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With ruddy cheeks he has exulted in his looks;
in the years of green spring, he has taken pride in his youth.
He thought he was well-read and skilled in swordsmanship,
and did not bother to study the way of immortals.
Wind and clouds rising, he has fallen behind his times;
months and years have passed right before his eyes.
He can no longer recognize his face in the mirror;
stroking his chest, he pities himself in vain.
He wishes to acquire the essentials of the golden tower,
and to come into possession of the Book of the Jade Lock.1
Nine dragons roam in the Weak Waters,2
eight phoenixes emerge from the drifting mist.
In the morning, picking the alabaster fruit;
in the evening, drinking from the sweet springs.3
Vast and deep, he sees no ground when looking down;4
lightning tears holes in the sky above.
An entire lifetime is but taking one breath,
how can the Central Region be enough space for turning around?

1 The Master of the Golden Tower was a Daoist of Mount Song (in modern
He’nan) who discovered the secret for finding treasures and used it to find minerals for making the elixir of immortality. Liang Emperor Yuan used Golden Tower
as his own appellation and authored a work entitled The Master of the Golden
Tower, in which he mentions the Mount Song Daoist.
2 Daoist deities are said to roam in a carriage hitched with nine dragons. The Weak
Waters is so called because no boat can sail on it; it is said to surround a paradisial
land in the Western Ocean and make it unreachable.
3 Alabaster fruit and sweet springs are both found in the immortals’ land.
4 Lines 11–14 echo “Far Roaming”
in the Lyrics of Chu as well as the Western
Han writer Sima Xiangru’s “Fu on the Great Man”
.
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1 King of Chu refers to Xiao Yi, Liang Emperor Yuan. As governor of Jingzhou, in
the Chu region, for many years before he ascended the throne, he is often figured
as a “King of Chu” in contemporary writings. The Zhanghua Terrace was built
by King Ling of Chu 靈 (d. 529 BCE).
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I loved the Poems and Documents at the age of fifteen;
at twenty, I dusted my cap, and entered service.
The King of Chu received me with kind countenance,
and I went in and out of the Zhanghua Palace.1
Composing rhapsodies, I surpassed Qu Yuan;
in reading I boasted being on a par with the Left Historian.2
Frequently I participated in banquets at the Bright Moon Tower,
at times I attended the sacrifices to the Morning Cloud.3
Climbing hills, I picked purple mushrooms;
sailing on the Yangzi River, I gathered green angelica.
Before the performance of song and dance was completed,
wind and dust darkened the sky.
Wu’s army smashed the bells of nine dragons,
the Qin troops cut away a thousand square leagues of our territory.4
Foxes and rabbits made their home in the ancestral temple,
frost and dew soaked the court.
The jade disk entered the palace of Handan,
2 For Qu Yuan, see note to IX.2a. The Left Historian refers to Yixiang 相 (fl.
510 BCE), an official in the Chu court who was well-read in the ancient canons.
3 Xiao Yi built a large park at Jiangling, the provincial capital of Jiangzhou, when
he was governor; in the park there were a Bright Moon Tower and also a Sunny
Cloud Tower. The Morning Cloud is an allusion to the story that a King of Chu
dreamed of the goddess of the Wu Mountain and had a romantic dalliance with
her; upon departure she said that she would always be around as the morning
cloud and evening rain. A shrine was dedicated to the goddess at the Wu Mountain. This may also be an allusion to a well-known love affair between Xiao Yi
and a local Jingzhou girl who was compared to the goddess and connected to
Sunny Cloud Tower in contemporary poems (see Additional Notes).
4 King Helü of Wu (see note to IX.23) invaded Chu in 506 BCE and captured
the Chu capital, desecrating the former Chu king’s tomb and smashing the bells
(or, according to another source, a cauldron, symbol of the royal power) decorated
with nine dragons. Qin, the powerful regime of the Warring States Period, is
often used to indicate the Western Wei/Northern Zhou in writings of Yan’s contemporaries. The first line of this couplet might refer to either Hou Jing’s capture
of Jiankang or the Western Wei army’s taking of Jiangling.
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1 The priceless jade discovered by Bian He 和 (fl. 700s–670s BCE; see the
second poem below) had been a treasure in the possession of Chu kings, but later
it was owned by the state of Zhao, whose capital was Handan (in modern Hebei).
Zhang Hua 華 (232–300) had a precious sword named Longyuan
(aka
Longquan
); after he died, the sword flew into the river at Xiangcheng (in
modern He’nan) and turned into a dragon. These two lines describe how Yan
Zhitui left the south for the north.
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the sword departed from the waters of Xiangcheng.1
Not able to follow my lord to the grave,
20 I survived, truly a cause for shame.
With sorrow I long for my former capital,
mournfully I think on my prince.
A white-haired man peeking into the bright mirror,
24 I will live out the remaining days of my life in grief.

II
A precious pearl emerges from the eastern region;
a beautiful jade is produced in the southern Jing.2
The Marquis of Sui brings forth my luster;
4 Master Bian enhances my reputation.3
Already “luminosity” is added to its name;
further adorned with the appellation of “nocturnal radiance.”
Dawn and dusk, the dark dragon is startled;
8 a white nimbus appears around it morning and evening.4
One illuminates multiple carriages with its brilliance;

2 Chu was also called Jing or Jing Chu. The precious pearl was from Sui (see the
note below) to the east of the Han River.
3 The Marquis of Sui (in modern Hubei) once saved a snake and was repaid by it
with a precious pearl. Master Bian is Bian He, the man who recognized the
invaluable jade inside an uncut stone and presented it to the Chu king.
4 In a Zhuangzi parable, a precious pearl is said to be guarded by a dark dragon in
a deep ravine. The aura of a jade is likened to a white nimbus by Confucius in
the Record of Rites.
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1 King Hui of Wei 魏
(r. 370–319 BCE) once boasted that he had ten inchlong pearls, each of which could illuminate a number of carriages. King Zhaoxiang of Qin
襄 (r. 306–251) once proposed to the King of Zhao to
exchange fifteen cities for Bian He’s jade.
2 The first line combines two allusions. The first is to an observation in Zhuangzi
that, if someone uses a slingshot to shoot at a wren a thousand yards away, with
the Marquis of Sui’s pearl as pellet, he would be considered insane. The second
is to a well-known story in early sources in which a praying mantis is about to
catch a cicada without being aware that it is itself the target of a wren, nor does
the wren know that it is itself about to be shot down by a human.
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the other is worth more than many cities.1
Yet one often feels sad that the wren should fly up;2
12 and the other always fears being greeted by numinous jiao-dragons.3
How can one be given up for the wren of a thousand yards?
Once damaged, the other will be hard to acquire again.
In the past they were valued by the world;
16 today they receive only scorn.
I wish that they would sink into the mud,
or find a place amidst gravel.
Returning to their genuine essence
by the river or at the foot of a hill,
20 they should hold onto their gentle and lustrous texture
and conceal their light.

3 According to a story in Zhang Hua’s 華 (232–300) Bowu zhi
, Tantai
Ziyu
once carried a precious jade to cross the Yellow River; the River
God wanted the jade, so he sent two jiao-dragons, fearsome mythological aquatic
creatures, to attack the boat. Tantai Ziyu killed the jiao-dragons, but once he
crossed, he threw the jade into the river to show that he was not greedy about
the jade – he just refused to be robbed. The River God, however, returned the
jade to him, perhaps out of embarrassment. After this happened three times, Ziyu
destroyed the jade and left.
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Listening to the autumn cicadas –
the autumn cicadas are found more than one place.
From the Slender Willow in twilight, it soars high;
the moon shines bright over the Tall Poplar at dawn.2
Then and there, autumn sounds arise in disarray,
tumultuously, disrupting and churning one’s thoughts.
A solitary chanting resembles a melodious flute;
vocalizing as a group emulates the tuning of panpipes.
Drifting for a while, its long echo flows on,
always containing the sound of a broken heart.
Hiding in the shade has its pleasure;
drinking dew, it alone remains pure.
How could its short mandible be worth prizing?
Yet it does not feel ashamed of the lightness of its delicate wings.
Shadowed by the praying mantis,
it is particularly hard to spot;
on top of the pole decorated with kingfisher feathers,
it is startled most easily.3
It has always been lingering in the Cassia Park;
now for no reason it tarries in the City of the Southern Dipper.4
The city is the dwelling place of emperor and kings,

1 Yang was the Northern Qi writer Yang Xiuzhi (see note to XVIII.5). Yang’s poem
is no longer extant. See Additional Notes for the circumstances of this poem’s
composition.
2 While “slender willow” and “tall poplar” are trees, they are also place names in
Han-dynasty Chang’an: Slender Willow was where the Western Han general
Zhou Yafu
(d. 143 BCE) had his military camp, and Tall Poplar was the
name of one of the Han palaces.
3 The praying mantis is here figured as a prey trying to catch the unsuspecting
cicada (see note to “Ancient Theme: Two Poems” II). In a Zhuangzi parable an
old man uses a pole to catch cicadas.
4 The Cassia Park was a park in Wu during the Three Kingdoms Period, here
representing the south. The city of the Southern Dipper refers to Chang’an,
because the northern wall of the city was supposed to be modeled on the shape
of that constellation.
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1 Jin Midi
磾 (d. 134–86 BCE) and Zhang Anshi
(d. 62 BCE) were
Western Han officials whose descendants continued to occupy prominent positions for several generations. The Xu and Shi families were imperial in-laws: Xu
Pingjun
(88–71 BCE), the consort of Han Emperor Xuan
(r. 73–
49 BCE) was from the Xu family; Emperor Xuan’s grandmother was a Shi. The
phrase “Jin, Zhang, Xu, and Shi” is used to refer to the rich and powerful families
in the capital.
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20 and of the families of Jin, Zhang, Xu, and Shi.1

Their power and influence are as hot as boiling water;
their aims and airs stir up clamor in the marketplace.
The gleam of their swords speeds past like a shooting star;
24 from the colors of their horses, floating clouds arise.
In cauldrons and on platters display
the meat of dragons and phoenixes;
metal bells and stone chimes
perform a harmony of the gong and zhi tones.
The land within the Pass is filled with the likes of Ji Xin;
28 to the west of the Pass, a rich store of Confuciuses.2
Why bother using the Lord of Yu’s state-defending minister?
Who’d be fond of the persuader in the court of the King of Han?3
Ruddy cheeks were once like spring flowers;
32 but in an instant pale temple-hair turns into autumnal flecks of
white.
The intestines have their limit:
how could they be made into turning wheels?4

2 “Within the Pass” generally refers to the region to the west of the Hangu Pass
(in modern He’nan) that was the former territory of the state of Qin; “to the
west of the Pass” is the region to the west of the Hangu Pass or the Tong Pass
(in modern Shaanxi). Ji Xin, the younger brother of Ji Bu (see note to
XII.9), was a chivalrous figure widely admired by people “within the Pass.” Yang
Zhen (see XVII.27), the learned Eastern Han scholar, was called by his contemporaries “the Confucius to the west of the Pass”
. This couplet says that
the regime of the Northern Zhou has many talented ministers.
3 The state-defending minister of the Lord of Yu refers to Gong Zhiqi (see note to
VII.3). The persuader in the court of the King of Han refers to the famous
Warring States strategist Su Qin (see note to VIII.25), who talked King Xuan of
Han
(d. 312 BCE) into forming an alliance with the other states against
Qin. Here Gong Zhiqi and Su Qin are figures for the Northern Qi courtiers.
Yan Zhitui is saying that the Northern Zhou has its own talented ministers and
will not use the services of the courtiers from Qi.
4 “Intestines like turned wheels” is a figurative phrase indicating an intensely distressed state.
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Passing by Dizhu at Night on the Way from Zhou
to Qi 1
The man-at-arms does not treat hardship lightly,
under the night’s cover he leaves Xiaopingjin.2
The color of my horse bewilders the officer at the pass;
4 at roosters’ crow, the solders on the frontier rise.3
Dew refreshes the radiance of my patterned sword,
moonlight gleams on the precious blade.
If you ask me where I am going –
8 I will go to Beihai and seek Sun Bin.4

1 Dizhu or the Whetstone Pillar was the name of a large pillar-like rock formation
in the current of the Yellow River (in modern He’nan); it no longer exists. This
poem was supposedly written in 556 when Yan Zhitui fled from the Northern
Zhou to the Northern Qi, hoping to eventually return to the south via Qi (see
the Introduction as well as his rhapsody, ll.239–240).
2 Xiaopingjin was an Eastern Han pass fording over the Yellow River (in modern
He’nan).
3 Gongsun Long 公孫 , the third-century BCE “terminologist” (see note to
XVIII.2) who famously posited that “a white horse is not a horse,” was blocked
by the officer at the pass for not having his papers with him. Tian Wen
(d.
279 BCE) or the Lord of Mengchang 嘗 , aristocrat and statesman of the
state of Qi, escaped from Qin in 299 BCE, but when he got to the Hangu Pass,
he found that the gates would not open until cockcrow. One of his retainers
simulated cockcrow and the gates were opened, and Tian Wen successfully fled.
4 Sun Bin of Beihai (in modern Shandong) is Sun Binshi 孫
(fl. second century), shortened for the sake of line length and rhyming. Also known as Sun
Song, he saved the scholar Zhao Qi who was fleeing arrest (see note to XII.9).
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1 The title, “viewing my life,” is from the “Viewing” (guan ) hexagram in the
Classic of Changes: “Here the viewing is of my own life: a noble man will be
without misfortune”
,
.
2 The floating clarity refers to heaven and the sunken depths, the earth.
3 The “various Xia states” refers to the states in the Central Plains enfeoffed by the
Zhou. Yi and Di respectively refer to the eastern and northern tribal people, a
term indicating “barbarians.” The Five Emperors are mythical rulers in high antiquity and there are various groupings. The Three Kings are the founders of the
Xia, Shang, and Zhou dynasties.
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I look up at the vastness of the floating clarity,
then look down at the massiveness of the sunken depths.2
After the birth of the folk, teachings were established,
and territories were divided, presided over by shepherding officers.
Within were the various Xia states; without, Yi and Di barbarians;
time rushed for the Five Emperors, and raced for the Three Kings.3
The great Way lies concealed day by day;
the tradition of the Lesser Odes is damaged and lost.4
One laments the wayward behavior of King Wu of Zhao,
and is amazed by the inauspicious actions of Han Emperor Ling.5
The yak-tail banner toyed with the Golden Tripods;
the house of Sima lost its bag of pearls.6
The region between the Chan and Jian Rivers had turned into desert;
the divine Hua realm was reduced to the wasteland of the Dragon
City.7
Thereupon my Lord and King moved east;
thereupon my ancestor soared to the south.8
4 The Lesser Odes from the Classic of Poetry represents the elegant music of the
Zhou; the damage and neglect of its tradition signify the loss of moral orthodoxy.
5 King Wu of Zhao is also known as King Wuling of Zhao
靈 (r. 325–299
BCE). He had advocated wearing Hu/Tatar-style clothes that were convenient for
practicing horsemanship and archery. Han Emperor Ling (r. 168–189) loved Hu/
Tatar fashion, furniture, and music. These were considered omens for Hu invasion of Chinese land.
6 The yak-tail banner constellation is the Pleiades, which is supposed to govern the
region of the nomadic Xiongnu (see XVI.7). It represents the Hu barbarians. The
Golden Tripods are the nine tripods symbolizing dynastic rule and power, created
in the Xia dynasty and passed down. Dianwu is a word puzzle whose answer is
Sima, the surname of the Jin royal house. The pearls are the Five Planets (Venus,
Jupiter, Mercury, Mars, and Saturn); losing the pearls refers to the loss of control
over the regular movement of the stars and hence the loss of political legitimacy
and domination.
7 The region between the Chan and Jian Rivers was Luoyang, the capital of the
Western Jin. The Dragon City was where the Xiongnu made sacrifices to heaven.
8 My Lord and King refers to Sima Rui 司
, Jin Emperor Yuan
(r. 317–
323), aka Zhongzong (see Yan Zhitui’s original note below), who founded the
Eastern Jin. Yan Zhitui’s ninth-generation progenitor, Yan Han, had moved south
with Sima Rui in 307 (see Introduction).
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1 Langye (in modern Shandong) was the fief of Sima Rui before he ascended the
throne. It was Yan Zhitui’s ancestral home.
2 Jinling was the old name of Jianye, changed to Jiankang in the Eastern Jin.
3 Medlar and catalpa are trees of fine timber, a metaphor for talented men.
4 Yang Zhen (see XVII.27) once said he wanted to pass on “purity and integrity”
to his descendants as his legacy.

Rhapsody on Viewing My Life

465

Jin Zhongzong crossed the Yangzi River to the south as the Prince of
Langye. I, Zhitui, am originally from Langye; therefore I address him as
“my Lord and King.”1

After leaving behind the relocation from Langye,
we settled at Jinling, still observing our old family practices.2
Fine plumed trappings were set up at the new metropolis,
20 medlar and catalpa were planted in the river land.3
The legacy of purity and integrity was transmitted without cease,
the family never became forgetful in preserving laws and measures.4
My insignificant self is of the ninth generation,
24 by now our family’s fragrant reputation, passed on through the ages,
has declined.
If you ask me wherein my misfortune lies –
it dates from the time when heaven grew weary of the Liang.
The emperor nurtured the winged tiger,5
Liang Emperor Wu took in the refugee Hou Jing, who offered his
service.6 This became the foundation for rebellion and insurrection.7
28 and adopted as his own son the savage wolf with a greedy heart.
Emperor Wu had adopted Zhengde, son of the Prince of Linchuan, as his
heir. After Prince Zhaoming was born, Zhengde was returned to his own
family. He was enfeoffed as the Prince of Linhe as a special honor, but he
still harbored resentment. He had once capitulated to the north, and after
returning to the south, he stored wealth and kept retainers with
traitorous intentions.8

5 The text reads “winged beast” fei shou, presumably changed by a Tang editor or
copyist from “winged tiger” (fei hu
), an established phrase, to avoid the
taboo name of the father of the Tang founding emperor.
6 For my translation of the phrase shou qi ming 授
, see Additional Notes.
7 Hou Jing’s capitulation was accepted in 547; he rebelled in 548.
8 Xiao Zhengde (d. 549) was a son of Emperor Wu’s brother Xiao Hong
(Prince of Linchuan, 473–526). Emperor Wu, sonless for a long time, had adopted Zhengde as heir. After the birth of his eldest son, Prince Zhaoming (Xiao
Tong
, 501–531), he disowned Zhengde. Zhengde fled to the Northern Wei
in 525 but returned to Liang in 526; he was pardoned and his title restored. He
was made the Commandery Prince
of Linhe in 532.
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1 The Solemn Screens are walls within the palace complex, so named because a
minister is supposed to act solemnly when getting close to the ruler. Trouble
within the Solemn Screens refers to internal trouble.
2 Xinlin was to the southwest of Jiankang. The Palace City or Taicheng was the
imperial palace complex within the capital. Xiao Zhengde conspired with Hou
Jing and enabled Hou Jing’s army to cross the Qinhuai River and besiege the
Palace City for nearly five months. Hou Jing declared Zhengde the emperor, but
once the Palace City fell, Hou Jing deposed him and finally executed him.
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First calamity was invited from afar;
then trouble ensued within the Solemn Screens.1
Zhengde asked to wage battle with Hou Jing. When he advanced to
Xinlin, he rebelled and surrendered to Hou Jing. Jing established him as
the lord and proceeded to attack the Palace City.2

Though the border was drawn ten thousand leagues away,
32 now with a little skiff one could cross over.3

Long halberds were pointed to the golden towers;
on the King’s Highway cross-bows were drawn with feet.
More than one hundred thousand troops came to the emperor’s rescue,
36 but none could loosen the hold over the throat.
Alas, the upright generals and ministers
all bowed to those curs and goats.
After the fall of the Palace City, all rescue armies inquired after the Two
Palaces and paid respects to Hou Jing.4

Soon after, the Martial Emperor had had enough of the world,5
40 the white sun was eclipsed and lost its brilliance.
He had enjoyed the throne for fifty years;
why must the end be in such disgrace?6

3 A little skiff is literally “a bundle of reeds.” The lines, “Who said the Yellow River
is wide? / On a bundle of reeds one can cross it,” are from the Classic of Poetry.
It was used by Cao Pi, Wei Emperor Wen (see note to X), to refer to the Yangzi
River once. Yan Zhitui may be using this allusion to also refer to the Qinhuai
River, which Hou Jing crossed with Xiao Zhengde’s help (see above).
4 That is, the rescue armies accepted their defeat. The Two Palaces refer to Emperor
Wu and the Crown Prince, Xiao Gang.
5 Emperor Wu’s posthumous title, wu, means martial.
6 Emperor Wu ruled from 502 to 549, nearly fifty years. He died soon after Hou
Jing captured the Palace City.
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1 Xiao Gang the Crown Prince succeeded to Emperor Wu but was completely
under Hou Jing’s control.
2 The Yangzi River and the Xiang River (in Hu’nan) represent the south.
3 “Those wearing lapels on the left” refers to the non-Han peoples.
4 In the Analects Confucius had said of Guan Zhong, the famous Qi statesman of
the Spring and Autumn Period, “Were it not for Guan Zhong, I would have had
unbound hair and worn my lapels on the left.”
5 This quotation is from a poem in the “Greater Odes” section of the Classic of
Poetry.

Rhapsody on Viewing My Life

469

The successor monarch yielded to the great evildoer,
44 ever anxious and fearful, as if having thorns in his back.1

The Eastern Jin had sought a shelter from catastrophe,
and lodged the rites and music at the Yangzi and Xiang rivers.2
Since then, it had been nearly three hundred years,
48 and those wearing lapels on the left had spread to all sides.3
Chanting about suffering from the barbarians,
I heaved long sighs;
I recited “Were it not for Guan [Zhong],”
which only increased my sadness.4
Emperor Shizu “rose majestic in his wrath,”5
52 upholding the great principle by the Ju and Zhang Rivers.6
At the time Emperor Xiaoyuan was the Governor of Jingzhou.

He issued forth rhinoceros chain-mail and crane’s-knee lances,
and established the fleet of Flying Cloud and Yuhuang warships.
To the north he summoned troops from the bends of the Han River;
56 to the south he asked for provisions from Hengyang.7
The [Commandery] Prince of Hedong, Yu, who was then Governor of
Xiangzhou, and the [Commandery] Prince of Yueyang, Cha, who was
then Governor of Yongzhou, were both under the military command of
Jingzhou.8

6 Shizu was the temple name of Xiao Yi, Emperor Yuan/Xianyuan. “Ju and Zhang
Rivers” refers to the region of Chu.
7 The Han River flows through Xiangyang 襄 (in modern Hubei), the seat of
Yongzhou or Yong prefecture. Hengyang commandery was part of Xiangzhou or
Xiang prefecture and is in modern Hu’nan. The former was the territory of Xiao
Cha and the latter, that of Xiao Yu (see below).
8 Xiao Yu (519–550), Commandery Prince of Hedong, was the second son of Xiao
Tong, the Crown Prince Zhaoming. Xiao Cha (519–562), Commandery Prince
of Yueyang, was the third son of Xiao Tong, and later with the support of the
Western Wei, became the ruler of the Later Liang (Emperor Xuan
, r. 555–
562). Xiao Yi had requested troops from Xiao Yu and provisions from Xiao Cha
to help suppress Hou Jing’s rebellion.
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1 This couplet and the original note narrate how after Xiao Tong’s death in 531
Emperor Wu had decided to designate Xiao Gang, the Prince of Jin’an, as heir,
rather than Xiao Tong’s eldest son, Xiao Huan (510–541). Xiao Huan was enfeoffed as Commandery Prince of Yuzhang instead (see ll. 59–60 and the original
note).
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In the past, when the resident of the Chenghua Palace
became a guest of the heavenly god,
in truth it was his younger brother who succeeded him.
After Crown Prince Zhaoming died, the Prince of Jin’an was made heir
apparent.1

The imperial grandson had lost the emperor’s favor,
60 and sadly was not chosen for the throne.
Emperor Wu’s eldest grandson, Huan, was sent to the provinces as
[Commandery] Prince of Yuzhang and subsequently passed away.

Taking advantage of the hardships on the King’s Way,
they each sought for private profit at the capital city:
Xiangyang refused to match the bronze tally,
64 and Changsha begrudged the precious grain.2
[The Commendary Princes of ] Hedong [Xiao Yu] and Yueyang [Xiao
Cha] were both sons of Prince Zhaoming.

They all rushed to fight among themselves in their territories,
how could they have time to accomplish the great deed?3
A son was destroyed, and a nephew was assaulted;
68 the elder brother was besieged, and the uncle was attacked.4
Chu climbed over the city wall in the evening;
Du turned halberd around, and surrendered at night.

2 Xiao Yu (of Changsha) and Xiao Cha (of Xiangyang) defied Xiao Yi’s orders and
refused to send him troops and provisions (see the above note to ll. 55–56).
3 The great deed refers to the annihilation of Hou Jing. Only after Xiao Yi defeated
and killed Xiao Yu in early 550 (see below) did he launch a formal campaign
against Hou Jing.
4 This and the following three couplets lament the infighting among the members
of the Liang royal family. The author’s original note explains the references to
son (Xiao Fangdeng), nephew (Xiao Yu), elder brother (Xiao Yu), and uncle (Xiao
Yi).
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1 Xiao Fangdeng is mentioned several times in Yan Zhutui’s Family Instructions (see
VI.47, IX.30, XIX.7).
2 Bao Quan (d. 552) was unable to defeat Xiao Yu. Later Wang Sengbian (see II.5)
was sent to take over the command of the army.
3 This happened in the autumn of 549. Du An (d. 549) was a general under Xiao
Cha’s command. Later that year, however, Du An was captured by Xiao Cha who
had him executed.
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Because [the Commandery Prince of ] Hedong did not provide warships,
Emperor Xiaoyuan sent his son and heir, Fangdeng, to replace him as
governor of Xiangzhou.1 When the heir’s army arrived, Hedong did not
have time to mount a defense. Trusting the council of his crooked
advisors and coveting Hedong’s women and wealth, the heir planned to
launch an attack. Hedong became desperate and fought back, and the
heir was killed. Emperor Xiaoyuan was so enraged that he sent Bao Quan
to besiege Hedong.2 Subsequently [the Commandery Prince of ] Yueyang
declared he would go on a great hunting trip, leading his army to attack
Jingzhou in hope of lifting the siege of Xiangzhou. At the time, Du An
of Xiangyang and his brothers resented that they were being coerced and
had not been told the truth, nor did they approve of this campaign, so
they surrendered to Xiaoyuan with eight thousand soldiers in the middle
of the night.3 Thereupon Yueyang fled. Chu Xianzu on the staff of
Hedong went to join Yueyang, and Xiangzhou fell.4

When a stranger on the road draws his bow, one can face it with a
smile;
72 but when assailed by one’s own flesh and blood, one weeps.
This had once deeply troubled the Duke of Zhou;
this had given rise to Emperor Xiaowu’s remorse, but too late.5
At the time the affairs at the military headquarters were numerous,
76 I was, by error, selected from the crowd.

Before reaching the age of capping, I already entered service;
having just “taken off the shoes,” I joined the army.6
At the time I was nineteen sui. My first appointment was the Right
Attendant of the princedom of Xiangdong. Later, I was additionally
appointed Adjutant of the Defender-general of the West in the Section of
Justice due to military merit.7
4 Xiangzhou fell to Wang Sengbian in early 550 and Xiao Yu was killed. Nothing
else is known about Chu Xianzu. His betrayal of Xiao Yu, described as climbing
over the city wall at night (to flee), is clearly believed by Yan Zhitui to have led
to the fall of Xiangzhou.
5 King Wu of Zhou’s brothers, Guanshu
and Caishu
, plotted a rebellion; another brother, the Duke of Zhou, campaigned against them, had Guanshu
killed and Caishu exiled. Xiaowu refers to Han Emperor Wu, whose heir was
slandered and forced to commit suicide; later the emperor realized the son’s innocence and regretted.
6 A courtier must take off his shoes when entering the palace to see the ruler.
7 Xiao Yi was Prince of Xiangdong. He was made Defender-of-the-West General
in 547.
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1 Line 80 is missing and the text of the original note is corrupt. According to the
Zuo Tradition, Wang Qi was a young boy loved by a nobleman of Lu. They both
died in battle. Confucius approved of Wang Qi being given the burial of a grown
man because he was able to defend the state.
2 This with more than a hint of criticism refers to the fact that Xiao Yi did not
launch the campaign against Hou Jing until he first defeated his nephew Xiao
Yu. Xiao Cha was driven to seek aid from the Western Wei to attack Xiao Yi.
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It was not that I was able to defend the state,
80 ….
the young boy Wang Qi.1

I was merely keeping records in the court;
rarely could I function as a worthy aide in wind and clouds.
Only after the King of Jing secured his hegemony
84 did he begin to eradicate shame and take vengeance.2

His naval fleet camped at Wuchang,
and the Protector General was stationed at the ford of the Xia River.3
At the time Xu Wensheng, Governor of Xuzhou, was put in charge of
an army of 20,000 solders at Wuchang’s Luzhou to repel Ren Yue, Hou
Jing’s general.4 The Marquis of Suining, Fangzhu, who was the second
son, was made heir apparent, and was also appointed Capital Protector
General and governor of Yingzhou in order to enhance the repute and
status of the resistance forces.5

Filling a position among the many worthy gentlemen,
88 I found myself in the overflowing ranks of military advisers.

In assisting and sheltering, I was put to shame by the Four Whiteheads,
I did no more than partake in the conversations of the Six Friends.6

3 Wuchang is in modern Hubei. The Xia River joins the Yangzi River near Wuchang.
4 Xu Wensheng (d. 551) was governor of Qinzhou 州. Xuzhou is either an
original mistake or a copyist error.
5 Xiao Fangzhu (537–552) was Xiao Yi’s second son, half-brother of Xiao Fangdeng.
6 The Four White-heads were the four elders who served as guardians of Liu Bang’s
eldest son, Liu Ying
, later Han Emperor Hui
(r. 194–188 BCE).
The “Six Friends” were the six tutors selected for the Crown Prince in the last
years of the Western Jin.
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1 This is the advice given to someone who was going to be a tutor to the heir
apparent of the domain of Wei in Zhuangzi.
2 This couplet says that Xiao Fangzhu had led a privileged and sheltered life, never
having been exposed to any danger growing up. Line 94 derives from a saying,
“The son of a family with a thousand gold pieces does not sit under the eaves
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At the time I was promoted to Adjutant of the Protector General in the
Section for Outer Troops, and placed in charge of secretarial matters.
Together with Wen Gui, Liu Minying, and others, I attended the heir
apparent.

Though “affable in appearance and agreeable in heart,”
92 I did not take delight in it.1

The heir apparent was born precious in the deep palace,
not to mention “sitting under the eaves” or “leaning against the railing.”2
He desired to be sincere and earnest to inspire his people,
96 seeking to establish a noble reputation at a tender age.
At the time, the Protector General was fifteen sui.

Alas, in widely seeking out counselors, he did not consider their
capacities;
instead he employed men whose fame was as empty as a drawing on
the ground.
He delegated military defense to a civil officer,
He made Yu Yu the Constable of Yingzhou in charge of city defense.
100 and entrusted army affairs to a Ru scholar.3
He appointed Bao Quan as the Executive Director of Yingzhou in charge
of the prefectural headquarters.

They suffered the sudden strike of the “White Water” bandits,
and were caught up in the burning of the city by “fiery tongues.”4
Yet, they behaved like a Wang Ningzhi, who faced the rebels and did
nothing,
and the son of a family of a hundred gold pieces does not lean against the railing.”
Sitting under the eaves and leaning against a railing refer to risky situations (tiles
might fall and railings might collapse). Another interpretation of
is to ride
on the shaft of a chariot (and to be in danger of falling off ).
3 Yu Yu was the author of a work entitled Essentials of Food 要 commissioned
by Xiao Yi. Bao Quan was a scholar of the classics and a poet. Yu Yu, Bao Quan,
and Xiao Fangzhu were all captured by Hou Jing’s general Song Zixian
(d. 551). Yu and Bao were killed and their bodies dumped into the Yangzi River;
Xiao Fangzhu was killed by Hou Jing in 552.
4 The “White Water bandits” refers to the rebels in Baibo (in modern Shanxi) at
the end of the Eastern Han. Fiery tongues’ burning of a city is a figure for
slandering, from the Western Han writer Yang Xiong’s Taixuan jing
.
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1 Wang Ning is Wang Ningzhi 凝 (d. 399), son of the famous calligrapher
Wang Xizhi and administrator of Kuaiji (in modern Zhejiang). When Sun En’s
孫 (d. 402) rebel army attacked the city, he did nothing but pray to the Daoist
gods and was killed when the city fell. Xiang Xu (d. 184) was an eccentric scholar.
During the Yellow Turban Uprising, he suggested reciting the Classic of Filial
Piety to the rebel troops and believed that they would then disband on their own.
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104 or like a Xiang Xu, who confronted the enemy by folding his hands,1
Ren Yue was trapped by Xu Wensheng, and Hou Jing himself went
upriver to his rescue. His warships were dilapidated and leaky, his soldiers
hungry and tired, and they lost several battles. Thereupon Hou Jing
ordered Song Zixian and Ren Yue to take their troops to Yingzhou by
land and launch a sneak attack. Yu Yu had made no preparations and lost
the city to the rebels.

There was none who was not transformed into a gibbon or a crane;
all, as a result of their own doing, had their heads cut off, and their
brains dashed out.2
Before the rebel forces cast their sideways glance at Zhugong,
108 they first wreaked havoc through the Underwater Tunnel.3
Hou Jing was going to attack Jingzhou by way of Baling.4

I admire the Duke of Yongning who coiled like a dragon,
Wang Sengbian, the Duke of Yongning, was in command at the city of
Baling. He was good at defending the city and Jing could not advance.

I marvel at the Protector General who swept the rebels like lightning.5
Lu Fahe, Protector General, defeated Ren Yue at Chiting Lake. Jing
retreated and fled, and his army fell apart.

The fleeing rebels indulged in spreading their leftover poison,
112 their prisoners’ bodies were turned into fertilizer of wild plants.

Fortunately there was no Former Ruler to urge my execution,
instead I had a Lord of Teng who preserved my life.6

2 This couplet alludes to the violent end of Xiao Fangzhu, Yu Yu, and Bao Quan.
By order of one of Hou Jing’s generals, Yu Yu and Bao Quan had their heads
smashed by a huge rock. “Transformation into gibbon or crane” is an allusion to
the story that after King Mu of Zhou’s failed campaign, the officers turned into
gibbons or cranes and the soldiers into sand or insects.
3 Zhugong was the name of an old Chu palace in Jingzhou. Here it indicates Xiao
Yi’s Jingzhou headquarters, Jiangling. An Underwater Tunnel was said to exist at
Baling beneath the Dongting Lake.
4 Baling is in modern Hu’nan.
5 Wang Sengbian: see II.5. Lu Fahe: see XIX.8.
6 The Former Ruler refers to Liu Bei
(161–223), who had urged Cao Cao
to kill the captured general Lü Bu
(d. 199). The Lord of Teng was Xiahou
Ying 夏 嬰 (d. 172 BCE); he saved Han Xin
(d. 196 BCE) from execution, who was to play a crucial role in the founding of the Western Han.
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1 It was believed that the souls of the dead would go to the underworld at Mount
Tai.
2 Taking off one’s clothing to be executed was a phrase that also appears in other
sources (see Additional Notes). This practice was perhaps designed to make it
easier for the executioner.
3 Abandoning or casting away one’s armor means being defeated. Having suffered
defeat at Baling, Hou Jing returned to Jiankang in the autumn of 551.
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I was a captive in Hou Jing’s army and was supposed to be executed.
Wang Ze, the Director of Hou Jing’s Branch Department of State Affairs,
with whom I had had no prior acquaintance, intervened on my behalf
more than once. Thus I was able to escape death, and was taken back to
the capital as a prisoner.

From the register of ghosts at Mount Tai my name was taken off,
116 my soul was summoned back from the gray heavens.1
At the time I had already taken off my robe [i.e., getting ready to die],
but was saved at the last minute.2

I owed to that man my second life,
I am grateful to him till the end of my days.
The rebel [Hou Jing] abandoned his armor and returned,
120 the vultures and kites wantonly used their beaks and claws.3

Augmenting his borrowed power, he committed regicide,
and ascended heaven by treading on fog.4
This only sped up their collapse in a matter of four months,
124 How could he have achieved “hearing the Way” for ten years?
After the fall of the Palace City, Liang Emperor Wu once said with a sigh
while sitting alone: “The graphs of Hou Jing’s name can be split into ‘a
small man being emperor for one hundred days.” Hou Jing usurped the
throne on the nineteenth day of the eleventh month in the second year
of Dabao [January 1, 552], and fled from the capital city on the nineteenth day of the third month in the following year [April 28, 552].5 It
came to 120 days. The way of heaven records only the general numbers;
therefore the graphs read “a hundred days.” This couplet states that Hou
Jing and Gongsun Shu both received the number of twelve, but one in
terms of a group of ten days and the other, in terms of years.6

4 After Hou Jing returned to Jiankang, he deposed Xiao Gang, Liang Emperor
Jianwen, and murdered him shortly after. Hou Jing first set another Liang prince
on the throne, but soon deposed him and proclaimed himself emperor (“ascended
heaven”).
5 Dabao was the reign title of Emperor Jianwen.
6 Gongsun Shu (d. 36 CE) was a warlord who established a regime in Shu (in
modern Sichuan). He had a dream in which someone said his rule would last
twelve years. He told his wife upon waking, who replied, “‘If one hears the Way
in the morning, one may die in the evening,’ let alone twelve years!” His wife
cited Confucius’ remark from the Analects.

482

壤
戎
空廛

128

鼖
懸
野

橫
闃

132

或
渡

翦
哀
136

唯
公

干

掩抑

干

1 Di and Rong were names of non-Han tribes, here representing “barbarians.”
2 “Millet Ripe” (“Shuli”) is a poem from the Classic of Poetry that laments the
decline of Zhou. “Sprouting Wheat” (“Maixiu”) was composed by a Shang descendant to lament the ruins of Shang.
3 See Additional Notes for my translation of this line.
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As a captive of the Di tribe on my home soil,
I was brought back, trapped in the ways of the Rong.1
I lamented the millet ripening in the ancestral temple,
128 pained to see sprouting wheat in vacant neighborhoods.2
The great drums lay silent and unstruck,
the majestic bells, destroyed, were suspended no more.
The suburbs were deserted, strewn with bones;
132 townships empty and quiet, no cooking smoke anywhere.
Which of the one hundred clans was still there?3
Of the “caps and sashes” of the Central Plain, those who had crossed the
River with the Jin house amounted to a hundred clans.4 Hence there
were a hundred clan genealogies to the east of the Yangzi River. By now,
however, those in the capital were almost completely destroyed.

All of the imperial princes were terminated.5
There was only Zhaojun’s sorrowful music,
136 and the sad melody of the Commandery Princess.6
Princesses and imperial daughters were dishonored and matched in
marriage [with the rebels].

My heart was heavy when I passed by Changgan;
The old Yan Family Lane was in Changgan.

gazing at Baixia, I was unable to tear myself away.7
From Marquis Jing on down, the graves of all seven generations of my
family were at Baixia.

4 “Caps and sashes” refers to the gentry.
5 Wuzong (“imperial princes”) is literally “five clans,” referring to the descendants
from the sons by the same father and five different mothers, a term used to
designate the descendants of the sons of Han Emperor Jing by five mothers. Hou
Jing had killed most of Xiao Gang’s sons.
6 Wang Zhaojun
(fl. 33–20 BCE) was a Western Han palace lady married
off to the Xiongnu khan. Wengzhu, translated as Commandery Princess, was a
title given to the daughters of imperial princes in the Han. Here it refers to Liu
Xijun 細 (d. 101 BCE), daughter of a Western Han prince, who was married
off to the king of Wusun 孫. The daughters of the Liang royal house were
taken by the rebels. Hou Jing himself married Princess Liyang
公 , Xiao
Gang’s daughter.
7 Changgan was to the south of Jiankang and Baixia, to the northwest.
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1 Mulberry and catalpa are planted about the homestead and remind one of one’s
parents who have planted them.
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Cherishing an intense homesickness that was shared even by swallows
and sparrows,
140 I was moved by lasting longing for my parents that was stirred by the
sight of mulberry and catalpa trees.1
I now understood the feelings of Confucius,
and I found Zhongxuan’s words to be so true.2
The people of the distant land to the west
144 relied on Fangshu to undertake the campaign.3
The Duke of Yongning in his capacity of the Minister of Education was
appointed the Commander-in-chief.

He grasped his singing sword, which roared like thunder;
his virile banners were raised, fluttering like clouds.
For a thousand leagues he pursued the flying birds and running
beasts,
148 after three years they were finally chased down to their nests and lairs.
He slayed Chiyou in the eastern commandery;
and hung Zhizhi’s head on the northern palace tower.4
After Hou Jing was executed, his body was boiled in the marketplace of
Jiankang. People ate up his flesh and even chewed his bones. His head
was sent to Jingzhou, where it was hung in the streets of the capital
Jiangling.5

He offered condolences to the souls of those who died by injustice,
152 and swept clean the weeds overgrowing the imperial mausoleums.

The way of Yin was henceforth resurrected,
and the sacrifice of Xia was no longer neglected.6

2 When Confucius was traveling in the domain of Chen, he expressed homesickness
for his home state of Lu. Zhongxuan is Wang Can (see VIII.19), who described
his longing for home in his famous “Rhapsody on Climbing the Tower”
during his exile in Jingzhou.
3 Fangshu was a worthy minister of King Xuan of Zhou (r. 827–782 BCE) who
undertook campaigns against the barbarian tribes.
4 Chiyou was the mythical tribal leader who fought against the Yellow Emperor,
and later the name became synonymous with an evildoer. Zhizhi was a Xiongnu
khan who attacked the Han and was killed in 36 BCE.
5 Hou Jing’s head was sent to Jiangling on June 18, 552. It had been about three
years since he first rebelled.
6 By Yin (Shang) and Xia dynasties Yan Zhitui refers to the Liang.
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The only regret was that Kunlun had been set ablaze:1
156 the fire extended to the palaces and burned for months.
After Hou Jing fled, the imperial troops, while gleaning wild grain,
accidentally set a fire that burned the palace complex to the ground.

Pointing my oars at the twin Eastern Gates,
I attended upon the five deferrals on the altar.2
I appreciated how we once again were seeing the Han officials,
160 I hastened to join the ruler in whom the Chu people placed their
hope.3
Gathering up my crimson robe,
I presented my speech to the throne;
braving criticism for inadequacy,
I filled in as a Gentleman Attendant at the Palace Gate.4
At the time I was made Gentleman Cavalier Attendant, performing the
duty of Secretary.

Sometimes I collated the texts of the Stone Dyke Tower,5

1 This refers to the saying in the Book of Documents that when the Kunlun is ablaze,
both jade and stone are burned indiscriminately.
2 The Twin Eastern Gates refers to the two eastern gates of the capital Ying of the
state of Chu, here designating Jiangling. Han Emperor Wen (r. 179–157 BCE)
was said to have deferred five times before he agreed to take the throne. When
asked by his ministers to become emperor, Xiao Yi deferred a number of times
before he finally accepted.
3 When Emperor Guangwu (r. 25–57 CE) resurrected the Han rule, the people
of Chang’an were pleased to “once again see the majestic bearings of the Han
officials.”
4 Crimson robe indicates a military office (Wang Liqi 680). Yan Zhitui had served
as adjutant in the Section for Outer Troops in Xiao Fangzhu’s military headquarters; but after he made his way back to Jiangling, he was appointed Gentleman
Cavalier Attendant.
5 The Stone Dyke Tower was the name of an imperial library in the Western Han,
here referring to Emperor Yuan’s book collection.
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1 Zhou Hongzheng: see VIII.17 and VIII.22. Nothing is known about the other
three, although one wonders if Wang Gui and the earlier Wen Gui (see original
note to ll. 88–89) may have been the same person.
2 Wang Bao was the famous writer (see XIX.2). One wonders if Liu Renying could
have been Liu Minying (see original note to ll. 88–89).
3 Yin Buhai (505–589) was a well-known administrator in the Liang court; he was
taken to Chang’an after the fall of Jiangling but was released and sent back south.
After the Sui conquered Chen in 589, his son came from the north to fetch him,
and he died on his way north. Xu Bao (d. 588), also known as Xu Jian 儉,
was Xu Ling’s eldest son and Zhou Hongzheng’s son-in-law.
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The Minister of Education Wang [Sengbian] sent to Jiangling eighty
thousand scrolls from the imperial library. Emperor Yuan ordered to have
them collated and classified, and for each book to have three copies
made: the primary-imperial copy, the secondary-imperial copy, and the
miscellaneous-duplicate copy. Zhou Hongzheng, the director of the
Census Section, Peng Senglang, Gentleman of the Palace Gate, Wang Gui
and Dai Ling, Academicians on Duty in the Secretariat, collated the
Classics.1 Wang Bao, Left Chief Administrator, Zong Huaizheng,
Minister of Personnel, Yan Zhitui, Supernumenary Gentleman Cavalier
Attendant, and Liu Renying, Academician on Duty in the Secretariat,
collated the Histories.2 Yin Buhai, Chief Minister for Law Enforcement,
Wang Xiaoji, Palace Aide to the Censor-in-chief, Deng Jin, Attendant
Gentleman in the Secretariat, and Xu Bao, Gentleman of the Interior in
the Treasury Bureau, collated the Masters.3 Yu Xin, Right General of the
Guards, Wang Gu, Attendant Gentleman in the Secretariat, Zong
Shanye, Instructor of the Prince of Jin’an, and Zhou Que, Academician
on Duty in the Secretariat, collated the Literary Collections.4
164 and often participated in versification on the Boliang Terrace.5

I looked upon myself: this crude small vessel that did not amount to
much
now was bathed in endless billowing waves.
At this juncture there was one
who committed a crime by the Xiao and Xiang Rivers,
That is, Lu Na.6
168 and there was also one

who proclaimed himself king at the Min and Emei Mountains.
That is, the Prince of Wuling.7

4 Yu Xin (513–581) was one of the most famous pre-Tang writers. Wang Gu (513–
575) was the maternal nephew of Liang Emperor Wu. Zhou Que (529–587) was
son of Zhou Hongzhi (500–575) and nephew of Zhou Hongrang (see VI.24).
The Prince of Jin’an was Xiao Fangzhi
(543–558), Emperor Yuan’s ninth
son, but nothing is known about Zong Shanye, who was presumably a member
of the prominent Zong clan of Jiangling.
5 Han Emperor Wu had reputedly composed “linked verse” with his officials on
the Boliang (Cypress Beam) Terrace.
6 Lu Na, the governor of Xiangzhou, rebelled against Emperor Yuan in 552 but
eventually surrendered. The Xiao and Xiang Rivers were in Xiangzhou (in modern Hu’nan).
7 The Prince of Wuling, Xiao Ji (see note to XIX.8), fought with Xiao Yi for the
throne. Min and E are the Min Mountain and the Emei Mountain, both in
Sichuan (Xiao Ji’s fief ).
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1 Literally, repair the Great Grandeur of the eastern capital. The Great Grandeur
is the name of a hexagram in the Classic of Changes, and the image of the hexagram evokes the shape of houses and palaces. In 553, Emperor Yuan had expressed the intention to move the capital back to Jiankang.
2 In 555 BCE, the state of Jin heard Chu was going to attack Jin. The Jin musician
Shi Kuang
said he had sung a northern air and a southern air; the southern
air was weak and had the sound of death, and so he knew the Chu army would
not prevail.
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Once order was restored, we awaited chariot bells to ring like simurghs,
setting out to repair the palaces of the eastern capital.1
The emperor [Emperor Yuan] commanded Huang Wenchao, Chamberlain for the National Treasury, to work on the palaces [at Jiankanag].

We were startled by the second rising of the north air,
172 and grieved by the weakness of the southern song.2
The Qin army subsequently arrived.3

Keeping to the deep moat of a city as strong as metal,
the commander vacillated in the jade enclosure of the crimson
palace.4
Emperor Xiaoyuan was well-versed in yin-yang techniques and military
strategies. When he first heard of the coming of the enemy troops, he
was engaged in the method of suppression.5 After the city was besieged,
however, he would sigh frequently, certain of his defeat.

In vain we had the true way and our troops were honorable;
176 ultimately we failed to withstand the unrighteous army.
Emperor Xiaoyuan made a metal-breaking pact with Prime
Minister Yuwen, who nevertheless destroyed him.6 This was a case of
undertaking an unrighteous campaign.7

A million people were made captives;
several thousand cartloads of books were burned to ashes.8
In all the world under Heaven,

3 The Western Wei invaded and attacked Jiangling in 554.
4 The jade enclosure refers to the headquarters of an army commander.
5 The method of suppression here refers to a sort of black magic that was supposed
to overpower the target of the spell.
6 The metal-breaking pact alludes to the saying, “If two people share the same
heart, the sharpness [brought about by their alliance] will enable them to even
break metal”
. Prime Minister Yuwen refers to Yuwen Tai
泰 (507–556), the real power behind the Western Wei throne.
7 Shichu wuming 出
is literally undertaking a military campaign with no
(right) reason.
8 Emperor Yuan ordered to have his book collection burned on the eve of the fall
of Jiangling. The Western Wei army took numerous people from Jiangling as
captives to Chang’an, and many were made slaves.
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1 In his Account of Wronged Souls
, Yan Zhitui records a heart-breaking story
of a gentry member surnamed Liu who was forced to abandon his young son to
die in snow during the march to Chang’an. The man had already lost his entire
family during the Hou Jing Rebellion, and he begged the Wei commander for
his son’s life in vain. He was so devastated that he fell sick and died shortly after
(Yuanhun zhi 88–89).
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180 this culture of ours was completely lost.
The books of the north were less than one third of those of the south.
After the Liang fell into chaos, the imperial book collection [at Jiankang]
was dispersed and destroyed. Emperor Xiaoyuan gathered the scattered
books, and rebuilt a collection that amounted to over a hundred
thousand scrolls. There had never been a book collection like this in the
historical record. After his defeat, he had the entire collection burned.
Afterward there was no great library left within the four seas.

I pitied the young children – what crime had they?
I commiserated with the elderly and the sick,
who suffered for no reason.
Babies were snatched from their parents’ arms,
abandoned amidst the grass;1
184 adults stumbled and fell on the road, and received scourging.
I was cut to the quick by the cruel fate
unjustly suffered by him who mounted the imperial chariot,2
I was pained by how men and gods
could have committed such appalling deeds.
His body was transported by a crude cart,
with no proper funerary rites;
188 it was placed in a coffin made of plain paulownia wood,
buried hastily among the weeds.3
Even the heartless clouds lingered and hovered;
the wind, harboring bitterness, blew sad and strong.
Jingbo was made to water his oxen in the land of Qin;
192 Ziqing was to tend the flock of sheep by the North Sea.4
For the wife who left behind her bracelet,
her man was distraught by their severance;

2 That is, Emperor Yuan.
3 After Emperor Yuan died, he was not given a proper burial.
4 Jingbo was a grandee of the domain of Yu that was conquered by Jin in 655 BCE.
His story was confused with that of Baili Xi (see XVII.34), another grandee of
Yu, who after Yu’s conquest became a shepherd in Qin. Ziqing is Su Wu (d. 60 BCE),
the faithful Han emissary to Xiongnu, who was detained for nineteen years and
made a shepherd at the North Sea (Lake Baikal).
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1 The wife leaving her bracelet was Madam Wei , wife of a Wang Da
, who
was taken captive by Xianbei invaders in 302/303. She left a letter and her hairpin
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for the son who struck the chime-stone,
his family was entangled in grief.1
I, this humble subject, ashamed by my survival,
196 had no face left for not having died.

Debilitated by illness, I embarked on the journey,
At the time I was suffering from beriberi.

whipping on the lame nag, I entered the pass.
The officials were given feeble donkeys and emaciated horses.

No light [in the ravine] below, as we took one step after another;
200 seeking [clouds] above, as we frequently gathered up our robes.2

I lamented the eternal wandering of the blown tumbleweed;
I regretted that the floating peach-wood puppet would never go home.3
As for the banners carried by the five oxen,
204 the imperial carriage drawn by the nine dragons,4

the gnomon template used for measuring the sun’s shadow,
the astrolabe for calculating the stars –
they were either fashioned and designed by previous sages,
208 or created as standards and precedents by former kings,
but now have all but vanished with the divine cauldrons,
evoking our lasting longing for the immortal bow.5

2
3
4
5

and bracelet for her family when passing through Zhangwutai (in modern Liaoning). The son striking a chime-stone was a slave whose father had died by execution and who was separated from his mother for three years without having seen
her; the story is recorded in Mr. Lü’s Annals (Lüshi chunqiu).
This couplet describes the captives’ journey to Chang’an through mountainous
landscape.
The peach-wood puppet floating on the river is a figure of utter helplessness
(despite its being shaped in human form) from the Intrigues of the Warring States.
The five oxen drawing the imperial carriage carried banners on their backs. The
nine dragons refer to the legendary steeds acquired by Han Emperor Wen.
The “divine cauldrons,” the symbol of imperial power, were said to disappear in
chaotic times and reappear in an age of peace and prosperity. The “immortal
bow” had belonged to the Yellow Emperor; it dropped to the ground when he
ascended to heaven, and courtiers who were unable to follow him clasped the
bow and wept over his departure. These lines speak to the looting and the destruction of the precious objects and paraphernalia of the Liang, symbolic of the power
of the state, and the death of the Liang emperor.
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The customs and teachings of the sixteen states,
212 the land passed down by the seventy generations,1

though separated from my ears and eyes in the past,
were well visualized in the course of my readings.
Yet how different were their people now!
216 Only mountains and waters still retained their old look.
I often thought of withdrawing to the rivers and lakes,
but I feared being caught in traps and nets.2
I listened to the melancholy bamboo flute of the Dai,
220 or to the shrill sound of “Going out the Frontier.”3
Facing the bright moon only increased my sorrow;
even the goblet of sweet ale failed to bring relief.
In the old days, as internal trouble began during the Taiqing era,4
224 Heaven’s Navel had made raids from outside.5

At first they reduced the state to the Huai riverbanks,
then they pressed on the territory to the Yangzi shores.
During the Hou Jing Rebellion, the [Northern] Qi had taken a large part
of Liang’s territory. To the north of the Yangzi and Huai rivers, only
Lujiang, Jinxi, Gaotang, Xincai, Xiyang, and Qichang commanderies
were left. When Emperor Xiaoyuan was defeated, even those
commanderies were all taken, with the Yangzi River now as the boundary
line between the two states.

1 The “sixteen states" were those enfeoffed to the sons of King Wen of Zhou. The
phrase “seventy generations” alludes to the descendants of the legendary emperor
Shennong. The sixteen states and seventy generations indicate the ancient Han
civilization of the Chinese heartland.
2 That is, he longed to withdraw from public service but was afraid being punished
by law.
3 The music of Dai refers to northern music. “Going out the Frontier” is the title
of a Han music piece inspired by Hu/Tatar music.
4 Taiqing is the name of Liang Emperor Wu’s last reign (547–549).
5 The region of Qi (modern Shandong) is referred to as “tian Qi,” a phrase from
the Historian’s Record, which states that Qi is the land corresponding to the navel
(qi) of heaven. Here it is used to refer to the Northern Qi.
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1 Unicorn’s horns are a figure for rare talented people, also members of the nobility.
The “southern gold” is a figure for talented men of the south. This refers to Qi’s
acquisition of many Liang royal family members and courtiers.
2 Ming refers to Xiao Yuanming
明 (d. 556), son of Liang Emperor Wu’s elder
brother, Xiao Yi
(d. 500). He was captured during a failed military campaign
against Qi in 547. After Emperor Yuan’s death, Qi ordered Gao Huan (533–558)
to escort Xiao Yuanming back to be the new Liang emperor in early 555.
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They captured the kind and generous “unicorn’s horns,”
228 they overpowered the outstanding “southern gold.”1

They sent a multitude of troops to escort a ruler,
and five hundred chariots arrived from afar.
Qi sent Gao Huan, the Prince of Shangdang, to lead an army of tens of
thousands to escort Liang’s Marquis of Zhenyang, Ming, back to be the
Liang ruler.2

They returned the music-observing Jizi,
232 and released the zither-strumming Zhong Yi.3
Liang Emperor Wu’s emissaries, Xie Ting and Xu Ling, were able to
return to the south.4 All Liang courtiers were sent back with proper rites.

As I got wind of the news, I secretly perked my ears;
my heart was bent on going home to see the sun again.
I shook the milfoil to divine the portent,
236 and encountered the auspicious “interaction in peace.”
When I heard that the Liang people were allowed to return south,
I planned to flee to Qi. On the new year’s day of the bingzi year
[January 28, 556], I made a divination about the outcome of the
eastward journey. I came across the “Tai” (“Peace”) and “Kan” (“Pit”)
hexagrams. I was delighted, saying to myself, “‘Heaven and earth interact
in peace,’ and then there is the ‘double pits with twofold perils.’ But
‘despite treading [in danger], one does not lose faith.’ This is auspicious.
I only dislike the ‘small going and great coming.’ But the outcome
should be auspicious.”

Like the man who wanted to go to Qin by way of Chu,
so did I seek a path to the south by traveling east.5

3 Jizi or Ji Zha (see note to X.10a), the Wu prince, traveled to Lu; he was treated
with a performance of the music of various states and made insightful comments
about each piece. Zhong Yi was a musician of Chu who became a captive in Jin.
When the lord of Jin asked him to play music, he played his native tunes, and
was permitted to return to his homeland.
4 Xu Ling (507–583) was a famous writer and poet of the Liang. Xie Ting, mayor
of Jiankang, and Xu Ling were sent on a diplomatic mission to the Eastern Wei
in 548. After the Hou Jing Rebellion broke out, they were detained in Qi until
555. Xu Ling later served in the Chen court.
5 Tian Jiu
had wanted to see King Huiwen of Qin
(r. 337–311
BCE) but could not, so he went south to Chu and managed then to become an
emissary to Qin.
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1 The Dragon Gate is a gorge of the Yellow River, with steep cliffs facing each
other like a gateway. Dizhu or the Whetstone Pillar: see note to the poem “Passing
by Dizhu at Night on the Way from Zhou to Qi.”
2 Pingyi is the river god and Yanghou, the god of billows.
3 The Duke of Zhou and the Duke of Shao had divided their fiefs respectively to
the east and west of Shan county (in modern Shaanxi). The “dividing line at
Shan” refers to the Western Wei territory. Heyin, literally the south shore of the
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Taking advantage of the river’s bend at the Dragon Gate,
240 I passed through the twin peaks of Dizhu.1

Pingyi’s wind struck, his thunder roared,
Yanghou’s surf overbore the mountains and sank the valley.2
Like grabbing the turtle’s severed head over the depths,
244 or reaching the river’s bottom and slaying the jiao-dragon,3
in twilight we raised sail from the dividing line at Shan,
at dawn we tied the hawser at Heyin.4
We traveled seven hundred leagues by river and arrived in one night.

Pursuing the lofty air of the whirlwind,
248 I chanted on the journey, relying on faithfulness and constancy.
I encountered bad luck, as the situation changed:
my old state had gone with the “gathered white millet.”5
The ruler was first deposed, then the prime minister put to death;
252 the court was ultimately changed, and the marketplace, transformed.6
After I arrived at Ye, the Chen dynasty was established and the Liang was
terminated, and so I was unable to return to the south.

Thus I was trapped, tarrying by the Zhang River,
feeling endless pity for my life.

Yellow River, is the name of a county in modern He’nan and represents the
Northern Qi territory.
4 The warrior Gu Yezhi
had reputedly killed a gigantic turtle that attacked
Duke Jing of Qi’s (r. 548–490 BCE) horse when they were crossing the Yellow
River. Zhou Chu
(236–297) was said to have killed a man-eating tiger and
a fierce jiao-dragon (perhaps a species of crocodile) in his youth.
5 The people of the state of Qi had sung a song of “gathering the white millet”
and predicting the Tian clan would replace the Jiang house to rule Qi. This refers
to the Liang’s replacement by Chen. Since Qi’s Tian clan was believed to have
descended from the noble house surnamed Chen, the allusion here is particularly
appropriate.
6 Defeated by Qi’s army, Wang Sengbian deposed Emperor Yuan’s son and successor, Xiao Fangzhi, and established Xiao Yuanming as emperor in the summer of
555. Soon afterward, Chen Baxian
(503–559), another Liang general,
attacked and killed Wang Sengbian, deposed Xiao Yuanming, and put Xiao
Fangzhi back on the throne. He forced Xiao Fangzhi to abdicate in 557 and
established the Chen.
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1 In a song sung by Liu Xijun, a Han princess married off to the Wusun, she
wishes to fly home like a yellow swan. The phoenix is selective about its dwelling
place and only perches on the paulownia tree.
2 Lingsi was the courtesy name of Hua Tan 華 (d. 322), a native of Wu. After
Jin’s conquest of Wu, he presented a series of good answers to the civil service
examination questions devised by Jin Emperor Wu
(r. 265–290). Yanxian
was the courtesy name of Gu Rong
(d. 312), another native of Wu who
had served the Western Jin.
3 Shenghua (Flourishing Civilization) was the name of a palace gate in the Eastern
Han; it is mentioned in a memorial presented to the throne in 177 by the scholar
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I was humbled by the roosting yellow swan,
256 and put to shame by the cyan-plumed phoenix’s lofty perch.1

I had not presented the replies of a Lingsi,
yet I usurped the office of a Yanxian.2
We compiled books by the Shenghua Gate,
260 and awaited imperial edicts in the Chongwen Institute.3
During the Wuping era of the Qi, more than thirty men were appointed
Attendees at the Grove of Letters Institute, including Chief Administrator
Yang Xiuzhi, Zu Xiaozheng, and so forth, and I was put in charge.4 After
we compiled the Imperial View at the Xiuwen Hall, the Sequel to the
‘Collection of Literature Arranged by Genre,’ and other works, we would go
to the Jinxian Gate and present them to the throne.5

My hat decorated with sable and cicada, I went into the ranks;
with banners and canopy I took my place among my peers.
At the time, I was promoted to be Gentleman of the Palace Gate, from
Senior Recorder for Comprehensive Duty.

On close terms with the prime minister, an old friend,
My old friend, Chief Administrator Zu, handled the secrets of the state
and relayed the imperial orders.6
264 I felt fortunate that the ruler appreciated me.7

Only because of those nocturnal conversations
I had become the target of envy,

4

5

6
7

Cai Yong (133–192) (see VI.9) advising the emperor to uphold a higher standard
in appointing scholars. Chongwen (Promoting Culture) is the name of an institute for scholars established by Wei Emperor Ming (r. 227–239).
Wuping was the name of the second reign-period (570–577) of the Northern
Qi’s Last Ruler
, Gao Wei
(556–577, r. 565–577). The Grove of
Letters Institute (Wenlin guan) was established in the spring of 573. Yang Xiuzhi:
see XVIII.5. Zu Xiaozheng is featured in several sections in the Family Instructions; see, for instance, VI.19.
The Imperial View at the Xiuwen Hall was a large encyclopedia. The Collection of
Literature Arranged by Genre (Wenzhang liubie) was an influential early anthology
compiled by Zhi Yu
(d. 311); it had a sequel compiled by Kong Ning 甯
(Kong Ningzi 甯 , d. 425), which was different from the one mentioned
here.
This was Zu Xiaozheng.
Wansheng, the ruler, is literally “[the one with] the ten thousand chariots.”
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1 The warlord Cao Cao often spoke with Du Xi
(fl. 196–231) till late at
night, which incited jealousy in Wang Can (see VIII.19). This might also be a
reference to Han Emperor Wen’s late-night conversation with Jia Yi (200–168
BCE). In the latter case, the emperor only spoke with Jia Yi about supernatural
matters, not about state affairs. The Lord of Jingguo
(fl. 341–301 BCE),
prime minister of the state of Qi, gave a hairbrush to his attendant, who was
subsequently considered an important person by others because of his perceived
closeness to the prime minister.
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how could one rely on the gift of a hairbrush?1
I was pierced by slanderous words,
which were like spears and halberds;
268 I became apprehensive about human feelings,
which were more perilous than mountains and waters.2
Thanks to the heavy fur, I was able to overcome cold;
because the firewood was removed, water stopped boiling.
At the time, the military officers detested men of letters. I received
favorable treatment from the emperor, and so was often hurt by slander.
Therefore, when Cui Jishu, the Palace Attendant, and five others were
executed for remonstrating,3 I was almost caught up in tragedy myself on
that day. Some colleagues slandered me to Chief Administrator Zu, who
looked into it and found it to be without basis, and continued to treat
me just as before.

I had provided a swallow’s wing [support] to Emperor Wucheng,
272 and we must trace the Spring Ward to its roots.4

Only arrogance and extravagance were ever cultivated,
and sycophants were employed in service.

2 The remark that the human heart is more perilous than mountains and rivers is
attributed to Confucius in Zhuangzi.
3 Cui Jishu (d. 573), Zhang Diaohu
(519–573), Liu Ti
(525–573),
Feng Xiaoyan 封 琰 (523–573), Pei Ze
, and Guo Zun
remonstrated
with the Last Ruler about his decision to go to Jinyang and were all executed on
the same day in the winter of 573.
4 Emperor Wucheng refers to Gao Zhan
(537–569, r. 561–565). He decided
to abdicate to his son, Gao Wei (the Last Ruler), in the summer of 565. The
Spring Ward, also known as the Spring Palace, is the name of the residence of
the Crown Prince. This couplet and the original note following it offer criticism
not only of the Last Ruler but also of his father, Emperor Wucheng, who did not
set a good example for his son and heir.
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1 Zhicheng is the name of an expensive brocade fabric.
2 Madame Lu was Lu Lingxuan
(d. 576), who had been a wet nurse to
Gao Wei, the Last Ruler. She and her son Luo Tipo (aka Mu Tipo 穆
,
d. 577) became extremely powerful in the last years of Gao Wei’s reign.
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Emperor Wucheng was extravagant. The ladies in his harem, numbering
several hundreds, ate rare delicacies from land and water offered as
tribute; when sated, they would throw the rest of the food into the
latrine. They were all dressed in silk, gauze, brocade, and fine
embroideries decorated with precious jewels; the zhicheng brocade they
used cost 500 cash per section.1 This henceforth became an established
custom in the inner palace. When the Last Ruler was in the Spring
Ward, he put Luo Tipo’s mother, Madame Lu, in charge [of the
household]; he also used He Hongzhen, a Tatar, and others like him as
his attendants.2 Later they all intervened in governance and brought
chaos to the state.

How regrettable that fine nature was influenced like dyed silk,
276 and that inherited blessings were spoiled by the unpolished jade.

When Yiwu was used, good government ensued;
but intimacy with Diya led to chaos.3
When Zu Xiaozheng was in power, court and commons were at peace,
and there was order in state administration and legal matters. Luo Tipo
and his like resented how Zu Xiaozheng controlled them with law, so
they slandered him and sent him into exile. Thereafter imperial
instructions became muddled and deviant, and the state eventually came
to ruin.

Truly the court was indolent and profligate in governance,
280 yet I regret how swiftly it was swept away.

It began at Pingyang, like a fish rotting from within;
then Taiyuan fell, as easily as splitting bamboo.4
After a minor defeat at Jinzhou, the [Last Ruler] abandoned the army
and went to Bingzhou; instead of defending Bingzhou, he further fled to
Ye.5

Indeed the moon had not yet become full again,
3 Yiwu was Guan Zhong (see XVIII.10), the statesman of Qi who helped Duke
Huan of Qi achieve hegemony. In his late years Duke Huan trusted several malevolent courtiers including Diya (better known as Yiya
), the palace chef; they
conspired together and caused the decline of Qi.
4 Pingyang and Taiyuan (known as Jinyang) were both part of Jinzhou or Jin
prefecture (in modern Shanxi).
5 Gao Wei left Bingzhou in the charge of Gao Yanzong (see below) and fled to Ye
on January 17, 577. For the dating of the events in the last months of the
Northern Qi rule, I follow Sima Guang’s (1019–1086) Comprehensive Mirror in
Aid of Governance 治
.
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284 and then….1

When [the capital?]….rose and fell,
I was grieved by the destruction of the ancestral tombs.
Befuddled in recognizing the [right] ruler and evaluating men,
288 the nesting birds vied with one another to select a new roost.2
The Six Steeds stumbled and fell into disorder;
as a thousand officials dispersed in flight.3
There were no cold melons to cure hunger,
292 nor autumn fireflies to illuminate camping at night.4
It was in the last month of winter, so we had none of those things.5

Those sharing the boat turned into foes;
Hu and Yue appeared at the hubs of the imperial chariot.6
How stalwart was the Prince of Ande, fighting one last battle,
296 seeking whatever was left from the blessings of Wen and Wu.7
Corpses were piled up and scattered like weeds;
blood flowing black and yellow in streams.

1 The text is corrupt here and in the next line.
2 Many courtiers, including Mu Tipo, left Gao Wei and surrendered to the Northern Zhou at this juncture.
3 The Six Steeds refers to the emperor’s carriage.
4 The first line alludes to the story that when the King of Wu fled from the King
of Yue’s army, he found a snake melon (also known as snake cucumber) in the
wilds and ate it. In the chaos at the end of the Eastern Han, the “Young Emperor”
Liu Bian 辯 (176–190, r. 189) and his brother were kidnapped by palace
eunuchs and had to travel on foot at night by the light of fireflies.
5 It was the twelfth month of the bingshen year (January 5 to February 3, 577).
6 That is, they became adversaries. This comes from a memorial written by the
Western Han writer Sima Xiangru, in which he urged Han Emperor Wu to stop
hunting expeditions because of the inherent danger of hunting, comparing an
animal attack to Hu and Yue barbarians emerging at the hubs of the imperial
chariot.
7 The Prince of Ande refers to Gao Yanzong
(544–577), the son of Gao
Cheng
(posthumous title Emperor Wenxiang 襄 , 521–549), nephew
of Emperor Wucheng (see above). Emperors Wen and Wu may refer to Gao
Huan
(496–547, posthumous title Emperor Shenwu
), the father of
Northern Qi’s founding emperor Gao Yang
(Emperor Wenxuan
,
r. 550–559). This could also refer to Emperors Wenxuan and Wucheng.
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After the Last Ruler fled, Gao Yanzong, the Prince of Ande, gathered the
remaining forces and fought a nightlong battle at Bingzhou, slaying
several thousand enemy soldiers. The Zhou ruler was about to retreat,
but a Qi general who surrendered to Zhou told him the real situation, so
the Zhou ruler stayed till dawn, and the Prince of Ande was defeated.1

Even if heaven’s mandate could not be obtained again,
300 it was still more worthy than bursting into tears and committing

suicide in the ancestral temple.2
Then an imperial edict ordered me to take charge of a commandery,
occupying an important route for the sake of the ford.
I was appointed Magistrate of Pingyuan commandery to hold the Yellow
River’s ford, so as to execute the plan of seeking refuge in Chen.

It was to summon the boat and cross the water,
304 and I was to act as a guide and take my ruler to our good neighbor.
The emperor agreed that, should the imperial army not prevail in
the battle defending Ye, he would go to Chen with me.

The emperor was not embarrassed to become a dependent lord,
and was quite willing to be a guest in the time of decline.
But neglecting a pact already made, he changed his mind midway;
308 showing affection on the surface, he secretly became estranged.
He believed a flattering plot put forth by noble lords,
and eventually suffered downfall at the hands of wicked vassals.

1 This bloody battle took place on the night of January 20, 557.
2 This refers to the Prince of Beidi 北
, Liu Chen 諶 (d. 263), who was the
son of Liu Shan
(r. 223–263), the Last Ruler of the Shu-Han regime in the
Three Kingdoms Period. On the eve of Shu-Han’s defeatt, Liu Chen refused to
surrender to the Wei army; he wept, killed his wife and children, and committed
suicide in the ancestral temple.
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Gao E’nagui, the prime minister, and some others did not want to go to
the south. They also feared that, if they let the Qi ruler get away, they
would be held responsible by the Zhou court. So they spoke ill of me to
the Qi ruler and alienated him from me. Thereupon the Qi ruler left me
in charge of Pingyuan but ordered a boat to go himself to Qingzhou
instead. E’nagui requested to command Jizhou himself, and sent a report
to the Qi ruler, saying, “The enemy is nowhere to be seen. Do not
panic.” He then showed the way to the Zhou army, which pursued the
Qi ruler and captured him.1

In the past his wishes were carried out through the nine regions,
312 but now this body eight chi tall was at the mercy of others.

The period of “four sevens” was fated to come to an end;
the number of “one hundred and six” had suddenly been reached.2
Li Mushu of Zhao commandery was very good at divination through his
command of astronomy and arithmetic.3 When Qi was first founded,
he had prophesied that it would only last twenty-eight years. Now it was
indeed conquered at the predicted time.

This life of mine has undergone three transformations,
316 filled with the bitter flavor of sow-thistle and knotweed.
At Yangdu, Hou Jing assassinated Emperor Jianwen and usurped the
throne. At Jiangling, Emperor Xiaoyuan met with destruction. By now I
have three times become a man of a fallen state.

A bird has had its home grove burned, its wings clipped,
a fish is taken out of water, its scales exposed to the sun.
Alas, so vast is the universe,
320 I am mortified that there is no place to lodge this body of mine.
When making a mistake, one should reproach oneself,

1 Gao Wei went to Jizhou on February 24, 557, and then left for Qingzhou the
next day. He planned to go to Chen from Qingzhou, but Gao E’nagui, his trusted
minister, lulled him into believing that the Zhou army was still faraway. Gao
E’nagui subsequently surrendered Jizhou, which allowed the Zhou army to chase
and capture Gao Wei on February 28. For my rendering of dao, see Additional
Notes.
2 “Four sevens” equals twenty-eight, explained in the original note that follows this
couplet. There are a number of divination theories regarding the number 106;
simply put, it indicates disaster and disorder.
3 For Li Mushu, see XVII.39. I render suanshu as arithmetic to distinguish from
shushu
or
, numerology. It is, however, possible that Li Mushu was
skilled in numerology rather than aristhmetic.
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thus beginning to recover from blindness and return to one’s true nature.
Far from “forsaking sagacity and abandoning wisdom,”
I have been vainly fettered by righteousness and trapped by benevolence.1
When the world was drowning, I wanted to save it;
when the kingly way was blocked, I sought its expansion.
But after having tried to use pebbles to fill the ocean,
eventually I entered a thorny thicket carrying a halberd.2
Having lost the former gait of Shouling,
I face Mount Taihang, unable to advance.3
Suppose that I had hidden myself in a thatched hut,
content to be a man plowing the fields,
having never read a book or studied swordsmanship,
or clapped my hands to make a sacrifice of my body,4
but rather declined the bright pearl and took pleasure in lowliness,
refused the white jade and remained complacent in poverty,
then even Yao and Shun could not extol my simplicity,
nor could Jie and Zhou tarnish my purity.5
Where can this adversity have come from?
How can I have suffered from such humiliation?
From today, and hereafter,
I will not dare complain of heaven or weep for the captured unicorn.6

1 The Daoist philosophy advocates “forsaking sagacity and abandoning wisdom,”
and dismissing Confucian concepts of “righteousness and benevolence.”
2 A legend had it that the young daughter of the Fiery Emperor drowned in the
eastern sea and turned into a bird named Jingwei, which vowed to fill the ocean
with branches and pebbles from the western hills. “Carrying a halberd and entering a thicket” is a figure for being trapped in a difficult situation.
3 A Zhuangzi parable tells of a man from Shouling who admired the way the
people of Handan walked; he emulated them but was unable to do it, meanwhile
forgetting how he used to walk, so he had to crawl back to Shouling. Mount
Taihang is featured in several well-known earlier poems in which the speaker is
daunted by the prospect of getting through the mountain range.
4 Clapping one’s hands is a gesture indicative of getting excited and animated in
talking, and usually describes a persuader or a counselor.
5 Yao and Shun were mythical sage rulers; Jie and Zhou were the last evil kings of
Xia and Shang.
6 The appearance of a unicorn is a sign of a peaceful and prosperous time. In 481
BCE, Confucius wept at the capture of a unicorn during the Duke of Lu’s hunting trip, since the unicorn had appeared at the wrong time and died in captivity.
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奚
鴦奚

1 That is, the porcupine.
2 That is, the hare.
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Rhapsody on Questioning the Sages [Fragments]
1.
A “prickly pig” can be both female and male;1
the “cracked nose” is genderless at birth.2

2.
The giant and lesser soft-shelled turtles hatch eggs through their
genitals;
the cormorant gives birth through its mouth.

3.
Fish does not swallow water.

4.
Why is the sparrow visionless at night?
Why is the owl sightless during the day?

5.
Why do the fish-hawks stand apart?3
Why are the mandarin ducks paired?

3 Under the entry on fish-hawks
in Pi Ya (Augmented Ya) 7, Lu Dian
(1042–1102) cites a common saying that fish-hawks would fly in pair when
mating but stand apart from each other when perching.
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6.

藥
呪
7.

蠐螬
蟪蛄
8.

蛷
蜮
9.

實
花

1 A fifth-century story collection records that a farmer once saw a snake taking an
herb to heal an injured snake, and the farmer later used the same herb to cure
human wounds and sores.
2 Zhen is a fabulous bird that supposedly has poisonous feathers. Some ornithologists speculate that it may be the crested serpent eagle, which lives in southern
China and eats snakes. According to Pi ya, the zhen bird can cast a spell on a
rock and use the rock to kill snakes for food.
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6.
Snake understands the way of medicine;1
the serpent eagle is good at casting spells.2

7.
Grubs walk with their back;3
the kempfer cicada sings, but not with its mouth.4

8.
The earwig urinates at shadow;5
the sand-spitter spews toward light.6

9.
When bamboo forms fruit, its roots wither;
when plantain spreads flowers, its stalk wilts.

3 Qicao, grubs, are the larvae of scarab beetles and live underground.
4 Cicadas produce sounds by contracting the ribbed membranes at the base of their
abdomen.
5 Qiu is also called qusou 蠼螋, earwig, which is a mostly nocturnal insect living
in crevices. It is believed to urinate in a person’s shadow and make the person
develop a rash.
6 Yu is said to spew water or sand at a person and cause harm (some say it spews
at a person’s shadow). Some scholars believe yu is the bombardier beetle, but that
does not fit the early medieval Chinese description of yu as a river-dwelling
creature that resembles a turtle but has three legs. It is best to take it as a fabulous
creature.
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10.

11.

芩

為

12.

魏嫗
孕

13.

1 The reasons for a melon to manage to remain cool in the sun are said to be
manifold. One of them is that the melon is spherical and does not have much
surface for the sun to shine on for its volume.
2 Oil’s boiling point is much higher than that of water.
3 Chan should probably be emended to shan 鱓 (eel). See Additional Notes.
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10.
Melon stays cool in the sun;1
oil remains cold when boiled.2

11.
The root of the runner-reed metamorphoses into cicadas.3

12.
Why was the Wei woman so fecund,
rearing forty at one pregnancy?4
Why was the Zhongshan prince so fertile,
siring one hundred and twenty children?5

13.
“Water-mother”6

4 As Wang Liqi points out, Wei should be Zheng . According to the Bamboo
Annals
, a chronicle interred in the tomb of King Xiang of Wei in 296
BCE and discovered in the late third century, in 487 BCE “a woman in the state
of Zheng gave birth to forty children, twenty of whom died.”
5 The Prince of Zhongshan
, Liu Sheng
(165–113 BCE), of the Western
Han, was said to have sired more than one hundred and twenty children.
6 That is, jellyfish. See Additional Notes.
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14.
There was a woman,
who was moved by a dead horse;
she transformed into the silkworm,
and subsequently clothes the entire world.1

1 This refers to the legend about the origin of the silkworm. A girl’s father was
kidnapped and she made an oath to marry whoever could get her father back;
her father’s horse carried him back, but the father became angry upon learning
of the daughter’s oath and killed the horse, leaving the horse’s hide to dry in the
courtyard. The hide rose up, wrapped the girl in it, and flew away. Later, the
hide was found on a mulberry tree, and the girl turned into a silkworm eating
mulberry leaves and producing silk.

