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Foreword

Some works of literature we prize for their universal and timeless
qualities. Regardless of when or where they were created, they seem
to speak directly to us today, their freshness and power unaffected by
the passing of centuries. Others appeal to us for a quite opposite
reason, because they so richly and vividly reflect the particular period
and society that, produced them; because in effect they are so unlike the
literature of the present. Like artefacts from an old tomb, they tell us of
customs and beliefs that have now vanished, of a way of life that
fascinates us with its foreignness. They are witnesses not of the funda-
mental emotions common to all mankind, but of the infinitely varied
ways in which those emotions find expression in different ages and
climes.

The Yii-t'ai hsin-yung or New Songs from a Jade Terrace, an
anthology of Chinese love poetry compiled in the sixth century AD,
in a way belongs to both these categories. Many of the poems in it,
especially those that appear to be of an earlier date, depict the joys
and sorrows of love, and above all the sorrow of separation, in terms
that are immediately understandable and moving to the reader of today.
They reflect the timeless aspects of the anthology. But the reader, in
addition to assuring himself that the Chinese heart in love beats much
like hearts in that condition the world over, is at the same time intrigued
to observe the particular conventions that governed courtships and
romantic involvements in traditional China and the particular images
and epithets that its poets employed in portraying the object of their
affections.

And how different indeed are the conventions of love poetry in
different lands and times! If men and women everywhere alike fall in
love, each culture seems to have its own unique manner of giving
expression to the feeling. Or so the poets would suggest. The ancient
Greeks and Romans wrote of love with a frankness and exuberance
that brought blushes to their cultural successors in later centuries of
European history, and would most certainly have done the same to
readers of traditional China. The troubadours of southern Europe, whose
works had such a profound influence upon the European literary
tradition as a whole, seemed to take a perverse delight in depicting
lovely ladies who are cruelly chaste, forever demanding tokens of



devotion from their hapless lovers while withholding favors. How
far removed are these chill mistresses from the voluptuous beauties of
Sanskrit poetry, with their hair and clothing in disarray and their flesh
battered and bruised from the violence of their lovemaking, or from
the fretful Japanese ladies of the Man'yoshu who wait impatiently for
a lover who slips into their room at night and slips away again at dawn.
And, as the reader will presently discover, the lovers and loved ones of
the Chinese tradition are different again from all of these.

Long before the compilation of New Songs from a Jade Terrace, the
Chinese had had an earlier body of love poetry dating back perhaps
as far as the ninth, eighth, or seventh century BC. But these ancient
love lyrics were preserved, unfortunately perhaps, in an anthology that
was believed to have been compiled by none other than the venerable
sage and moralist Confucius. Since it was assumed that Confucius would
not have been interested in anything so frivolous as romantic love per se}
the Chinese scholars concluded that there must be weighty moral or
political lessons hidden beneath the surface meaning of the poems,
and set about with all the exegete's characteristic ingenuity and zeal
to dig them out. Such an approach had the additional advantage that
it allowed the scholars to gloss over what appeared to be indecorous
passages in certain of the love poems, whisking them out of sight
behind the curtains of allegorical interpretation before anyone could
ask just why Confucius would have included works of this kind in
his compilation in the first place.

But, if these earliest love songs were fated by circumstance to be
thus forced into a didactic mold, no such treatment befell the poems
of New Songs from a Jade Terrace. They were the products of a later
age, one less dominated by Confucian concepts of morality, that frankly
admitted its decadence and dared to take an interest in literature for
its own sake, believing that love and physical attraction, whether that
of a high-born lady of the aristocracy, a peasant girl or a professional
prostitute, were fit subjects for poetry. These are the poems that laid
down the patterns for later Chinese love poetry, and in many cases
remain among the most popular and poignant treatments of the theme
in the Chinese language. And now, thanks to Dr Birrell's excellent
introduction and translations, the English reader can for the first time
enter into and appreciate the world of New Songs from a Jade Terrace,
savoring both the peculiarly Chinese charms and conventions of that
world, as well as its more universal aspects. He can see for himself how
the Chinese poet's depiction of love compares with those put forward
by poets of other cultures, and in doing so perhaps acquire some fresh
insight into the nature of both love and poetry.

BURTON WATSON

Osaka, May 1980
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Introduction

'Who can stop love once love happens?5 (Yen Yen-chih). 'Autumn will
come when all things wither, / And touch her body with nature's
stealth' (Hsu Ling). 'A bed of love stares at its lonely shadow' (Hsiao
Yen). 'I offer my love to her eyebrow kohl, / Whisper my passion to
lipstick on her mouth' (Shen Yiieh). 'The sad way I am wasting / Is
not that you like slim waists!' (Wang Seng-ju). Such are the voices of
love, contradictory yet credible. They might belong to any time or
place. In fact Chinese poets wrote these lines some fourteen centuries
or more ago. This will surprise people who have read that Chinese
poets prefer to write about their friends, not their lovers. The idea
that Chinese poetry does not deal with love is a myth. Love, that un-
failing interest of man, has also captured the Chinese imagination. The
evidence lies in the broad range of love expressed within these pages:
wooing, marriage, divorce; celebrations, obsessions, laments; new love,
old love, dead love.

This book is a translation of a medieval Chinese anthology of love
poems called New Songs from a Jade Terrace. It was compiled by a
court poet, Hsu Ling, in about the year AD 545. It consists of 656
poems in ten volumes arranged in chronological sequence. What
prompted me to undertake this translation is the fact that it embodies
representative love poems from the second century BC to the mid-sixth
century AD. As such the anthology testifies to the rich vein of love
poetry in the Chinese tradition. Another factor that influenced me is
that, except for some of its earliest pieces (notably translated by Arthur
Waley and Burton Watson), and some later ones (notably translated by
John D. Frodsham), this anthology has never been fully rendered into
a Western language before. More important, however, apart from
spanning seven and a half centuries New Songs from a Jade Terrace
represents selected love poems from an entire era, the hundred or so
years from the early fifth century to the middle of the sixth century AD.
This era is known as the Southern Dynasties, that is the dynasties of
the Sung, Ch'i, and Liang. Numerically speaking Southern Dynasties
love poems dominate the anthology. It was in this period that a new
poetic style crystallised from the royal patronage of Southern Dynasties
courts, especially of the Liang Dynasty. The new vogue was dubbed at
the time 'Palace Style Poetry', what we would term today the love
poetry of Southern Dynasties court poets.

This volume of translations, therefore, serves a manifold purpose.
First it will redress the balance regarding China's alleged dearth of love

1



poetry. It will also show the development of a major literary theme
over several centuries. Furthermore, it wrill demonstrate the mature
features of the new Southern Dynasties Talace Style Poetry'. As a
corollary, forgotten poets and their poetry will be rediscovered. Lastly,
this anthology will provide a necessary link between the more familiar
landmarks of ancient China and the later medieval period of the T'ang
Dynasty. Clearly, much of the originality claimed for T'ang poetry has
to be put back where it rightly belongs - to poets of the Southern
Dynasties.

Historical Perspective

Poets in general speak the language of their time and reflect something
of the changing nature of their society. New Songs from a Jade Terrace
appeared at a favourable juncture in time, during a period of relative
present peace poised between past war and future political strife. This
collection was a literary product of the Liang Dynasty, ruled by
Emperor Wu from the southern capital of Chienk'ang, modern Nanking.
It was the literary inspiration of his son, the Crown Prince Hsiao Kang.
In about the year AD 545 Hsiao Kang commissioned the court poet,
Hsu Ling, to compile these love poems. The majority of them date from
the fifth and early sixth centuries AD, when China was ruled in the
south by a succession of Chinese dynasties, and in the north by foreign
invaders. Men of the Liang Dynasty looked back on three hundred
years of divisive warfare. Their ancient Han empire which for four
centuries had dominated the Orient east to Korea, west to Turkestan,
and south to Indo-China, collapsed in the year AD 220. China became
a divided country. Reunification was only achieved after the passing
of the Liang Dynasty in AD 589. The three and a half centuries between
AD 220 and 589 were characterised by rivalry among regional warlords
and foreign invaders. The crisis came in the year AD 317 when foreign
tribes conquered the ancient Chinese capitals of Ch'angan and Loyang
and drove the Chinese rulers and their court south into exile. Until
reunification in AD 589 Chinese territorial power was eclipsed to a
shadow of its former size and grandeur.

A major source of continued strife was the lack of coherence within
the ruling groups of China. Powerful family warred against family
for supremacy in the political sphere. Even within the great families
internecine rivalry for power superseded the desire to achieve concerted
dynastic aims. During these centuries there were twenty-nine different
dynasties in north China and six in the south. This historical period is
variously known as the Period of Division, or the Six Dynasties, or the
Northern and Southern Dynasties. The result of this inter-family and
intra-clan struggle was the proliferation of power bases among a
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number of great families, rather than the concentration of power in
one central dynastic house. The southern dynasty of the Liang itself was
founded by an act of usurpation by Hsiao Yen when he destroyed the
Liu-Sung royal house of which he was a member and proclaimed
himself Emperor Wu of the Liang. He went on to enjoy a long and
peaceful reign lasting fifty years. His son and heir, Hsiao Kang, was
not so fortunate. He ruled for a mere two years before being assassinated
by a Tartar general from the north.

The historical era of New Songs from a Jade Terrace was aristocratic.
The southern Liang court was based at Chienk'ang and Emperor Wu
conferred upon his numerous sons and relatives aristocratic rank and
administrative power. The twenty-three provinces of his domain were
ruled by civil and military governors related to him. Often they were
figureheads enjoying the wealth, status, and privilege that went with
their noble rank and official title. Actual governmental duties were
carried out by educated men of the middle ranks of society. These
imperial policies of conferring hereditary rank on members of the royal
family and of recruiting officials from lower bureaucratic echelons
meant that many men from great and illustrious aristocratic families
were bypassed in political life. In some cases they directed their energies
to the literary life of the capital and provincial courts.

Court Patronage of Literature

One of the striking features of southern aristocratic society was the
system of literary patronage that operated in the imperial court at
Chienk'ang and the minor courts of princes in the provinces. Much
of the literary efflorescence of this era was lost when the capital
was sacked and its libraries and cultural treasures destroyed in AD 555.
New Songs from a Jade Terrace survived the holocaust. It owes its
creation to one of the great men of early medieval China. Promoted
to Crown Prince in AD 531, Hsiao Kang succeeded to the throne in
549, and is known to history as Emperor Chienwen. Like many Chinese
dynastic rulers he managed to combine a political career with literary
and intellectual interests. While he was Crown Prince he assumed the
role of patron of the arts in his own court at Yung, west of the capital.
His literary circle was attended by nobles, courtiers, and educated men
of the gentry class. The composition of the anthology testifies to his
royal patronage: of its ten volumes one whole volume is devoted to
poets of the Liang royal house, and, of the 502 poems by fifty-one
Southern Dynasties poets, Hsiao Kang is represented by seventy-six
poems, his father Hsiao Yen by forty-one, and the Liang royal house
as a whole by 166 poems. A nice case of flattery on the part of Hsu
Ling, the compiler, who modestly included only four of his own poems.
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In this aristocratic society the poet was not a special class of person.
He was very different from the romantic Western image of a wild-eyed,
unbuttoned, tousle-haired poet, an independent spirit moved by the
divine muse to express himself in original verse. The Chinese poet of
this era was more like a Victorian poet laureate who was also a civil
servant. In order to be recognised the Chinese writer had to gain
entry into the central or provincial court through family connections,
imperial preferment, and literary talent. Once admitted, he was required
to perform official duties and attend numerous court functions. On
such occasions as formal banquets he was not only commanded to
participate in poetry competitions, but also presented with a mandatory
theme for competitive extempore composition. A number of poems in
the anthology have tagged onto their titles the formal phrase 'At His
Highness's Request', or 'Commissioned by His Majesty', or 'Composed
at His Majesty's Banquet on Such-and-Such a Theme'. In this sense
poetry was not simply an art, but also a form of social intercourse, and
more importantly a means for official promotion and literary recogni-
tion.

In such an environment where literary success was dependent upon
royal patronage it was natural for courtier poets to offer their composi-
tions to their social superiors, albeit artistic peers. The honorific tag
'Respectfully Submitted to His Highness' appears in many poem titles
of this period. Another way the court poet consolidated his official
and literary career was to imitate the poems of his superior. Not only
was the theme imitated, but more often the rhyme scheme of his
superior's admired poem was matched. That this technique was
extremely popular is evident in the large number of poems in this
collection bearing the tag 'Respectfully Submitted to His Highness,
Matching the Rhymes of His Poem'. The proliferation of these dedica-
tory titles in the anthology indicates the extent to which court poets
felt the literary weight of royal patronage.

The Anthologist's Purpose

T. S. Eliot claimed with understandable poetic licence: 'Few things
that can happen to a nation are more important than the invention
of a new form of verse'. Certainly, poets of the Liang era would have
glumly agreed as they witnessed their dynasty disappear into ashes.
The most significant factor of court patronage of poetry was the
development of a new form of love poetry. Historical annals credit
various people with the invention of 'Palace Style Poetry' - Hsiao
Kang, Hsu Ch'ih (Hsu Ling's father), Yii Chien-wu, and his son Yii
Hsin. Regardless of who the actual innovator was, the last three names
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were associated with Hsiao Kang's literary court. In his capacity of
patron it was Hsiao Kang who set his seal of approval upon the new
poetic vogue and thus ensured its success. The prevalence of imitation
in poetry circles and the trend toward dedicatory verse meant that the
fashion legitimised by a royal patron was destined to become popular.
By commissioning Hsu Ling to garner the gems of the earlier tradition
of love poetry and glean the finest contemporary models, Hsiao Kang
was instrumental in immortalising this new form of verse.

Anthologies by their nature are in some respects ephemeral literary
things. They are often based on literary views and sets of values which
sum up an attitude to the past and present held at a particular moment
by a particular person or group. New Songs from a Jade Terrace was
for China in AD 545 what Francis T. Palgrave's The Golden Treasury
of Songs and Lyrics was for Victorian England in 1861, essentially a
contemporary collection. Of the 656 poems in the Chinese anthology
75 per cent are of the century or so before and up to its compilation.
That is to say they were modern in their own day. Modernity is but
one aspect of the word 'New' (hsiri) in the anthology's title. Another
is the compiler's personal predilection for poems representing the new
poetic vogue. Linking these two aspects of modernity and fashion is the
new aesthetic preoccupation of Hsu Ling and of his patron Hsiao
Kang.

Although at first glance it seems that Hsu Ling selected love poems
from the vast timespan of seven and a half centuries in order to
demonstrate the richness of Chinese love poetry down through the ages
to his own day, he did in fact make two important omissions in his
selection. One was the body of love poetry among the 305 poems in
The Book of Songs, traditionally believed to date from the ninth to
the seventh centuries BC. The other was the corpus of erotic and elegiac
rhapsodies of The Songs of Ch'u, dating from the fourth century BC
to the second century AD. The reason for these glaring omissions cannot
be said to be metrical, for both their metres, the archaic tetrasyllable
and the sao-song metres respectively, appear in Hsu Ling's anthology.
The reason has more to do with a radical change in literary values in the
sixth century AD.

In the early part of the Han dynasty (202 BC-AD 220) The Book of
Songs was elevated to the status of a classic, together with four other
works associated with the teachings of Confucius, and Confucianism
was espoused by the state as official doctrine. The idea gained currency
that Confucius had edited the 305 poems of this classic from an earlier
collection of over three thousand poems. Authorities were appointed
to supervise each of the five Confucian Classics and Han scholars
began to write commentaries on them. Adhering to the belief that
Confucius had edited the songs, these writers insisted that the sage
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had implicitly editorialised in making his selection. Consequently, these
scholars evolved elaborate explanations and interpretations of quite
innocent songs, giving them a didactic tone. Thus a marriage song
becomes an allegory for the exemplary marital relationship between
a ruler and his consort. Or a lovers' elopement becomes an allegory
for dissident peasants fleeing to another country. The Songs of Ch'u
suffered a similar fate at the hands of exegetical writers. Its early poems
written in a highly complex symbolic language were reduced to more
prosaic allegory of a political, moralising nature.

The result was that later generations of scholars and writers extended
the didactic values attached to these works, especially The Book of Songs
as a state classic, to literature in general. The function of literature,
they persuaded, was to edify and improve; literature was to provide
a mirror of personal conduct. It was only some fourteen centuries later,
when the forthright philosopher Chu Hsi (AD 1130—1200) punctured the
pious excesses of Han and post-Han scholarship, that these allegorical
distortions of classical poetry and literature in general were deflated and
Confucian doctrine on the didactic value of literature was diminished.

In this context Hsu Ling and Hsiao Kang were avant-garde writers.
When Hsu Ling compiled his anthology of love poems, didactic views
of literature had long held sway. In his Preface to the anthology,
however, he makes it quite clear that his purpose in literature is to give
pleasure rather than instruction. Tilting obliquely at dour academics
who managed to find moral meaning everywhere, Hsu Ling mischiev-
ously pictures his readers as women indolently passing days and nights
in luxurious harem boudoirs. He archly states: 'The palace lady takes
no delight in idle hours, / But devotes her mind to the latest verse'.
Tongue-in-cheek, Hsu Ling brags about the popularity of his volumes
of poetry among this female audience, who after preening themselves
in their boudoir nonchalantly tuck his volumes under their pillow: 'They
will always be tucked away in vermilion pillows'. He claims that ladies
will 'for long hours be diverted behind their reading drapes, / My
book always open in slim hands.' Hsu Ling ends his Preface with a
series of humorous disclaimers: 'Certainly my book will be quite
different / From Empress Teng's study of The Spring and Autumn
Classic, I For a scholar's attainments are hard to acquire!' Empress
Teng was famous in the Han Dynasty for her single-minded pursuit
of knowledge, conning the Confucian Classics all day long, solemnly
and earnestly. Finally, to make sure that his view of literature as enter-
tainment is perfectly understood, Hsu Ling sardonically notes that
poetry is better than drugs, such as 'the flower of oblivion', for alleviating
boredom: 'For poetry can / Be a substitute for the flower of oblivion /
And can banish the disease of ennui.' This ambience of boudoirs,
cosmetics, pillows, and palace ladies is a world apart from the solemnities
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of exegetical scholarship. It is an urbane acknowledgement that art is
lightly to be pursued for art's sake.

Conventions of the Love Poem

Art and artifice were the hallmark of literary products in the Southern
Dynasties era. To be successful the courtier had to be an accomplished
artist in many different forms of literature. Not only must he compose
correct memorials to the throne, obituary notices and eulogies for his
superiors, treatises and epistles, but also works in various forms of
verse for specific occasions. The diverse functions and forms of writing
were appreciated quite early in the literary tradition. In the third
century AD the poet Ts'ao P'ei, known to history as Emperor Wen of
the Wei Dynasty, made a list of eight genres in his Essay on Literature
(Lun wen). By the sixth century Hsiao T'ung, Hsiao Kang's older
brother, had compiled an Anthology of Literature (Wen hsuari) which
contained examples of no fewer than thirty-seven different forms of
literature. Each of these literary forms had recognisable rhetorical,
structural, and stylistic differences. Many of them were composed for
a special social or official occasion. Success or failure depended to a
large extent on whether the writer conformed to a particular literary
model and had displayed technical virtuosity in its execution. It was
no good confusing the diction and allusions of a prose obituary with
those of a treatise, still less muddling the diction and allusions of a
poem about a hermit with those about a lover. The genre was the thing
in the writer's composition and in his critics' appreciation.

Depending on the different genres and sub-genres, therefore, the
writer employed different systems of rhetoric. When he composed in
the love poem genre, and especially in the sub-genre of 'Palace Style
Poetry', the court poet not only respected the appropriate devices of
rhetoric, but also observed a strict code of poetic convention governing
subject, theme, mood, and attitude. This well defined system of con-
ventions was an implicit agreement between the poet and his literary
circle to impose certain restrictions upon and to take certain liberties
with his treatment of the theme of love. These courtly conventions were
strongly influenced by earlier love poems in the literary tradition -
anonymous folk-songs, ballads, so-called ancient style poems, and the
poems and rhapsodies of The Book of Songs and The Songs of Ch'u.
Many features of these types of poetry were borrowed and adapted
according to the dictates of Southern Dynasties literary fashion. Origin-
ally existing as disparate elements in varying literary sources stretching
back over several centuries, they were welded together in the hands
of later court poets into a unified, distinctive, well developed pattern of
love poetry. The fascination of New Songs from a Jade Terrace lies
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partly in the fact that the finest of these earlier love poems (excluding
those of the two aforementioned collections) appear together with the
later artefact. That the poems are arranged in the anthology in chrono-
logical order within metrical divisions heightens the reader's awareness
of how the Southern Dynasties love poem developed from pastoral
simplicity to courtly sophistication.

When the court poet composed a love poem, he would usually
select as his subject a woman in love, rather than a man in love with a
woman. When a man is featured in the poems, he is mostly portrayed
as a homosexual love object akin to the way a woman is presented,
or as a man mourning the death of his wife or mistress. The poet,
usually male, takes on the literary persona of a woman in love, expressing
in descriptive and lyrical terms her deep emotions. This literary pose
had a long tradition before the Southern Dynasties era and derived
mainly from the ballad, folk-song, and ancient style poem. What is
significant in the new poetic vogue is that the female subject of the
love poem conforms to a noble ideal of femininity. She would appear
to be well-born and living in luxurious surroundings, preferably palatial.
Even when the poet is clearly borrowing stock characters from the
earlier tradition, such as a merchant's wife, a soldier's sweetheart, a
courtesan, a country girl, or a barmaid, he gives them a courtly treat-
ment insofar as their environment and appearance are concerned. His
poetic portrait of a woman in love conveys impressions of noble breeding
and pampered living through her physical appearance: she is slender,
graceful, elegantly dressed, adorned with costly jewels, and heavily made
up with cosmetics. This accent on glamour and wealth is a feature of
the earlier ballad tradition, but in Talace Style Poetry' it is given a
distinctly new emphasis.

Another obligatory convention of the love poem of this era is that
the woman's lover must be absent from the love scenario. The court
poet must depict her pining for him with unrelieved sadness. This
melancholy mood pervades much of the ancient style poetic repertoire,
and probably derives from the older poetic tradition of The Songs of
Ch'u. This collection contains a pivotal poem dating from about the
fourth century BC, 'Encountering Sorrow', and its later imitations,
besides a suite of shamanistic songs. All these pieces are commonly
characterised by the persona's pursuit of love — a mortal for a goddess,
a shaman for his god or goddess, a courtier for his lord — and the
ultimate frustration of such desire. Overshadowed by its literary
precursor, the Southern Dynasties courtly love poem is imbued with a
profound sense of obligatory melancholy. The woman portrayed therein
should seem depressed but submissive in her acceptance of doomed love.
Because of her literary role as a victim of love, she should strike a
pose of appealing emotional vulnerability and pathetic physical weak-
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ness. Her time must be spent conventionally waiting in the palatial
ambience of her boudoir or its environs for her absent lover. The poet
should describe certain items there with sensuous and metaphorical
detail. His portrait of a woman in love is usually framed in an interior
setting where nature is not too far off. For the natural world outside
and the interior world within are poetically deployed to contrast with
the beauty and fate of a woman in love, to pinpoint the ephemeral
aspect of time, and to underscore poetic statements on the meaning
of love and of life. The general tenor of the court poet's portrait is one
of touchingly pretty pathos.

Images of Woman
As this degree of conventionality suggests, woman is depicted by the
court poet as a type rather than as a realistically observed individual.
The poet does not seek to inject into the fictionalised image of a
woman in love some semblance of his own personal experience. Courtly
love was never intended to be autobiography, or biography in verse.
Western readers who set a high premium on originality in poetic
creation should resist the temptation to construct a consistent auto-
biographical or biographical framework around these poems. One has
only to compare a handful of poems with similar titles in the anthology,
such as 'Green, green riverside grass', to realise that they share so many
resemblances that the poets cannot be describing details drawn from the
crucible of their own amatory agonies. On the other hand the 656 love
poems of New Songs from a Jade Terrace do not by any means conform
to an identical pattern of conventions in a narrow sense. That would
be too monotonous, even for the most determined poetaster! One line
of demarcation between the more loosely structured love poem and the
stricter conventional love poem is temporal. About 150 poems dating
from the second century BC to the late third century AD have a fairly
flexible design, while the five hundred or so dating from the fourth
to the early sixth century follow a recognisably conventional pattern.

This divergence between the old and new poetic styles is never more
noticeable than in the physical portrait of a woman in love. In the
older poems a woman is presented in an idealised way. Much of this
mode of presentation derives from even earlier models in the literary
tradition, such as the third century BC prose poem, The Goddess,
attributed to Sung Yii, a courtier poet of Ch'u state. This image of
divine femininity continues in an unbroken line up to the third-century
AD poet Lu Chi, who gives this description of palace ladies :

Sweet looks glister in white sun,
Kind hearts soft and pure.
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Lovely eyes spread gleams of jade,
Moth eyebrows like kingfisher plumes.
Fresh skin, oh so smooth,
Vivid bloom it seems one could nibble.
Meek, mild, full of grace,
Enchantingly clever wit.

This serene image of female beauty changes radically under the brush
of later court poets. They prefer to show a woman not in terms of
divinely perfect beauty but as the tarnished image of feminine loveliness.
The flawless mask described in the earlier love poems surrenders to
pathetic facial ruin. What has happened here is that the court poets
have adopted the trend in earlier love poems toward expressing unhappy
love and have extended it to its ultimate limits of personal neglect. A
passage by Wu Chiin (AD 469—520) illustrates this new mode of
presentation:

From grief green-glinting hair turns white,
Pink cheeks from tears have paled.
Tears not only form beads of pearl,
But I see pearls change to drops of blood.

This change in perception marks a shift in sensibility from the earlier
interest in woman as a divine image to the later preoccupation with
woman as a victim of love's disease.

Furthermore, there is a marked contrast between the old and new
love poetry in the manner of describing dress and adornments of a
woman in love. In the older poems cosmetics, jewelry, and dress are
described to be sure, but not to the same lavish degree as in the new
style of love poetry. The court poets reveal a fascination for the opulent
minutiae of feminine fashion. The typical portrait shows woman adorned
with fine jewels, costly silk clothes, and elaborate make-up. She indicates
her beauty and worth in a very material way through the sheer
opulence of her personal decor. So closely and persistently is a woman's
rich attire associated with her personal attractiveness that her portrayal
as a desirable woman depends on the financial and status value of
her costume. What this amounts to is an aesthetic convention of
courtly love poetry: woman is adored when adorned. The effect of such
an emphasis on material rather than personal, individual qualities is
that human values seem to be less important than material values in
the aesthetic consciousness of the court poets. A passage from a poem
by Shen Yiieh (AD 441-512), one of the most popular poets of his day,
typifies this way of presenting a woman in love :

10


