AEPAPIE R K Flags and banners flashing,

waving at Heaven’s edge,

KGR EEE the long fifes and horizontal flutes,

an expanse of nomad dust.
5T ot Bl & AR IE Between his legs the white silk

that neighs at the wind is fierce;
B EFeiE at the waist the green snake

that cuts into jade is lively.?3
Ly IR Beating leather, striking metal,

we ignite the oxtails,?*
RFEBAw st troops of dog and sheep barbarians defeated,

dying in heaps like hills.
HRRE R A The Nine Springs are lonely and still,

autumn’s insects are interred,?
BT REFRE damp clouds and wild grasses

weep autumn longings.

Despite Zhuang Nanjie’s striking images, which are clearly modeled on
Li He, this is a far more consetvative poem, developing from a Chinese
attack on the “barbarians,” their defeat, and a silent aftermath.

Li He’s is the earliest extant Tang version of “Song for the Governor of
Wild Goose Gate.” There are, however, pre-Tang examples. There is
an anonymous yuefx in the “Treatise on Music” of the Song shu, but that
seems to have provided no inspiration for Li He. Li He’s precursor
here was clearly Xiao Gang # 44, Emperor Jianwen of the Liang, who
wrote two poems under this title, which were also highly imagistic
treatments of the frontier theme. Li He was clearly fascinated with the
poetry of the sixth century, the Liang and Chen, which provided a
model for a compelling poetry that escaped the oppressive Tang sense
of “seriousness.” Just as Li He’s poetry was criticized for lacking

22. 24969.

23. This couplet refers to the soldier’s white horse and sword.

24, “Beating leather, striking metal” refers to beating drums and gongs. The last part
refers to a stratagem by which the Qi general Tian Dan tied firewood to the tails of
oxen, then ignited it, causing the oxen to overrun his enemies.

25. The Nine Springs refer to the underworld.
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engagement with the “order of things,” so Liang poetry too was con-
ventionally criticized for lacking seriousness.

Li He was clearly fascinated with the unique poetry of the Liang and
later Southern Dynasties. It was probably in part thanks to the poetry
of Li He that we find a sustained interest in the culture of the later
Southern Dynasties in the middle of the ninth century, particulatly in
the poetry of Li Shangyin and Wen Tingyun. This interest always mixed
fascination and critical judgment. On the one hand, there was the ab-
sorption in a sensual world of images; this can be traced to the poetry
of the Liang and Chen itself, but it was very much mediated by Li He’s
creation of a separate poetic realm. On the other hand, there was the
conviction that the poetic failure to engage the political “order of
things” on the part of poet-emperors and their poet-courtiers was an
indulgence that resulted in the fall of dynasties.

“Historical contextualization” in scholarship on Chinese literature is
often done in very broad strokes. We must know when a poem was
written, when it was read, the community for which it was written, and
the temper of the particular age. It is true that the later Southern Dy-
nasties evoked absorption in aesthetic pleasure shadowed by impending
doom. Li He was writing in the first part of the reign of Xianzong, a
period of great optimism and confidence in the resurgence of Tang dy-
nastic power. Despite Liu Fen’s intemperate prediction of dynastic ruin
in the late 820s (see p. s12), the first part of Wenzong’s reign seems to
have generally been a period of guarded optimism. A poet writing of
the later Southern Dynasties during these periods was probably think-
ing of the cultural past aesthetically rather than politically. Such texts, if
written or read in the wake of the Sweet Dew Incident, would most
likely have had a much stronger contemporary political resonance. Li
He’s remarkably short career historically contextualizes all his poems.
More often than not, however, we do not know when poems invoking
past styles or moments in history were written. Although this is unfor-
tunate, the principle remains the same: periods like the later Southern
Dynasties may be fascinating in their own right or they may inescapably
echo a sense of the present moment. It all depends on when one is
reading or writing.

In many ways Li He is reminiscent of Li Bai in his fascination with old
songs and anecdotes. Both poets were less at home in the contempo-
rary social world of poetry than in imaginary worlds based on their
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reading. From the Southern Dynasties came the ghostly song of the
famous Hangzhou singer Su Xiaoxiao.

NN
Su Xiaoxiao’s Song2¢

EX 3oL 1 ride a coach with oiled sides,

R E s B he rides a blue dapple.

1FRER S Where will we tie a true love knot?—

kARt on West Mount, undet the cyptess
and pine.

Her tomb was famous, but Li He never went there. He didn’t need
to—though he had perhaps heard the story that sometimes, when there
was wind and rain, passers-by could hear the sounds of song and music
coming from it.
FH, B NNE
Li He, The Tomb of Little Su?’

B & Dew on the hidden orchid.

S AR like crying eyes.

e BRI Nothing ties a love knot,

Y8 AL TR flowers in mist I cannot bear to cut.
ﬁ o Grass like the carriage cushion,
At pines like the carriage roof,

B EE the wind is her skirt,

7K B IR, the waters, her pendants.

hBE B A catriage with oiled sides

7 AasF awaits in the evening.

LERE Cold azure candle

FAF struggles to give light.

o T At the foot of West Mound

JA ek @ wind blows the rain.

This is a ghost-song, a scene of the mind realized in poetry. The old
singer half materializes, scattered in the scene around her tomb, then in
the coach of the old song, and finally as a flickering ghost-light, waiting
still—until a gust of wind-blown rain puts out the candle and ends the
poem.

26. Lu Qinli 1480.
27. 20664; Ye (1959) 27.



170 The Legacy of Li He

There is little question that Zhang Hu knew Li He’s poem, though the
form of his title and his many years of travel in the Southland suggest that
he wrote the following poem while visiting the tomb in person.

ok, AER N R
Zhang Hu, On the Tomb of Su Xiaoxiao 28

L RE Ry 21 Billowing, a place of poor dust,

LR e whistling in the wind, grove of ancient trees.
Mz iR 1t B 3 Cheeks’ luster, flowers come out on their own,
JIRA KR brows’ reproach, willows ever deep.

B RAASTHF Why does one wait under the night moon?—
A8 AL in spring breeze birds chant by themselves.

T o R I know not if any shares the grave with you:
ERERS in vain you wished to tie a true love knot.

Zhang Hu’s poem seems uncomfortably bad only because we have Li
He’s original. It does, however, embody the weaker side of Li He’s influ-
ence in the Late Tang. Zhang Hu was clearly attracted by the ghostly aura
of Li He’s poem and sought to reproduce it. However, while the form of
Li He’s poem was a creative way of representing a vision, Zhang Hu was
trapped by the formal order of exposition of regulated verse in the short
line. Many of the pieces of Li He’s song are still present, but they have
been organized in an all-too-familiar way: the first couplet sets the scene;
the second couplet sees reminders of the woman in natural phenomena;
the third couplet is a scene of hopeless waiting; in the fourth couplet the
poet offers a comment from his own perspective.

No individual so petfectly embodied the potential conflict between the
political (the Tang “order of things,” # ¥#) and the apolitical gratifica-
tion of personal will as Qin Shihuang, the First Emperor. According to
Legalist thought, the First Emperor was to be the core of a true politi-
cal “machine,” the invisible center of an absolutist structure that func-
tioned with the impersonal precision of nature. Unfortunately, the his-
torical center of that machine, the First Emperor, had a human will that
set itself against ordinary Nature: he wanted to dominate the universe
and live forever. His foolish ventures, his megalomania, the very mortal
political machinations that followed his death, and the stunningly swift
collapse of his empire after his death were favorite Tang topics.

28. 27276; Yan Shoucheng 14.
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In the following poem Li He first presents himself as epigone, re-
sponding directly to the opening lines of Li Bai’s third “Old Style”
< J&, but doing so in such a brilliant and daring way that the epigone’s
lines are more memorable than the original that they recast. First let us

cite Li Bai:29

R EFAA
JE AT A4
FHRFET
HEEFR

Qin’s emperor swept the six directions bare,
how manly his tiger’s gaze was!

His sword, brandished, cut drifting clouds,
and the Lords of the Domains all came west.

LiHe’s First Emperor is even more flamboyant.

ESER: )R N c
FEBERAE
£ Angk B0 s IBA

DRARES ST

) B2 ) 0 A ek 5
BEtR AR AT
S T A AR 3% B 9
THEFR—Z
Vi =Y N S5

B A IHARE

Li He, The King of Qin Drinks Wine30

Qin’s king is riding a tiger,
he roams to the Eight Extremes,
his sword-light shines in the emptiness,
the heavens turn sapphire.
Xihe strikes the sun with her whip,
the sound of glass,
kalpa ashes have all flown away,
past and present pacified.
The dragon’s head trickles ale,
he invites the Alestar,
pipas with golden bridges
twang in the night;
raindrops on Lake Dongting
come to the blowing reed organs,
tipsy with ale he hoots at the moon
and makes it go backward;
silver clouds like comb’s teeth,
alabaster palaces brighten.
At the palace gate the Watchman
announces the first watch of night:
in flowering towers the phoenix of jade
has a voice both feral and sweet,

29. Zhan Ying &4k, Li Bai quani jiaozhu huishi jiping & & 2 F A EFEF
(Tianjin: Baihua wenyi chubanshe, 1996), 37.

30. 20685; Ye (1959) 53.
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B XA RF mermen’s silk with red patterns
has a fragrance faintand clear,
FIHK AT F A yellow beauties stumble dancing,
a flagon for a thousand-year toast.
N frdd From the immortals’ candelabra
‘ the waxy smoke is light,
A B BRI BL L at the clear zither, drunken eyes

shed tears in floods.3!

This was something unprecedented in Chinese poetry. The fragmentary
discontinuity of brilliant lines effectively embodies a state of dreaming,
drunkenness, and madness in which the First Emperor seeks to domi-
nate the universe and time. Space does not permit a detailed discussion
of Li He’s poem, but it is not difficult to see why Li He’s poetry had
such an impact when it resurfaced in the early 830s.

It is understandable that such a poem might invite Du Mu’s critique
of Li He’s work, but there are ways in which it does not deserve the
critique—as adumbrated by Du Mu’s own comments. Unlike Du Mu’s
First Emperor, implicit in his “Poetic Exposition on Apang Palace”
(see pp. 259—60), the images do not cohere in any expected way, and Li
He offers no “lesson,” either direct or implied. The poem cannot be
read as a reiteration of the proper “order of things.” At the same time,
as Du Mu said, Li He’s poetry embodies qualities more perfectly than
we find in the world: “The King of Qin Drinks Wine” is therefore
more mad than even the First Emperor. Li He brings us into a strange
world, reserving judgment on that world to our more sober moments.

What we might call the “lesson of Li He” was absorbed by the poets
of the 830s in two ways. On the simplest level Li He’s brilliant diction
was reabsorbed into a fundamentally more conventional poetry based
on the Tang sense of the “order of things,” both structurally and in
terms of moral lessons. The more complicated aspect of the “lesson”
was perhaps fully grasped only by Li Shangyin: by disrupting conven-
tional poetic order, poetry can be used to enact states of disorientation
rather than simply refer to them.

31. Here I follow the received text rather than the variant adopted from Wenynan
yinghua: Qinggin + 2 “Blue Zither,” the name of a goddess. This source itself reads
the text as above but cites “Blue Zither” as one of two variants.
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The middle of the ninth century has many poems about the First
Emperor, and although none of these sound like Li He’s poem, we
can clearly see his influence in the first and simpler level. Wei Chulao
F# # (803-841), an acquaintance of Du Mu, was very much under Li
He’s spell. In a poem on the First Emperor entitled “Ancestor
Dragon,” he begins with an unmistakable echo of Li He’s “Ballad of
the Governor of Wild Goose Gate”: “Black clouds weigh on the walls,
the walls are about to collapse” £ Z BRIRIAAK H#E:

FRE, ARAT
Wei Chulao, The Ballad of Ancestor Dragon??

BT RS RA In black clouds the vapor of troops
shoots to Heaven and splits it,
IR S B & bold warriors sleeping at dawn,
their grievances congealed in dream.
I — RV & One night Ancestor Dragon
died at Sanddune 33
% R4 BB Huhai in vain followed
the wagon tracks of abalone.34
BRmE=T2 The rotting flesh pretended life
for three thousand leagues,
BE AR a false rescript first granted
death to Fusu.3
AERBLEI R His tomb touched Mount Li,

but before the earth was dry,3

32. 27145; Wang Zhongyong 1543. “Ancestor Dragon” is Qin Shihuang. The “Annals
of Qin Shihuang” in the S47i relates how one night an envoy was passing Huayang
when a man holding a jade disk stopped him and told him to give the disk to the “Lord
of Hao Pool,” adding, “This year Ancestor Dragon will die.”

33. The location in Hebei where Qin Shihuang died.

34. Huhai was the prince that the eunuch Zhao Gao set on the throne as the Second
Emperor of Qin. When Qin Shihuang died, Zhao Gao and the minister Li Si wanted to
keep this secret, so they put the corpse in a wagon together with a load of abalone to
disguise the smell.

35. Qin Shihuang had wanted to have Prince Fusu succeed him, but Li Si drafted a
false edict putting Huhai on the throne and condemning Fusu to death.

36. Qin Shihuang’s tomb lies just east of Mount Li, near Chang’an.
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WA T A EGHR auspicious light had already risen
from Mounts Mang and Dang.%’
R F H =T In Chen Sheng’s?® city
the drums rolled thrice,
AR R AR and the universe of the House of Qin
was like crumbling dles.
FeIEIRALA R G In a tumult dragons and serpents
entered Xianyang,3
YEERERS and Emperor Shao in vain followed

the horses of the Han.40

This is not 2 memorable poem in its own right, though the serial allu-
sions recall Li Shangyin. Nevertheless Wei Chulao’s “Ballad of Ances-
tor Dragon” shows the link between Li He and the “poem on history”
of the mid-ninth century. As so often in Li He’s poetry, each line or
couplet offers a separate image (the radical parataxis that lies behind the
anecdote of Li He emptying his bag in the evening and stitching lines
together into a poem); but in Wei Chulao these isolated images are at-
ranged in perfect chronological order, corresponding to the account of
the fall of Qin in the Sh7/i. What appeared to be poetically discontinu-
ous was, in fact, unified by a prior narrative known to contemporary
readers. Though the ethical lesson about Qin’s fall is not stated explic-
itly, it is nonetheless obvious to all in the end, with the last Qin em-
peror following the horses of Han. Such a poem would have happily
satisfied Du Mu’s concern for the poetic presentation of the “order of
things.”

Both Li He and Wei Chulao were writing songs in the long line (ge-
xing FAT). If we translate Wei Chulao’s more “orderly” historical song
into the aesthetics of regulated verse, we find the “poem on history” in
its characteristically Late Tang inflection.

37. This was where Liu Bang lived in obscurity before rising in rebellion against Qin
and founding the Han.

38. One of the leaders of the rebellions against Qin’s authority.

39. The “dragons and serpents” refer to Liu Bang and Xiang Yu, both of whom en-
tered the Qin capital at Xianyang.

40. Emperor Shao was Qin Shihuang’s grandson, placed on the throne after the as-
sassination of his uncle, Huhai, the “Second Emperor.”
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AL, @ EE LA
Du Mu, Written on Passing Mount Li#!

e gHmh AL When the First Emperor roamed east
to bring forth Zhou’s tripods,*?
BRI 5| A Liu Bang and Xiang Yu watched their fill,
both craning their necks.*?
HEXTEFY Conquering and pacifying all the world
was hard work indeed,
WEEFFE ALY but thereby he drove to desperation
those peasants by the roadside.
BATBHEER The common folk were not the fools;
you were more foolish still;
+2HHERABL the thousand leagues of Hangu Pass
imprisoned the autocrat.
HEKANIRE Then a herd boy’s fire made its way
to the Nine Springs below,
AR R A A and when you were burned to ashes,

your bones were not yet bare.

Although Du Mu’s poem may seem fragmented and elliptical, like Wei
Chulao’s poem it is supported by a narrative with which all educated
contemporary readers would have been familiar. By contrast, Li He’s
poem does allude to stories about the First Emperor, but thete is no
real grounding in historical narrative.

Figures like Zhuang Nanjie and Wei Chulao were clearly Li He admir-
ers, but their dates are uncertain and very few of their poems survive.

41. 28054; Feng 87. Although this is usually treated as a single poem, its thyme struc-
ture (AABA CCDC) is identical to that of two quatrains. Mount Li was next to the bur-
ial mound of Qin Shihuang,

42. On a journey east in 219 B.C. Qin Shihuang passed by the site where the Zhou
tripods—symbols of legitimate kingship—were supposed to have been lost underwater.
He sent people to try to recover them but was unsuccessful.

43. This alludes to separate accounts in the S47 i, in the Annals of Han Gaozu
and Xiang Yu, on seeing the First Emperor of Qin during his journeys. Liu Bang’s
comment was: “That’s how a great man should be!” K X X & 4wsb4L. Xiang Yu’s
comment was: “He can be replaced” & 7 B d 4L

44. Using a torch to find a lost sheep that had escaped into the First Emperor’s
great underground tomb complex on Mount Li, a herd boy acc