An Interpretation of Four
Quatrains by Li Shang-yin
—— Love Affairs between Men and Goddesses

Ch’en Tsu-wen

The love poems of Li Shang-yin (813-858) have been very popular with
his readers. All of these poems invite discussion; nevertheless, among his
collected poems there is such a large number of love poems that a short
essay like this would not be able to cover the whole range. I, therefore,
have decided to select only four of his quatrains ( & fj , chiieh-chi) which
can be conveniently treated as a group of love poems having the common
feature of love. between men and goddesses. I have chosen the quatrain
because, being the shortest kind of classical Chinese poem, it concentrates
upon one single theme and is easier to handie.

Love in Li’s poems may be expressed for and sometimes by various
women or girls. A precocious girl of fifteen, when disturbed by the spring
wind, gives up swinging on a ropeswing and weeps, perhaps over her
unmarried state. A dreamy girl of seventeen named Willow Branch ()
adores our poet and wishes to get acquainted with him on being told that
he is the author of “The Terrace of Yen” (3%<2%5 ). Such love can be
called girlish love. “Lines to Be Sent to the North on a Rainy Night”
(®WZFIk) is regarded by some commentators as expressing the poet’s
love for his wife whom he has left at home. In “Chamber Music” (B )
he laments the death of his wife. This is marital love. There are also a
number of poems dealing with clandestine love between young men and
women and in some cases even between young men and Taoist nuns or court
entertainers. These kinds of love are all human love. In this essay, however,

* This is the English version, newly revised, of a Chinese article by the present author,
which appeared in the Chung-wai Literary Monthly (sh#730£), 6:12 (May, 1978),
pp. 26-35. .
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I shall limit myself to speculations on a supernatural kind of love—love
between mortals and immortals, or between men and goddesses, hoping that,
by directing our attention to something like mythical literature,' it might be
possible to throw a new light upon some aspects of Li Shang-yin’s poetry.

In discussing this small group of quatrains, I hold a basic point of view.
It seems to me that we should accept the immortals in Li’s poems as im-
mortals — we should take them literally. We need not degrade the goddesses,
whom Li adores so much, to the human level of court entertainers, Taoist
nuns, or other mortals like the poet himself. I disagree with most of the
commentators of former times, whose comments on quite a number of Li’s
poems are either irrelevant or unconvincing. If, for instance, in a certain
poem, the Milky Way, the Cowherd and the Weaving Maid appear, the com-
entators, even if they know that they have not offered a satisfactory inter-
pretation, still assume that the poem in question is a love poem, and that
the Weaving Maid must allude to a young girl whom Li met by the side of a
river and the Cowherd to the poet himself, while the simplest and yet the
most unobstructive way of reading it is to take the Milky Way as the Milky
Way, to take the Weaving Maid as the Weaving Maid—in a word, to call a
spade a spade.”

The goddesses in this small group of poems must not be regarded as
mere allusions to beautiful women. Li Shang-vin does not use allusions in
this small group of poems. On the contrary, he simply tells us some beautiful
love stories based upon Chinese mythology. Let us read his “Stockings”

(g ) first:

I have often heard about Princess Fu’'s stockings

In which she crosses waters as if treading on land.

She would be glad to lend them to Ch’ang-o, I believe,
Who is now treading on the moon’s wheel in late autumn.

EHBCE
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Princess Fu (4 ) has been generally known as the Goddess of the

River Lo, whom Ts’ao Chih { & j&, 192-232) celebrated so much in his
“Ode to the Goddess of the River Lo” ( 3t ). According to Ts’ao
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Chih’s description, the Goddess, in her stockings, could cross the river as if
she were walking on the land. Now it is a night in late autumn. Very chilly.
The poet is very much concerned about Ch’ang-o (#% i , the Goddess of the
Moon): She might catch cold, or her feet might become callous as a result of
treading on the wheel without rest. To the Princess, stockings would be
superfluous, because she might have been most beautiful without them when
making rounds of inspection on the river; in other words, wearing stockings
would be a loss, rather than a gain to the naked beauty of her feet. The poet
might have intended to persuade Princess Fu to present Ch’ang-o with that
pair of stockings; but to his regret, it is something too precious for her to
part with. So he goes on to think: Perhaps it would not be impossible for
Princess Fu to lend them to Ch’ang-o because actually the former does not
need the stockings while the latter is in urgent need of them. When the
Goddess of the Moon wears this pair of stockings, which must be water-
proof and able to protect her from the cold and prevent her from getting
calluses as she treads on the moon’s wheel, she will be most happy. In the
autumn night, on the waves of the River Lo the leaves are falling. Both the
river goddess and the moon goddess are cold and lonely. The poet’s fervent
love, however, would provide them with infinite warmth.

This poem, when interpreted literally (as demonstrated above), leaves
nothing in doubt or inexplicable. Its poetic appeal is simple and direct and
there is no need to search for any allegorical meanings or roundabout
allusions. However, Chinese commentators of the traditional school, general-
ly looking away from mythical literature, would think and do otherwise. For
instance, when commenting upon “Stockings,” Feng Hao (7B # , 1719-1801)
has expressed his opinion that in the T’ang Dynasty it was customary to use
the branches of the cassia as a symbol of passing the examinations, that this
poem must have been written when Li was crossing the River Lo to take an
examination for scholars seeking the degree of chin-shih (¥4 , corres-
ponding to the doctoral degree}, and that Ch’ang-o alludes to the poet
himself. What he says concerning Ch’ang-0’s alluding to the poet himself
makes the poem mazy and unintelligible. It also would be groundless to
suggesi that the poem was written when the poet was crossing the River Lo
to take an examination. On this point James J.Y. Liu has commented as
follows:

Some commentators take the poem as an expression of the poet’s wish to
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pass the examination, for T’ang people sometimes refer to passing the
examination as “plucking the cassia branch.” But since the poet does not
mention the cassia here, this interpretation does not seem plausible.4

I agree with Liu up to this poini, but another suggestion by Liu in the same
commentary seems too far removed from the method of literal interpretation.
He says in a sentence preceding what has just been quoted above: “If the
goddess of the moon again represents a Taoist nun, the speaker is expressing
the wish that she would find some miraculous means to come out and meet
him.” Here I would like to raise a question: If Ch’ang-o represents a Taoist
nun, then how about Princess Fu who plays as important a part as Ch’ang-o
in the same poem? Does she also represenit a Taoist nun? Are there two
Taoist nuns with whom the speaker wishes to have a rendezvous at the same
time? Liu does not say anything about the Princess and this puzzling
question is left unanswered.

The point I want to make here is that Liu, like other commentators of
whom 1 have mentioned just one (Feng Haoc), is trying to degrade the
goddesses, to lower the status of an immortal to that of a mortal, i.e., a Taoist
nun. In my opinion, there is no need to lower the status of a goddess to that
of 2 woman. On the contrary, to raise a woman to the level of a goddess
would be much closer to the poet’s habit of sublimating ordinary persons or
things. However, few of Li’s commentators think as I do. To them,
goddesses are mythological; they are unreal. Therefore, when a goddess
appears in Li’s poems, they think that she must be wearing a mask to hide
her identity and that it is the commentator’s responsibility to pull off this
mask, causing a woman or a Taoist nun, in the flesh, to reveal her real self.
To read Li’s four quatrains in this way would damage the true image of
the goddess and the supernatural atmosphere created by the poet. It would
also destroy the effect of immediacy which a good poem is required to
produce. As in this case, far-fetched allusions just cannot fit into the poem;
thus, they become a hindrance rather than a help to the understanding of
poetry.

Liu, almost as a rule, offers us sound interpretations. But occasionally
he may bring forth a few minor points about which, I think, there is still
room for doubt. This is because he presupposes that (with the poem
“Stockings™ as an example) Princess Fu and Ch’ang-o must not be taken
literally, and that they must be veiled references—in the present case to
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Taoist nuns. Are such views entirely feasible? But prior to this, perhaps one
might have asked another question: What were Taoist nuns really like in
T’ang times? The answer, in fact, has already been given by Liu himself when
he says, “Some Taoist nuns were courtesans in everything but name.”® (A
courtesan in former times was a highly cultured prostitute who could accept
or reject’ the men seeking her company.) Now here is the important point:
Could Ch’ang-o, the Goddess of the Moon, be identified with such an earthly
Taoist nun who most probably was also a courtesan? Could such a courtesan
be a substitute for the poet’s object of adoration in his poetic world? The
answer seems to be in the negative. It may be true that Li has had clandestine
love affairs with Taoist nuns, Sung Hwa-yang ( 5k # [ ) being one of them.
Although it is reasonable to assume that Li loves both Taoist nuns and the
Goddess of the Moon, the two loves should not be viewed from the same
angle or on the same level. Since his “Stockings™ is set'in a heavenly abode,
there should be no intrusion on it by Taoist nuns (or any other pretty girls
who are only earthly women). Goddesses have an ethereal beauty not to be
vied with by girls with human breath.

There are several poems by Li that have special relevance to Taoist
nuns. When such is the case, we cannot but admit that the characters of the
poems are Taoist nuns. This kind of poem can be exemplified by “Wind”

(B):

It hovers around and stirs her hairpins decked
with peacocks;
It brushes against and annoys her girdle
embroidered with mandarin ducks.
Who can let it in and come near the silk sleeping mat,
When the inner chamber is locked at fasting time?

L
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1 will not try to analyze this poem in detail because it is selected here only
to clarify a specific point without reference to our main subject for dis-
cussion, i.e., love between men and goddesses. Even so, the reader can see
at a glance that it has a great deal to do with a Taoist nun. The atmosphere
of the poem, the description of costly head ornaments and fine dresses, and
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most important of all, the word “fasting” ( Z& )—all of these give us enough
hints by which we can form our judgment.

Li’s love for goddesses, just like his love for earthly women or girls,
seems infinite. He not only hopes the goddesses will help each other when
they are in need of help, but he also urges deities of the opposite sexes to
get married, to enjoy the warmth of life instead of suffering from solitude.
This may be illustrated by “To God Kou Mang” ( @ 4] {7 ):

The wedding day is uncertain yet--Spring is afar.

Alas! No vernal things can live through frost.

Would that Kou Mang could take the Dark Maid to wife,
Thus the blooming season would not be damaged so easily.

EEREE LS
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Kou Mang is the god of budding trees, symbolic of early spring. Spring is
welcomed by all; but it is autumn now and the next spring is still far off.
If, however, the God of Spring could marry the Goddess of Frost { & Zr, the
Dark Maid), then the two would be united into one, thus frost would be
melied by the spring sun. This quatrain, a supplementary piece to the first
one, “Stockings,” also shows the poet’s deep concern over the welfare of the
unhappy deities.

The insertion of “To God Kou Mang,” 2 supplementary piece, has
interrupted our discussion of Ch’ang-o. In Li’s poems about goddesses
Ch’ang-o appears most frequently. The reason is not far to seek. The stars
in the sky, however bright, are toc many to be enumerated. If some of them
are lost, it is not a very serious matter. But the moon, being unique,
is something we cannot afford to lose. The stars are her maids, while she is
the queen. Furthermore, as Li is 2 poet with a moonlight temperament, it
is no wonder that he is most deeply attached to her. The poet loves Ch’ang-o
so much that he fears she might catch cold; so in his “Ho-nei Poems”
(¥ ]9 £ — 8 )® appears this line:

Ch’ang-o’s dress is too thin to protect her from the cold.

BB EEE
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In the poem “Ch’ang-0” ( ### ) he fears she might be unable to endure her
loneliness after she has escaped from her husband and fled to the moon:

Ch’ang-o must regret having stolen the elixir,
With a blue sky above and a green sea below, a longing

heart night after night.

RIBEAS R B
BEFRERL’

He appreciates Ch’ang-0’s natural beauty of icy detachment in “‘Autumn
Moon” (K R)

Ch’ang-o [or Heng-o] neither powders her face nor
paints her eyebrows,
She is only too confident of her natural beauty!

neEEe’

In “Written to Match a Poem by the Document Recorder Han, on His Escort-

ing the Court Ladies to Enter the Nunnery” ( FIEBE&HRAE AAE )
there is this line:

And the Moon Goddess, being a widow in heaven, how

could one hope to enjoy her compaﬂionship?

A mEErREt

In “To Someone Far away” (& 3 ) he expresses anxiety for the toiling
goddess:

Ch’ang-o has been pounding the drug without rest.

EmeERD

In “Plum Blossoms at Tze-chih’s Residence, in Chm ch’ang Lane” ( FEE
E = )he asks:

[Moon] Sister, how could you possibly be missing from

the moon?

Amsy
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In “Hibiscus—Two Poems™ ( i 75— )™ he repeats the same question. In
“The Holy Lady’s Temple” (B2 %z ) he feels ill at ease about her absence:

After the Weaving Maid is gone,
Will our [Moon] Sister come back again?

Ef—FH
FhE e 15

Li’s affection for Ch’ang-o has been very strange. Usually he addresses
her as “Ch’ang-0,” which is rather formal. At a moment when he cannot
control his emotion, he would be on much more familiar terms with her,
addressing her simply as “sister.” Such unusual affection of a man for a
goddess may perhaps be explained in terms of deep psychology, and this
young lover infatuated with the Goddess of the Moon may indeed be cailed
a “lunatic” in the etymological sense of the word. Also, the mental state of
this moon-gazer would afford an interesting case to psychic researchers. I
am not a psychologist; but judging from common experience, I think one
can use a little imagination to depict the poet’s psychical love as follows:
He has been away from home and living by himself, and his rendezvous with
his girl friends (presumably some Taoist nuns or court ladies) have already
turned into beautiful memories. One night when he is loitering lonely along
the willow bank, he raises his head, looking at the moon: “Is there anyone
to keep my sister company?” he asks himself. At such a moon-inspired
moment, all earthly or physical love would be nonexistent to him. Keeping
this picture in mind, do you think the poet’s heavenly Ch’ang-o could be
replaced by any earthly woman, like a Taoist nun?

Here is another poem about Ch’ang-o, entitled “Master Fang’s Coral

Powder” { 2 & Wik ):

Invisible now is the shadow of Ch’ang-o,

Who used to tread upon the moon’s wheel,

In the moon, both mortar and pestle le still;
The cassia seeds have been pounded into dust.

TR B
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This poem is not so simple as it looks. The main thing that bewilders the
reader seems to be that the title cannot be easily connected with the four-line
poem itself. James Liu thinks it may be a poem about an abortion. Here,
instead of taking Ch’ang-o simply as a goddess, Liu, as usual, sees in her a
veiled reference to a Taoist nun. A certain Taoist nun has had a love affair
with a young man. Being pregnant, she cannot but have recourse to abortion.
Liu says in his commentary:

It has also been pointed out that “coral powder” was used both as an
elixir of life and as a cure for eye diseases. However, I cannot see what
all this has to do with the actual poem, which is about the goddess of the
moon! It seems to me that the poem is concerned with an abortion. (Cf.
Poem 23, where “coral” probably stands for the fetus.) In plain English,
the poem seems to say, “The Goddess of the Moon [that is, a Taoist nun]
is not to be seen, for she is confined to her chamber, where, with the aid
of some medicine, an unborn child has been reduced to nothing.” The last
line probably contains a pun: the words for “cassia seeds’ (kuei tzu) are
homophonous with those for “precious child,” and, indeed, the same word
tzu is used for both “seed” and “child.””

Liu has offered us a new interpretation, which links the poem to its title and
explains them as a whole, so that we have an opportunity to see a Taoist
nun’s secret life beneath the surface, the most astonishing aspect of her life
being an abortion. However, as I myself in reading this small group of poems
prefer to accept the literal meaning of the text without digging for veiled
references, I am therefore inclined to disagree with Liu and offer an inter-
pretation of my own. Liu has told us that he cannot see what the coral, as
an elixir, has to do with the acutal poem. But, in my opinion, the title, the
text of the poem itself, and Ch’ang-o all have a good deal to do with the
elixir of life.

Beginning with Ch’ang-o we may ask the question, “Why did she
flee to the moon?” It was because she, desirous to be immortal, had stolen
the elixir given to King Yi (J§ 3% ), her husband, by the goddess Hsi Wang
Mu (P5E £ , Queen of the West). Consequently she was afraid that she
might be shot by her infuriated husband, the famous legendary archer. Hsi
Wang Mu must have been displeased at Ch’ang-0’s stealing the elixir from her
husband and, as a punishment, ordered her to pound some medicinal powder
to make up for the elixir she had taken to gain her own selfish ends.
Although myth and legend would have it that it is the hare that has been
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pounding the much coveted powder, according to Li’s own version. it is
Ch’ang-o herself that does the pounding. Heng-o (another name for Ch’ang-
o), says Li, has been pounding the drug without rest. What drug could it be
but a certain kind of elixir? Once this is done, the task assigned her by Hsi
Wang Mu will be accomplished.  The cassia seeds being pounded into dust
does not hint at an abortion, as Liu has suggested. It simply tells us that
Ch’ang-o has pounded the cassia seeds into a dustlike medicinal powder.
(There is a cassia tree in the moon.)!'® A small portion of this powder has
floated down to the earth and it is obtained one way or another by Master
Fang, who calls it coral powder which, when taken for a considerable length
of time, can make mortals live forever.

The ancient conception that taking coral for a long time will result in
longevity can be found in Pen-tszo Shih-yi( 7 EL§53E), edited with
additional notes by Ch’en Tsang-ch’i ( B8 ).” With the help of these
materials we learn that coral can be changed by artificial means into a thick
gold fluid or jade marrow, which, when taken for some length of time, is
said to prevent men and women from dying. Now if the fluid or marrow can
be so effective, then this coral powder, being the main component of the
fluid or marrow, must have almost the same effect. As we know, it is Li’s
habit to consult, in the course of writing, quite a number of reference books
placed in neat order on both sides of him. From this personal habit we have
good reason to gather that he must have read about the miraculous coral,
especially as recorded in such books as Pen Tszo Shih Yi, which was
published in the reign of Hstian Tsung (3% 5%, 712-755), a famous emperor
of the T’ang Dynasty. One evening, Master Fang (presumably a man with
some medical knowledge) came to see Li, showing him some coral powder
he had procured (we do not know how). This must be a very rare kind of
medicinal powder; otherwise, it would not be worth looking at. Lihad long
been preoccupied with thoughts of Ch’ang-0’s ceaseless toil of pounding the
medicinal powder. Now he saw Master Fang’s coral powder: Is this not the
long expected elixir? Yes. The cassia seeds have been pounded into a divine
powder at last. At Fang’s request, Li wrote a poem to celebrate this event.
It happened to be a rainy night. Li raised his head, but the moon was hidden
by the clouds. No shadow of Ch’ang-o appeared. “Where is she? Where to
find her?” Here we are reminded of the following lines (the two lines only)
from Li’s poem “Again Sent in Jest to Jen, the Talented Scholar, After

Writing Two Poems” ( B —. B BEEBRBREET )
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Everytime he searches in the gorge it starts to rain.
Could she be hidden there in the misty moon?

BB BE T
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On such a rare occasion when he was about to send her the congratulary
poem, “Master Fang’s Coral Powder,” he suddenly became aware that even
Ch’ang-0’s shadow was nowhere to be seen; now that her task was done, she
must have left her chilly palace on the moon and floated on the clouds to an
unknown planet. Her disappearance will cause the moon lover to pine away,
and we doubt whether, quite ironically, the powder can cure this strange
lovesickness. Li is at his best when he deals with ironical situations. No
other Chinese poet, I believe, can surpass him in this respect.

The other goddess that Li mentioned time and again is Hsing-o ( 2% ,
Maid of the Milky Way, i.e., the Weaving Maid). In his quatrain “The Voya-
ger,” (#5 % ) he tells us how an unnamed voyager came across the Weaving
Maid by the Milky Way and how on his departure he received a love-token
from her.

The voyager sails upward to the purple clouds in a raft.
Hsing-o stops weaving to inquire where he came from.
Not fearing this might make the Cowherd jealous,

She presents the guest with her loom-supporting stone,

WEFRKE FER
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In Chinese mythology, the Weaving Maid married the Cowherd and they
became stars. But they were separated by the Milky Way, unable to see each
other except on the night of the seventh day of the seventh month each year.
Their yearly reunion was of so short a duration that the mythical couple
missed each other very much. The Weaving Maid resented the long separation
more strongly because she was the more clever, the more sensitive of the two.
Clever as she was, she had to accept what was ordained by Heaven. One day,
when she left her loom and went to the bank of the river (the Milky Way)
to wash silk yarn, she met a stranger from the earth, who told her that
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while searching for the source of the Yellow River he had arrived here by
accident and did not know where he was. “This is the Milky Way,” she told
him. (According to legend, the Yellow River on the earth leads to the Milky
Way in heaven.) The Weaving Maid asked him some personal questions and
then was anxious to know how things were going on the earth. On his
departure she gave him, as a farewell present, a solid stone she used for
supporting her loom. Such a stone meant a lot to the Weaving Maid, for once
the stone was given away, the loom would lose its support. Besides, in doing
this, she ran the risk of arousing her cowherd-husband’s jealousy. However,
since she was extraordinarily ingenious at weaving—-she could weave multi-
colored clouds into clothes for Heaven, called “Heavenly Clothes” (KX & )—
she must aiso have been able to invent a good story, when necessary, to
make unpleasant things smooth.

The aforesaid myth comes from Chi-lin (%€ #k). However, in Chi-lin
nothing is mentioned about the Cowherd’s jealousy, which must be Li’s own
invention. As is often the case, when a poet uses the source of a story, he
may make changes to suit his own purposes—in the present case, Li adds
something new. Concerning the source of the story, there is another thing
worth pointing out. This story has different versions. One version says that
a certain voyager, searching for the source of the Yellow River, arrived
unexpectedly at the Milky Way where he met the Weaving Maid. According
to another version, the voyager was Chang Ch’ien (8%, second century
B.C.) of the Early Han Dynasty, famous for his exploits helping China pacify
the tribes to the west. Li does not accept the second version, for the appear-
ance of Chang Ch'ien, a historic figure, might have destroyed the mythical
atmosphere of the poem, while an unnamed person enhances its mystery or
ambiguity, a distinctive feature of Li’s poetry. As to this unnamed person,
I do notthinkit is necessary to ascertain his identity. Nevertheless, it would
not be entirely pointless to conjecture about what kind of man he is. He
must be an adventurous young man: firstly, it would be unlikely for an old
man to make such a hazardous voyage; secondly, if he were an old man, there
would seem to be no reason for the Cowherd to be jealous of him. Jealousy
may arise from love. From this we may infer that the young voyager must
have won the heart of the lonely Weaving Maid and that an undeclared love
must have been shared by them in the brief hours they spent with
one another. We cannot positively say that this young man is the poet
himself. However, we cannot resist the temptation to hope it might be so.
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In Li’s poems Hsing-o occurs several times. In addition to the two lines from
“The Holy Lady’s Temple” quoted above, there are these lines in “The
Terrace of Yen, Poem 2” ( #5358 —1 ):

May the Milky Way fall into my bosom,
So that Hsing-o would not come and go so often!

EREEE RS
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A final question: why does the poet retain the “loom-supporting
stone” as it appears in the source for his poem? According to Chi-lin, “A
man in search of the source of the River saw a woman washing silk yarn.”
Why does she not give the guest the silk yarn as a present? Maybe the yarn is
still wet and cannot be dried in a short time. But the silk fabric she has
woven may also serve as a farewell present—in fact, it is much softer and
lovelier. Why is it, then, that the last line does not read “She gives the guest
a bolt of silk fabric as a present?” The answer is: the loom-supporting stone
is a symbol of firmness and constancy, while the silk fabric does not have
such a symbolic meaning. Thus this stone, formerly used for supporting her
loom, now becomes a love-token. :

Love between men and goddesses has long been cherished by poets
and prose writers alike. The “Nine Songs” (1K) in Chu Tzu (258%),
the legend of the White Snake, the story of Liu Ch’en ( 2/ &) and Juan Chao
(BrZ8), each of whom married a pretty fairy girl—all these have been
familiar to students of Chinese literature. In English poetry, one is easily
reminded of Keats’ “La Belle Dame Sans Merci,” which tells about a man
falling in love with a fairy lady. There is nothing to be wondered at, then,
if Li should write about this peculiar kind of love when he feels so inspired.

Notes

1. Mythical literature is here used to mean literary works whose subject matter is
based upon mythology -and should be treated as such. A god or goddess,
therefore, has his or her own raison d’étre. When Hamlet says,

(Let Hercules himself do what he may (Hamlet, V. 1. 298), the Hercules he
has in mind is believed by some commentators to be an allusion to Laertes,
Ophelia’s brother, who displays heroics to such an extent that Hamlet compares
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him, not without irony, to Hercules. Read as an allusion, the mythical hero in
the above quoted line has been degraded from god to man and no longer belongs
to mythical literature.

1 do not mean that all of Li's poems should be approached in this way. This
method of literal interpretation is used in connection with a limited group of Li's
poems. There are allusions in quite a number of his other poems and when that

Ais the case, literal interpretation alone will be inadequate.
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[ B HERAT 1, 1977), has briefly touched upon Li Shang-yin’s poetry and the
Chinese myths. This is what he has said: “There are a large amount of Chinese
myths in Li Yi-shan’s [Li Shang-yin's] poetry. However, Li's poetry was not
viewed by former scholars from the angle of mythology; as a result, reading his
poems has been just like reading riddles.” See p. 15. English translation by myself.
YSCC, vol. 6, p. 23. See alsc Tz'u Hai (% ), under the eniry of Pen Ts'ao
(7K %). (Taipei: Chung-hwa Book Company [h#EEF], 1967).

YSCC, wol. 1, p. 24.

YSCC, vol. 3, p. 3.

¥SCC, vol. 5, p. 35.



APPENDIX

Six Poems by Li Shang-yin
Translated by Ch'en Tsu-wen
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Written to Match a Poem by Document Recorder Han,
on His Escorting the Court Ladies to Enter the Nunnery

Messengers have been sent by Heaven to take them back
to the upper world; they cannot choose but obey;
Pairs of maids lead them by the hand to step onto
the shafts of the green jade carriage.
In the Golden Paldce, under the nine-branched chandeliers
they will be granted an audience by the Supreme Deity;
Among the tricolored clouds they will have to resume their places
as attendents at the Jade Tower. '
The Phoenix Girl may go mad because she can never come
back to earth.
And Ch’ang-o, being a widow in the moon, how could one hope to
enjoy her companionship? ’
At such a moment, if a court lady has been in love with Han
the noble youth,
The lovers’ deep regret will never end until their buried bones
turn to ashes.
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Hibiscus — Poern One

Its slender limbs, like the swallow’s, have been hurt by
strong winds;

On its gay flowers have gathered dewdrops, chilly but
beautifully poised.

Now the dark red flowers are fallen in confused heaps:

Should there be tears or smiling?

How could our Sister possibly be missing from the moon?

Ch, Moon, you must reign over the clouds, too!

You goddess whose abode should have been in the Triple
Purity Palace or on the Islands of Immortals,

Why have you forsaken your companions?
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Again Sent in Jest to Jen the Talented Scholar
After Writing Him Two Poems

Red roses, ten feet in height, embrace the green bamboo.

The girl behind the thin silk window doesn’t know that
someone is raising dust walking around the street corner.

Everytime he searches in the gorge it starts to rain.

Could it be someone’s hidden there in the misty moon?

. The girl pretended for the sake of his gold coins not to let
her guest, who came from a distant place, depart.

By sending letters to her, he simply wasted his literary talent.

Though at a distance, he can well imagine how the setting sun
would have shone, as usual, on her boudoir.

Oh, how he envies her dog, Black Dragon, lying by her side
on the brocade mat!
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Plum Blossoms at Tze-chih’s Residence
in Chin-ch’ang Lane

Since when, in the Wu Hall for pretty maids, have their petals
been smoothed as with an iron?

For how many nights, in the Ch’in Terrace, have they sent forth
their perfume as from a fumigator?

Who could have been so skillful as to unreli the light raw silk of
these flowers?

Their fragrance, so rare, must first appeal to the sense of smell.

Sister, how could you possibly be missing from the moon?

Oh, Moon, you must reign over the clouds, too.

With a bottle of wine in front of me, I am aware [ am a wanderer,

A sad-hearted guest, who must part from his host and the flowers.
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Ho-nei Poems

toesd,

Revisiting her empty houaw — Upstairs

The lizard-skin drum is deep and heavy and the clepsydra choked.

The stringed instruments of both the North and the South hav
ceased playing.

Ch’ang-o’s dress is too thin to protect her from the cold.

At night, the Toad looks most beautiful while the autumn moon
shines upon the Milky Way.

The Green Jade City, cold and empty, is permeated with mist.

The soft screens, the heavy blinds, and the golden balustrades

remain.

or all the incense burned to invoke Heaver’s help, the two
immortal princes will not descend.

The weathercock on top of the mast rises straight éowaras the
SOiwd‘y star above.

By the Cassia Woods where a good many hcly herbs grew, as |
remember, .
Cn the sideroad I met her, in 3 jacket, her soft hair on her

temples.

Now, at the doorway I stealthily begin to calculate the length
of time — a thousand springs! —

Wishing to cancel the intercalary vears, and to refain the 29-day
months.

Among the intertwined gardenias and the smartweeds growing
in luxuriance,

I will wait for you, in spite of all the bitterness of the long
separation.

]
g

Rowing in the lake

Sunset at the Suchou gate; the songs of Wu seemed remoter
and remoter.

The sweet smell of the green water-chesinuts pervaded the path



around the small lake.

From the rear stream imperceptibly arose the carp wind.
At the touch of the boat, with its flag waving in the wind, the

lotus stems broke.

“I wish to offer you my whole seif,” she murmured, “yet it may

be too light to be worth having.”

20 A pair of oars for each of us; and the wine — how cool and

refreshing!

“Do not stop singing the ‘Circular Fan’,” I said. “never mind

the impending wind and rain.”

“But this song will break my heart. This song!” she said.
South of the city wall, on a path near the low two-storeyed

building,

Reining my golden-saddled horse, I gazed and gazed at the

Notes

Title

Line 2

Line 4
Line
Line 7

w

Line 9

fragrant grass.

Ho-nei (i ): Li’s ancestral home, in modern Ch'in-yang ( 38 ) district in
Honan province. It seems to me that the two poems were written at Ho-nei.
Hence the title. - However, the incidents of the poems had their settings else-
where: in Kwei (# , modern Kwanghsi province) in the first poem; in Wu
(& , modern Chiang-su) in the second. .
Ch’in (%8): Broadly speaking, the northern part of ancient China. Man ( & ):
The southern part or literally, the barbarian tribes of the South.

The Toad: The spirit of the moon. Scometimes it is associated with Ch’ang-o.
The Green Jade City: A Taoist palace in Heaven,

The two princes: One of them mighi allude to Prince Ch’iao (EF&E), son of
King Ling of the Chou dynasty (&, 571-544 B.C.). Ch'iao became an
immortal and, on that accoun:, was frequently mentioned with reverence
in classic Chinese poetry. It seems difficult, however, to name a second prince
to match the first. Probably two princesses, noi two princes, are alluded to
here. According to some Taoist books, King Ling had many children and two
of them were girls who, under the influence and guidance of their brother
Ch’iao, also became immortals.

Pa Kwei (/\/£): Another name for modern Kwanghsi province, whose
provincial capital is &k, Cassia Woods. Nine (/L) seems to be an indefinite
number, meaning “a good many.” If it is taken as a definite aumber, then
/1. ¥ may mean “a holy herb with nine stems.”
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Line 11

Line 13

Line 14-

Line 17

Line 2%

A thousand springs: This girl friend, an immortal banished- fromn heaven to
earth for such a period of time, has now been. called back to Heaven. But
another thousand years later she wzll redescend thus they wﬂl be able to
meet again.

Both yardenias and smariweeds have a bitter taste.

Suchou: A cityin modern Chingsu provmce ’che ancient state of W

Carp wind: Autumn wind. :

Circular Fan: This alludes o the final- one. of the eight. yueh -fu. (4257 ) qua-
trains entitled “Circular Fan Lover” ([ H), in which the speaker (a girl)

_...5ays. that she is holding a circular fan to cover her face because she is now so

490

“haggard Jooking that she is a»hamed to see her Tover.




