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Preface

The translations published in this volume first appeared in Ch’u Tz’u, The Songs of the South: An Ancient Chinese Anthology, which the Clarendon Press, Oxford, published in 1959 and the Beacon Press of Boston reproduced as a paperback in 1962. They were originally part of a doctoral dissertation, ‘On the Problem of Date and Authorship in Ch’u Tz’u’, submitted to the Oriental Studies faculty of the University of Oxford in 1955. Most of them were made while I was a student at the old National Peking University between 1948 and 1951. Li sao was translated even earlier, in the first half of 1948, when I had been studying the Chinese language for considerably less than three years.

In preparing this completely new edition of The Songs of the South (of which both the hardback and paperback editions have long been out of print), I have altered the translations as little as possible, not so much because I am confident that they are right, as from a feeling that they were made by a young man whom I should perhaps scarcely recognize if I met him today and whose work I am therefore not entitled to deface. Either I must make a new translation, which I have neither the time nor the energy to do, or I must present them more or less as they were, altering only what I am fairly certain was incorrect.

A major difference in the translations as they now appear is that I have substituted Pinyin for the old Wade–Giles spellings. For the reader’s convenience I have modified the conventions of Pinyin slightly by introducing hyphens. And since Pinyin normally has no hyphens, I have felt free to use them according to rules of my own. In the case of personal names I write two-syllable names without a hyphen but with a capital letter at the beginning of each syllable; names of more than two syllables I hyphenate where appropriate: Si-ma Xiang-ru, Bo-li Xi, Guan Long-feng, etc. Two-syllable place-names I invariably hyphenate. Bo Yong is a personal name, Bo-zhong is a place.

The Chinese text of The Songs of the South is full of ambiguities and uncertainties. About one of them I have found my opinion changing even as I have been preparing this new edition for the press. The ‘Nine Songs’, it now seems to me – although some of the material contained in it is much earlier – cannot have been put together any earlier than the second century B.C. In Si-ma Qian’s biography of the Prince of Huai-nan the Great Spirit whom the Chinese magician meets while travelling at sea refers to the Chinese emperor as ‘the Emperor of the West’. The idea that Tai Yi, the master of the spirit world, was the Emperor of the East and the Chinese emperor, the master of the human world, was the Emperor of the West cannot have existed before the beginning of the imperial era.

I am grateful to the Oxford University Press for allowing me to recycle The Songs of the South in this new edition. Perhaps it would not be amiss to thank Dan Davin, twenty-five years after the event, for seeing that first edition into print. I am indebted to the heirs of James Frazer for a substantial quotation from The Golden Bough on pp. 220–21, and to the Chinese scholar Lu Kanru for having pointed out its relevance. Finally I should like to thank Mrs Betty Radice for her unfailing encouragement, without which I doubt if this book would ever have got finished.

DAVID HAWKES


Note on Spelling

Chinese proper names in this book are spelled in accordance with a system invented by the Chinese and used internationally, which is known by its Chinese name of Pinyin. A full explanation of this system will be found overleaf, but for the benefit of readers who find systems of spelling and pronunciation tedious and hard to follow a short list is given below of those letters whose Pinyin values are quite different from the sounds they normally represent in English, together with their approximate English equivalents. Mastery of this short list should ensure that names, even if mispronounced, are no longer unpronounceable.


	c	=	ts

	q	=	ch

	x	=	sh

	z	=	dz

	zh	=	j





Chinese Syllables

The syllables of Chinese are made up of one or more of the following elements;


1. an initial consonant (B.C.ch.d.f.g.h.j.k.l.m.n.p.q.r.s.sh.t.w.x.y.z.zh)

2. a semivowel (i or u)

3. an open vowel (a.e.i.o.u.ü), or 
a closed vowel (an.ang.en.eng.in.ing.ong.un), or
a diphthong (ai.ao.ei.ou)


The combinations found are:

3 on its own (e.g, e, an, ai)
1 + 3 (e.g. ba, xing, hao)
1 + 2 + 3 (e.g. xue, qiang, biao)

Initial Consonants

Apart from c = ts and z = dz and r, which is the Southern English r with a slight buzz added, the only initial consonants likely to give an English speaker much trouble are the two groups

j q x   and   zh ch sh

Both groups sound somewhat like English j ch sh; but whereas j q x are articulated much farther forward in the mouth than our j ch sh, the sounds zh ch sh are made in a ‘retroflexed’ position much farther back. This means that to our ears j sounds halfway between our j and dz, q halfway between our ch and ts, and x halfway between our sh and s; whilst zh ch sh sound somewhat as jr chr shr would do if all three combinations and not only the last one were found in English.

Semivowels

The semivowel i ‘palatalizes’ the preceding consonant: i.e. it makes a y sound after it, like the i in onion) (e.g. Bian He)

The semivowel u ‘labializes’ the preceding consonant: i.e. it makes a w sound after it, like the u in assuages (e.g. Zhuang Ji)

Vowels and Diphthongs

i. Open Vowels



	a
	is a long ah like a in father (e.g. Fu Cha)




	e
	on its own or after any consonant other than y is like the sound in French oeuf or the er, ir, ur sound of Southern English (e.g. He Bo, E-zhu)




	e
	after y or a semivowel is like the e of egg (e.g. Jie, Fu Yue)




	i
	after b.d.j.l.m.n.p.q.t.x.y is the long Italian i or English ee as in see (e.g. Zhang Yi)




	i
	after zh.ch.sh.z.c.s.r is a strangled sound somewhere between the u of suppose and a vocalized r (e.g. Xun Zi, Qiong-shi)




	i
	after semivowel u is pronounced like ay in sway (e.g. Kuai Gui)




	o
	is the au of author (e.g. Jing Cuo, Bo Yi)




	u
	after semivowel i and all consonants except j.q.x.y is pronounced like Italian u or English oo in too (e.g. Fu Fei)




	u
	after j.q.x.y and ü after 1 or n is the narrow French u or German ü, for which there is no English equivalent (e.g. Zi Xu, He Lü)





ii. Closed Vowels



	an
	after semivowel u or any consonant other than y is like an in German Mann or un in Southern English fun (e.g. Han Zhong, Guan Long-feng)




	an
	after y or semivowel i is like en in hen (e.g. Yan-zi, Jian Di)




	ang
	whatever it follows, invariably has the long a of father (e.g. Gao Yang)




	en, eng
	the e in these combinations is always a short, neutral sound like a in ago or the first e in believe (e.g. Chen, Feng Hou)




	in, ing
	short i as in sin, sing (e.g. Qin, Hong Xing-zu)



	ong
	the o is like the short oo of Southern English book (e.g. Guan Zhong)




	un
	the rule for the closed u is similar to the rule for the open one: after j.q.x.y it is the narrow French u of rue; after anything else it resembles the short English oo of book (e.g. Yun-zhong, Gun)





iii. Diphthongs



	ai
	 like the sound in English lie, high, mine (e.g. Huai)




	ao
	 like the sound in how or bough (e.g. Tai Hao)




	ei
	 like the sound in day or mate (e.g. Fu Fei)




	ou
	 like the sound in old or bowl (e.g. Gou Mang)







The syllable er which occurs in the name Chong Er is a peculiarity of the Pekingese dialect which lies outside this system. It sounds somewhat like the word err pronounced with a broad West Country accent.


General Introduction

The first thing to be lost when Chinese poetry is translated is not some subtle nuance of the meaning but the poetic form. The traditional forms of Chinese poetry are most of them extraordinarily antique. Some of those used by the late Mao Tse-tung in his occasional verse – some, for that matter, used by the thousands of amateurs who continue to write traditional-style Chinese poetry today – had already been perfected by the time of Charlemagne, and some were developed even earlier, in the second century A.D. Before the second century A.D. Chinese poetry was formally very different – at least as different as Old English alliterative verse from the poetry of Chaucer, Milton and Pope. Yet if we look beyond the superficialities of form and seek to understand the spirit of Chinese poetry – the Chinese poet’s way of looking at the world, his vocabulary of images, and the various assumptions that he makes – it is to the ancient poetry that we must turn. In the ancient poetry of China we may, indeed, find clues to the dual origin of all poetry: the expression of men’s feelings as social beings and the expression of their feelings as isolated individual souls.

North and South

For Chinese poetry has a dual ancestry, a Northern and a Southern, corresponding in some respects to these two poetic functions. The Southern ancestor is less ancient than the Northern one and can, in a very roundabout sort of way, be derived from it; but the differences between them are so great that it is more convenient to think of them as two separate sources, contributing in equal measure to the new kind of poetry that began to emerge in the second century A.D. The Northern of these two ancestors is Shi jing, the ‘Book of Songs’; the Southern one is Chu ci, the ‘Plaints of Chu’ or ‘Songs of the South’. In these two anthologies is contained all that we know of ancient Chinese poetry.

‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ are relative terms and therefore apt to be misleading. The people who produced the songs of Shi jing, many of which date from the ninth and eighth centuries B.C., certainly did not think of themselves as Northerners, though they lived in what we should nowadays call North China: the North China Plain and the loess plateaux to the west of it. On the other hand, they would certainly have regarded the Chu noblemen who wrote the early Chu ci poems in the fourth and third centuries B.C. as Southerners, though the kingdom of Chu occupied what to us is Central China: the lakelands of the central valley of the Yangtze and the lands traversed by its tributaries, the Han and the Xiang.

Terms like ‘China’ and ‘Chinese’ can be as misleading as ‘Northern’ and ‘Southern’ when they are applied to the very ancient societies in which this early poetry was born. If we call ‘Chinese’ only those who can be shown to have spoken a language identifiable as Chinese, then we have to say that Chinese history begins with the dynasty of Shang kings who ruled in Henan from about the middle of the second millennium B.C. Theirs was, as far as we know, the earliest literate culture in that part of Asia, and the language they wrote in was certainly Chinese. Bushels of tersely inscribed fragments of bone and turtle shell which they used in divination testify to their literacy; but they left behind no literature. Chinese literature begins with the Zhou dynasty, founded towards the end of the second millennium by a rebellious vassal of the Shang kings who lived on the western marches of their empire.

The Zhou were a wordy people, justifying themselves and haranguing the defeated Shang princes with the victor’s self-righteous confidence that God is on his side. Even their bronze ritual vessels are wordy, with long inscriptions taking the place of the uninformative ‘X his tripod’, which is the most we find on even the most magnificent and elaborate Shang bronzes. Until 771 B.C., when an alliance of rebellious vassals and barbarian invaders compelled them to move eastwards, nearer to the old Shang capital in Henan, the Zhou kings controlled their empire from a capital in Shaanxi. The period of about two and a half centuries from their conquest of Shang until the fall of their capital in Shaanxi is called Western Zhou. During it were produced the most ancient parts of Yi jing (the ‘Book of Changes’), Shu jing (the ‘Book of History’) and a substantial part of Shi jing (the ‘Book of Songs’).

After their move to the east the lackland Zhou kings sank into powerlessness and their feudatories began to behave each as an independent kinglet in his own domain. Total anarchy was averted partly by the residual respect that the feudal lords still had for the religious and ritual functions of the ‘Son of Heaven’ or ‘Heavenly King’, as the Zhou king was called, and partly by the emergence during the seventh century B.C. of the Hegemons, rulers of one or other of the most powerful states who, acting as nominal deputies of the Son of Heaven, organized the other feudatories into a confederation of Zhou states for mutual assistance in times of flood, famine and pestilence and collaborative military action against internal defaulters and foreign foes. Some of the later songs of Shi jing – for example, the poignant dirge for three young warriors who followed Duke Mu of Qin to the grave in 621 B.C. – appear to belong to this Age of the Hegemons.

But the Hegemons’ attempt to create a measure of stability in the anarchic political world of Eastern Zhou had little lasting success. Great social and political changes were taking place. Smaller states were continually being conquered and absorbed by their larger neighbours, and the administration of these new, enlarged states was becoming increasingly bureaucratic and centralized. By the beginning of the fifth century B.C. only six great states, each one of them as large as a medieval European kingdom, remained in place of the dozens of little duchies and baronies of Western Zhou. Soon, as their rulers began openly to flout the old convention which reserved the royal title for the Son of Heaven, they were kingdoms in name as well.

One of the greatest political changes which took place during these centuries was the rise to power of a seventh kingdom beyond the southern limits of the old Shang and Zhou empires and its gradual acceptance as an equal and sometimes as an ally by the other states. This was the kingdom of Chu, already powerful enough to meddle with its Northern neighbours by the beginning of the sixth century B.C. and at the peak of its greatness in the fourth century B.C. when a nobleman at the court of one of its kings wrote the remarkable poem which stands first in the Chu ci collection and was to be the pattern and inspiration of later generations of Chu poets.

Other powers besides Chu appeared in the South during the fifth century B.C. and made a brief impact on Northern affairs: Wu in the lower valley of the Yangtze, roughly corresponding to present-day Anhui and Jiangsu, and Yue in what is nowadays Zhejiang; but Wu, after a mere decade of dazzling military success, was conquered and absorbed by Yue, and Yue in its turn was extinguished by Chu in the fourth century B.C. Chu was therefore the sole Southern rival of Qin when Qin embarked on the policy of subversion and military conquest which culminated in the elimination of all six of its rivals in the latter part of the following century and the bestowal of its name on the empire it had thus created. The name survives to this day in our ‘China’, which is no more than a mispronunciation of ‘Qin’.

The political history of Chu reads like a disaster, since it ends with the extinction of Chu, along with the five Northern kingdoms, and its absorption into the Qin empire. Yet in a sense the ultimate victory was Chu’s. It was men of Chu who played a major part, as prophecy had said they would,1 in overthrowing the Qin empire, and it was Chu poets and craftsmen who provided the new Han era with its art and letters when Qin was no more than a hated memory of harsh oppression and cruel, tyrannical laws.

The first-century historian Ban Gu concludes a brief survey of Chu history with these words:


Watered by the Yangtze and the Han, Chu is a land of lakes and rivers, of well-forested mountains and of the wide lowlands of Jiangnan, where burning and flooding make the labours of ploughing and hoeing superfluous. The people live on fish and rice. Hunting, fishing and wood-gathering are their principal activities. Because there is always enough to eat, they are a lazy and improvident folk, laying up no stores for the future, so confident are they that the supply of food and drink will always be replenished. They have no fear of cold or hunger; on the other hand, there are no rich households among them. They believe in the power of shamans and spirits and are much addicted to lewd religious rites.



The riverine and lacustrine landscape of Chu which Ban Gu here refers to is something we are constantly being reminded of in Chu ci. Water goddesses are the subjects of two of its most beautiful songs, several of the longer poems recall journeys made by river, and even when the poets are on dry land, the lakes and rivers of this watery kingdom are seldom long out of mind. One of the most remarkable Chinese archaeological discoveries of the fifties was a set of inscribed bronze tallies dating from the late fourth century B.C. giving long itineraries of river journeys made for trading purposes throughout the length and breadth of Chu, some of them along waterways referred to by the Chu poets in these poems.

The slash-and-burn type of agriculture which Ban Gu refers to (literally ‘ploughing by fire and hoeing by water’) was still being practised by the more backward inhabitants of this area hundreds of years later when observers from the metropolitan area visited it in the ninth century A.D. It is interesting to note that the kings of Chu and most of the Chu aristocracy traced their lineage from a fire god called Zhu Rong whom one ancient authority identified with Curly Sprout, the green god of springtime who pushed the green shoots up through the fertile, fire-blackened fields. To Northerners, whose ancestor was King Millet and who cultivated the loess soil with ploughs, the connection between fire and agriculture would have been incomprehensible.

As for the men of Chu’s superstitious belief in spirits, their addiction to shamanism and fondness for ‘lewd rites’, these were already notorious when the Chu ci poems were being written and remained so for centuries afterwards. Suppression of shamans and destruction of their holy places were part of the ‘civilizing’ policy vigorously prosecuted by Confucian administrators in this area in the early years of the Tang dynasty. To judge from the numerous poetical accounts of shaman shrines and shaman ceremonies dating from the eighth and ninth centuries, it does not look as if they were altogether successful. Relics of the old shamanism are to be found even today among the Chinese settler communities of South-East Asia.

The impression given by Confucian historians that the shamanism of Chu was an outlandish regional aberration is misleading. Shamanism was the Old Religion of China, dethroned when Confucianism became a state orthodoxy and driven into the countryside, where it fared much as paganism did in Christian Europe: sometimes tolerated and absorbed, sometimes ferociously suppressed. Under the Shang kings shamans were sometimes great officers of state. Zhou society was more secular and its religious impulses more restrained. To give only two examples of this: human and even animal sacrifices on a scale that was common throughout the Shang dynasty were quite unknown under the Zhou; and divination seems to have played nothing like as important a part in the day-to-day running of affairs as it manifestly did under the Shang. One consequence of this changed attitude towards religion was that shamans ceased to be employed as counsellors or officials in the courts of kings or even to play a part in the ceremonial worship of the ancestors. From being honoured members of a ruling caste they became professionals of somewhat inferior status occasionally consulted by it: for exorcism or medication in time of sickness, for rain-making in time of drought, or for advice about particularly disturbing dreams. It was the Zhou society’s changed attitude towards religious professionals and a growing scepticism among the more highly educated members of its élite which in the fourth and third centuries B.C. was beginning to make the shamanism of Chu seem outlandish and bizarre to its Northern neighbours. Far from being a ‘foreign’ culture from the South as European sinologists used sometimes to imagine, Chu was much more likely an offshoot of a Northern culture which, with the conservatism commonly found in colonial societies, had retained some of its ancient features long after the metropolitan culture had discarded them. It is for this reason that we are, I think, justified in looking for the ancient sources of Chinese poetry as much in the poems of Chu ci as in the songs of the very much earlier Shi jing.

There are quite a number of indications that Chu and the other Southern kingdoms were early colonies of a metropolitan Northern culture rather than aboriginal dynasties or early invaders from the South. Ancient tradition held that the kings of Wu were descended from Zhou princes who had gone into voluntary exile in this remote area two generations before the Zhou conquest of Shang. The Chu king-list begins in the same period with an ancestor called Yu Xiong, who was said to have been a friend and adviser of the first Zhou king’s father. Archaeological evidence, though not plentiful, is entirely consistent with the existence of colonies of ‘metropolitan’ culture in these areas in the late Shang period. But if Yu Xiong’s forebears did indeed come from the North, it would certainly have been many generations before his time. The Chu royal surname was Mi, and Shang oracle bone inscriptions mention campaigns against a rebellious tributary people called Mi on the southern or southwestern borders of the Shang empire – a people who have plausibly been identified with the ancestors of the ruling class of Chu.

According to tradition this Mi clan to which the kings of Chu belonged was one of eight clans called the Eight Lineages of Zhu Rong. Both the Zhou aristocracy and their Southern neighbours believed that before the Shang kings there had been a Xia empire founded by a semi-divine being called Yu who, by indefatigable travelling and heroic feats of engineering, controlled a great flood and created the Chinese landscape as it is today. In the Eastern Zhou era there were only two tiny states left whose rulers claimed to be directly descended from the Xia kings, yet ‘Xia’ had somehow stuck as a name by which people who spoke the language and shared the customs of these early ancestors of the Chinese distinguished themselves from the ‘barbarians’ who surrounded them, just as ‘Han’, the name of the dynasty which succeeded the Qin at the end of the third century B.C., survives today as a term by which ethnic Chinese distinguish themselves from Mongols, Tibetans and other eastern races. People of the Eastern Zhou era could recite the names of the Xia kings and claimed to know the lengths of their reigns and where their various capitals had been, but that was as far back as they could go. Before that was the Age of the Ancestors, a sort of Australian aboriginal ‘dream time’ when there was no chronology or even any very clear distinction between heavenly and earthly happenings. In this nebulous period were placed the First Ancestors of the dozens of noble lineages which still survived and many more which had died out but whose memory was faithfully preserved. King Millet, the First Ancestor of the Zhou kings, the Shang First Ancestor, Xie, and Zhu Rong, the fire god from whom the kings and nobles of Chu were descended, were all contemporaries of Yu in the sense that they all belonged to the same timeless period in which everyone’s genealogy began. Yu’s father, Gun, seems originally to have been a water god, and in one version of the flood myth it was Zhu Rong the fire god who ‘killed’ Gun (being a demigod he did not really die but merely changed his shape). Gun and Zhu Rong were both sons of the sky god Gao Yang, from whom the kings of Qin also were descended, whereas the First Ancestors of the Shang and Zhou kings were the sons of virgin mothers, each of whom was thought to have been impregnated by a sky god called Ku or Gao Xin.

Ku, or ‘Di Ku’, is associated with a Sun Hero called Yi, a Mighty Archer whom Ku sent down to deal with various noxious monsters who were harassing mankind and to shoot down several superfluous suns which had appeared in the sky and were burning up the earth. In other legends he reappears as a dissolute tyrant who contended with the early Xia kings for possession of the North China Plain. Some Chinese scholars have suggested that the Mighty Archer represents the Yi peoples, who still had settlements in Shandong and other parts of East China in the historical period, and that the legendary struggle between the Mighty Archer and the early Xia kings represents a struggle between two groups of people in ancient times. Some go even further and identify the eastern group represented by the Mighty Archer with the neolithic Longshan culture, whose smooth black pottery has been found at sites in Shandong, Jiangsu, Anhui and Henan, and the Xia or western group with the Yangshao or Painted Pottery culture, which overlaps the Longshan sites but extends much farther west and never reached as far east as Shandong.

Whether or not these latter-day interpretations of ancient legend are to be believed, it is a fact that the Chu aristocracy were extremely tenacious of what they believed to be their Xia connection. The story of the struggle between the Xia kings and the Mighty Archer is several times referred to in the Chu poems and by a nobleman of Chu in one of the early chronicles; and we hear of a seventh-century king of Chu attacking and annexing two tiny neighbouring states on the grounds that their rulers, who were, like the kings of Chu, descended from one of the sons of Gao Yang, had ‘gone over to the Eastern Yi’.

The ‘Northern’ pedigree of the kings of Chu could at times serve them in good stead politically. In 530 B.C. King Ling of Chu discussed with one of his ministers the possibility of laying claim to some land in southern Henan on the grounds that it had been occupied by his ancestor Kun Wu. Kun Wu’s was the eldest of the Eight Lineages of Zhu Rong, and his line was believed to have died out in the course of the Xia dynasty. He was therefore as remote from King Ling, who, as a member of the Mi clan, was descended from the youngest of Kun Wu’s seven brothers, as King Arthur and his knights are from us, yet King Ling could speak of him familiarly as ‘my elder-uncle ancestor’ and evidently thought the relationship a good enough one to base a claim on.

One ancient authority, in the course of enumerating the Eight Lineages of Zhu Rong and their various ramifications, mentions that one of the several branches of the Mi clan had gone native and were known as the ‘Mi Man’ (the ‘barbarian Mi’). A sceptic might find an inverse reading of these facts – if facts they are – more plausible and infer that the entire Mi clan was originally barbarian and the Chu royal lineage merely a part of it which had acquired a veneer of Northern culture and a fake pedigree to go with it; yet there are some indications to the contrary.

First of all there are the Northern traditions, some of which I have already referred to, indicating a southward colonizing movement in very ancient times. In the Age of the Ancestors the god-king Shun, later idealized by the Confucians as the model of what a Sage Ruler ought to be, is said to have ended his days while campaigning against the Miao tribes in southern Hunan and to have been buried in a mountain near the source of the Xiang, a river of which his sorrowing wives became the tutelary deities. And Yu, the flood hero, not only travelled extensively in the South but was said to have died there and to have been buried at Guiji, near the modern Shaoxing in Zhejiang province.

It is true that the archaeological evidence is somewhat noncommittal, partly because of the difficulty of distinguishing between imported and locally manufactured artefacts and partly because the presence of cultural objects tells us nothing about the ethnic or cultural origins of the people who enjoyed them; but at least there is nothing in it inconsistent with early colonization from the North; it could even be said that the distribution of Shang and Western Zhou sites in Central China, particularly those in the Xiang river valley and at Changxian and Yuhang in Zhejiang, shows a remarkable correspondence with the legends.

Among various bits of onomastic evidence that could be adduced is the presence of the word ‘Xia’ in Chu place-names, the most important being the ancient name of a water-course beginning in the Yangtze somewhat west of Jiangling (the old Chu capital), linking up later on with the lower course of the River Han, and finally joining the Yangtze again at Hankou, the ancient name of which was Xiakou. But the most interesting onomastic evidence has been preserved for us thanks to the pictorial nature of the Chinese script, without which it would have been lost.

The most characteristic pottery form found among the remains of Late Neolithic and Early Bronze cultures in North China is a curious hollow-legged tripod called a li which looks rather like three conical pots that have fused together. Now, it so happens that the names of the fire god Zhu Rong, who was the First Ancestor of the Chu kings, and of the early king Yu Xiong, who in the royal ancestral cult of Chu was an object of almost equal veneration, are both written with characters which include the symbol for li – an easily recognizable representation of the vessel. The same symbol is found in the name of one of the Eight Lineages of Zhu Rong. The ‘Book of Seas and Mountains’, a strange topographical work full of gods and monsters and scraps of mythology, parts of which may have been written by Chu shamans at about the same time as the earliest of the Chu ci poems, contains a quaint genealogy which makes Zhu Rong the son of Play-with-Pots and the grandfather of Skilful Pot, ‘whose head had a square top to it’. It is as if the writer had wished to give allegorical expression to the important part played by firing in the evolution of a new and sophisticated kind of pottery. When we are told elsewhere in the same book that God sent down the fire god Zhu Rong to punish the water god Gun for stealing his magic earth to soak up the flood-water with, we can perhaps detect another allegory of the part that fire plays in the manufacture of pottery.

If the early ancestors of the Chu kings were to be distinguished from other folk by their manufacture and use of li cauldrons, it follows not only that they were of Northern origin but that their colonization of the Han, Xiang and Yangtze valleys must have taken place very early indeed. The relationship of Chu with the ‘metropolitan’ area of North China was in some respects similar to that of Scotland and England in the Middle Ages. A substantial part of South Scotland, Lothian, was part of the original Anglo-Saxon settlement: i.e. by the seventh century it was as much ‘English’ as Norfolk or Kent; and by the time of the Norman Conquest, Scotland had an English-speaking court and many English institutions. And just as the kings of Scotland occasionally acknowledged the overlordship of a powerful Norman king but remained on the whole independent when not actually hostile to the southern kingdom, so the kings of Chu acknowledged the suzerainty of the early Zhou kings but forgot all about it when the Zhou kings lost their power. ‘We have no more to do with you Northerners,’ said the Chu king’s herald to an army of confederate Zhou states invading Chu territory under the leadership of the hegemon Duke Huan of Qi in 656 B.C., ‘than cattle with horses when they are in heat.’ And just as the English language and literature of medieval Scotland, developing on its own independently of the ‘metropolitan’ English of the South, retained a distinctive regional flavour, to the extent that Lallans is often incomprehensible to a Southern reader, so did the language and literature of Chu, as exemplified in the earlier Chu ci poems, exhibit strong regional differences which were in part due to the retention of archaic elements that had disappeared in the North.

Strictly speaking, these earlier poems of Chu ci, which date from the late fourth and early third centuries B.C., are not the earliest ‘Southern’ poetry. The 300-odd songs of Shi jing, which owe their present arrangement to court musicians of the Eastern Zhou period, include two groups entitled ‘Zhou’s South’ and ‘Shao’s South’, several of which contain references to ‘the Jiang and the Han’ – i.e. the Yangtze and Han rivers – and evidently emanate from an area that was subsequently part of the Southern kingdom of Chu.

The ‘Zhou’ and ‘Shao’ of these titles refer to the Dukes of Zhou and Shao, great officers at the Zhou court who seem to have shared between them responsibility for administering the precariously held southern territories conquered by royal armies in the Western Zhou period. A Duke of Shao believed to have been a contemporary of Kings Xuan and You of Zhou in the early eighth century B.C. is the subject of a praise-poem found elsewhere in the collection. In it a bard describes a great host of chariots and footsoldiers setting out to repulse a horde of Southern tribesmen, and the Duke marking out new lands ‘on the banks of the Jiang and Han’ and tithing the settlers who had gone out to cultivate the conquered territory. Elsewhere a solider who fought in these campaigns and who describes himself as ‘a gentleman who made this song in order to express his grief’ complains bitterly of the hardships suffered by those who had to protect these outposts of empire in ‘the southern land’.

It seems that the Zhou presence in this area did not immediately disappear after the collapse of royal power in the West, since one of the songs in the ‘Shao’s South’ group celebrates a royal wedding in which the bride was ‘granddaughter of King
Ping’, the first of the Eastern Zhou kings; but it did not long outlast the eighth century B.C. In 632 B.C. an officer in the army of the great hegemon Duke Wen of Jin complained that Chu had absorbed ‘all the Ji states north of the Han river’, i.e. all the ‘southland’ settlements ruled by members of the Ji clan to which the Zhou kings and most of the Zhou aristocracy belonged. It is clear that these southern outposts of Zhou power were little more than garrisons which were bound to succumb when military reinforcement from the North was no longer forthcoming. The mystery is that they held out so long and produced so rich a variety of songs.

Of course, the court musicians may sometimes have been mistaken in their classification of these songs, and their classification of them would in any case have been influenced as much by musical as by historical considerations. In a lament for a fallen warrior, found not among the twenty-five ‘South’ songs but elsewhere in the collection, the singer calls on the musicians to ‘strike the bells with solemn note, strike the greater and the lesser zither, and with stone-chimes and reed-organs sounding in unison, and with the flute’s unwavering sound, play the music of the capital, the music of the Southland’. The word for ‘music’ does not appear in the Chinese text of this, but it looks very much as if what the singer is referring to is a type of music rather than a set of song-words.

Nevertheless, even after due allowances have been made, it looks as if many of the ‘South’ songs must have emanated from the Zhou ‘Southland’ and that they were composed over quite a long period of time – probably not less than two centuries. The marriage-song of the Zhou king’s granddaughter already mentioned was probably composed towards the end of the eighth or even as late as the seventh century B.C.; on the other hand, a stanza from a love-song in the ‘Shao’s South’ section is ‘quoted’ elsewhere in Shi jing in a praise-song celebrating the exploits of a warrior of the mid ninth century – in a way, moreover, which suggests that the song was already old, dating, therefore, at the very latest from the early ninth century B.C.

But in spite of their long history, the ‘South’ songs of Shi jing do not differ significantly either in form or content from the other songs in the collection. Except for the occasional topographical reference, they might just as well have been composed in the Zhou heartland of the North. Looking for ‘Southern’ influences in the ‘Zhou’s South’ and ‘Shao’s South’ sections of Shi jing is about as profitable as looking for Red Indian influences in the folk-songs of Tennessee.

If Shi jing contains no traces of a distinctive Southern culture, it cannot be said that the Southern Chu ci poetry was uninfluenced by the Northern Shi jing. The ‘Three Hundred Songs’,2 some of which are in fact hymns or odes intended to be played, sung and in some cases danced to in the worship of the divine ancestors, were not only being constantly performed in religious and secular ceremonials at the courts of Zhou kings and nobles and as an accompaniment to their feasting and leisure; they were also an indispensable part of every Zhou nobleman’s education. He was expected to be able to make appropriate quotations from them on public occasions, particularly those connected with inter-state diplomacy, in which sometimes quite long exchanges took place entirely through the medium of the ‘Songs’. The birds and flowers which provided the background of so many of these poems and the lovesick maidens and anxious wives who appeared so often to be their subjects could be understood allegorically as symbols of something more appropriate to the serious business in hand.

The Chu noblemen who wrote the early Chu ci poems would, like all educated noblemen of their day, have been thoroughly familiar with the songs of Shi jing and with the various ways of interpreting them allegorically. The main substance of their own poetry was entirely original, but their somewhat bizarre use of symbolism, though it looks at first sight original, may derive from the thoroughly Northern habit of looking for allegorical meanings in the Shi jing.

As a teacher of young gentlemen training to become public servants (several of his star pupils subsequently held quite important posts in the administrations of one or other of the Northern states), Confucius naturally gave the Shi jing poems an important place in his curriculum. ‘Study the “Songs”, my children,’ he would tell his students. ‘The “Songs” can be used to enforce a point, to judge a man’s character, to ease social intercourse, or to express a grievance. They can be used either at home in the service of one’s father, or abroad in the service of one’s prince. Moreover they will familiarize you with the names of birds, beasts, plants and trees.’ And to his own son he once said, ‘Have you done “Zhou’s South” and “Shao’s South” yet? A man who has not studied “Zhou’s South” and “Shao’s South” is as one standing with his face against a wall.’

To later generations Confucius was a divinely inspired sage and the textbooks he had used in his curriculum were sacred scriptures in which all that we can hope to know of Truth was somewhere or other enshrined. And because Shi jing was the only one of these canonical books which seemed to have any bearing on the processes and problems of literary creation, it was in Shi jing that poets and critics sought the principles that should inspire their art and guide their judgement. The Chu ci poems, however popular, belonged to no canon, dealt in matters that were outlandish and unorthodox, and originated outside the area of sanctified Western Zhou tradition. Critics who wished to justify their admiration for them had to do so in terms of principles derived from a distorted scholastic interpretation of Shi jing which was in any case irrelevant to this wholly different kind of poetry. Even as perceptive a critic as Liu Xie in the late fifth century A.D. approaches the Chu poems in a slightly defensive manner and seems more concerned to fudge the differences between the Shi jing and Chu ci types of poetry than to subject them to a serious analytical investigation.

Perhaps the biggest of the differences which the Confucian apologists overlooked was the great gulf separating the oral, anonymous nature of the Shi jing songs from the personal, essentially literary character of the Chu ci poems.

Of the 305 songs of Shi jing there are exactly three in which the singer identifies himself by name.


Ji Fu made this song

Clear and cool as a breeze.

Lord, long worn by care,

May it bring your heart ease



concludes one of them at the end of several stanzas celebrating the achievements of a nobleman called Zhong-shan Fu. We know that Zhong-shan Fu was a great officer at the court of King Xuan of Zhou at the end of the ninth century B.C., but ‘Ji Fu’ means nothing to us; the name was as common as ‘Thomas’ or ‘Peter’ is today. Was he an amateur or a professional, a squire in Zhong-shan Fu’s employment or a bard? We have no means of knowing. No hint of his own personality is revealed to us in his poem. We have even less idea of him than of the anonymous footsoldier who sings, elsewhere in the ‘Songs’, about the hardships of campaigning, or of the disillusioned wife who sings about her betrayal by a faithless husband. But all the songs, with their short stanzas and frequent refrains, are oral poetry, circulating, in some cases perhaps, for centuries before they were committed to writing.

The Chu ci poetry is quite different. Qu Yuan, whose great poem Li sao, ‘On Encountering Trouble’, stands at the head of the collection, thrusts himself from the very first line on our attention:


Scion of the high lord Gao Yang,

Bo Yong was my father’s name.

When She Ti pointed to the first month of the year

On the day geng-yin I passed from the womb …



And throughout the whole of the long poem he remains in the forefront: ‘I … I … I …’ He bares his breast to us, examines his motives, admits his doubts, reveals his aspirations, argues, cites historical precedents in defence of his opinions – in short, he is no mere bard or song-maker like Ji Fu, but a poet. China’s First Poet we can with some justice call him. Other Chu poets followed him and their names are known to us, but the personality of the great founder and Archpoet Qu Yuan eclipsed them all, so that later generations tended to ascribe any old Chu poetry to him, and what started off as a collection of the works of Qu Yuan and his School came in time to be thought of as consisting entirely or almost entirely of the works of the Master.

The Chu ci Anthology

The poetry of Qu Yuan and his immediate successors has reached us as part of an anthology of Chu poetry edited and annotated by Wang Yi, a librarian employed in the Imperial Library at Luoyang by the Later Han emperor Shun Di in the second century A.D. The anthology consists of seventeen works, of which about half are ascribed by Wang Yi to Qu Yuan whilst the other half are mostly imitative works in the Chu style written by poets of the Han dynasty. Later ‘Chu ci’ anthologies, like that of the great Song scholar Zhu Xi, omit some or all of these Han poems, but all are based ultimately on the original edition by Wang Yi. The seventeenth and last work in Wang Yi’s anthology is a set of not very inspired verses of his own composition. The anthology includes his general introduction, his introductions to the separate works in it, and a line-by-line commentary on the text, which in some sections is in rhyming doggerel. It used to be thought that the commentary on Wang Yi’s own verses was, like all the rest, by him, until someone noticed that it contains a gross misinterpretation of the text and must therefore have been added by some anonymous later editor.

Wang Yi’s birthplace was a town which some four centuries before his time had been a sort of secondary, northern capital of the kings of Chu. In his commentary on Chu ci he was therefore in a position to explain the occasional word of Chu dialect or Chu custom that had survived into his own day. Apart from that, however, he is a very unreliable guide. The Later Han was an age of great scholars and exegetes, but Wang Yi was emphatically not of their number. This would not have mattered but for the fact that in the majority of cases he is the only authority we have for attributing the works in the anthology to one or another author.

Chu ci, the title that Wang Yi gave his anthology, means literally ‘Words of Chu’. (The term ‘ci’ was used to denote an oral or written text: the words of a song, an oath, a treaty, a speech, a poem, and so forth.) Long before Wang Yi used it as the title of his anthology it was in use as a vague collective title for the various works associated with Qu Yuan and the early Chu poets, just as Matière de Bretagne was used in medieval Europe as a collective title for the vast corpus of prose and verse woven round the legend of King Arthur and his knights and the quest of the grail. Chu ci was, as it were, the Matière de Chu, the name of a literary tradition.

It was a tradition that did not die out with the political extinction of Chu. During the early reigns of the Han dynasty, when political devolution gave the Han imperial princes almost sovereign power over their separate ‘kingdoms’, Chu poets continued to write poems in the Chu style at one or other of the Southern princely courts. One of the southern princes, Liu An, Prince of Huai-nan, had his court at Shou-chun, which had been the last capital of the Chu kings, and was himself a poet. When his young nephew, the brilliant Wu Di, became emperor, the imperial court itself became a patron of this kind of poetry. We hear of a poor Southern scholar being offered a place at the imperial court because of his ability to discuss Chu ci with the emperor, and of Liu An himself being commissioned to write an introduction to Qu Yuan’s famous poem ‘On Encountering Trouble’.

In the course of Wu Di’s long and glorious reign, interest in the Chu poetry gave place to other literary fashions. Its eclipse was no doubt in part due to the appearance on the scene of Si-ma Xiangru, the greatest poet of the Han dynasty, who started off by writing in the Chu style but soon broke away from it in pursuit of new and more exciting models. When a revival of interest in Chu poetry occurred in the latter part of the emperor Xuan Di’s reign some half a century later, the tradition was all but dead. We hear of an aged ‘Mr Pi of Jiujiang’ being summoned to court to recite and expound Chu ci to the emperor. He was so frail, we are told, that he had to be sustained with gruel at the end of each recital. The poet
Wang Bao, who, like Si-ma Xiang-ru, came from Sichuan, and the great bibliographer and editor Liu Xiang, whose catalogue of the Han Imperial Library, completed by his son Liu Xin, is preserved in Ban Gu’s ‘History of the Former Han Dynasty’, both began their careers at court during that reign and both became Chu ci enthusiasts and wrote poems in this style. Liu Xin’s great contemporary, the philosopher, poet and lexicographer Yang Xiong, wrote an ‘Anti-Li sao’ in the Chu style, which has survived, and other imitations of early Chu poems which have not. In the latter half of the first century A.D. the historian Ban Gu and the scholar Jia Kui are both said to have written commentaries on Li sao (‘On Encountering Trouble’) which have unfortunately not survived – apart, that is, from a somewhat ungenerous appraisal of Qu Yuan’s character by Ban Gu which must have been part of his Commentary. Wang Yi stands, therefore, at the end of a long tradition; but, except for a few fragments, all of it is lost. He is our only authority and we are obliged to make the best we can of what he tells us.

In Wang Yi’s day there were two kinds of book: those written on rolls of silk called juan and the more old-fashioned kind written on thin, flat strips of bamboo pierced and threaded together like a miniature picket fence and rolled up in bundles called pian. Since the pian were made up of individual strips each carrying only a single column of writing, they were of very variable length. A long text might be divided for ease of handling (for example, we know that the Taoist classic Lao zi was always in two parts, an ‘upper’ and a ‘lower’ pian) but apart from that a pian could be of any length: there was no particular reason why you should not have a short essay or a poem of only a dozen or so lines written in a separate pian of its own. A juan, on the other hand, was not economical to make unless it was of a certain length. It therefore often happened that when old books were copied on to silk, the contents of several pian might be copied into a single juan. In its original format Wang Yi’s anthology was written on seventeen silk juan.

But perhaps we should not call it ‘Wang Yi’s anthology’. In his general introduction, which in the original format would have appeared as a colophon at the end of the roll containing Li sao, he tells us that the anthology was not in fact compiled by him but by Liu Xiang nearly two centuries before his time. All he, Wang Yi, did, he tells us, was to add the seventeenth roll containing his own poems in the Chu style and, of course, his Commentary.

The way in which Wang Yi imparts this information is puzzling. When Liu Xiang was cataloguing the books in the Imperial Library, he tells us, he edited the original twenty-five pian of Qu Yuan’s Collected Works into sixteen juan. Now it is true that if we look at the beginning of the ‘Poetry’ section of Liu Xiang’s Catalogue in Ban Gu’s ‘History of the Former Han Dynasty’ we find ‘Collected Works of Qu Yuan in 25 pian’; and if we turn from that to the table of contents of Wang Yi’s anthology and add up the titles of all the poems in it which he unhesitatingly ascribes to Qu Yuan (omitting ‘The Great Summons’, about which he says there was uncertainty), we do in fact arrive at a total of twenty-five:



	1.
	‘On Encountering Trouble’
	1 title



	2.
	‘Nine Songs’
	11 titles



	3.
	‘Heavenly Questions’
	1 title



	4.
	‘Nine Pieces’
	9 titles



	5.
	‘Far-off Journey’
	1 title



	6.
	‘Divination’
	1 title



	7.
	‘The Fisherman’
	1 title




1 + 11 + 1 + 9 + 1 + 1 + 1 = 25

But these twenty-five pian are contained in only seven juan. The sixteen juan of the anthology (i.e. the number of juan left after subtracting Wang Yi’s own contribution to it) contain very much more than the collected works of Qu Yuan. A suspicion that Wang Yi is deceiving either himself or us begins to deepen when we look at the original order of the pieces.

The order in which the seventeen titles included in the anthology are found in all modern editions (which is the order followed in this translation) is the result of an editorial rearrangement dating from no earlier than the tenth or eleventh century. It represents a not very accurate attempt at placing the pieces in chronological order. An alternative order, which we know must have been Wang Yi’s original one because of a cross-reference in his Commentary, is preserved in the textual notes of a twelfth-century editor:


  1. Li sao (‘On Encountering Trouble’) by Qu Yuan

  2. Jiu bian (‘Nine Changes’) by Song Yu

  3. Jiu ge (‘Nine Songs’) by Qu Yuan

  4. Tian wen (‘Heavenly Questions’) by Qu Yuan

  5. Jiu zhang (‘Nine Pieces’) by Qu Yuan

  6. Yuan you (‘Far-off Journey’) by Qu Yuan

  7. Bu ju (‘Divination’) by Qu Yuan

  8. Yu fu (‘The Fisherman’) by Qu Yuan

  9. Zhao yin shi (‘Summons for a Recluse’) by Liu An

10. Zhao hun (‘Summons of the Soul’) by Song Yu

11. Jiu huai (‘Nine Regrets’) by Wang Bao

12. Qi jian (‘Seven Remonstrances’) by Dong-fang Shuo

13. Jiu tan (‘Nine Laments’) by Liu Xiang

14. Ai shi ming (‘Alas That My Lot’) by Zhuang Ji

15. Xi shi (‘Sorrow for Troth Betrayed’) by Jia Yi

16. Da zhao (‘The Great Summons’) by Qu Yuan, some say by Jing Cuo: authorship uncertain

17. Jiu si (‘Nine Longings’) by Wang Yi



If the first sixteen juan did in fact represent an anthology originally complied by Liu Xiang, it is unthinkable that he would have put his own poems anywhere other than at the very end of the book. The question is then: was Wang Yi himself the compiler of this anthology and did he merely drag in Liu Xiang’s name in order to lend a spurious air of authority to it, or did he really find the anthology in the imperial collection and assume that his famous predecessor, who edited and compiled so many other ancient texts, must have been the compiler of this one as well? As a matter of fact, there is one very good reason for thinking that Wang Yi was not himself the compiler but only the annotator of the anthology.

In the Chinese text of the anthology, though in almost no other source, Qu Yuan’s great poem ‘On Encountering Trouble’ is called not ‘Li sao’ but ‘Li sao jing’. Now this word ‘jing’ is not part of the original title of the poem but is evidently one that was added by an early editor. It is the same ‘jing’ that is found in ‘Shi jing’ in the sense of ‘scripture’ or ‘classic’ or ‘canonical text’. It was used by the Chinese schoolmen to distinguish the ancient master-text in which they specialized from the exegetical and amplificatory parts of the ‘tradition’ (zhuan) which they had to memorize along with it. The zhuan could be a commentary, like Mao’s zhuan on Shi jing, or it could consist of material which was thought to be relevant but was only very tenuously connected with the master-text, like Han’s zhuan on Shi jing, which is a collection of illustrative anecdotes, or Zuo’s zhuan on the ‘Spring and Autumn Annals’, which is a chronicle history of contemporary events. One editor of Chu ci realized that the ‘jing’ of ‘Li sao jing’ was being used in this way, because in addition to printing the ‘jing’ after ‘Li sao’ he printed a ‘zhuan’ after every one of the titles which follow it.

Since Li sao jing was immediately followed by a work which everyone confidently attributed to Qu Yuan’s ‘disciple’ Song Yu, it follows that whoever compiled the original anthology must have thought of Li sao as the master-text written by the Archpoet himself and all the works which followed as merely ‘School of Qu Yuan’. Of this school Song Yu alone is named because he was the greatest and best-remembered of the ‘disciples’; the others remain anonymous, eclipsed by the shadow of their great Master. Much the same sort of thing happened – to name only one of many examples – in the case of the book Zhuang zi. Only the first few pian are likely to have been written by Zhuang Zhou himself; the rest, brilliant though some of them are, were written by anonymous philosophers of his ‘school’.

Now in his introduction to Li sao Wang Yi not only misinterprets the words ‘Li sao’ but then proceeds to misinterpret ‘jing’ as though it were part of the title. (He says it means ‘path’, which of course it does not.) This proves beyond any doubt that he cannot have compiled the collection. The editorial attitude which the use of the word ‘jing’ implies is one that he manifestly did not share.

If neither Liu Xiang nor Wang Yi himself was the compiler of this anthology, then who was? I do not think there is much hope of our being able to come up with an answer to this question, but by studying the (at first sight) haphazard order in which the pieces were originally arranged I believe we can go some way towards one.

First of all, though, it must be emphasized that the idea of Qu Yuan as author of one single great poem and not of the numerous other works that Wang Yi attributes to him, far from being a modern or revolutionary one, was probably the view of him most widely current at the beginning of the Han dynasty.


Qu Yuan, a virtuous minister of Chu, was banished because of a slander. He wrote the poem Li sao, ending with the words ‘Enough! there are no true men in the state: no one understands me.’ Then he threw himself into the river and was drowned.



This brief account of him is found in the first-century biography of Jia Yi in the ‘History of the Former Han Dynasty’, but is almost certainly based on material more nearly contemporary with Jia Yi (early second century B.C.). Early Han references to Qu Yuan invariably speak of his writing the Li sao after being banished by King Huai and of his throwing himself into the river after its completion. It was only later that a somewhat more elaborate curriculum vitae was worked out for him in which allowance was made for his having written various other works. The late Guo Mo-ruo took this process to an extreme by giving him more than twenty years of busy, creative life between his estrangement from King Huai and his final suicide, at the age of sixty-two according to Guo’s computations, in the River Mi-luo.

If we now re-examine the table on p. 31 bearing all this in mind, I think it will seem a not unreasonable assumption that the first nine titles in it represent a ‘Chu ci’ anthology compiled by Liu An, Prince of Huai-nan – probably in about 135 B.C., when the Prince was spending a good deal of time at the imperial court. The collection begins with the master-text Li sao (for which the emperor commissioned Liu An to write an introduction), follows with seven works belonging to the School of Qu Yuan (beginning with one by his most famous ‘disciple’) and concludes with a piece by Liu An himself.

Lighting on this collection some century or so later, Liu Xiang had only to abstract the pieces ascribed to Song Yu and Liu An in order to arrive at the ‘Works of Qu Yuan in 25 pian’ listed in his catalogue of the Imperial Library and several times referred to by Wang Yi. Besides doing that, however, he would almost certainly have had Liu An’s collection (including the pieces by Song Yu and Liu An) copied on to silk rolls; and while he was about it, it would be quite natural that he should want to amplify it and bring it up to date.

Consider the first thirteen titles of the table on p. 31, which I take to be Liu Xiang’s enlargement of the Prince of Huai-nan’s anthology. Assuming, not unreasonably, that the criterion governing Liu An’s selection had been that the works selected should be either by or about Qu Yuan (regardless of genre or style), Liu Xiang would have included Song Yu’s ‘Summons of the Soul’ in his enlarged anthology probably because he was under the (mistaken) impression that the soul being summoned in it was Qu Yuan’s. Liu An’s anthology already has something by Song Yu in it, he would have argued: in that case, if it is to retain Liu An’s own rather slight ‘Summons’ (No. 9), surely it ought also to include the much more important ‘Summons’ by Song Yu?

Dong-fang Shuo’s ‘Seven Remonstrances’ – if they really are by Dong-fang Shuo – were written by a contemporary of Liu An at the court of the emperor Wu Di. Their subject is Qu Yuan: indeed, Qu Yuan is the persona through which the poet in them speaks. That would be sufficient grounds for Liu Xiang’s including them on the ‘by or about’ principle.

Wang Bao, author of No. 11, was one of the poets of the Chu ci revival which took place in the second half of Xuan Di’s reign when Liu Xiang, too, started his career at the imperial court. Liu Xiang could scarcely append his own poems to the anthology without including the ‘Chu’ poems of this well-known contemporary poet. He would have had Liu An’s precedent for doing so, of course; but Liu An was an imperial prince and Liu Xiang was not. A cynic might say that Nos. 10–12 were included by Liu Xiang only as an excuse for appending his own masterpiece to the collection.

One modern Chinese scholar continues to insist that Liu Xiang was the compiler of Wang Yi’s anthology, i.e. of juan 1–16 of the anthology we read today, explaining the three final juan (14–16) as a sort of appendix which Liu Xiang put at the very end, after his own ‘Nine Laments’, because he regarded their authorship as uncertain. I very much doubt this. Wang Yi always repeats whatever he has been told. In the case of No. 16, ‘The Great Summons’, he tells us that some people attributed it to Qu Yuan and some to Jing Cuo and concludes by leaving the matter open; but that is the only title of the three about which he expresses any uncertainty. We may not ourselves find the attribution of 14 and 15 very convincing, but Wang Yi shows no uncertainty on the subject whatsoever. His authority, whoever it was, must have been equally dogmatic. The case for Liu Xiang’s appendix of queried items does not really stand.

And of course what finally eliminates Liu Xiang as the compiler of the sixteen-roll collection is the fact that he did not, any more than Wang Yi, think of Li sao as jing and all the other works as zhuan. To him the order of pieces in Liu An’s collection must have seemed merely eccentric, since it is clear from the entry in his Catalogue that he regarded Nos. 1–8 as consisting not of No. 1 by Qu Yuan and Nos. 2–8 by disciples of Qu Yuan (of whom Song Yu, the author of No. 2, was the most famous), but of No. 1 by Qu Yuan, No. 2 by Song Yu, and Nos. 3–8 by Qu Yuan. (The ‘25 pian’ of Qu Yuan’s works in the Catalogue consist of No. 1 plus the contents of Nos. 3–8.) Whoever added the three juan of extra material to Liu Xiang’s enlargement of Liu An’s little anthology to produce the 16-juan anthology on which Wang Yi based his Commentary was more sceptical than either Liu Xiang or Wang Yi on the subject of Qu Yuan’s authorship, since he was prepared to put Nos. 3–8 in the same category as Nos. 2 and 10 by Song Yu; whereas Liu Xiang and Wang Yi regarded Nos. 3–8 as belonging to the same category as Li sao.

That there were people in Liu Xiang’s day and even after it who were more sceptical about the ‘Works of Qu Yuan’ is made abundantly clear by the example of Yang Xiong, which we shall presently be examining. And Ban Gu and Jia Kui, both of whom wrote commentaries (now lost) on Qu Yuan’s Li sao but on no other part of Chu ci, may have been consciously following Liu An’s example, in which case they may have shared his views about the relative authenticity of the different ‘works’. It is indeed not impossible that one or other of them may have been responsible for the 16-juan anthology.

The only Former Han source which mentions works by Qu Yuan other than Li sao (apart from Liu Xiang’s single reference to Jiu zhang in one of his Jiu tan poems) is the double biography of Qu Yuan and Jia Yi by the historian Si-ma Qian (145–86 B.C.). Several of Si-ma Qian’s biographies are linked ones, like those in Plutarch’s Lives. Those of Qu Yuan and Jia Yi (?–168 B.C.) are linked because Jia Yi shared with Qu Yuan the fate of being a prescient statesman who was wrongfully banished and because, while on his way into banishment, he wrote a ‘Lament for Qu Yuan’, a copy of which he dropped into the River Xiang as an offering to the earlier poet’s ghost.

In the section of the double biography devoted to Qu Yuan, Sima Qian cites the fifth of the Jiu zhang poems, ‘Embracing Sand’, in its entirety; and in the Appraisal, with which the double biography concludes, he mentions the third of them: ‘When I read the works of Qu Yuan – the “Heavenly Questions”, “A Lament for Ying” and “Summons of the Soul” – I get an impression of the kind of man he was.’ He has already mentioned Li sao in the biography itself and does so again in the Autobiographical Preface to his ‘History’, where ‘Qu Yuan writing the Li sao after his banishment’ is one of the examples of literary creativity being born out of affliction with which he comforts himself for his own misfortune. (He had suffered the horrible and humiliating punishment of castration for having stood up to the emperor Wu Di in one of his rages and continued to write his ‘History’ after
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	Category A
	 
	 



	Jiu ge (‘Nine Songs’):
	 
	invocations by shamans used in the public worship of various gods.



	Zhao hun (‘Summons of the Soul’): 
Da zhao (‘The Great Summons’):
	 
	invocations by shamans used in the public summoning back of wandering souls.

	

	Tian wen (‘Heavenly Questions’):
	 
	a shamanistic (?) catechism consisting of questions about cosmological, astronomical, mythological and historical matters.



	 
	 
	 



	Category B
	 
	 



	Li sao (‘On Encountering Trouble’):
	 
	an autobiographical poem, representing real persons and events allegorically, in which the poet complains of undeserved rejection by his king, consults shamans, and embarks on a shamanistic ‘flight’ in an unsuccessful quest for a divine mate.




	Jiu bian (‘Nine Changes’):
	 
	complaints of a rejected courtier, using much the same imagery as Li sao, the concluding section being a shamanistic ‘flight’ of the poet through the heavens attended by minor deities.




	Jiu zhang (‘Nine Pieces’):
	 
	complaints, similar to those of Jiu bian and Li sao, of a loyal minister wrongfully rejected by his prince; some of the poems contain accounts of actual journeys made by the poet on the way to, or in the course of, his banishment.




	Yuan you 
(‘Far-off Journey’):
	 
	long poem obviously influenced by Li sao, most of it an account of a shamanistic ‘flight’ through the heavens; rather like a development of the last section of Jiu bian.
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