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There is more than a passing similarity between lyric poetry of Elizabe-
than England and the Northern Sung. Both consisted of intricate verse forms
suitable for the exploration of the poet’s inner feelings.! Both took love as
their main subject. Both flourished during periods of rapid advance in scien-
tific knowledge and urban culture. And both were concerned at the deepest
level with the theme of mutability. The interest of the present paper centers
on this thematic parallel and on what light it may shed upon our un-
derstanding of Sung ¢z 'u poetry. Numerous studies have been done on time in
Renaissance literature and time in Western literature in ggeneral2 while studies
of tz’u poetry have been limited to questions of language and prosody.> The
present study will hopefully contribute to our understanding of the nature of
1z’u poetry within a broader historical and cultural context at the same time
that it provides insight into how poetry in China and the West deals with a
common theme. The paper begins with an examination of the cultural and
intellectual. background of Elizabethan England and the Northern Sung
respectively in an attempt to establish the conditions which provoked a
heightened awareness of time in the literature of these periods. Examples
from art and literature of the times are provided in support of the disussion.
The second part of the paper is devoted to a comparative analysis of the
theme of time in the sonnets of Shakespeare and the tz'u poems of Su Shih,
the major representatives of their respective traditions.

One of the factors which led to an increased awareness of time in the
Renaissance was the revolution in science and technology. Unlike medieval
thinkers who understood the universe in terms of preconceived ideas and
systems,? the scientific investigation of Renaissance began to place emphasis
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on the methods of experiment and induction. In 1543, Copernicus initiated
modern astromical studies with a ‘treatise advancing the new view of a
heliocentric universe containing a complex system of spheres.’ Later on in
the century, Galileo’s téleécope revealed the details of planets and the
encrmous distances of stars. These studies undermined the illusion of a fixed
and finite universe with which people in the Middle Ages had lived for so long
and to which ideas of universal order and perfection in medieval theology
were so closely related. On the other hand, they fostered the notion of the
importance of the individual and the possibility of human progress within
time. For if the universe was infinite, so could the potentialities of mankind
be. Such a thought is eloquently expressed in a speech form Marlowe’s
Tamburlgire:

Nature, that fram’d us of four elements
Warring within our breasts for regiment,
Doth teach us all to have aspiring minds.
Our souls, whose faculties can comprehend
The wondrous architecture of the world
And measure every planet’s wand’ring course,
Still. climbing after knowledge infinite,
And always moving as the restless spheres,
Wills us to wear ourselves and never rest
Untill we reach the ripest fruit of ali,
That perfect bliss and sole felicity,
The sweet fruition of an earthly crown.®
The Renaissace man whose works most exemplify the spirit of direct
observation that lies at the heart of modern scientific inquiry i§ Leonardo da
Vinci, a2 man who knew more than anyone else in his time about dynamics,
hydraulics, geology, paleontology, optics, and antomy. In The Renaissance,
Walter Pater considers Leonardo’s approach to nature as the precursor of
modern scientific empiricism:
The movement of the fifteenth contury was twofold; partly the
Renaissance, partly also the coming of what is called the “modern
spirit,” with its realism, its appeal to experience. It com-
prehended a return to antiquity, and a return to nature. Raphael
represents the return to antiquity, and Leonando the return to
nature. In this return to nature, he was seeking to satisfy a
- boundless curicsity by her perpetural surprises, a microscopic
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finish by her finesse, or delicacy of operation, that “subtilitas
naturae” which Bacon notices. So we find him often in intimate

relations with men of science — with Fra Luca Paccioli the
mathematician, and the anatomist Marc Antonic della Torre.

His observations and experiments fill thirteen volumes of

manuscript; and those who can judge descibe him as anticipating

long before, by rapid intuition, the later ideas of science. He

explained the obscure light of the unilluminated part of the

moon, knew that the sea had once covered the mountains which

contain shells, and of the gathering of the equatorial waters

above the polar.”
In art, Leonardo’s spirit of obsérvation and insatiable curiosity resulted in
a preoccupation with the theme of time. Most of his drawings are studies
of movement portrayed in such detail that fractions-of movements seem to
have become isolated in time as in strobe photography and the observer sees
with greater clarity the naked power of nature. The wreathing and coiling
of a star-of-Bethlehem plant, the rippling of water and the rings of bubbles
in a study of water gushing from a pipe, the spiraling, braiding motion of skirt
and hair blown by the wind in his mysterious “pointing lady”: all attest to
the presence of energy which Leonardo found in his subjects regardless of
their mood. This apprehension of flux in nature formed the underlying
theme of Leonardo’s drawings and, carried to its logical extreme, led to a
vision of universal destruction. In the deluge drawings of Leonardo’s late
years, the same rhythmical spirals that stood for energy and life in the early
works emanate from tumbling mountains and exploding ~stormclouds
signifying the dissolution of all matter.®

To understand the method of Leonardo’s drawings is to understand the
sonnets of Shakespeare. Many of them are built upon the same detached and
acute observation of nature leading to a similar apprehension of flux as the
fundamental principle of all things and decay and oblivion as the inevitable
end of such processes (Sonne'ts 12 and 15 are prime examples of this pattern
of development). Like Leonardo, Shakespeare understood that the time
which bestowed energy and vitality on life could also reverse its role to
become an agent of destructio;i and every where in The Sonnets are epithets
such as “wasteful,” “injurious;” and “‘devouring” assigned to time in em-
phasis of its destructive nature.®
A second factor that was influential in the formation of a new time

consciousness during the Renaissance was the spread of commerce and the
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rise of the middle class. The fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in Europe
were times of rapid economic expansion leading to change in the structure
of society and the values of its citizens.’® Whereas medieval man could enjoy
a temporal ease and amplitude of being — whether feudal, agricultural, or
religious in nature — the life of the Renaissance man was more active and
worldly-oriented, his instincts more materialistic, and hence the sense of
time as an urgent pressure much stronger. In an article on time in the Renaiss-
ance, Ricardo Quinones advances the view that the sense of time as an urgent
force was not merely concurrent with but instrumental in the formation of
bourgeois society since it suggests an external world of contingency against
which the absoluteness of any feudal, chivalric, or aristorcratic will has
become anachronistic. The role of time is to limit such a transcendent will
and to promote in its place a more effective and utilitarian will capable of
controlling events within the real limitations of life.}!

The scientific and économic advances discussed above culminated in the
growth of urban centers. Florence of the fourteenth century was a bustling
city of bankers and merchants whose energy and confidence gave inspiration
to mew generation of writers and artists. Elizabethan London was a vast
metropolis for its time, the center for both foreign and internal trade, and for
exploitation of the new continent. The relationship between the emergence

of the city and a new sense of time is made clear in an essay on cities by
Jacques LeGoff:

Perhaps the most important way the urban bourgeosie spread its
culture was the evolution it effected in the mental categories of
medieval man. The most spectacular of these revolutions, without
a doubt, was the one that concerned the concept and measure-
ment of time.!?

A more lucid and eloquent account of the relationship is given by Settembrini
in Thomas Mann’s The Magic Mountain:

Have you never remarked that when a Russian says four hours,
he means what we do when we say one? It is easy to see that the
recklessness of these people where time is concerned may have
to do with the space conceptions proper to people of such
endless territory. Great space, much time — they say, in fact,
that they are the nation that has time and can wait. We
Europeans, we cannot. We have as little time as our great and
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finely articulated continent has space, we must be as economical
of the one as the other, we must husband them, Engineer! Take
our great cities, the centres and foci of civilization, the crucibles
of thought! Just as the soil there increases in value, and space
becomes more and more precious, so, in the same measure, does
time. “Carpe diem!” That was the song of a dweller in a great
city. Time is a gift of God, given to man that he might use it —
use it, Engineer, to serve the advancement of humanity."

In the city, all the ingredients of modern civilization — the growth of com-
merce and capitalism, the consolidation of the urban mentality, the use of
the mechanical clock and the printing press, and a general sense of the
quickened tempo of life — combined to contribute to a new awareness of
the urgency of time.

The same conditions that produced a new time consciousness in the
West were also present in China during the Sung period. Apart from its
achievements in culture, the Sung Dynasty was also China’s golden age of
science and technology. In mathematics, Liu Yi, Li Yeh, and Yang Hui
worked out a system of algebra that was the most advanced in the world
at the time. In astronomy, Su Sung achieved a new level of observational
accuracy with the casting of larger instruments and the perfection of
hydrautic clockwork. In geology, Shen Kua began the study of fossils and
the construction of relief maps. In medicine, a start was made upon
systematic anatomy with the dissection of cadavers; more precision was
attained in the description of diseases; and a vast number of new remedies
were added to pharmacology.!* The spirit of systematic experimental in-
vestigation of nature was not limited to natural science but was, to an extent,
part of the literature and art of the period. In a Sung painting titled Birds in
a Thicket of Bamboo and Plum, for example, details have been drawn with
near miraculous clarity and refinement. From minute and patient observa-
tion, the artist has understood exactly how the bamboo puts forth its leaves
and twigs, and the difference between the plumage of the dove and the
feathers of ‘the quail.'® In another painting titled Magpies and Hare by the
Sung Academy master, Ts’ui Po, dead leaves, slender reeds, and a dry, knotty
tree are done with a remarkable degree of visual truthfulness. More re-
markable is the way in which the leaves and reeds bend towards the right-
hand side of the painting indicating the direction  of the wind, and the
outspread wings of the two magpies, transfixed in mid-air, as though they
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had been photographed using a fast-shutter lense. The concern for particular
and minute details on the part of the artist has evolved into a deeper concern
for the mood of the passing moment.!® A greater ability to observe nature
and a deeper sensitivity to its passing moods is the general tendency of Sung
painting. On a more monumental scale, Early Spring by Kuo Hsi (who liked
to observe mountains at different times of the day and year, in various
kinds of weather), with its coiling masses of earth and rock, its eroded river
valley, and its spring waters, trickling down from mountaintops to bring the
earth to life, is a vision of the universe in flux.}”

Improvements in farming techniques, land communications, water
transport, monetary systems, and market structure between the eight and
eleventh conturies led to the commercialization of the Chinese economy
during the Sung Dynasty. ® Though the gentry continued to play an im-
portant role in society, these changes resuited in greater freedom and social
mobility for the individual.'® Adaptable, enterprising people could now find
ways to move up into positions of wealth and power. Economic progress
was also responsible for a kind of urban revolution during the Sung Dynasty.
Throughout eastern China, cities spilled out from wittin their walls until the
original nucleus was all but lost in the surrounding suburbs. When the walls
of Tling-chou were built in the middle of the eleventh century, they sur-
rounded a city about half a mile in diameter. By Southern Sung times,
however, the original three wards were dwarfed by the twenty-three which
lay outside the walls and which had even engulfed a smaller town two miles
away. “Su-chou,” said Marco Polo, “is so large that it measures about forty
miles in circumference. It has so many inhabitants that no one could reck-
on their number.”?® Of Pien-ching, the capital of Northern Sung, Meng
Yuan-lao wrote: “Everywhere one sees painted pavilions and the houses of
courtesans, silk windows and pearl curtains. Carved carriages line the road.
Prized horses race one another in the streets. New tunes and bewitching
smiles fill the narrow lanes. Sounds of pipes and strings echo in teahouses
and wineshops.” It was amid the background of such urban growth and
prosperity that the tz’u poem flourished and expressed, at its deepest level,
a new sense of the transience of life. ‘

II

The new consciousness of time that arose amid scientific and economic
progress of the Renaissance is in abundant evidence in the literature of the
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English Renaissance. For the people of the Middle Ages who lived in a world
dominated by the presence of God, past, present, and future tend to be
reduced to a kind of continuous present. For “God,” as Boethius observed
in his Consolation of Philosophy, ‘“has a condition of ever-present eternity.
His knowledge, which passes over every change of time . . . views in its own
direct comprehension everything as though it were taking place in the
present.”? And medieval literature — medieval romance, the dream visions
of Piers Plowman, the “Gothic form” of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales 2
for example — generally exhibits this quality of timelessness. Elizabethan
literature, on the other hand, reveals d vastly intensified consciousness of the
power and urgency of time.- Marlowe’s Dr. Faustus ends with the plea:
“Stand still you ever-moving spheres of heaven,/That time may cease and
midnight never come.”* Two cantos of Spenser’s Faerie Queene are devoted
to M'utability who reigns supreme over the earth and moon, the elements
and seasons, and causes “all things within this wide, great universe” to
“change and move continually.”?® And countless short poems were written
on the theme of “Gather ye rcsebuds while you may” (Ben Jonson’s “Come,
My Celia,” Robert Herrick’s “To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time,” and
Edmund Waller’s “Go, Lovely Rose,” only to name a few?®). The sonnet,
originally a vehicle for courtship and praise of the lady,?” was particularly
well-suited to the contemplation of transience. For in the sonnet, with its
tight and intricate structure, the poet could discover conflict, could chart
an internal landscape, could penetrate the moment instead of building up a
loosely connected sequence of narrative as in medieval verse. The complex
patterns of the poem worked to recreate the complex thought processes
of a restless, probing mind in real life.

The theme of time is given its fullest treatment in the sonnet sequence

of Shakespeare where the substitution of a male patron-friend for the female .

mistress of conventional sonnet sequences allowed the poet to write in a
more impersonal tone about a truly universal subject.?® Roughly, the sonnets
on the theme of time may be divided into two categories, or stages of de-
velopment. Sonnets 3, 5,7, 12, 15, 18, 19, 60 and others begin with objective
descriptions of nature and the patron.-friend — the two often combined with

one another — then move to an apprehension of mutability as the underlying

principle governing all phenomena, ending with an answer to time’s threat
based upon the belief in the immortality which either poetry or progeny
may bring. Sonnets 59, 106, 108, 115, 116, and 123 approach the problem
from a different point of view with a new understanding of the nature of time
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and the value of love,

The sonnets in the first category present delicately, often minutely
described scenes of nature in which subjectivé mood and objective scenery
merge and interpenetrate and in which nature appears as a beautiful but
insubstantial pagent. In Sonnet 5, “never-resting Time leads summer on/To
hideous winter and confounds him there,/Sap-checked with frost and lusty
leaves quite gone.” In Sonnet 12, the description proceeds retrospectively.
The lofty trees of summer “which erst from heat did canopy the herd” are
now “barren of leaves.” The scene of the herd grazing under the tree has
vanished and remains only in the memory. The grain which flourished in the
summer has been harvested, the sheaves of grain loaded on carts taking on
the attributes of corpses of old men awaiting burial: “And summer’s green
all girded up in sheaves,/Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard.”
In Sonnet 18, the beauty of the patron-friend is compared to a summer’s
day and to “the darling buds of may” with the implication that sunset and

.rough winds will bring an end to that beauty. In Sonnet 3, “the lovely April

of her (the mother of the patron-friend) prime” is seen through windows of
time which recede. into the distance as the years go by. In Sonnet 15,
“everything that grows/Holds in perfection but a single moment.” In Sonnet
60, the sweeping view of seawaves making toward the pebbled shore is
majestic in its totality yet tragic in its implications. For the waves, symbolic
of time and of life, are in contention with one another as they all hasten to

“their end. The logical inference that is developed from these observations is

that all beauty is impermanent and all growth a process towards decay.
Moreover, decay and destruction habitually set in at the height of glory and
growth for the two processes are inextricably interrelated. Thusin Sonnet 12,
“sweets and beauties do themselves forsake,/And die as fast as they see others
grow.” In Sonnet 15, men and plants alike, “vaunt in their youthful sap,
at height decrease.” In Sonnet 18, the heat of the sun foretells the waning
of its powers just as the energy of the flowers in the wind hastens their
withering, for *“every fair from fair sometime declines,/By chance or nature’s
changing course untrimmed.” And in Sonnet 60, in a world of vicissitude
symbolized by the changing course of the sun, catastrophe occurs ironi-
cally at the zenith of fortune: “Nativity, once in the main of light,/Crawls
to maturity, wherewith being crowned,/Crooked eclipses ’gainst his glory
fight.”

In the second group of sonnets, a different perspective on the problem
of time has evolved as a result of a new understanding of the nature of time
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and the power of human love. Time in these sonnets is no longer a principle
of dissolution and destruction, no longer the element in which life loses its
substance and ideals their value, but rather the form in which man becomes-
aware of his spiritual life and living nature. Thus, in Sonnet 115, the poet
casts a backward glance at his past anxieties over time and the threat whlch
it posed to the relationship with his beloved patron-friend:

But reckoning Time, whose millioned accidents
Creep in ‘twixt vows and change decrees of kings,
Tan sacred beauty, blunt the sharpest intents, -
Divert strong minds to th’ course of alt’ring things.
Alas, why fearing of Time’s tyrrany,

Might I not then say, “Now I love you best,”
When I was certain o’er incertainty,

Crowning the present, doubting of the rest?

The reason is that the love of the poet has become stronger with time.

Rather than depriving him of certain things, time has made him, and is
continuing to make him richer than he was before:

Love is a babe; then might I not say so, v _
To give full growth to that which still doth grow.

Essentially the same thought is conveyed in Sonnet 116 where love is the
mysterious center of the universe that sets the course for all wandering
ships battered by the waves of circumstance:

It is the star to every wandering bark,

Whose worth’s unknown although his height be taken.
Love’s not time’s fool, though rosy lips and cheeks '
Within his bending sickle’s compass come;

Love alters not with his brief hours and weeks,

But bears it out even to the edge of doom.

In the affirmation of Love’s superiority over time, the emphasis may be
said to rest on the phrase “his brief hours and weeks.” For the life of any
man is made up of such “brief hours and weeks” in which love becomes
more substantial and valuable than if man were given an eternity of time in
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which to live his life. The validity of this affirmation for all past time and
all posterity is further ensured by the closing couplet:

If this be error and upon me prov’d,
I never writ, nor no man ever lov’d.

For no matter how times change, and no matter what the circumstance,
certain things remain true about the human spirit and constitute the basis
of its existence.

In Sonnet 123, Shakespeare delves deeper into the mystery of time by
an inquiry into the nature of time’s vicissitudes:

Thy pyramids built up with newer might

To me are nothing novel, nothing strange;

They are but dressings of a former sight.

Our dates are brief, and therefore we admire
What thou dost foist upon us that is old,

And rather make them born to our desire

Than think that we before have heard them told.

Mountains may, with time, be dissolved into the sea or built up with newer
might from level land.?® But the essential substance of inanimate nature with
which time performs these miracles is unchanged,and what we see within the
brief span of our lifetimes is only “dressings of a former sight.” Time, then,
is not so changeful in-all its changefulness. Its transmutations are repetitive
in character and hence, meaningless. What of the meaning and novelty of
human existence? The answer is provided in Sonnet 106, a poem which looks
into love poetry of the past in search of “ladies dead and lovely knights”
who might serve as models for the present eulogy of the patron-friend — only
to find that these predecessors are inadequate, that the present time is unique
and, in its own way, absoclute:

So all their praises are but prophecies

Of this, our time, all you prefiguring;

And for they looked but with diving eyes,

They had not skill enough your worth to sing:
For we, which now behold these present days,
Have eyes to wonder, but lack tongues to praise.
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Reference to the Christian doctrine of prefiguration®® is not to confuse the
patron-friend with” Christ or the love of him with religious worship, but
rather in the interest of describing the special quality of the present moment,
a quality that might best be understood in Sartre’s terms:

“But need we go so far to look for it? The absolute is there, all
around us, under our feet, and in all our gestures. We ourselves
make absolutes. You light your pipe, and that is an absolute.
You don’t like oysters, and that is an absolute. . . . And whether
the world is matter or spirit, whether God exists or does not
exist, nothing will ever negate the fact that you passionately
loved such and such a picture, such and such a cause, or such
and such a woman, lived it, willed it, undertook it, and engaged
your whole being in it.””3

Continuing with the same theme and the same veneer of Christian language,
the poet effects a poetic miracle of his own in Sonnet 108:

What’s in the brain that ink may character,

Which hath not figur’d to thee my true spirit,
What’s new to speak, what new to register,

That may express my dear love, or thy dear merit:
Nothing, sweet boy, but yet like prayers divine,

I must each day say o’er the very same,

Counting no old thing old, thou mine, I thine,
Even as when first I hallowed thy fair name.

So that eternal love in love’s fresh case,

Weighs not the dust and injury of age

Nor gives to necessary wrinkles place,

But makes antiquity for aye his page,

Finding the first conceit of love there bred.

Where time and outward form would show it dead.

In the complex figure of “eternal love in love’s fresh case,” ‘the poet has not
only hallowed the present moment and made it forever new in the eyes of
future generations, but brought the “ladles dead and lovely knights” of
antiquity back to life as well.

The' tz’u poetry which originated during the late T’ang and Five
Dynasties Period and came into widespread popularity during the Northern
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Sung was both the product of a highly sophisticated society and the expres-
sion of some of its innermost concerns.>* Unlike its predecessor, the shih &,
the tz’u was of musical origin with a metric pattern of ifregular length lines,
at once mere flowing and more intricate than the shik, and hence better
suited to the exploration of inner feelings and the rendering of evanescence.
Nor was the tz’u concerned with historical or didactic themes as in much of
traditional sk poetry, but unfolded, from the beginning, an exquisite world
of storied towers, fragrant boudoirs, carved balustrades, fine mists, dropping
willows, and fallen flowers in which the beauty of women, the melancholy
of denied love, the listlessness of separation, and musings upon the transience
of life prevailed as the main themes.

The theme of mutability was not a new one in Chinese literature. An
early example of a poem in which it is expressed is one of the “Nineteen Old
Poems™:
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Our lives fall short of 2 hundred years,

Yet embrace the worries of a thousand.

The day is short and the bitter night long.

Why not go wandering with candle in hand?

To seek for pleasure, one must seize the moment,
What sense does it make to wait till next year?
Foolish people are grudging of expenses;

Which earns the mockery of posterity.

The immortal, Wang-tzu Chiao,

What an incomparable figure is he!®

It is the subject of one of T°aoc Ch’ien’s [ & poems:
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A human being has no roots,

We are light as dust on the path,
Scattered and carried by a gust of wind —
In this body is no permanency.

Born into the world makes us brothers,
No need of flesh-and-blood relations.
When happy you should have you fun,
Call in the neighbors to share the wine,
The time of youth will not come again,
No one day will dawn twice over.

Do your best when you get the chance,

The years and months will wait for no man.**

it is also the concern of one of Li Po’s poems on drinking:
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Have you not seen the waters of the Yellow River descend from
heaven,

And rush onward to the sea with no return?

Have you not seen the hairs of the man before the mirror

Whose color in the morning was like blue silk and in the evening
like snow?®
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But in these works, presentation of the theme is discursive; the statements
about time are generalized rather than embodied in intuitive perceptions of
external reality. Nowhere is the rendering of transience as subtle or the
understanding of transience as profound as in ¢z'u poetry.

A few workds by Sung #z’u poets will serve to illustrate this point. In
these works, the methods employed and the moods described are remarkably
similar to those which we found in Shakespeare’s sonnets. Scenes, delicately
and sensitively described, serve as external correlatives for elusive feelings of
melancholy and transience. The view of West lake in OQu-yang Hsiu’s BREE
“Ts’ai-sang tzu” o2& F ¥ is an insubstantial pageant faded. Its unrivalled
splendor and the leisurely mood of those who enjoy it belie a deeper feeling
of emptiness which lies at the heart of the poem:
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The West Lake is lovely when the blossoms are gone.
The ground is littered with fallen red,
Catkins fly in a drizzle,
By the railing next to willows the wind blows all day long.
The revellers have departed, their merry-making no longer to be
heard.
Then does one feel the emptiness of spring.
I lower the blinds of the window:
A pair of swallows are flying back in the fine rain.>’
The poem is comparable to Shakespeare’s Sonnet 18 at every point — in its
casual, lighthearted tone, in its description of the flowers battered by wind,
the lovely lake, and the wind that blows all day long, and in the evocation
of a profound awareness of transience through the description of such beauty
for, as in Shakespeare’s sonriet, “‘summer’s lease hath all too shorta date,”
“And every fair from fair sometime declines.”
Another rz’u poem which makes use of minute and sensitive descrip-
tions of nature to mirror feelings of transience and desolation in the heart
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of the observer is Chou Pang-yen’s JEIFFZE “Wan hsi-shah &1
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On the uppert floor of the tower sunny skies surround one, '

Before the building fragrant grass extends to the end of heaven,

I beg-of you: do not ascend the highest stair.

New bamboo shoots have become a bamboo grove below my
chamber,

Fallen flowers have risen to the swallow’s nests,

Alone, I endure the song of the cuckoo.®®

The first two lines of the second stanza mark the passage of time. In their
detachment and - retrospective point of view, they are comparable to
Shakespare’s observations in Sonnet 12: -

When lofty trees I see barren of leaves,

Which erst from heat did canopy the herd,
And summer’s green all girded up in sheaves,
Borne on the bier with white and bristly beard.

In Chou’s poem, the bamboo shoots have quickly thrust themselves up into -
a grove of bamboos: this lushness of nature, contributes, iionically, to the
awareness of change in the mind of the observer. Spring flowers have not only
withered und fallen to the ground, but in an additional procéss of change,
been gathered by swallows as building material and entombed in their nests,
providing an added twist of irony to the observer’s apprehension of
mutability. The poem ends on a note of heightened anxiety for the song of
the cuckoo which the poet cannot bear to hear is the traditional lament for
the passing of spring. _ _ '
A tz’u poem of unusual philosophical depth is Yen Shu’s &%k “Wan
‘hsi-shah” yg &9 : '
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A song with new words, a glass of wine,
Last year’s weather, the pavilion of old,
The sun is waning in the west — when will it come again?
Helplessly, one watches the flowers fall,
Seeming acquaintances, the swallows return,
Alone in the garden on a fragrant path, I pace to and fro.>

The intimacy of the scene and the calm detachment of the observer belje the
profundity of thought in the perceptions of his surroundings. For “last year’s
weather” and “the pavilion of old” — set in contrast to the new poem and the
glass of wine held in the hand at the present moment — are the same in
appearance only. In truth, a year has gone by, so that nothing is really the
same. As a Greek sophist put it, one- cannot step into the same river even
once, for the water changes as the foot enters. This acute sense of transience
occupies the poet’s mind as he takes in the scenery. It is mirrored perfectly
in the next line in the image of the setting sun. Within the realm of
experience, such a sun will rise again the next morning. But in a symbolic
context, the setting sun is an image of decline and termination — the natural
and inevitable result of the process of change perceived in the second line —
and the question at the and of line three a question of whether such a process
may be reversed. Another interpretation, not in contradiction to the preceding
one, is that since all things change and nothing remains the same, this par-
ticular sunset, this moment of glory, will not come again. This line of thought
is continued in the second stanza where the parallelism of the first two lines
presents a contrast between two differing aspects of time. The falling flowers
represent the quality of change which we have come to identify as time’s
main feature. The returning swallows that look familiar suggest, on the other
hand, the possibility of permanence and continuity within this procéss of
change. The problem is one which intrigued Virginia Woolfe who once said:

“Now is life very solid or very shifting? I am haunted by the two
contradictions. This has gone on forever, will go on forever —
this moment I stand on. Also, it is transitory, flying, diapha-
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nous. Perhaps it may be that though we change, one flying
after another, so quick, so quick, yet we are somehow successive

and continuous as human beings and show the light through.”*

" For Yen Shu, the problem is never resolved. The fine tension of the couplet
is carried over into the last line of the poem, in the figure of the poet
lingering on the garden path deep in contemplation.

In his treatment of the theme of time, perhaps we may find some
justification for the high reputation Su Shih ##? has gained as a 7z '» poet.*!
For unlike other #z’u poets who only looked at nature and, in descriptions
of it, arrived at an awareness of the transient quality of life, he delved deeper
into the mysteries of time and penetrated to the heart of the problem. In
this way, he was like Shakespeare who, through exhaustive analysis and’
imaginative understanding, had gained mastery over the problem which so
obsessed the poets of his age. One of Su’s most profound meditations on time
is his renowned “Recalling Antiquity at the Red Cliff” to the tune of “Nien-
nu chiao SNEE
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The Great River flows to the east:

It’s waves have washed away

All the men of untrammeled spirit of a thousand ages.

To the west of the ancient ramparts, they say,

Is the Red Cliff of young Chou of the Three Kingdoms.

Random rocks pierce the air,

Startling billows slap the banks,

Rolling up a thousand heaps of snow.

The river and the mountains are like a picture —

At one time, how many heroes were there!

Imagine lord Chou as he was, so long ago,

When the Younger Ch’iao had just married him:

His brilliant with and manly air! ‘ .

Feather fan in hand, silk-turbaned, amid talk and laughter

He turned the powerful enemy into flying ashes and vanishing
smoke.

As my spirit wanders to the ancient kingdom,

You may well laugh at me for being so sentimental

And growing grey hair so soon!

Man’s life is like a dream —

Still, let me pour a libation to the river moon.®

In its evocation of a sense of energy and grandeur, the image of the Great
River flowing eastward is similar to the tide which makes toward the pebbled
shore in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 60, for both are symbols of life and time.
And as in Sonnet 60, the movement of the river carries tragic implications for
its waves, which have washed away the heroes of a thousand ages, are an
agent of destruction and dissolution. At the same time, the river as a whole,
together with the mountains, represent the permanence of nature in contrast
to which the transience of human life seems pathetic. In the fourth line,
the poem begins a description of a historical event which occurred eight
centuries earlier at this same site: the Red Cliff had been the scene of the
famous battle between Ts’ao T_s’ao% # | leader of the Wei kingdom, and
Chou Yu & &, commander of the allied forces of Wei and Shu Han HE . In
his “spiritual wanderings into the old country,” his admiration of the young
general Chou Yu, and his musings on the passing of time, Su Shih does the
same thing which Shakespere did in his Sonnet 106, where the “ubi sunt”
convention® is made use of both to admire the men and women of past
ages and to contemplate the effect which time has had upon them:
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When in the chronicle of wasted time

I see descriptions of the fairest wights,
And beauty making beautiful old rime,

In praise of ladies dead and lovely knights.

Su’s answer to the puzzle is only the thought that life is like a dream. Yet this
thought, Taoist in origin,* results in a softening and distancing of
the harsh effects of time, making the fact of human transience more bearable.
And across this vast distance of past and present time, permeated by a dream-
like atmosphere, the general Chou Yu — still young and heroic in the
memory — casts an understanding smile at the poet, which is consoling. The
poem ends with the pouring of a libation to the river moon - not a mere
carpe diem gesture inviting enjoyment of wine and the beauty of nature, but
more like the hallowing of the present moment accomplished through the use
of religious language in Shakespeare’s Sonnet 108. For it must be re-
membered that the rtiver moon, in its associations with Great River and the
sufrounding mountains which form the present scene, is a symbol of eternity,
and the offerring of the libation a suggestion that the present is somehow
connected with the eternal.

Another of Su Shih’s works which embody a most penetrating analysis
of time is his “Shui-tiao Ko-t’ou” 7KFHFKEA written on Mid-autumn of
the year ping-ch’en:
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Since when has the bright moon existed?

Winecup in hand, I ask the blue sky.

I wonder, in the celestial palaces above,

What year it is this very night?

I wish to return there, riding the wind,

But I fear that the jasper towers and jade mansions
Would be too cold, being so high.

As I rise and dance, dallying with my clear shadow,

How can this be the world of men?

It turns round the vermilion chamber.

Lowers itself to the latticed window,

And shines upon the sleepless one.

I should not have any complaints,

But why is it always full just when people are parted?
For men, there are joys and sorrows, partings and reunions;
For the moon, fair and foul weather, waxing and waning:
Things have never been perfect since time began.

I only wish that we should both live long

And share this beauty across a thousand miles.

In appreciating this poem, we must keep in mind that the poet was quite
drunk on the evening on which he composed it. The short preface to the
poem notes, “On Mid-autumn of the year ping-ch’en, I drank happily till
daylight and became most drunk. It was then that I wrote this, thinking at
the same time of Tzu-yu.” It was this drinking which induced in the poet a
state of altered and heightened awareness which led him to ponder such
questions as the nature of time and the origin of the universe. The opening
query, rich in the possibility of different interpretations, may be taken to
mean “When will there be a bright moon again” in which case it would
correspond to Yen shu’s line in “Wan hsi-shah”: “The sun is waning in the
west - when will it come again?” Another reading is “How often will the
bright moon come?” or “How rare the bright moon is!” In either case, the
idea behind the remark is that of the transience of worldly things, the fact
that, as it was expressed in the sonnets of Shakespeare, all beauty is imperma-
nent and all growth towards perfection accompanied by the contrary process
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of destruction and decay. But the main sense of the line is “Since when has
the moon existed?” For in the third line this question is followed up by
another one of essentially the same intention: “ I wonder in the celestial
palaces above/What year it is this very night?” The problem which Su Shih is
considering is similar to the one which Shakespeare pondered in his Sonnet
123: '

Thy pyramids built up with new might

To me are nothing novel, nothing strange;

They are but dressings of a former sight.

Our dates are brief, and therefore we admire
What thou dost foist upon us that is old,

And rather make them born to our desire

Than think that we before have heard them told.

Man’s “dates are brief” and, as a result, the moon which we see before us
is customarily thought of as having been “born to our desire.” But if man
could live a little longer, if he could have been present at the beginning of
the universe, what would he have seen? What age, on what time would
it be on the moon now in accordance with a different time span or time
scale — not what of ordinary mortality? These thought-provoking questions
are implied in the seemingly whimsical first lines of the poem. They are
followed by the wish to return to the eternal celestial realm whence man
must have come.*® For if man can embrace eternity in thought, he must
himself be in some way eternal. This, however, proves unnecessary. In the
figure of the poet dancing with his own shadow at the end of the first stanza
is the suggestion of a spiritual freedom transcendent of time.*” And the cold,
clear light of the full moon costs an unearthly aura about the scene which
makes the poet feel as though he has left the world. In the second stanza,
calmer and more introspective in tone, the moon comes to the fore as the
main symbol of mutability. The description of its movement around the
chamber to the poet’s window is itself a suggestion of the inevitable passage
of time. And the changes of the moons, the fair or foul weather which it may
encounter — similar to the dimming and eclipsing of the sun in Shakespeare’s
sonnets — and its own inevitable waxing and waning — “nature’s changing
course” which causes ‘“‘every fair from fair” to decline: these changes mirror
the vicissitudes of joy and scrrow, parting and reunion in human life which
the moon has overseen since the beginning of time. But after all — and here
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lies the crux of the matter — life cannot always be happy, just as the moon
cannot always be full. It is not the nature of things to be perfect. As long as
we are alive and know that others share our thoughts (referring to the poet’s
brother Tzu-yu), what need is there to worry? As in Shakespeare’s sonnet
sequence, the poem transforms a potentially tragic vision of human life into
a deeper understanding of certain timeless aspects of time and of the
importance of love and friendship.

Perhaps the most sublime poem ever written by Su Shih is his “Yung-yu
10” 7k ;8% composed after dreaming of the beautiful singer and dancer,
P’an-p’an, while staying overnight in Swallow Pavilion:
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Bright moon like frost,

Fine breeze like water —

An endless clear view!

In the winding creek fish leap,

Round lotus leaves pour out dew,
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All unseen by men in this solitude.

Boom — goes the midnight drum,

Ting — falls a single leaf:

Dismayed, I awake from my amorous dream with a start.
In the dim, vast night,

Nowhere can I find it again, ‘

As I walk all over the little garden after awaking.
A weary traveller at the world’s end,

I gaze at the returning road in the mountains
Till my homeward-bound heart and eyes break.
The Swallow Pavilion stands empty:

Where is the beautiful lady now?

The swallow is locked up inside, all for nothing.
Past and present are like a dream;

Who has ever awoke from the dream?

All we have are old joys and new grievances.

In the future, if someone should face

The night scene at the Yellow Pavilion,

He should heave a long sigh for me.

The first stanza presents a scene of unearthly beauty. Foremost in our impres-
sions when we read these lines are the sound effects of the words “shuang”
(frost), “shuei” (water), “hsien” (end; together with “wu,” endless) whose
consonants match the cold fluidity of the atmosphere and whose long drawn-
out syllables communicate a sense of the vastness of the scene. Then the
impact of the images — the chilly, immutable luster of the moon and the
liquid wind, the intimation of infinity in the “endless clear view,” the hint of
perfection in the round lotus leaves laden with drops of dew, an image
inspired, perhaps, by descriptions of realms of metaphysical perfection in
the Hua-yen Sutra FEFEFE — these images create a rarefied world purged
of all sordidness and all traces of mortality. The effect is comparable to
Shakespeare’s use of religious language in Sonnet 106 and 108 to purify
and sanctify the present moment. In the second stanza, the tone becomes
more meditative as the poet dwells upon the theme of “ubi sunt” once again.
The Swallow Pavilion which once housed the beautiful courtesan is now
empty, save for the swallows that come to rest there. Such is the fate of all
men and women of all past and present ages, no matter how beautiful or
famous they may be. The answer to the dilemna, supplied in one imaginative
leap, is that all time — past, present, and future —isa dream from which we
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have never awakened. The thought casts an aura of enchantment over reality,
softening and diminishing the effects of time and making the fact of human
mortality more bearable. In another leap of imagination in the remarkable
closing lines of the poem, the poet gazes across the vast distance of time
at one in the future who will stand at this site and heave a sigh for him when
he is already gone. The tone of this last line is neither egotistical nor tragic
as it may seem, but transcendently joyous. For as Shakespeare brought
the ladies and knights of antiquity back to life and made the present moment
forever new in the eyes of future generations in his Sonnet 108, so here, in
the knowledge that posterity will look upon him as he now looks upon the
past, is the awareness of time transcended.

The purpose of this paper has been to examine how poetry in two eras
of unprecedented economic and technological advance in China and the West
has dealt with that heightened awareness of time which such changes have
brought. In studying the works of two great lyric poets of these times, we
have also seen how similar — despite the vast cultural differences — are
their conclusions regarding the nature of time and the means by which man,
through an 'enlarged understanding, may transcend its limitations.

Notes:

1. In the case of Elizabethan poetry, I am referring to the sonnet. Regarding the
Elizabethan sonnet, I. W. Lever remarks that it “exists for the expression of per-
sonal and direct perception” and fulfilled the need for “a medium for self-
expression more sophisticated, making more of an appeal to the trained mind than
the earlier type of lyric.” See The Elizabethan Love Sonner (London: Lowe and
Brydane, 1966), p. 15 and 137. In “Literary Qualities of the Lyric (Tz'u),” James
J. Y. Liu remarks that “the lyric (2z’u) remains primarily a personal kind of poetry,
a vehicle for the exploration of private worlds of sentiment and sensibility.” See
Studies in Chinese Literary Genres (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1974),
p- 146. In Liu Wu<chi’spJJ48 S An Introduction to Chinese Literature (Bloom-
ington, Indiana: Indiana University Press, 1966), the two types of poetry are
compared: ““The writing of #z u requires a mastery of the language and an ingenuity
and dexterity that come with constant practice. While it is a severe task for the
novice, a #z’'u expert, like a sonnet writer, finds it delightful to ‘dance in shackles’.
- . . Essentially lyrical in nature, it is best suited to expressing sentiments such as
love, sorrows and joys, and reflections on life.” (pp. 101-02)

2. See Ricardo J. Quinones, “Time and Historical Values in the Literature of the :
Renaissance,” in quects of Time, ed. C. A. Patrides (Manchester University Press,
1976), pp. 38-56; Georges Poulet, Studies in Human Time, trans. Elliott Coleman
(Johns Hopkins Press, 1956); and Wyndham Lewis, Time and Western Man
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1957).
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See, for example, James J. Y. Liu, Major Lyricists of the Northern Sung (Princeton
University Press, 1974), and Glen William Baxter, Metrical Origins of the Tz'u, in
Studies in Chinese Literature, ed. John L. Bishop (Harvard University Press, 1965 ),
pp. 186-224. ) .

E.g., Aquinas’ Summa Theologica.

De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium (Concerning the Revolution of Heavenly
Bodies).

Tamburlaine, 11, vii, 18-28.

The Renaissance (Modern Library edition), pp. 90-91.

For these drawings, see the catalogue (edited by Carlo Pedretti) of Leonardo’s
nature studies shown at the Metropolitan Museum in 1981.

Sonnets 15, 63 and 19, respectively.

The changes are discussed in detail in Crane Brinton’s Civilization in the West
(Englewood Cliffs, N. J., 1964), pp. 212-17.

Quinones, p. 45. '

Quoted from Quinones, p. 39.

The Magic Mountain, trans. H. T. Lowe-Porter (New York: Vintage Books, 1969),
p- 243.

See Joseph Needham’s The Shorter Science and Civilization in China (London:
Cambridge Press, 1978), pp. 246-47.

For a reproduction of the painting, see James Cahill, Chinese Painting (Skira,
1960), p. 69.

For a reproduction of the painting, see Cahill, p. 72.

For a reproduction of the painting, see Cahill, p. 36.

The phenomenon is discussed and documented in great detail in Mark Elvin’s The
Pattern of the Chinese Past (Stanford University Press, 1973), pp. 113-78.

See Wolfram Eberhard, 4 History of China (University of California Press, 1955),
p. 197.

The Travels of Marco Polo, trans. Ronald Latherm (Penguin Books, 1958), p. 183.
From Meng Yuan-la, Tung-ching meng-Hua-lu 38 51 E#E $%, quoted from Liu To-
chieh,Chung-kuo wen-hsiieh fa-ta shih (Taipei: Chung-hua, 1973), p. 535.

Boethius, The Consolation of Philosophy, trans. Richard Green (Indianapolis:
Bobbs-Merrill, 1962), Book V. prose iv.

See Charles Muscatine’s discussion of The Knight’s Tale in Chaucer and the French
Tradition (Bérkeley: University of California Press, 1952)..

Dr. Faustus, V, ii, 134-135.

The Faerie Queene, Book VII, lines 420 and 495.

A classical theme derived from Horace and Catullus, to be sure, but the revived
interest in the theme is indicative of the new consciousness of time discussed here.
In the hands of Petrarch and his English imitators during the 1590s.

See Lever, pp. 164-69.

The inspiration for this poem came from Book 15 of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. “Thy
pyramids” is unmistakeably a metaphor for Time’s mountains. See Lever, pp.
255-56.

E.g., 1 Cor. 10. 2 in which Moses is presented as a type of Christ.

Quoted from Chapter V of Ralph Harper’s Existentialism: A Theory of Man (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University Press, 1965).

In a discussion of the origin of the rz’u, Liu Ta-chieh remarks that the literary
form was created mainly for the expression of erotic, hedonistic sentiments of
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sople in affiuent times. This is by no means true of all the early examples of #z'u
a1d certainly not true of the works of Yen: Shu, Ou-yang Hsiu, and Su Shih
discussed below. Liu’s comments regarding the origin and concerns of the fz’u
are thus, some-what misleading. See Chung-kuo wen-hsiieh fa-ta-shih, pp. 5321-38.
Mo. 15 of the “Nineteen Old Poems.” The transtation is mine.

Translated by James R. Hightower in The Poetry of T'ao Chien {Oxford University
Pres, 1970), p. 185.

The poem “Chiang Ching Chiu.” The translation is mine.

Cne of many of Ou-yang Hsiu’s #z’u poems on the West Lake written to the same
tune, referred to here, for brevity’s sake, as simply “Ts’ai-sang tzu.”

Based upon a translation by D. C. Lau in Song without Music, ed. Stephen C. Soong
(Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1980), p. 12, with some revision.

The translation is mine.

The translation is mine.

Cuoted from one of Virginia Woolfe’s essays.

Hu Yin in Chiu Pien-tz’u hsu speaks of the grand, untrammelled spirit of Su’s tz'u
poems which allow him to soar above mundane reality. Wang Peng-yun in Pan
teng yi kao remarks, “Among the #z’u poets of the Northern Sung, only Su Shih’
with his pure and heroic spirit soars above the worldly, making his work inimitable.
The difference between him and his contemporaries is like that between heaven
and earth. What is involved is not only artistic brilliancy. His temperament,
learning, and aspirations are simply not what the common run of poets could ever
d-eam of” (quoted from the Appendix of Cheng Chien’s 8 & 1z u hsiian). Ku Sui
ir. “Interpretations of Su Tung-po’s Tz’u” speaks of “unequalled qualities™ in Su’s
work. See Song With-Music, p. 157. The difference in Su’s approach to the problem
of time may be one way of understanding his superiority over other rz’u poets.
Translated by James J. Y. Liu in Major Lyricists of the Northern Sung (Princeton
University Press, 1974), p. 139.

In the West, a convention which recurs in medieval poetry (e.g., Francois Vilion’s
“Ballad of the Dead Ladies™) and which Shakespeare makes conscious use of in
Sonnet 106.

To be exact, it comes from the butterfly dream in Chuang-tze:

Translated by James J. Y. Liu in Major Lyricists of the Northern Sung, p. 124.
There is an allusion here to Li Po, who people in his time referred to as a
‘“pbanished immortal.”

Something like the state which Shakespeare describes in The Winter’s Tale: “what
you do,/Still betters what is done, When you speak, sweet,/I’d have you ever.
When you dance, I wish you/A wave of the sea.”



