
THE ART OF ALLLSION 1% Ll SHANGYIN 

Li Zeng 

A thesis submitted in conformity with the requirernents 

for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

G raduate Department of East Asian Studies 

in the University of Toronto 

@ Copyright by Li Zeng 1997 



National Library I * m  of Canada 
Bibliothéque nationale 
du Canada 

Acquisitions and Acquisitions et 
Bibliographie Services services bibliographiques 

395 Wellington Street 395. nie Wellington 
ûttawaON K1AON4 Ottawa ON K I  A ON4 
Canada Canada 

The author has granted a non- L'auteur a accordé une licence non 
exclusive licence allowing the exclusive permettant à la 
National Library of Canada to Bibliothèque nationale du Canada de 
reproduce, loan, distribute or sell reproduire, prêter, distribuer ou 
copies of this thesis in microform, vendre des copies de cette thèse sous 
paper or electronic formats. la forme de  microfiche/^, de 

reproduction sur papier ou sur format 
électronique. 

The author retains ownership of the L'auteur conserve la propriété du 
copyright in this thesis. Neither the droit d'auteur qui protège cette thèse. 
thesis nor substantial extracts fiom it Ni la thèse ni des extraits substantiels 
may be printed or otherwise de celle-ci ne doivent être imprimés 
reproduced without the author' s ou autrement reproduits sans son 
permission. autorisation. 



THE ART OF ALLCSION IN LI SHANGYI-I 

Thesis Abstract 

Li Zeng, Doctor of Philosophy 

Department of East Asian Studies, University of Toronto. 1997 

Many poems  by L i  Shangyin (ca.811-858):  an cminent poet o f  

the Tang Dynastp. possess highly allusive characterist ics.  It  is 

recoçnized that L i  Shangyin's  use of allusion is a development in  

Chinese literary history whcre one finds a preferencr  for al lusion 

among poets of previous  ages. To show how exactly Li  Shangyin's  

allusions work is in  a way to sxplicate the port ic  significancr of  

allusion in classical poetry. 

Framed mainly w i t h i n  traditional poetic concerns. t h i s  study 

focuses on the function of allusion in some highly a l l u s i v e  poems by L i  

Shangyin, trying to  bring allusion into a rhetorical function which 

works a s  a consti tutive element of the poetic system and thus 

contributes to the process o f  poetic signification. While carrying out 

this task, the study also renders a presrntation of the poetic world of 

L i  Shangyin's poems. 

In  the central chapters in this study. through discussing one 

particular allusion t h e  poet favors ( C h a p t t r  2 ) .  a n d  analyzing and 

interpretinç his poems on history (Chapter 3 )  and h is  untitled pocms 



(Chapter 4) .  L i  Shangyin 's  major modes of allusivrness. such as 

"overt" and "assimilative" modes, and "orthodox" and --inverted" 

modes. are rxamined and the poet is seen to bè engagtd wi th  

sophisticated crafr and complex  structures to crearc a subtlc and 

oblique ambiance i n  h i s  postic world. His complex and indefinite 

poetry is largelu related with his use of allusion. rspeclally his 

internalized use of i t  in  which a mood. tonr. or  atmospherr is u s u a l l y  

dominan t .  

The study sers  the ar t  of allusion i n  L i  Shangyin as a h i g h l y  

crafted a n d  conscious one. This  art 1s basrd upon a d ia lçc t ic  

understanding of the literary past. That L i  Shangyin's poctic creativity 

is accomplished by means of manipulating prior literary material 

shows the power and richness of the litcrary convention to which 

almost al1 great poets h a t e  rrcourse. 
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In  The  Poetrv of L i  Shang-vin: Ninth-Centuru Baroque Chinese 

Poet; an important translation and study of Li  Shangyin ;$.!'."* 2. 

( ca .812 -858 ,  i n  Eng l i sh .  James J .  Y Liu writes: "Li  Shang-yin ( L i  

Shangyin, has bcrn both admirrd and condemned for the highly 

allusive charactcr of much of his poctry." l Fcw scholars of Chinest  

poèrry ~loulcî question this statemznt. tn  fact. not onl! does allusion 

figure prominrntly i n  L i  Shangyin's poetry. i t  is also rccognized that 

allusion is abundantly common i n  pre-modern Chinese poetry in  

cent ra l .  Traditionally. the work of coming to grips with allusions was - 
fundamental for t a  commentators i n  the annotation and 

mterprètation of poètry. While providing valuable information about 

origrns of  allusions in a l lus ive  teuts. traditional commentators treatrd 

allusive phenornena m a i n l y  as source or tnfluence. This situation has 

g r a d u a l l ~  changed i n  modern and conternporar'; studies of classical 

poetry where scholars r e c o ~ n i z e  the importance of allusion to poetic 

forms and meanings.2 While bting illuminating. mosr of thrsc studirs.  

when referring to allusion. have not said enough about its îünction in  

t rx ts  and the structuring of tcxts.3 Although othcr aspects, such as t h e  

classification of allusion. i n  the study of allusion i n  Chinesr poetry 



also need to be addressed. it  is the function of allusion that deservss. I 

believr. special attention and thersfore is the core of th i s  study.  

T o  approach my subject. 1 propose to euplain the poctic 

significance of allusion by the use of models drawn from L i  Shangyin. 

trying to brin- allusion into a rhetorical function which works a s  a 

constitutive element of the pottic system and thus contributes to the 

process of poetic signification. While c a r r y i n  out this task. I also 

render a prcsentation of the poctic world of L i  Shangyin's poems A s  a 

major post of the late Tang. L i  Shangyin represcnts t h e  poctic style 

and vision of  the last phase of  what is acknowlcdged as the  Golden 

-4-e of Chinesr poetry. th<: Tang Dynasty.4 Most lirrrary historlans 

and çritics. cvrn thosr who have ob jec t rd  ro Li's frequsnt use of 

al lusion.  agrcs thar L i  S h a n g y i n  is the last eminent Tang poet and has  

a special position in  the tradition of Chinese poetry The  fol lowing by 

James L i u  outlines ro a large estent that position L i  Shangyin takes: 

Apart from Tu (DU) Fu. who is supreme i n  his universalit> 

and versatility. 1 cannot thinli o f  more than h a l f  a dozen 

Chinese ports who may. with any justification. be  ca l l sd  

rrèater than L i  Shang-yin (Shangyin). and not man? more 
b 

who can be called equally grcat. On the whole ,  the 

strength of h i s  poetry does not lie i n  self-effacing 

contemplation of nature bu t  in passionatr involvement 



with life. Like Tu ( D u )  Fu.  but unlike T'ao Ch'ien (Tao  

Qian).  Wang Wei. and Li  Po ( B a i ) .  Li  S h a n g - y i n  

(Shangyin) is a poet engagé. Whethrr writing of 10ve or 

of politics. he  cornrnits himself w i t h  çharactrristic 

intensity. . . . On the other hand. L i  Shang-yin (Shangyin)  

explores strangr and fascinating worlds of passion and 

fantasy that none of the other poets has e'rplored.5 

In  making h i s  distinctive contribution to C hinrss poetr?; and marking 

his position as an important poet i n  classical China. L i  Shangyin. who 

was writing i n  the shadow of man? great poets of the tradition. sremed 

to transform the misfortune of  bslatedness in to  an authority. as W C  

shall demonstrate i n  this study. ro create somrthing diffsrent based on 

a particular understanding of  past literary writing. esprcia[ lp its 

characteristics of d l  usiveness. 

With few exceptions.  studies of Chiness  allusion h a w  evcludsd 

traditionai critical statrmcnts on allusion, and a primary definition of  

Chinese allusion scems inconsrquential to t h r m  [ feel it is necessary 

to examine thrse statements becausc i n  fact the- are a part  of the 

tradition. Furthermore. somr of  t h e m  are illuminating in  the 

understanding and helpful  i n  explicating t h e  poctic significancz of 

allusion i n  genera! and i n  showing how Li Shangyin's allusions work 

i n  particular. One of the leading aims of  this introduction is thus to 



survcy the definition and application of allusion i n  the Chinese 

tradition. But before we set about this, we shall acquaint ourselves 

with something known about Li Shangyin's life. 

Li Shangyin: h Biographical Skeleton 

The bio-raphical pickings of L i  Shangyin are very siim: he earns 

brief notices in both of the official histories o r  the Tang Dynasty. the 

Old Tang Historv I.'li)i ,f:: and the New Tang Historv \!if although 

t h e  two accounts l i r n i t  themselves to factional disputes that took place 

between L i  Shangyin's patrons.6 W i t h  the aid of these, some other 

unofficial sources, and their sprculations of Li 's  prosaic and poetic 

writings. several Qing and modern scholars attempted a n  outlinè of his 

life.7 A reasonablr reconstruction. yet these scholars' accounts cannot 

be accepted as indisputable since t h e y  are t o  a large estent based o n  

personal readings of Li's own writings. 

L i  Shangyin. whose courtes? name is Yishan & ! I l .  and stylish 

names arc Yuxisheng _li ig '1: and Fannansheng 9: ,$-i 'k, was born i n t o  a 

family o f  minor gentry in Zhengzhou f ! J j b H  ( i n  modern Henan 

province), about seventy miles away from the Hcnei district ~ [ S I A ~  of 

Huaizhou prefecture ##' )El ( i n  modern  Henan province) whrre  his 

ancestral home was. Customarily, both Tang histories regard him as a 

native of Huaizhou. Li  Shangyin's birth date has been a mattrr of 



controversy. Of the various years suggested, however. 8 12 or 8 13 is an 

accepted estirnate. Aithough t h e  poet claimed to be the  descendant of 

Li Hao 7fE 8 ( 3 5  1-4 17) ,  founder of the kingdorn of western Liang. from 

whom the Tang imperial housr also claimrd descent. evidence tells 

that he belonged to a family far from being wealthy or influrntial. A t  

the time when he was born. Li's fa ther  Li Si 7% was serving as 

magistrate of Huojia district $2 gi ( in  modern Henan province). 

Like many famous poets, L i  Shangyin exhibited literary talents 

at a young age. I n  h i s  childhood he studied t h e  Classics and practiced 

writing: when he was sixteen, hr already wrote two mature essays that 

attracred certain attention of h i s  contemporaries. Li's precocious gifts 

obviously impressed Linghu Chu ? & g ,  t h e n  rnilitary governor of 

Tianping Region ( i n  modern Shandong province). who appointed Li to 

the post of inspcctor i;'~'(, a junior position without a rank. Under t h e  

guidance of Linghu Chu who was an expert in writing in parallel prose 
Cr 

OF X,  L i  Shangyin often practiced this subgenre of  prose and becarne a 

master of i t .  Nevertheless. the  Young poet lacked luck of success i n  

the examination system through which literati usually began to move 

toward social advancement. i n  833 L i  Shangyin unsuccessfully sat the 

jrnsl ir  : examination i n  Chang'an; i n  835 he took again the 

examination and failed again.  In 837 ,  under rhe  influence of Linghu 

Chu's son Linghu Tao ."iDh\f& who was then a Senior Advisor i n  the 



6 

Chancellery 7; fi. Li Shangyin finaily passed the examination and 

became a j inshr.  

Li Shangyin never achieved high  official rank. I n  838, he joined 

the staff of Wang Maoyuan ii r'c J C ,  military governor of J ing  and 

Y u a n .  and married his daughter soon afterwards. I n  839. a f t r r  he "took 

off serge" ("shihe" qF)?3. that is. ceased to be a cornrnoner). Li was 

appointrd a collator in the  Imperial Library but soon transferred to be 

sheriff Mt: of Hongnong district ( i n  modern Henan province). In  842.  

Li  passed the "Outstanding Talentt '  examination and was appointed a 

sub-editor d:'? i n  the Imperial Library. From 847 to 855.  L i  Shangyin 

traveled extensively as  he movrd from one post to another, sometimes 

as a clerk sornetimes as a supervisor Fi]'l'(. In 85 1. Li  joined the 

staff o f  L i u  Zhongying f@ f\l?l5. military governor of Dongchuan and 

prefect o f  Zizhou. working as a clerk with the honorary ti t le of 

principal srcretary in the Minis try  of Works 1: $$SiSi1r, the highest 

rank ht: cvrr  attained. I n  858.  after he lost his last post. a salt  and  iron 

assessor t",@iflE'l'f in Chang'an, Li  Shangyin returned to Zhengzhou 

and died of illness soon. His wife died before him i n  8 5 1 ,  leaving h i m  

one boy and one girl. 

Alrnost every  biographical description of Li's career at t r ibutrs  his 

political failure to the strife between two factions, represented by L i  

Deyu 9 @. Ffi (787-850) and N i u  Sengru - (779-848) 

respectively, which racked the central bureaucracy for forty years. 



The poet's first patrons Linghu Chu and his son Linghu Tao belonged 

to the " N i u  faction." When L i  Shangyin married the dauçhter o f  Wang 

Maoyuan. partisan of  the " L i  faction." the late L i n g h u  Chu's s o n  

Linghu Tao Felt jnsultcd and rrsented his rnarriage. Consequently the 

powerful Linghu Tao later refused to promote Li 's  interests ( i n  850 

Linghu Tao brcame chief rninister with the concurrent t i t lrs of under- 

secretary of the Central Srcretariat f:jCi: and minister of ri tes).  

Although questionable, the bclief that Li  tàiled to achieve h i g h  office 

becausc of  the animosity of  Linghu Tao has been influential i n  L i  

Shangyin studirs. 

Allusion in Tradit ion 

' A* L n -  I n  The Literarv Mind and the Carvin2 of Drarrons x d i . q t ; r L .  the 

earliest theoreticai work that discusses the Chinese notion o f  a l l u s i o n  

at I rng th .  t h e  term "shilei" i is ussd bu L i u  Xie 2 ( c a .  465-527 9 

t o  refer to allusion: 

Factual reference. that intrinsically shares c e r t a i n  

properties with a present situation. euists outside the 

forma1 structure of the text. By making such references. 

one draws cornparisons between previous cvents and his 

own principles, and adduces the past ta prove the present. 



Formrrly. when King  Wen expla ined the h j r  Iiic.vun 

in his  annotation of the l ines  of the hexagrams, he referred 

to the ancient  clxpedition of Gaozong: and when espla ininy  

t h e  Ming-VI  I ruwu.  h r  al ludrd to t h e  staunchness of Prince 

Q i  of  rscent t imes .  Here. hurnan events were adduced to 

affirm proposit ions.  Lord Y i n ,  when launchin- a punitive 

campaign againsr Yi  and He. c i ted  the teachin-s from the 

Z h e n e d i a n :  and K i n g  Pangeng. in  his a d m o n i s h i n g  speech 

to his peop le .  usrd Chiren's dicta. Here. established tests 

were quoted to e luc idate  principles .  

Therefore.  i t  is the great stratagem of the Sages and 

the general axiom of the Classics to quote e s t a b l i s h e d  

t e s t s  to c luc idatc  principles and to adducs  human events 

to affirm proposit ions.  



What is said here means that "shilei" is a rhetoricat device 

characterizrd by refrrring to something i n  t h e  past thar lies beyond the 

forma1 structure of the texl: by t h i s  device. the aurhor c m  produce 

effects of  cornparin- o r  testifying the present wi th  t h e  past.9 L i u  Xie's 

theory became the foundation on which later theoretical discussions of 

the Chinese notion of allusion were drveloped. Ln Liu Xie's exampies 

of  -'shilei." as we have  seen. a distinction is made between retèrence 

to historical evrnts and citation of prior texts. denoted respectivelv by 

" renshi"  iC and "chmgc i"  3 .  Bring essential to the Chinese  

notion of  a l lus ion .  this distinction shows two k i n d s  of allusiveness 

wh ich  were us rd  by  ports  and commented on by critics in the history 

of Chinese classical poetrv. Speaking o f  the first line of the second 

- u- 
poem o f  L i  Shangyin's "Mawci Slope" poems ; !  ;& . i-! . for instance. 

the Song critic Wei Qingzhi &@z points out L i ' s  citation from the 

,w-, ' . - 
writing of the philosopher Zou  Y a n  r.j r i j  ( th i rd  crnturv B C )  as a liind 

of using -'chengci:" 

In L I  Yishan's [Shangyin] "Uselessiy I learnt that beyond 

the seas lie nine other continents." he referred to the  m o t i f  

of Consort Yang's bzing in the Penglai Mountain by using 

the language from Zou Z i ' s  "Beyond the nine continents 

-. 
lie nine other continents. 



In the same chapter on "shilei" of The Literarv M i n d  and the 

Carving of  Dragons, L i u  X i e  once used t h e  term "yong  sh i "  lii !r for 

referencrs to previous events: a f t r r  Liu Xie. "yong dian" Ili !lt! was 

sornetirnes used tu r e k r  to references to the fundamental works O F  

Chinest: culture. s u c h  as the C ~ ~ S S I C S .  whereas the term " y o n  s h i "  

came to include al! kinds of references to p r e v i o u s  events and citations 

f r o m  prior tests .  1 I Evrr since the sisth century. "yang s h i "  has becn a 

tsrm uszd most  frequzntly by traditional critics and scholars to denotc 

the Chinese notion of allusion. In the following distinction of  " p n g  

s h i "  made bv Kao Yu-kung and Mei Tsu-lin. we set: that t h e  t e r m  

cornes closest to the English word  "allusion:" 

W e  would like to  alert the reader to the fact that the word 

"allusion" is used here as the equivalrnt for the Chinese 

term ~ ~ u n g - . s l z r l ~  ( y o n g  s h i ) .  literally "use rvent." 

"Eventt' is understood here as past e v e n t .  

m r n t i o n e d  in  a prerxisting text. "Use even t "  

distinguished from "men t ion  esent." 1 f 

contemporary to the poet is referred to direct1 

somrthing 

should be 

an  event 

y.  then Ive 



will say that he "mentions the cvént": but only i f  he uses a 

past s v e n t  to refer to a  presrnt evcnt w o u l d  we say that he 

"uses an event." "Historical allusion'' is probably a more 

precise translation of >.ung . s h h  (yong  s h i  1 .  But  sincs 

"a l lu s ion"  is shorter. ws will  often use it to  stand for 

"historical a l l u s ion . "  which in t u rn  stands f o r  !un,q shih 

i y o n g  shi ) .  12 

Allusion. or "yong shi ."  dcfined so .  came into play noticeably i n  

Chinese classical literary composition i n  a n  early tirne. T h i s  is 

o b s e n e d  by L i u  X i e :  

Wri te r s  beforc the tirne of Ch'ing ( Q i n g )  [or Ssu-ma 

Hsiang-ju ( S i m a  Xiangru)] and Yuan [or W a n g  Pao i B a o i ]  

mostly wrote o u t  of their natural inclinations. and seldom 

took advanrage of thé txprr i rncr  of o t h s r s :  but  after the 

t imr of [Yang]  H s i u n g  ( X i o n g )  and [ L i u ]  Hsiang (Xiang).  

m a n y  writers began to quote the works of past authors to 

help thrm in  their o w n  writing. 



In  t r rms of popularity i n  poetic practicç, allusions were used not only 

by ordinary poets. but by many outstanding poets as wrll. As the Song 

critic Zhang Jir $;; !$ says: "The use of allusions in  poetry for showing 

erudition started with Yan Guanglu [Yannian] and reached t h e  ultimate 

ir-ith Du Zimei  ( F u ] "  I ; , ' j l ; l l i :  - .  'l;Bf!y, f$ j'i'zfi xi?, ,fijb$ j ' f \ :  je- x-14 

During the Six  Dynasties, allusion was so abundant in poetic 

composi t ion that sken i n  Tao Yuanminp i$$/ l!li ( 3 6 5 - Q 7 ) ,  who is well 

known f o r  his poetic naturalness and immrdiacy, one will Find that 

"his poetry can be as  mannered. erudite. and allusion-ladrn as that of 

an? Sis  Dynasties poet."lS Since the Tang Dynasty, use of allusion 

had become a convention i n  Chinesè poetic ivr i t ing.  During and af trr  

Li  Shangyin's timr, allusion was especially popular. 16 

Although allusion was cornmonplace i n  classical poetry. i t  was 

found by some critics superfluous or inappropriate i n  iyric writing. 

This was especially trur i n  times when the current Fashions of 

plagiarization of old texts becarne ver); popular and poets abused 

allusions by  using them i n  their poems  mainly for display. In  the 

Preface to his The  Poets Svstematically Graded r';$h, for esample, 

Zhong Rong $&k$! (496-518) expressly objects to the use of allusion i n  

poetic writing: 



R i c h  èrudition is expected to bear on officia1 documents. 

and the  s h i n i n g  examplrs of our forebears are required to 

be used exhaustively in the writing of glorifications. 

countrr-proposals and ordinary memorial addressed to t h e  

throne. but the melodic expression of what  one feels does 

not become more valuable for its bookish references. 

Here. what Zhong Rong is rcally concerned with is the anti-lyricai 

effrct  of allusion used by poets l ikr  R e n  Fang fT: Wj (460-508)  and 

Wang Rong li $3 (468-494) who favor the dispiay of erudition o v r r  the 

direct expression of feeling. 18 Similarly, i n  scattered discuss ions  o f  

allusion i n  later critical writings, the use o f  allusion. especially the 

escessive use of it. is regarded by somr critics as a s ign  of poetic 

failing and poor imagination. Yan Y u  &:Pl ( 1180-1235) and Tu Long 

\El;% (1542-1605) .  for instance, are against writing a poem w i t h  

abundant allusions. 19 In Wang Guowei's ii i-4 $f~ ( 1877- 1927) opinion. 

allusions a re  substitutions f '  and they are obstructive i n  

poetry20 



Despite critics' criticism of the excessive use of allusion in 

poetry. al lusive texts i n  portic practice srernsd to have increased 

undeterred. This  phenornenon drew certain critical attention to the 

ability to use allusion judiciously and skillfully in poetic composition. 

W a n g  Shimao's  . ( 1536- 1588 ) comment e'trmplifies this 

recognition: "The shortcoming is not caused by allusion. However. 

o n e  should know how and w h e n  to use it" 

1 To some critics. this a b i l i t y  

became an important criterion against which good or bad porms were 

to be measured. As H u  Yinglin !&&? ( 155 l - M O ? )  rçmarks: 

Besidrs being imitative and expressive. poetry is also 

allusive. . . . By reading his allusive poems, one would 

know the poet's writing skills and talent. 

Thus, w h i l e  preserving the view that direct espression of 

emotion was the rssential nature of poetry. traditional critics also 

argued for the appropriate employment of allusion in poetry. First of 

ail, they emphasized the fidelit? to the  source in  the use of allusion 

because for these critics the original meaning of the allusion should 



remain immutab le .  If one 's  unders tand ing  o f  the original  t e s t  was 

perfect ,  h is  use  of allusion to it wou ld  not obstruct  h i s  express ion.  

Poets who disregarded or  def ied  t h e  or ig inal  meaning o f  the a l lus ion 

risked d i s to r t inç  the very t r x t  their  work was  supposed to p res r rve .  

The emphas i s  on the source  o f  a l lus ion  can  be illustrated by an  

example &en i n  The Literarv M i n d  and the  Carving of Dragons: 

T h e  "yuan-ktuei (yuankui ) , "  a poern on a garden sunflower.  

by L u  Chi ( J i ) ,  runs: 

[Things] shcl ter  t h r i r f e e r  by the same instinct,  

But  each has a unique life pattern which d i f fe r s  

from ten thousand  others .  

The sunflower's abi l i ty  to prorecr its /&Ji was citsd [bu 

Confucius]  to r id icule  the a r t l e ss  Pao-chuang (Baozhuanç )  

[- tzu ( - z i ) ] .  and that  c r eepe r s  know how to s h ~ ~ l i e r  the i r  

roois was s ta ted  by Y u e h  ( Y u r )  Yu .  So i f  [ L u  Chi ( J i ) ]  

meant  to l i ken  the  sun f lower  to t he  cr repers .  h i s  a l lus ion 

is a mista le ;  and  i f  h e  thouçh t  that  shdrrr  was a be t t e r  

term to use than p ro tec t ,  then h e  lost sight of  the t r u r  

nature  of the or ig inal  s i tua t ions  in  his  modification. 



Secondly. traditional critics stressed the integration of the 

borrowings into the alluding text. The poet was supposed to 

understand the alluded material very well and be able to grasp the 

essence of i t .  As long as the poet was faithful to the original meaning 

of  the alluded context. hs was free ro use allusion in rlipressiveness -- 

he could use it by rnaking a statement of analogy or contrast. In  either 

way. the allusion should be used aptly so that i t  became an organic 

part of the poem. This concern is again indicated i n  Liu Xie's writing 

which is echoed by later critics: 

When a writer's allusions to past events are 

appropriate to the situation i n  question. i t  is as i f  he 

hirnself has created them. But i f  t h e  facts alluded to are 

out of harmony with the context. their use w i l l  always be a 

blemish.  . . . 

l'he l'sun (Zan) :  

. . . .  

To be able to use the words of others as if  thcy were 

one's own creation 



Is to have perfect understanding o f  the past. 

To achieve the integration. howcver. different individuals i n  

traditional cri t icism made different suggestions and di f ferent  poets 

adopted different ways .  In his Poetic RuIes of the Masters 

- ,  Y a n ~  - Zai ( 117 1-13233, for instance, rrcommends 

"huo yony" 11:: 

Set forth antiquity to criticize the present: use one thing 

to prove another: don? show ';out- t r acks -4 ' s  al1 righr i f  

you give a shadow: t h o u g h  it be a dead reference. i t  can be 

used i n  a l i ve ly  way. 

The concept " h u o  yong," lively or creative u s e  of allusion. includes 

what critics called "fan yong" 111 and "an yong" ii.C 11:. In these uses. 

a poet n o t  only often varies t h e  allusive forms, but sometimes changes 



or borrows only parts of t h e  original meaning e iven i n  the alluded 

texts. Employed so, the allusiveness can be more profound and subtle. 

and the a l l u d i q  poem more r ich  i n  significance and distinctive i n  

style. These uses, togethrr with some others, will be Further discussed 

later i n  this introduction when we define certain traditional terms used 

in t h e  study. 

If integratin- borroived words and phrases into one's new poetic 

pattern i n  certain frames was one of the strategies in usine allusion i n  

lyric poetry? thrn. digring out allusions hidden in  poems became an 

important as well  as a fashionable part for poetic commentators i n  

actual critical practice. I n  Tang poctry i n  genrral, for instance, 

commentators had to "illustrate nearly every line with quotations from 

older sources--standard references for mythological, historical. and 

reographica! information, earlirr  examples of idioms, earlirr  uses of - 
images which have accumulated special associations."76 Being over- 

zealous in search for the so-called sources. such commentators quite 

often were simply showing off their own wide learninç by displaying 

their subjects' erudition. Within certain limits. such an approach is 

obviously usefu! as it identifies most allusions and, for that matter, 

this is the great achievrment of t h e  traditional approach. One of its 

limitations, however, is the compulsion to hunt for the source-- 

searching for the  sake of searching. Further, when annotating their 

subjects, thrse commentators often tried to offer a historical, 



biographical. or political interprctation of allusions, neglec t in  the 

process of artistic transformation and the rhetorical functioii of the 

allusion as an integral part of the systematic character of poetic 

composition. I r  is these neglected aspects and other associated formal 

and semantic facets o f  allusion that interest us in  the present study. 

Bv its very nature. the study of allusion raises the issue of 

imitation and to a certain ervtent treads on the sarne ground.  i n  a 

sophisticated and srif-conscious literature. such as  Chinrse classical 

poetry. imitating the litcrary past is predominant. E v e r  since 

Confucius' tirne. literati poets. at social and state functions. expressed 

their hopes and fears, stated their compliment and cornplaint by means 

of rxchanging passages from the canonical works. such as the Book of 

Songs Z!j$$. which the- had learned by heart. This sort of imitation of 

ancient texts, sometimes mixed with imitation of each other's works, is 

apparently reflected i n  many lyric poems collected i n  anthologies of 

mode1 works such as the Litrrarv Anthology X j E  and the New Sonrs 

f rom a Jade  Terrace kQ;F-Ji!;ic. It is interesting to point out. however. 

that tradition and imitation always stand in a dialectical relation to 

one another  The ancient Chinese literati poet's referring to and using 

ihr literary past inevitably preserve and at the sarne time modify the 

tradition. 

i f  in the relationship between imi ta t ion  and tradition allusion 

plays a n  important part, i n  actualizinç the allusiveness i n  a given teut. 



a high degree of cultural literacy is presupposed i n  the reader. This 

requirement was usually fulfilled to an appreciable extrnt by the 

Chinese literati poet who was both a writer and a reader. He was first 

a reader who rrad widely and was able to apprrciatr  the literary 

l a q u a g e  i n  different literary genres. At the time w h e n  he was ready 

for writing, he was himself a plurality of texts and of different codes. 

As Liao P i n g  H u i  points out: 

Before trying his hand at literature, a poet had to acquire 

considerable awareness of the tradition through the study 

of earlier texts. Not just in the y u e h - f u  ( y u e f u )  poetry 

alone. which like the western pastoral lyrics is ofrcn Sung 

or put  to music and which invites replies, man? Chinesr 

poems absorb and transforrn by taking up the same thems 

or by cmploying similar (sometimes just the opposite) 

words or syntas to refrrsh an artisric evperience of the  

earlier poets or texts. Frequently Chinese poets would 

approach an aesthetic esperience through the reshaping of 

words to test their creative potentiality. bringing their own 

works into an intertextual (dialogic)  relationship to those 

of others.37 



Thus. the modes o f  reading a test  were implicitly brought into the 

modes of writing. Moreover. the literati poet. on the one hand. 

assimilates present esperiences to his cultural tradition by means of 

"yong shi," thus obtaining the authoritative seal of conventional norms 

and paving a larçer ground for validating the poem as a representation 

of the " r d . "  On the other. throuçh "yong shi," he manipulates the 

autonornic characteristics of literary language to produce an imaginrd 

world differentiated from the "real." 

The K e y  Terms Used in the Study 

M y  perspective i n  this study is rnainly frarned within traditional 

poetic concerns. and thrrefore some key terms used i n  t h e  study are 

taken from traditional theory of allusion. At tirnes. however. a few 

Western critical terms are applied--my purpose is to use these terrns as 

an analytical and communicative aid i n  showing as clearly as possible 

the operation of L i  Shangyin's allusion. Of these Western terms. the 

"allusion marger" is very useful and more often used in the study. To 

clarify m y  points and arguments in analyzing and  discussing L i  

Shangyin's poems i n  the s tudy,  we need to define certain key terms 

here. 



( ; I I . Y ~ z ~  und c*hc.npc, k;j( 'fi  . J J ~  Rf 

As wr mentioned before, the Chinese notion of allusion contains 

a distinction between reference to historical events and citation of 

prior texts, drscribed respectively i n  The Literarv Mind and the 

Carvin2 of Dragons' as  "renshi" /\ f i  and "chengci" ! ~ k @ .  I n  a latcr 

section o f  the chapter on allusion. the "renshi" was replaced by L i u  

Xie with "gushi" k i  'li which was generally used by later critics.28 

The difference between " c h e n & '  and "gushi" is seen mainly in  the 

fact that i n  man! cases "chrngcitf  obtaln a strong sense o f  t h e  

immediate present and therefore can be understood i n  the conteitt of a 

poem without knowinç the source meaning w h i c h .  w h e n  b e i n g  known. 

howrver. adds rich implications to the understanding; wherras "gushi" 

i n  most cases cannot contribute to the significance of a porm unless 

the original meaning of the alluded source 1s acquired. 

I n  cffecr. howerer. since a "gushi"  is an event o r  stor- 

"mentioned in a preexist inl  text-" as rxplained by Kao and M e i  i n  an 

earlirr  quotrd passage. i t  actuall- bears sirnilar fcatures attributed to 

"chen%ci." Moreover. on the one hand, since some "ushi" are so 

commonly used ihat the! become less effective as historical events and 

therefore Function as " c h r n g c ~ ~ "  on the other. "gushi" are somrtimrs 

used by poets in unconventional forms and can produce effects of the 

irnrnediate present which do  not depend on, though will b e  arnplified 

by, the source meaning.  It  was perhaps because of these shared 



features and effects that the term "yong shi" F i !  :!; was genrrally usrd 

to refer to al1 kinds of citations from and references to prior texts i n  

tradi tional cri ticism. 

In this study. the term allusion is employed for "yonç shi" i n  the 

broad sensc. that 1s. to include both "gushi" and  "chmgci . "  o r  

"historical allusion" and "textual allusion" as transiated in  this study, 

escrpt i n  Chapter 3 wherr we focus on '-historical allusion'- i n  

discussinç L i  Shangyin's porms on history. and in one session of 

Chapter 4 where Li  Shangyin's use of '-testual allusion" is particularly 

examined. 

Zllc~ip y o n p  di fi: 

Allusion was used in classic poetry i n  different ways. Among 

man- modes. traditional critics found four that were most often used 

b! poets: "zhrng yong" i i f  l l j .  "fan yong" iL Ili. " m i n g  yong" 11;. and 

"an yong" i'$Iti 2 9  W h e n  a n  allusion 1s used to make a comparison 

between the present situation i n  the alluding poem and a past rvent 

from another test. and the original meaning of the allusion is fully 

applied i n  the alluding poem, the way to do so is called "zheng yong." 

In such  a comparison, a poet can draw an analogy or a contrast 

between the present and the past. However, the analogy o r  contrast is 

nor realized i n  the allusion itself. but i n  the context of the alluding 



tes t .  For the convenience of discussion, 1 sometirnes use "orthodox 

allusion" as  an  equivalent for "zheng yong" in  the study. 

le-uii rPon,q ! -  I I I  

In traditional critics' words, t h i s  i s  to "use an allusion by 

reversinç its original meaning" .i;i 1!::2 ,(ij I l j  .z 3 0  I t  actually rrfers to 

the way where a poet either inverts the meaning of an allusion or 

changes an allusion's implication that is conventionally accepred. I n  

either case. the purpose is to produce a special poetic cffect. 

Traditionally. to use allusion this way is also callrd "turning the 

tables" '&. This kind of use did  not become a popular practice until 

the Tang Dynasty and was encouraged by later traditional crirics. s u c h  

as Yuan Mei & & ( 1716-1797) who has a weil-known remark that 

"poetry is valurd for its turning t h e  tables" t j$  ~~@ . .- '& .3  1 Psrhaps 

because it could not be  easi ly masterrd. this use of  allusion was not 

often adopted by poets. When applied succrssful l y .  however. i t  sti l l  

shows t h e  respect for the allusive source: to render a new implication 

based on a perfect understanding of  t h e  original mraning. Li Shanguin 

is çspecially skillful with this k ind  of allusion and for one particular 

use of  i t  i n  h i s  "Master Jia" iy'i<. he was highly praised b y  the Song 

critic Yan youyi @{fs like this: 



Employed i n  poetry or prose. some allusions follow the 

original meanings.  while others reverse t h r m  . . . Li 

Yishan's [Shangyin] --Alas. i n  vain did the Emperor m o v r  

h i s  seat forward at rnidnight-- lnstead of askm2 about the 

people. htt asked about the gods" uses the a l lus ion  to Jia 

Yi  but negates the original rneaning  of it. One cannot do 

this uniess  he is widely learned and l ibrral.  and h e  does 

not imitate his predecessors sirnply f o i l o w i n ~  the 

convention.  

In my discussion of Li  Shangyin's historical poems i n  Chapter 3. 1 givz  

. . 
some rsamplcs  of h i s  3nverted allusion" bu which  1 mcan --fan yang. 

. L h g  -vong 14j Li! 

W h e n  a poet employs an allusion by its conventional form. the 

way he does this is called " m i n g  yong." In  this kind of use. the 

allusion is easily identified because the poet does not change its form 



with which a reader is familiar. We may cal1 this kind of use "ovrrt  

allusion." In practical application, an "overt allusion" can be  used to 

achievr ri ther the effect of "zheng yong" or that of "fan yong." Since 

"rning yong" or "overt allusion" is comparatively easy to be applied 

and recognized. i t  is commonly used by most poets and sornetimes 

recommended by critics whosr interest lies i n  simple and direct poetic 

expressions. I n  giving explanation to his mode1 examples from the 

Mid- and late Tang poems. for instance, the Southern Song critic Zhou 

Bi says: 

In  any poem. the use of references can cause obstructions. 

. . . If one does not blend the referencc into the porm. and 

if one makes the references the ma in  point, and further if 

the references are l i_rht  and direct. then -ou w i l l  have 

something close to villagr ballads and street songs. Sung 

to the tapped r h y t h m  o f  bamboo sticks. Cases like this 

represent the most perfect use of references. 



.-i t~ y n g  L;? jli 

Literally, this means to use an allusion or allusions in  a hidden 

way. It actually refers to a poet's assimilation of t h e  borrowings into 

an alluding poem. In  this k i n d  of use, the poet either selects scattered 

words and phrases from one alluded test  and synihesizrs them in t h e  

alluding poem. o r  distorts and blends several allusions from different 

sources to crratr  one or a series of new allusive images i n  the alluding 

poem. Ln eithrr cases, the allusive elements i n  the alluding text are 

distinctive and may not be sufficiently familiar. Li ke "overt aIIusion." 

allusion i n  this "an yong" mode can producr different effects.  

Although the "ming yong" of allusion is the common way in  practice. 

"an yong" or the assirnilative use of  allusion is regarded as the highest 

level in allusiveness and strongly encouraged i n  traditional theory. A n  

oft-quoted example of this encouragement cornes f rom t h e  X i q i n g  

shihua $q i;& : 

D u  Fu  says: "The way of using allusions in  poems should 

be assimilative as  what is said in the Chan talk: ' P u t  salt 

in  water: one can taste the saltiness by drinking t h e  

water."' This is where a poet's secret lies. . . . As if tying 

t h e  wind or grasping a shadow, the poet who is skillful 

w i th  allusion won? leave a track of allusion in h i s  poems. 



In this study. cspecially in Chapter 4, for the conveniencc of 

discussion 1 sometimes usri ' 'assimilâtive allusiont' or "assimilatite 

mode," "assimilative use," to refer to this k i n d  o f  use. 

.4 l l t r s ~ o r r  rncrrk~~r 

I borrow this term from Ziva Ben-Porat's theory on a h s i o n .  In  

her discussion. Ben-Porat emphasizes the differentiation between 

allusion as  a textual element wi th in  the linear sequence of the alludiny 

test  and allusion as a process o f  activating t h e  othrr  text.35 The  so 

callctd allusion m a r k r r  refers to the "testual elementW--the marking 

elements in the alluding text which can be identifird as belonging to 

another text. I n  other words. the marker appears in an alluding text 

and is t h e  trigger for the actualization o f  an allusion. The rnarkrr is 

always identifiable as such n o  matter whether it assumes a 

conventional form or a new one. As Ben-Porat says: " A  distorted 

quotation or a u n i q u e  noun i n  a new declension are examples of 

markers that are recognizable as belonging to a certain system i n  spitr  

of a new form."36 The marker also contains some kind of literal 

meaning in the context of the  alluding text besides the allusive one.37 



In  my analysis of L i  Shangyin's porms. the term is applied i n  the above 

definition. 

The Plan of  the Study  

T h i s  study is designed to consist of two parts according to 

diffrrent material and focus. The first part. which  includrs this 

introduction and Chapter 1, is basically historical and theoret ical .  The  

second part. consisting of Chapters 2. 5 .  and 4. is a n a l ~ t i c a l  and 

interpretative. The firsi part providrs a historical and theoretical basis 

for the discussions of sclected poems From the L i  Shangyin corpus. 

rvherras the analysis and interpretation i n  chapters of the second part 

are meant to be esempla ry  rathtr  than exhaustive-+orne analytical 

interprrtations. for instance. can br  done in more detail and can take 

as well different directions. I n  Chaptcr 1 .  brsidss undertaking othcr 

tasks. 1 try to establish an assurned ground for L i  Shangyin's intcrest i n  

ailusiveness. In  Chapter 2. 1 examine Li  S h a n g i n ' s  tivo allusive 

modes. the "ming yong," or overt, and "an yong," or assimilativr. 

modes. a n d  show how Li  Shangvin appropriates thrse modes i n  his 

poetic composition and what effects t h e y  produce i n  his poems. Thcse 

modes are relatively essential to h i s  allusiveness. Chapter 2. then. 

provides the basis for examining t h e  broad and subtle range o f  Li 

Shangyin's allusions i n  Chapters 3 and 4. In  these chapters. there is a 



kind of progression o f  discussion respectively--we m o v e  from analyses 

and interpretations of  Li's a l lus ive  poems to that of his  most h i g h l y  

al lus ive  ones. 
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C H A P T E R  1 

Am biguity and .Ulus iveness :  

Li Shangyia Approached and Reapproacbing Li Shangyin 

"Ernprror Wang 's  springtide heart. entrusted to a night 

.- 
jar. 

The beauty's patternrd l u tz  laments the youthful years. 

Poets generally love t h e  fine qualit) of Li Shang-yin's 

i Shangyin J verse: 

One only regrets rhere 1s no Cheng  Hsuan t Zhenp X u a n )  to  

sspl icate  i t .  1 

This  swen-character  quatrain is t h e  twrlfth poem of  the T h i r t v  

Pocms on P o e t r v  ;'$$ i\. t i- fi written by the poet-critic Y u a n  Haouen 

IC h i .  62 ( 1 190-1 257  j. By rnentioning the elaborate X i k u n  I4' 1-E sty le  

inspired by Li  Shangyin. the quatrain serves as a comrnrntarv on L i  

Shangyin's famous porm --The Ornamented Zither"  g1. -% and bp 

extension on his portry in  generai.2 The focal point i n  this quatrain 



indicates two characteristics of L i  Shangyin's poetry: allusiventss and 

ambiguity. Bq. quoting and alluding to L i 3  poem "Jin se." Yuan's 

poetic comment is allusire itself and irnmediately brings out a n  

allusive rrading of L i  Shangyin's poetry: after stating that Li's poeric 

w i t i n g  as a whole is beautifui. the last couplet  of this quatrain points 

out the arnbiguous quality of L i  Shangyin's poetry by rrferring to 

Zhrng Xuan k r 127-200). t h e  famous latr Han comrnentator o f  the 

Book of Songs. Obviously. i n  Yuan's virw. these characteristics of L i  

S h a n g i n ' s  poetry are inseparablct.3 f t  serms that ambigui t -  is b~ 

definition interwoven with allusiveness. and allusiveness i n  t u r n  is 

integral to the cpithzt of arnbiguity. To a large cutent. allusiveness 

and arnbiguity are two of  the most striking features in  the L I  Shangyin 

corpus and because of  t hem L i  Shangy in  has fascinated and frustrated 

cenerations of critics and scholars over the centuriss.4 
I 

The Problematics  of A m b i g u i t y  in  Li Shangyin's Poetry  

C h i n e s e  concepts of arnbiguity have occasionally bcen discussed 

or hinted at  by quite a few literary critical wr i t ings  i n  bistory In  t h <  

chapter, T h e  Recondite and the Conspicuous" $3 E .  of The Literarv 

Mind  and the Carvine of Dragons. for esample .  Liu  Xie says: 



In the case of  the beauty of a literary composition. i t  too 

has both conspicuous and recondite elernents. Thc 

reconditr elements are the layered ideas beyond the 

expressions, and the conspicuous the startling excellencies 

in  the piecr. The beautp of the recondite lies i n  its 

multiple concepts, and that of t h e  conspicuous i n  its 

startling transcendency. I t  is these which a re  

preeminently the exquisite qualities of  the ancient 

litrrature. and form the happy conjunction of talent and 

feel i np. 

.Y. Here L i u  Xie's "layered ideas" $1 and --multiple concepts" 

certainly refer to arnbiguity. T h e  oft-hrard Chinese aphor i sm.  "shi wu 

da gu" d:j %;g ,;J$, may express the Chinese understanding of ambiguity 

in  a better way: the aphorism doss not mean that poetry cannot b r  

understood or interpreted, rather. i t  means that the rneaning of a poem 

cannot be exhausted by limited interpretations. In  spite o f  this 

theoretical realization in  traditional Chinesr literary criticism. portic 

arnbiguity in  classical text was either reduced or explained away by 



commrntators throughout his tory -4. C .  Graham keen ly  observes this 

phenornenon when he rernarks: 

I n  China. as in England b r f o r e  Empson providrd the tools 

o f  analysis. t h s r e  is often a strong feeling that a line of 

poetry is impovrrished by too precise a prose cxplanation. 

and a willingness to allow different rcaders to se r  

different things i n  i t .  b u t  only a vague and litful 

auareness that apparently contradictory explmations ma? 

al1 be vaIid.6 

Compared wi t h  the traditionai Chincsc situation. modern studies 

o f  ambiguity i n  the West have brought out more obwous results wirh 

the deveiopment of semantics in the Wh crntury. No rnatter how 

contro\.rrsial restricting the s c o p r  of  the tcrm might br: a n d  ho\\ 

different the ways of c lass ie ing  it.  the 70"' crntury concepts o f  poetrc 

ambiguity al1 point out the multi-signification of poetic languagc.7 

Following William Ernpson's definition that ambiguity 1s --an? verbal 

nuance. however slight. wh ich  g i w s  roorn for alternaiive rcactions to 

.- 
the same pirce of tanguage. James L iu .  w-hen discussing Chinrsr  

poetry i n  general and L i  Shangyin's poems i n  particular. uses the word 

"arnbiguous" to describe "a word. a l i n r .  an image, or a whoie poem. 

.- 
which allows more than one interprrtation. 8 According to some 



modern scho la r s  of  Chinese  poetry. intrinsic e lements  in  the 

erarnrnatical s t ructure  of a poem, such as  fluidity r rgarding par ts  of 
Y 

speech.  the  absence  o f  inflect ions.  and  polysemy. can b r  fac tors  

contr ibut ing t o  ambigui ty ,  and the t lexibi l i ty  wi th  identifying t he  t enor  

of  irnagery and allusion in a poem can  a l so  cause  ambigui ty .9  

Descr ibed as above.  the poetic ambiguity is seen to  have 

eradually deve loprd  to classical  poems.  Z h u  Ziqing's  8; i'i i t j  
CT ( 1898- 

19-18) pioneer  study of equivocal character is t ics  o f  the Han poem 

"Traveling on.  on and o n  Again" $1 collected in the  

"Nineteen Ancient  Poerns" - L is a good e samp le  o f  c r i t i ca l  

recognit ion of t h i s  gradua1 dev r lopmrn t .  10 I t  was during t he  Tang 

Dynasty. however,  that sensibil i ty toward poetic arnbiguity increased 

and its s ignif icance i n  t e rms  o f  poetic e f fec t  was c o n s c i o u s l ~  e sp lo r ed  

and app r r c i a t rd .  I I  A m o n g  many obscure  and rquivocal  works by Tang  

poets. ambigui ty  stands ou t  str ikingly in the Li Shangyin co rpus  in 

terms of  degree  and quant i ty .  Hence the saying that " L i  Shang--ln 

(Shangy in )  is one  of  the  most  ambiguous .  if not t h e  most ambiguous .  

of Chinese  poets ."  12 

The ambiguous  character is t ic  of Li Shançyin 's  poetry was widely 

known a n d  commented on. both posit ively and negatively. by man? 

tradit ional  cr i t ics  and modern scho la r s  in history. I n  t radi t ional  

cri t ical  wri t ings  on poetry. such a s  "remarks on poetry" ksyF:&. Li 

Shangyin 's  poetry is very often associa ted in Chinese with "yinpi"  



fit y *-shenpi'- Tk #? . or --huiseu E&$g. al1 of which could be 

interpreted in one way or another as referring to reconditeness and 

which are associated with arnbiguity. Although man? critics. for 

various reasons, denounced the ambiguous character i n  L i  Shangyin's 

poetry. positive attitudes towards it have been seen i n  quite a few 

critical writings sincr the Song Dynasty. I n  the Yuan shi .$&& for 

example. Ye Xie $:% ( 1 6 2 7 - 1 7 0 3 )  vicws Li Shangyin-s quatrains as 

f0IIows: 

Li  Shangyin's seven-character quatrains are investçd with 

profound meanïngs and worded in  indirect espressions. 

They are unsurpassed and can truly exist incomparably for 

centuries. 

The following famous remark on Li's porms by Liang Qichao ;$fi & 

( 1873- 1 9 2 9 )  provides an example of t h e  modern reader's positive 

reaction to t h i s  characteristic: 

What they [such poems as 'The Ornamented Zither', 'The 

walls of Emerald'.  and 'The Holy Lady's Temple'] are 



a b o u t  I c a n n o t  determine. 1 cannot even exp la in  the l i t e ra l  

mctaning l i n r  by l ine .  Y r t  1 feel t h e ?  a r e  b r a u t i f u l .  and 

when 1 read t h e m .  t h c y  - ive  m e  a n e w  kind  of p l e a s u r e  i n  

rny mind.  W r  m u s t  realizc t h a t  B e a u t y  is m a n u - s i d e d .  that 

Beau ty  is mpsterious by n a t u r e .  If ws s t i i l  acknowledgc :  

the value of Beauty .  we c a n n o t  i i -h t ly  brush asidc this 

k ind  o f  w r i t i n g .  

A l r h o u g h  their unde r s t and ing  o f  t h e  s ign i f i canc r  of ambiguit) as  a 

poetic m o d e  r e m a i n  vcry  vague. these c r i t i c s  have s h o w n  the 

p r r v a s i v c n r s s  of t h i s  cha r ac r e r i s t i c  i n  t h e  Li  S h a n g g i n  c o r p u s .  

e s p e c i a l l y  porrns composed in t he  form of  r e g u l a t e d  verse iit -'The 

Ornament rd  Zitherm- $ 2 3 .  the most famous p o r m  of L i  Shangyin. for 

example. contains things t h a t  g i v e  risr t o  m u l t i p l e  r r a d i n g s  of it :  



L b -  ' f :  "I;: &'; :x ~ $ 7  
; , , q- .;j f< . . .L. &T- 4 "  Si: tg 

$'f ,fj t y j  Fk ( j  j [ ! ,  i i  ig 11:- $1, 

,- f & .fi? ;:; { 8 .j- " 5k 3 .a pi ; : , ~ -g  p.hi, 
..L' - ; , - .. 

The ornamented zither. for no reason. has fifty strings.  

Each s t r ing .  each bridge. recalls a youth f u i  year. 

Mastçr Chuang [ Z h u a n g )  was confused by his morning 

dream of t h e  butterfly: 

Emperor Wang's amorous heart in spring is entrusted to 

the c u c k o o .  

I n  the vast sca. under a  bright moon. pearls h a v e  tears: 

On Indigo Mountain. i n  the rr.arm S u n .  jade engrnders  

s m o k e .  

This feeling might have  bccomr a thing to  br  r r m r m b r r r d .  

Only. at  the rime you wcre already brwiidered and lost. 1 5  

Starting with the ornamented zither. a  musical instrument w h i c h  is 

both real and legendary. t h i s  porm convrj-s t h e  poet's compl icatrd 

feelings in a great passion as  well a s  i n  a ver? ambiauous way. My 

detailrd analysis of this porm concerning its ambiguous and 

associative characteristics wil l  b e  undertaken in  Chapter 4. but here I 

wish to  point out that  ever s ince the Song Dynasty. t h r r c  have been 

many different interpretations of  i t  wh ich  esc lude  rach other. Somr 



Say this is a love poem wrjtten for a maid or concubine named J inse  i n  

the houscthold of the poet's political patron Linghu Chu. Others t h i n k  

the poem a description of four kinds of music played on the zither. 

Still others regard the poem as a lament over the poet's misfortunes i n  

life. just to mention a few. While the e'tclusiveness of these different 

interpretations shows that critics attempt to eliminate the semantic 

ambiguitp of the poem.  the divergence shows the vcry existence of 

ambiguity i n  the poem.  Poems that conrain this kind of rnulti- 

signification do not appear coincidentally in the Li Shangyin corpus. 

rather .  t h e y  make a certain por t ion  of i t .  Sometimes. howrver. 

different interpretations of a poem or a linr. an image. of  a poem bp L i  

are causrd by the varying subjectivities of individual commentators, 

not b y  propertirs of the porm. 

Traditionally, critics usually linked ambiguitp and associated 

phenornena i n  Li Shangy in's poetic composition with t h e  social- 

political situation of the poet's time and his persona1 rsperiences. 

Shen Deqian ( 1693-1 769). For instance, holds this opinion 

when remarking on Li  Shangyin's metaphorical features: 

L i  Yishan's [Shangyin] recrnt style poems are oblique and 

many-layered and excel i n  criticism and parable. I n  them 

often is metaphor used to express his feelings. becausc. 



since he had encountered difficult times. he had to be 

enigmatic. 

Following Traditional concepts, criticism like this only pays attention 

to esternal factors. ignoring intrinsic. artistic mechanisms of testual 

composition which usually play a Far more important rolr in  producing 

the poetic ambiguity I t  needs to be pointed out that on the one hand. 

some of L i  Shangy in's ambiguous poems, 1 1  ke "Wild chrysanthemums" 

Jff $j. "Written on the Little P ine  Trer"  ;& /]i &. and '-Peonies" fi-  , , A / J  r'i. - 

rrveal i n  a symbolic wav the poet's inner worlds which have little to 

do with the factional strife the port ;vas irapped in .  On the oihrr. 

somr well-known "political" porms, such as --Lament for Registrar L i u  

-- 1-t: r i ,  e. Fen" @ ~ I J  :il ! ' I  and ' l a m e n t  for L i u  Fen k $11 c 4 .  espress esplicitly 

his moral virws on society and directly reveal his political criticisms 

against t h e  governrnent, showing that the poet need not express h i s  

ideas metaphorically or symbolically in  order to avoid political 

trouble. It was therefore. 1 would emphasize here. more for artistic 

than for political considerations that L i  Shangyin created highly 

arnbiguous semantic structures i n  his poems. This point can be 

reinforced by t h e  fact that when compared to other Tang poets such as 



L i  Bai j (701-762) and Du Mu ff:?!~ (803-852) ,  both of whom,  as L i  

Shangyin. were unsuccessful in their officia1 careers and the latter of 

whom \vas also involved i n  factions. L i  Shangyin is oftrn found to be  

more symbolic and metaphoric i n  expressing h i s  feelings. 17 

Ioterpretations of Li Shangyin a n d  Their  Limitations 

Both the ambiçuity and the traditional treatment of it have given 

rise to widrly divergent interpretations of L i  Shanyyin's poetry which 

can b r  traced back to the late Ming  Dynasty when the Buddhist Dao 

Y u a n  jc sstarted to annotate Li 's  works. Although bricf critical 

cornrnents are seen i n  some "remarks on poetry" during the Song and 

Yuan Dynasties. extensive commentaries and  annotations d id  not 

appear until the early Qing Dynasty. In  1659. Z h u  Heling's .?<@$l% 

( 1606- 1683 ) completr annotated edition. rntitled Coilected Porrns of 

L i  Yishan [ I I  [',$ Yi. came into being. I n  the preface of this oldest 

existing edition of Li Shangyin-s poetry. Z h u  Heling argued that Li's 

works revealed social-political evrnts and disclosed t h e  poet's 

political situation a n d  his ambitions i n  the language of romantic 

passion between a m a n  and woman. 18 

Following Zhu, quite a few distinguished scholars have done 

comprehensive studies on Li  Shangyin's poetry since the Qin3  

Dynasty.19 As some scholars of Li Shangyin have concluded' 



howeter 

to a part 

. there are mainiy three schools cach of which has contributed 

icular interpretation of L i  Shangyin's poetry. The first school. 

i n  line with Z h ü s  biew. is led by Feng Hao &$- (1719-1801, and 

Zhang Ertian 1 ( l 8 6 2 - l W j  ) .  In  h i s  well-known work A 

completed Annotation of Y uxishrtnrr- s Poetrv g Ji: ?k : ; . . Frng  

Hao painstakingly collected and absorbed the  studies by previous and 

contemporary schoiars. However .  i n  this fruitful annotation u h i c h  

surpasses al \  previous similar works and remains the standard edition 

of Li's poems. Feng basically sees i n  man!. of his poems veiled 

references to the Linghus. t h e  poet's patrons. Zhang Ertian. l n  his 

Comprehensive Commenrarv on the Biographical Chronoioev of 

Y uxisheng Y I!: . .- $;2 B, still the most authorjtativr work on L i ' s  

iife. developed F rng ' s  r iew i n  h i s  interpretations.20 Both Feng  and 

as persona1 allcgory wh ich  

litical patron Linghu Tao.  

passion and feeling. for 

example. are taken sither as rtvelation of the poet's a rden t  desirr for 

Linghu Tao's patronage or reflrction of his own frustrations in  h i s  

official career. Scholars in this school t h u s  beliece that in  his w h o k  

life Li  Shangyin, as  reflectrd i n  his ambiguous poems. "was dominated 

by h i s  dcsire for officia1 advancement and his remorse ovrr  having lost 

the patronage of the Ling-hu ( L i n g h u )  fami ly  by his marriags wi th  

Z h a n g  see Li Shangyin's arnbiguous porms 

in\.olvrs the poet's relation with h i s  po 

Some  love poems that express powerful 



Wang Mao-yuan's (Maoyuan) daughter. and his most celebrated poems 

.- 
are rriterations of such feelings. 2 1 

Reprrsented by some scholars i n  the first several decades of this 

century, the second school jnterprets L i  Shangyin's ambiguous poems. 

especially the poems without titles. as personal accounts of various 

clandestine love affairs that the port had i n  reality with certain Daoist 

nuns and Court ladies. The best-known advocators o f  this view are S u  

Xuelin f&':lb and Zhu Xie ><@. S u 3  book Yuxi shimi ii i&i!f.& 

which focuses on searching the love affairs of L i  Shangyin rather than 

on interpreting trxts.  has had considerable influence among modern 

literary historians and crîtics.77 I n  Su Xuelin's opinion. ' ë w r y  poem 

of h i s  is an estrrrnely arnorous and extremely passionate love porm: 

and his  poetry. except for a small portion. s x c l u s i v e l ~  describes his 

adventures and love affairs-' fk 09 23 - k g$$ bfi s x  M,@ 
Xf fi5tit ;,fj, &fjQ r;!fl$$$ - cc {j"*? - ,$+, JL $?(i!] f i  jA#;i.; f& - I ? :  .. -*-3 r:J 

2% , .  9 3 Holding this kind of  theory. scholars of this group t r y  

hard to search for evidence for the "real" love affairs between L i  and 

those nuns or Court ladies. I n  interpreting Li's poems, especially love 

. . 
poems. they take general words and images as specific "secret codes. 

Accordinç to Su, man- of Li's arnbiguous poems contain obscure 

references to a secret love affair between Li Shangyin and two Court 

entertainers. the sisters called "Flying Phoenix" jg !e and "Agile 

Phoenix" . For instance. i n  her interpretation of the poem 



"Written aftsr a Dream. whilr Listening to the Rain together with 

Candidates Wang and Cheng, on the ~ 8 ' ~  Night of the Seventh Month" 

* 1 -  1 f 6 j .  Su says that the poem is 

about a dream which was written when the poet, after he left the 

Court. recalled in front of his friends what had happened there 

between h i m  and the two sisters. Further, Su thinlis that allusions to 

Daoist goddesses in man- of Li's poems refer to one of  the sisters 

named Song who were Daoist nuns.24 Zhu Xie. i n  his article entitled 

"A New Interpretation of Li Shangyin's Poetry" 7;E rs "itf $6 holds 

similar s i rws  except that he makes no attempt to identify these Court 

ladies and Daoist nuns bu namr.75 

The third school includes contemporary scholars like Gu  Yiqun 

rt and Sun Zhentao f,;iF&i%j. Most scholars i n  this group share . .  . 

the view thar "Li's poems that involve Taoist (Daois t )  nuns are not 

autobiographical love poerns but satirical poems about imperial 

princesses who had taken Taoist (Daois t )  vows." and that "man!. of his 

other ambiguous poems are political in nature. alluding to imperial 

concubines, courtiers, and eunuchs . -26  Both G u  and Sun are inclined 

to interpret L i  Shangyin's ambiguous poems either in the light of the 

poet's personality and character or on the basis of historical and 

political background. To them,  as  pointed out by James Liu.  many of 

L i ' s  poems are satires of the Court and political fact ions27 



In addition to the three schools there are actually some other 

less known ones. Two deserve mentioning here. The first group is 

represented by two Qing  scholars. L u  Kunceng l:.iil-A[g and Q u  F u  

$1: a, who share a view which is different from al1 the others .  Both L u  

and Q u  t h i n k  that the reader of L i ' s  poems should interpret Li 's pocms 

according to his subjective feeling jr .$, although the-, too, think 

that there is a fixed meaning in the poem given bu the poet. Their 

interpretation, to a certain extent, is therefore a decoding of the 

intended meaning of the poet through the porm itself rather than other 

sources. The second group is representrd by Liang Qichao whose view 

we rnrntioned beforr.  Instead of unriddling the meaning of Li's porms. 

scholars i n  this group simply advocate appreciation of the rnystery or 

beauty evoked i n  L i  Shangyin's ambiguous poems. According to these 

scholars, i t  is the m y s t r r i o u s  beauty resu l t ing  from ambiguity that 

contributes to the acsthetic of Li  Shangyin's poems. 

These interpretations surveyed above show d i f f e ren t  concerns 

about L i  Shangyin. and i n  each case. the? are found biased towards 

certain characteristics of t h e  man known to history. Taken together. 

however. these seemingly divergent interpretations are founded upon 

two reigning criteria i n  the tradition of  exegesis: "zhiren lunshi" 

& d A & and "yiyi nizhi" 11 fi sa&. Both of the criteria are  derived 

from the teaching of Mencius & f- (ca .  372-289 B C )  whose use of 



them. howrver. \vas for different purposes. I n  the Book of Mencius 

,& 1'.  Mencius says to Wan Zhang $; ;:i : 

T h e  good knight i n  the vi l lage  befriends the other 

good knights i n  the village. The good knight in  the state 
C 

brfriends other good k n i g h t s  i n  the state. The good knight 

i n  society befriends other good knights i n  society. But. i f  

the good k n i g h t  i n  society finds that there are not enough  

cood knights to befriend. he can still have converse with 
Ci 

the men of antiquity. chanting tlictir songs, and rrading 

t h e i r  works. 

T a n  h e  befriend t h e m  without knowing them? He 

can.  for he can h a v e  converse with their world. Thus he 

.. 
still has friends. 

Here,  we can see that the idea " Q I  hi$$ I'llk' basically refers to 

t h e  matter of morality: that is, through reading litrrary texts, one c m  

experience and imitate the spiritual integrity of the ancient  man. I t  is 



obvious that the final purpose of reading is to improw the moral 

spirit. t h e  text itself being n o  more than a medium by which the rrader 

achieves that purpose. Further. Mencius here points out that to imitate 

the ancient man's spirit, one  should not only read his works but also 

Iearn about h i s  life. tirne. and other facts that  are outside of his 

literary works but c m  be obtained from a context gained from other 

texts. Whilr the  concept "3; ;h 34 t tk*  is concernrd with one's moral  

and spiritual cultivation. "PA G:s.&"  apparentlp providrs a method of 

rradinp the Book of Sones: 

Thersfore. one who  explains the [ B o o k  oj] Porrry m u s t  not 

rely on its ernbellishment so as to do violence to the 

language, nor on the language so as to do violence to t h e  

intention [of the port] .  I f  he uses h i s  mind to trace the 

meaninç to t h e  intention [of the poet], h e  will be 

successful. 

Our understanding of Mencius' idea here is that whan one tries with his 

mind. his thought, to meet -'what the author intended to say" .&. he 

should not be limited or misled by the rhetorical elements, ignorinç 



mranings conveyed i n  words: to be able  ro know what the author really 

meant. however, one should not just depend on what the words might 

s e rm  to sa!. for i t  ma- not be the author's intention. To truly 

understand the author 's intention. one should exercise his own 

thinking aparr from taking care of the reading. The '-yi'- ::<. in Zhao 

Qi's &k$ (died 701 A D )  commentary. r e f u s  to one's "xinyi" 8b,c, or 

rnind in English. In our understanding, the " u i n y i . "  besides its 

comprehensive capacities, should have some ratiocinative ones. The 

" v i "  is thus seen as referring to one's subjective relation to what is 

putatively ori the author's mind .30  

Historically. the establishment of the two criteria for litrrary 

interpretation began with the Han annotation of the Book of Sones. I f  

there were anv problems with the intrrpretation of the Book of Songs 

by the reputrd author of the "Great Preface" and Zheng Xuan who used 

t h e  two methods.  as Yan Kunyang *&$&FI; argues. i t  should be 

understandable since tvhat these scholars tried to do with the Book of 

Songs does not fundamental!? belong to literary activity, rathrr. i t  

belongs to the activity of the studies of Classics 4174 which aims at 

establishing moral  as well  as political values through interpretations 

and explanations of the Confucian Classics.3 1 After the Six Dynasties 

period, literary activity became self-conscious and it departed from the 

realm of the Classics. In the situation where literary features were 

taken as t h e y  were. literary criticisrn or interpretation should have also 



adjusted itseif i n  accordance with the n r w  concepts. That is to say. 

when one uses such criteria as "zhiren lunshi" and "yiyi nizhi" to form 

his  critical methods. he should realize their limits while practicing 

literary interpretation. However, as  Y a n  further points out,  the way 

the  Han schotars interpreted t h e  Book of  Songs by means of thrse two 

criteria above had not deveioped throughout the dynasties and was 

used almosr unchanged by scholars during the Qing Dynasty when the! 

7 ( ~  n r r  annotated Du F u  .fi: r @  (717-770). Li  He ,- ~i (790-816). and L i  

S h a n g i n . 3 2  S t a r t i n  with Z h u  Heling. the interpretation of L i  

Shangyin has followed this convention. 

By apply ing  these conventional criteria. the scholars i n  L i  

Shangyin studies mentioned r a d i e r  have tried to explain the anomalies 

i n  Li's portry. More sprcifically. on the one hand the! have tried to 

dig up the hiddrn references i n  Li  Shangyin's ambiguous poems by 

deprnding on histories. biographies. and other kind o f  estcrnal 

rnaterials, neglecting the f u n c t i o n  of t h e  poetic l a q u a g e .  On the 

other. they have attempted to twist or justify the  discrepancy betwern 

a word, a line, or a whole poern and the "reality" they attempted to see 

by hypothesizing upon the poet's intentions. Thus. the first and t h e  

third kinds of interpretations dismiss t h e  love topic in  Li  Shangyin's 

poetry and  explain i t  as political allegories, seeing i n  L i  Shangyin Q u  

Yuan's k< &[ (ca .  343-278 BC)  "Encountering Sorrow" which, by 

means of love expressions--such as the image of the " fairest" h. 



rrveals Qu ' s  political wishes:X and the second school. t r yng  not to 

read L i  Shangyin alleporically. rebuilds. howrver. the poet's 

biographical life of love simpip by rcading L i  Shangpin's poetry a s  

autobiopraphy. Because o f  their affiliation to t h e  criticism of the 

Book of Songs - and their unawareness of the fact t h a t  the ambiguity in  

the texts "simultaneousI_v encodes the evidence that several 

intrrprrtations are possible and that making a cho ic r  among r h e m  1s 

impossible." these traditional interpretations to a grsat svtent reduce 

or e v r n  desrroy the cornplex and rich meaning inherent i n  the L i  

Shangyin corpus. 34 

To maintain what is actually i n  L i  Shangyin's arnblguous poems 

so as to sec the wa- L i  Shangyin ' s  postry s ign l f i z s .  in  our rsadinz of 

thcm we nerd to allow tlruibilitp i n  terms of their topical referrnce 

since "ambiguit! is intrinsic. inalienable charactrr of an- self-focussd 

message. br ie t ly .  a corollary featurt: o f  poetry . . Not only t h e  

message itsrlf  b u t  also t h e  addresser and addresser becomc 

ambiguous."35 Meanwhile. in  our intrrprrration of thrsr  poems and 

poems i n  s rnera l .  as Strphen Owen suggests. w r  should emphasjze t h e  

"rypological" aspect of porric response becausr  "the poem itself is 

essentially tppologicai rather than particular and can be 'rrused' in 

other circurnstances. " 3 6  



Allusion as a Poetic M o d e  in  Li Shangyin's  Poetry 

As we briefly mentioned before. one major factor that 

contributrs to the ambiguous characteristics in  Li  Shangy in's poetry is 

the frequent employment of al lus ion .  A s  in other issues regarding L i  

Shangyin-s verse. we have found ambivalence among the critics about 

his  use of  allusion. In spite of their clear consensus on the  fact that 

allusions exist pervasively i n  the Li Shanzy i n  corpus. critics either 

adrnired or  condemned the poct for his use of  them. Zhang Jie, i n  hi s  

Suihantang shihua iz7)?2 &S. is typical of the positive view: 

The beauty of L i  Yishan's [Shangyin] poctry is more or 

less like this. the description of natural objrcts seems 

trivial and the use of allusions obscure. but  t h e  meaning is 

profound. 

W h i l e  another Song Critic Cai Juhou's @f$l:?: criticism in h is  Cai 

Kuanfu shihua fi f-,ii'.yrg exemplifies t h e  negative attitude towards 

Li's use of a l lus ion:  



l n  the poems of L i  Yishan [Shangyin]. 1 believe, there is 

somrthing that excels others' works. But t h e  recondite 

allusions that he uses. and the crafted language which 

fails to express ideas clearly. are his notable 

shortcomings. 

An extreme of this negative attitude toward Li's use of allusion is 

espressed i n  the d e r o g a t o r ~  term "ta ji yu" gF%f,(i. which was. though. 

originally used to refer to the way Li Shangyin manipulated allusion i n  

h i s  prose writing.39 Obviously. these ambivalent comments on L i  

Shangyin's use of allusion reflect the general treatment of allusion i n  

tradition which we discussed in the introduction. 

However, most modern and contemporary scholars i n  L i  

Shangyin studies agree tha t  allusion is a major constructive elrment 

t h a t  makes Li ' s  poetic writing distinctive. A .  C. Graham, for instance, 

speaks h i g h l y  of L i  Shangyin's allusiveness: 

H i s  use of allusion is the subtlest i n  T'ang (Tang) poetry-- 

abrupt transitions i n  which an allusion provides the 



unmentioned bridge. delicate variations on cornmonplace 

references, oblique gl impses  of historical rvents. direct 

presrntation of a scrne before his epes i n  which one 

senses elusive parallels with a scene in history or 

poetry.40 

Although scholars i n  L i  Shangyin studies have had little problern with 

viewing Li  Shangyin's use of allusion as a conscious art. the? have not 

paid enough attention to the reasons for his allusiveness. 

In L i  Shangyin-s well-known "Shang Cui [Guicong] Huazhou 

shu" 1: {ii. ijk ï6;:, scholars of Chinese classical literature have srrn a 

kind of later generation's anxiety toward litrrary influence and his 

disclaiming of t h e  tradition: 

At first. when 1 heard my elders sa. that i n  lrarning the 

Tao (Dao)  one mus t  seek i t  from t h e  ancients and i n  

composing litrrature one must follow rules, 1 felt greatly 

unhappy. Then I withdrew and thought to myself: How 

can what we cal1 the Tao (Dao)  be something that on ly  the 

ancients called the  D u k e  of Chou  (Zhou)  and  Confucius 

were really capable of? For, infer ior  as  1 a m ,  1 can 

personally partake i n  i t  together with the Duke  of Chou 

( Z h o u )  and Confucius. Therefore 1 have tried to practice 



the Tao (Dao)  without depending on the modems or  the 

ancients. and  i n  writing I have directly wielded my brush, 

bcing loathe to plagiarize the Scriptures o r  the histories. 

or to avoid what may cause offense to the contemporary 

world. 

T h e  statement contains a double point. On the one hand,  it shows the 

paramount demand for imitative writing in  classical China: on the 

other. it indicates the burden of the tradition on t h e  later generations 

of classical China.  Proclairning the poet free from such dependenc? 

can be seen to harbor an anxiety toward poetic precedents. I n  the 

Bloomian psychological perspective. poets like Li Shangyin and other 

late Tang and post-Tang poets who write i n  the shadow of prior 

excellent writers would be seen desperately attempting to emulate 

their poetic antecedents. Certainlu, i n  the history of Chinese 

literature, we see passionate and learned confrontation between 

authors and preceding texts, and it is hard to imagine that emulation or 



competition was not a part of the relationship between a later and 

previous works. 

However, when we look at the issues of literary influence and 

imitation within the sphere of language as a system of communication 

and signification. we f ind that the poet from the succeeding 

eenerations writes i n  a dialectic ( a s  well as dialogic) relationship with 
C 

antecedent literature sincr they share a common literary codification 

with their predecessors. That L i  Shangyin consciously rmployrd man). 

ailusions i n  making his --own" poetic texts. as we shall see .  can serve 

as a witness to this phenornenon. It seems that L i  Shangyin tried to 

break away from t h e  fetters of tradition. as statrd i n  the above 

statrment. by using that very  tradition i n  poetic practice. Or. h t  tried 

to use the tradition o n l y  to intensify his break with i t .  Interestinpiy. 

therefore. a denial of the past in spirit turns out to be a demonstration 

of i t  i n  effect. In such demonstration. however, tradition not o n l y  

confirms history but also guarantees the new history the poet is 

makinç. This kind of relationship between the discrete texts and the 

continuity of literary history is basically esamined under the sign of 

language i n  the following discussion of L i  Shangyin .  

As a poet from the iater generation. L i  Shangyin identifies 

hirnself by trying to borrow from previous poetic texts. Here, let us 

start our discussion of this observation by pointing out the fact that not 

al1 Li  Shangyin's poems are allusive. Some poems express 



spontaneous feelings and contain explicit signification. The  greatly- 

admired quatrain "Leyou Heights" #f is a good rxample of thest: 

poems: 

Toward evening 1 feei disconsolate: 

So 1 drive mu carriage up the ancient heights. 

The setting s u n  has infinite beauty- 

O n l y .  the t i m e  is approaching nightfall!l7 

Wandrrinp at the ancient height. the poet watched the  s u n  set. 

The ternporary beauty of the setting Sun. however. induced a f e e l i n g  of 

sadness and regret. Some traditional commentators take this poem as 

a n  tiegy of the Tang  dynasty or that of the  poet himself.43 .4ccording 

to L i u  Xuekai gq9kR and Y u  Shuchrng &%!&, however, we may take 

the beautiful moment i n  the  naturai world captured by L i  Shangyin as a 

symbol of the shortness of the p r ime  time in  one's life.44 Moreovrr. 

as James L i u  remarks, "the poem may be  taken as an illustration of the 

common Chinese n o t i o n  that the rvtreme of joy leads to i ts  opposite. 

Realization of t h e  truth of this makes one appreciate even more what is 

precious and beatiful."45 This sort of notion that good things won't 



last actually occurs i n  many poems before and after Li  Shangyin. 

There are more poems in the Li  Shangyin corpus, such as -'Lines to Be 

Sent Home,  Written on a Rainy Night" fk\:I:j"$iL. -*Failen Flowers-' 

{fi ik, etc. ,  that are also written with few or no allusions. 

The  fact that the poet is able to write ver? well "direct 

-- 
description, to quote Zhong Rong, but still chooses to write mainly 

through allusion supports t h e  point we just made earlier that Li 

Shangyin's poetic creativity is accomplished by using the literary past 

and his various ways of borrowing from previous trxts constitute a 

conscious art. Sometimes. though, especially when his use of overt or 

orrhodos a l lus ion  ("rning yong" 151 Ili or "zheng yong" iii Hl ) is under 

examination, we may prefer to see a more instinctive application of  a 

casual talent informed by wide reading, taking for granted that his 

training i n  classical literature, like any literatus. taught h i m  the 

refinements of the literary genres. 

Nevertheless, when we consider o the r  modes of allusion. such as 

the assimilative and inverted ones ("an yong" L2dI: and '-fan yong" 

!Z) \ j ) ,  of which the "an yong" is one major mode i n  this poet's 

allusiveness and has often struck critics as a conscious process. w r  

would think that L i  Shangyin was consciously devoted to an art 

instituted by such Six Dynasties poets as Y u  Xin ,@ (2 ( 5 1 3 - 5 8 1  ), or 

such Tang poets as Du F u ,  and latrr  adopted as the leading method of 

poetic composition by such post-Tang poets as Huang Tingjian @ % 



f 1045-1 1051.46 Defining one's creativity bu means of appropriating 

and manipulating past texts is encouraged by critics i n  traditional 

literary criticism. I n  The Poetic Exoosition on Litcrature &$. L u  Ji 

i;: @$ (26  1-30; ) says: 

He sathers i n  writing ornitteci by a hundred  gencrations. 

Picks rhymes  neglectsd for a rhousand years: 

It falls away-that splendid flowering of dawn.  already 

unfurled, 

B u t  there opens t h e  unblown budding o f  eiening.  

Although what L u  Ji says here is to a certain extent that the br ia ted 

poer should dig o u t  something lrf t  undone by t h e  anciénts. it indicates 

that a poet should turn ro tradition for h i s  poètic expressions. Dur ing  

the Mid- and late Tang period, poets and cr i t ics  also suggested the 

manipulation of prior ljterarp material i n  poetic composition. W a n g  

Changling f i  :2 fi (690-756). for instance, has this to Say: 



[mitate  old writings. but don' t  follow their  old ideas. or 

you will never advance fû r .  In  al l  cases ?ou must 

crisscross and z i g z a g  transform and appropr ia te  the 

material in a hundred ways. 

The more -ou go forward along with  i t .  

The  more ?ou understand it truly. 

If y o u  hold to i t  without ceasing. 

Y o u  jo in  with the old and produce the n r u .  

Th i s  kind of conscious concern with poetic transformation is best 

expla ined la t r r  in t h e  Northern Song poet-criric Huang Tingjian's  



tàmous s tatemrnt  which is recorded by the Chan Budhist m o n t  

Huihong & i.!! ( 107 1 - 1 1 7 8 )  i n  his Lrnrzhai vchua i? &f fk 3: 

[The  meaning of j poetry is inexhaustible. and yet h u m a n  

abilities are l imited.  Evçn [Tao] Yuanming and Shaoling 

[ D u  F u ]  were unable to achieve mastrry us ing  limitrd 

talent to pursue incrxhaustible meaning.  Not changing the 

meaning of a prior poet but creating ianpuagr [by 

reformulating past phrases] that matches his [original] 

phrase [Zao qi  y u ]  is called "the method of changing the 

bone." To penetratingiy imitate the meaning of the prior 

poet and yet further nuance it i s  called "srizing the 

-. embryo. 

The idea that the poet of a later generation consciously uses 

literary rnodels to create his own poetry cmphasizes a dialectical 

relationship ( o r  a paradox) between tradition and creativity: a poetic 

work's reflection of cultural significance and its deliberate rrcasting 



of  that significance into a new configuration. Li  Shangyin ssems to 

know this relationship vrry we l l .  In  his " Y u  Tao Jinshi shu" 

j # .  , h r  in sraxe .  hr shows h i s  realizatjon that the unlimitrd 

rssourccs for h i s  poetic expressions l i t :  nowhere e lse bur  in  t h e  

tradit ion: 

1 a m  aware of the models and standards of the C h u n  qiu 

and the principirs and regulations of  the Sages. al1 o f  

which I have admircd for long and shr r i shcd  derpl-. 

daring no1 to look down upon them.  H a w n g  arranged them 

i n  order. ! write and recite them. 

Elszwhere. he t d k s  about  f r tx  esper ience  and esperimznring wi th  

making a new portry of h i s  own through appropriation and 

transformation of prior tes ts :  

Rich colors are usrful for painting: clear and lingrring 

sound is what music is. Idcas shouid bc appropriate to rhr 

profound and rnysterious processes of Nature and 

d i m i n a t e  trivial customs.  One should be free at the -'Four 



Brginnings" and leisurely and carefrer with the - - S i s  

-- 
Principles. 

By stating his conscious pursuit of poetic creativity within the 

tradition. Li Shangyin revzals h i s  understanding of  the dialcctical 

rrlationship between tradition and creativity Moreover. the above 

statement indicates that h r  legitimizrs hjs ssprr imentinp project with 

tcrms of conventional idras about literature. The  suggesrion is also 

held  by Zhou  Zhenfu  EjgS iil In  h i s  introduction to t h e  Collecrion of  ..' "-q :'g !f; L i  S h a n ~ v i n ' s  Poems and Proses ll!; k,,- , . Z h o u  notes that Li 

Shangyn alrrady sees the "secret of %mire'- . , when Li  

mentions t h e  " l u  he xuanji'- :$ f~ 4 %&. He furthrr points out tha t  L i  

Shangyin is aware  o f  the importance that one's ingrnious 

craftsmanship should be appropriate to the -'secret of Nature" which  is 

represttntrd b y  the -'suanji." The term "xuanji" is used following 

Zhuang Zi 's  idra that al1 ongoing and oncorning natural activities arc 

in  accordance with the --ji" 5 I n  Z h o u ' s  view. obviously. L i  

Shangyin understands this "secret of Nature" and wants to form h i s  

poetic stratepy or thought i n  accordance with the signal of  the change 

of the Nature. 



Of the ways in which L i  Shangyin transforms past poetic 

writings, one is that of inventing poetic diction with allusions to prior 

texts. By doing so. the poet assimilates his personal esperlenec: to that 

o f  tradition so a s  to confirm the poetic work as both a representation 

of the  rsperîential world and an embodiment of cultural conventions. 

I f  t h e  proceeding discussion helps us understand in  a way why L i  

Shangyin is intrrested in allusive practice i n  poetic writing. then. the 

following examination wil l  show the background where the formation 

of h i s  poetic allusiveness cmerges and how he .  i n  his act  of alluding. 

accommodates h a b i t s  of imitation developed in the  tradition. 

Li Shangyin's  Heritage of Literary .4llusiveness 

Long before L i  Shangyin's tirne borrowing words and phrases 

from the henrrated litrrary past had become a habit among w i t e r s .  By 

the time of the Six Dynasties' for instance, d o n g  with the  currrnt 

development of t h e  parallel prose @f which was full of allusions. 

poets were so enthusiastically engaged i n  t h e  composition of allusive 

tests that critics represented by Zhong Rong launched attacks against 

them.54 However, t h e  rampant use of allusion in Six Dynasties 

literary writing, both poetic and prosaic, developed with a persistence 

and an in tens i ty  so that i t  lasted into the Tang time and became part of  

Li  Shangyin's allusive heritage. 



First of all. we find that Li Shanypin's penchant for allusive 

wr i t i ng  is connected with h i s  practice of parallel prose. If  allusion 

were not a necessary rhetorical vehicle for lyrical expression. as 

suggested by somr traditional and modern critics. then i t  was an 

integral elernent for the composition of the parallel prose. However. 

featured with rhyme, antithesis, and high abstrusenrss, this subgenre 

of prose is much closer to the genre of poetry. especially the later 

regulated verse' than to the genre of prose.55 This popular form of 

prose essays was vigorously practiced in the court and govrrnmental 

offices from t h e  S ix  Dynasties through High Tang to Late Tang time i n  

spitr  o f  the opposition f rom the influentid mid-Tang "ancicnt prose-* 

tr f- r'ix m o v e m e n t  ( r d  by Han Yu &-!&J, ( 768 -871 )  and L i u  Zongyuan 

f!!\l;;i I L  (773-819): which aimed at returning to the strai-htforward. 

unrhymed style of pre-Qin and Han prose. Through his official career. 

L i  Shangrin v r r y  oftrn practiced parallel prose writing and \vas 

adrnired by his conternporarias for doing i t  so escrllrntly.56 I n  fact. 

L i  Shangyin's h i g h  reputation for his parallel prose wr i t ing  has also 

drawn the special attention of sorne modern scholars who  have 

discovered a close relationship between his poetic and parallrl prose 

writings. Qian Zhongshu  @%[$y,  for example. once says: "Li  

Shangyin's parallel prose is related to his poetry, just as Han Y u ' s  

prosaic writing is related to his poetic writing" $i PLI i\ %! 3 

-*i* Cl , ] , # ['i 2 @! $+ 19 & -57 In  the samr vein. Zhou Zhenfu  sers 



man- similarities between Li S h a n g i n ' s  poems and  parallel prose 

essays both of which share, as he remarks, such features as --ringing 

sound and rhyme. excellent application of trope. and  harrnonious 

joining of thouphts and nature" 2; & M # f f ,  3.Q: L-<$t, !$, {F 2 % . 5 8  

These scholars think that Li  Shangyin composed his poctr). i n  the samr 

fashion i n  wh ich  he cornposed parallel prose essays and they regard his 

frequent use of  allusion in poems as  the most striking sign of the 

connection.59 

When reading Li  Shangyin's poems. one notices his preferencr 

't) t t -  f,- G$:, L & -  for regulated verse i i ~ f i . f  over ancient s ty le  verse ! .  -v-j:f. and t h e  

seven-character quatrain over the five-charactçr variet' fi $2. As 

for the reasons bthind this prefercnce. James L i u  has this to Say: 

Regulated Verse. w i t h  its exact rules. is both more 

restricting and  more chailenginp. for although i t  imposes 

many restrictions, i t  also affords opportunities for subtle 

and ingenious verbal constructions not possible i n  Ancient 

Verse. The  necessity for conciseness i n  this verse form 

often leads to h ighly  compact, cornples. and ambiguous 

structures which are well suited to t h e  cornplex. elusive. 

and ambiguous worlds esplored bu many of Li  Shang-)-in3 

(Shangyin) poems. Thus we find that most of his poems 

concerned with esoteric worlds and complicated emotions 



are in  Regulated Verse, particularly the seven-syllabic 

variety. . . . Of the two kinds of Quatrains, the five- 

syilabic demands greater severity of expression. since i t  

consists of rnerely twenty syllables. That is perhaps why 

L i  Shang-yin (Shangyin).  whose poetic genius inclines to 

the esuberant, prefers the seven-syllabic kind.60 

Brief -et very sound. this comment draws our attention not only to Li  

Shangyin's poetic expression in these lyrical forms. but also to somr 

major features of these forms. rspecially those of the regulated verse. 

W e  find that in  those "highly compact. cornplex. and ambiguous 

structures" of the  rcgulatrd verse. allusivrness is a striking featurr. 

Although the form of regulated verse did not corne to be applied unt i l  

the Tang Dynasty. the rudiments of it can be found i n  poetic writing 

from the S ix  Dynasties on .  This l i n k  ieads us to another ar ra  of Li  

Shangyin 's allusive hctritage. 

The  frequent use of  allusion in  S i x  Dynasties poerns can be 

esplained in part as a resuit of poetic changes occurring al that time. 

Under the influence of literary theories representrd by L i u  X i e  and 

Zhong Rong  and the doctrine rhat "words do not exhaust meaning" 

,:j 4; &:z;, the primary concern of the current poetics was to express 

one's ideas or feelings with brevitp and reserve.61 The following 



sentence from The Literarv Mind and the Carvinp of Dragons 

esemplifies the concern: 

When  one is able through bis work to induce i n  the readcr 

a mood that persists beyond the limit o f  the description of 

the physical things. he may be  considered a m a n  who 

completely understands the art of w i t i n g .  

Given t h e  limitations of words and lines i n  a poem, the Six Dynasties 

poet looked for somrthing that could rxpand t h e  powrr of a word or  

image.  This  strategy calls for allusion which is brief and sustaincd by  

nature in man- ways. Allusion is an inevitable part of the 

developments of S i x  Dynasties verse especially i n  the couplet. The 

.- 
couplet functions -'as a basic structural u n i t  of t h e  poem. according to 

Kao Y u - k u n g  and Mei Tsu-lin who regard the emergencr of t h e  couplet 

as  a major feature of S i s  Dynasties poetry.63 When the poetic 

development eventually led to poetry i n  the regulated verse form in the 

Tang Dynasty. i t  a lready had ailusiveness i n  its background. As i t  was 

suitable for his poetic v i s i o n ,  Li  Shangyin embraced this poetic form 

in which he surpassed most of his predecessors i n  use of deeper 

symbolic meanings and complex associations and in which he "brought 



the art of allusion and symbolism to anothcr plateau. which directly 

influrnced the development of many Sung (Song) schools of poetry."64 

Traditionallu. i n  discussions of Li  Shangyin's poetry. critics 

would attribute some of the poet's achievements to his succcssful 

imitation of prrvious r e a t  poets. such as Q u  Yuan. Li  He.  especially 

I E ,  for instance. says: Du Fu.  The Qing critic Shi Buhua h@Q 

Man)  of L i  Yishan's [Shangy in ]  sevsn-character regulated 

verse poems are strongly influenced by Du F u .  Thereforr. 

the lushly ornamental texture of his porms is often 

couched with gloominess. Poems. such as "More 

Reflections'- and '-ln the C a m p  of the Sketching Brush;"  

are ample  i n  vitality and complrte i n  spirit .  and thep 

directly achieve the status of Du Fu .  

Similar comparisons of Li Shangyin to D u  Fu, with further 

rlaborations. are frequently s r r n  i n  contemporary Li  Shangyin 

studies.66 G i v e n  the facts that many of Du Fu's poems show his love 

of the literary past and that his use of the tradition i n  h i s  work has 

been seen as a modal for those poets who followed, this sort of view is 



qui te  plausible .67 Moreover. w h e n  one rcalizes that  bo th  Li  Shangyin 

and D u  Fu  are notably a l lus ive  poets of  the t ims and acknowledged 

mastcrs  of the regulatrd verse. compar ing  t h e  two srerns l e g i t i m a t c  I n  

these  cornparisons i t  is gcneral ly  cmphasized that Li  Shangyin 

c o n s c i o u s l ~  imitated D u f u .  Such poli t ical  poems by Li Shangyin a s  

--Written while Travel ing through the  Western Suburbs--  

. - L.. r& - - 
f : J - fi 2:j. --In the  C a m p  of the  Sketchin- Brush'- '3 - and 

-'Offhanci Poems" ;'% l j x  g:. for ins tance,  are ssen as imitat ions o f  D u  

F u ' s  -'Journe! North" 1 . ' -Poetic Thoughts on Ancisnt  Sites" 

@ f and ' -Playful Quatrains" @fi - 5" - 
, :  respectively. The 

fol lowing comparison of Li  Shanpyin ' s  lines with Du F u ' s  fur ther  

i l lus t ra te  this:  

In the swel l ing r i w x  a n d  zulping gorges. thundsrs  batt le.  

Ancient foresrs a n d  hoary vines da rk rn  the sun and rnoon 

t f rom D u  Fu's --The C i t y  o f  White Emperor" <: di';' ) 

The river wind bIot ls  hard  on  the  wild gesse :  



The mountain trees sheltrring cicadas. stand i n  the s e t t i n g  

s u n .  

t from Li  Shangyin's "Lamen t  for Rzgistrar L i u  Fen" 

y q . ;: i ' 1 
-.z A '  1 

Tèn thousand m i l e s  awa); i n  sad autumn. 1 often find 

rnyself  a stranprr: 

M y  \ \hole life aff l ic t rd  by sickness.  I rnount alone the 

high trrrace.  

i f rom Du F u ' s  T l i m b i n g  the Heights" <? ~fj i  

MY rhoughts rrrurn to Y u a n - l i a n g ' s  well t r n  thousand 

miles away: 

For threc  yrars i have bçen following Gsneral Y a - F i s  

camp.  

i f r o m  L i  S h a n g y i n ' s  "Second Day of t h e  Second Month" 

-: f j  . -  i-i )68 



As shown in some of the studies mentioned above, Du F u  uses 

allusion Frequrntly and with exceptionai skil l .  H e  often quotes o r  

paraphrases classical  texts in shaping his poetic characteristics and 

reflecting his f a t r .  He refers not oniy to r a d i e r  literary texts but also 

to historicai pcrsonages  An acknowledgcd mastçr o f  bath ancient 

style and re ru ia ted  verse. D u  F u  successfullp uses allusions i n  anciznt 

style p o e m s  and is èquall- successful in his esprr i rnents  with allusions 

in  man? of h i s  poems i n  the restr ictrd r e g d a t e d  verse form.69 The 

fol loning characterist ics of Du F u ' s  use o f  al lusion summsd u p  by 

David McCraw show sorne cornmon fearurrs w i t h  L i  Sharwyin's: 

A m o n g  his more rrmarliablc al lusive variations are. first. 

the  inc-erted allusion ( what Chinesr  cal l rd  --turning the 

tables ' - ) .  . . . Second.  he can a c h i c t e  \ ir tuosic effects 

wi th  paired allusions. . . . Third. some allusions becorne 

W o b a l "  - and govern an tn r i re  porm.70  

Some of these  are precisely the m a i n  wa-s L i  Shangyin uses his 

allusion. Du Fu ' s  allusions of t rn  ressmblz symbols. as is noted by 

McCraw: -'If High Tang aesthetics used symbols from nature to convey 

persona1 feeling.  in D u  F u ' s  aesthrt ics the s y m b o l s  of proper names or 

other coded words were used to convey a historicai context and 



meanings."71 This is also one of the characterist ics of L i  Shangyin's 

use of allusion. 

Despite t h e  sirnilarities of methods used by the two pocts, Li 

Shanpyin-s heritage of allusiveness from Du F u  or the w h o l c  prior 

poetic tradition should not be limited to the closed comparison of two 

individual  poets n o r  to influence s tudy .  T h u s .  i n  the analyses of Li  

Shangyin ' s  allusive texts i n  the following chapters, when dealinç with 

the poet's rescmblance with another poet. 1 will consider t h e  shared 

conventions f rom which the? both draw poetic inspiration and diction. 

Even  w h e n  some resemblances show some form o f  intentional 

imitation or conscious emulation,  1 will  be  concerned with the common 

literary convention to which both  poets have recourse. 



P. *= ..p *.rk I Wang Liqing Ir ?$ $m. Yishan lunshi ouanzhenl: 3 i h  ;'? iibc,i< IPJ. 

(Taipei:  Zhonghua congshu? 1976)  8 5 .  Trans. J o h n  Timothy Wixted in 

John Timothy Wixted. Poems on Poetrv: Literarv Criticism bv Yuan 

Hao-wrn ( 1 190-  1757).  diss.. Oxfor University. 1976. ( Ann Arbor: 

U M I ,  1978)  173. 

2 At the beginning of the Song Dynasty. a group of  poets made 

L i  Shangyin's poetry the special mode1 to imitate. These ports. 

including Yang Y i  &{:z (974-1020). L i u  Y u n  @js (971-1031) .  and 

others. are k n o w n  as  the Xikun School fl-Lk$i? because of the title of a 

collection of their poerns, Collection of  Poems and Replies on Mount 

Kunlun i n  ihr West v!j /&?(c:; 'f;. Although the Xiliun pot% actuall! 

achievrd only a superficial resemblance to L i  Shanpyin's stylistic 

idiosyncrasies. according to traditional virws. the name '-Xikun" has 

often been anachronistically applied to Li  Shangyin's poetry. The 

Song critic Yan Yu. for instance. writes in  his Canelane shihua:  "The 

His-Kun ( X i k u n )  style-this means the style o f  L i  Shang-y in  

(Shangyin). but  under this drsignation is ais0 to be found that o f  W e n  

T'ing-yun (Tingyun) and such poets of our own era as Yang I ( Y i )  and 

r t* Liu Yun" t!&I;..~. L![lS@EZf$j., ~ ' : ; ~ ~ & @ ~ @ & # j I f & ,  g[ j i jp , f i j% 



r i j  . ( Y a n  Y u  @$]. Canelane sh ihua  $!&'i!&ifi. i n  H e  W e n h u a n  

X$&.  ed.. Lidai s h i h u a  ;E f e  ij$,z7 Taipei: Yiwen. 1974. 445. Trans.  

Timothy W i s t e d  i n  Poems o n  Poetrv, 105 1 Here. the - 'Xikun"  i n  Yuan 

Haowrn's quatrain refers to L i  Shangyin's portry rather than  the Xikun 

School poetry. according t o  the Qing cri t ic J i  Y u n  ;?::ij ( 1774-1 805 j .  

wi th  w h o m  many contemporary scholars share the view. Hencr -'Li 

Shang-yin's i S h a n g ) : i n )  verse-' i n  t h e  English translation. S e r  Wist rd .  

103- 107. 

3 -4s a matter of fact. this V I È W  has penerally bezn shared by 

r:: ' m a n y  scholars  in  Li  Shangyin  studies.  Sse .  c g . .  Y a n  K u n y a n g  ~ ; i & % -  

"E -.-y - -P. ?fi 
p* /,- jL- ;$* L i  Shangvin s h i  1 ianshi fangfa lun !iti hd. ,,*J- t Taipei:  

Xuesheng.  199 1 j 154. 

4 Quite  a few scholars i n  L i  Shangyin studies hold this view. 

x u  Fuguan , for instance. thinks that no one would have 

t o u c h c d  Li's poems i f  rhey had not bezn a t t r a c t i ~ e l y  arnbiguous. Set: 

x u  F u g u a n .  Zhongguo w e n s u e  \un  i 1 i? gq t .th?: i T a i ~ r i :  

Xueshenr, 1980) 178. Also. as sorne studies show. Li  S h a n g y i n  is one 

of a few Tang posts who h a s  been sstensively studied brcause  o f  t h e  

ambiguity in his style. Ser. c g . .  Y a n  Kunyang. L i  Shancvin shi iianshi 

fanrrfa lunl I 

5 L i u  X i e  %!j g,, Wenxin diaolong ; C d L b i % i # i  (S ibu  congkan 

ir4 d5x Pi c d . >  8 . h .  Trans.  V incen t  Yu-chung Shih i n  V i n c e n t  Y u -  

c h u n g  S h i h ,  The  Literarv M i n d  and the Carvinp of Dragons Chinesr-  



English ed. ( H o n g  Kong: t h e  Chinese University Press. 1983 ) 4 1 5 .  

The translation is modified by this writer. 

6 A.  C .  Graham, Poems of the Late T a n g  (Baltimore: P e n g u i n  

Books, 1965) 3 7 .  

7 For detailed discussions on ambiguity, see William Empson. 

Seven T v ~ e s  of Arnbi~uitc. ( London: Chatto and Windus. 1963 ): 

Shlomith R i m m o n ,  The Concept of Ambiguitv:  the E s a m p l e  of James 

(Chicago: The  University of  Chicago Press. 1977): and Donald N .  

Levine, The Flinht f r o m  Ambiguitv: Essays in  Social and Cuitural 

the or^. t Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 1985 1. 

8 Empson,  1:  James J .  Y .  L i u ,  The Poetrv of L i  Shang-vin: 

Ninth-Centurv Baroque Chinesc Poet (Chicago: The Univctrs i t j -  of 

Chicago Press. 1969) 251. 

9 Sec_ cg.. Y r h  Chia-ying gSi2. Zhonwuo  rudian shieç 

pinelun i i  ' 1 1  +it; @ d $  ;fi rs,g (Hong Kong: Zhonghua. 1977)  139- 

149; and James Liu, The Poetrv of L i  S h a n g - v i n ,  2 5 2 - 3 5 3 .  

10 I n  the light of E m p s o n ' s  theory. Zhu Ziqing :& c i  i$ devotes 

one article t o  the discussion of equivocal characteristics of classical 

poems. I n  that article, by analyzing sevrral other classical pocms. 

such as Tao Qian 's  &J$$ "Yin j iu"  and Du F ù s  fL 117 - -Qiu xing" 

W( y!_ he traces the beginning o f  Chinese poetic ambigu i ty  back  to the  

Han poem "Xingxing c h o n g  xing xing." In Z h u ' s  view. poetic 

ambiguity as a feature of poetry has its limitations. See Zhu  Ziqing, 



: c t -  f f # ~  p $ L  ':-:$ Z h u  Z i q i n g  g u d i a n  w e n x u e  l u n w e n  i i  2: rl :II 1 I ,, - . vo l .  1 

( S h a n g h a i :  S h a n g h a i  gu j i ,  198 1 ) 59-77. 

1 I S o m r  s c h o l a r s  t r a c e  the b c g i n n i n g s  of C h i n e s e  p o e t i c  

a m b i g u i t y  t o  Du Fu ' s  p o e m s  af ter  t he  poer a r r i v e d  in Kuizhou  in t h e  

ycar o f  766. Sre. q.. A .  C. G r a h a m .  P o e m s  o f  t h e  Lare T'ana,  20: i n  

Po rms  of t h e  L a t e  T ' a n s ,  G r a h a m  a l s o  m e n t i o n s  t ha t  t he  J a p a n e s e  

scholar K u r o k a w a  Vo ich i .  i n  h i s  "An I n t r o d u c t i o n  to Tu Fu 's  ' E i g h t  

Autumn Poems"' ( in J a p a n e s e :  J o u r n a l  of C h i n e s e  Li te ra ture ,  Kyo to  

Un ive r s i t y .  April  1 9 5 6 ) .  h o l d s  a s imi lar  v i e w  in  d i s cus s ing  Du F u ' s  

ambiguous c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  Al though  i t  is d o u b t f u l  that the a c t u a l  

p h e n o m e n o n  of  p o e t i c  ambigu i ty  began w i t h  D u  Fu  as s r e n  by  t h e s r  

s cho la r s .  t h e i r  views s u g g e s t  the strong s e n s i b i l i t y  t oward  poetic 

a m b i g u i t y  during  t h e  T a n g  D y n a s t y .  

II J a m e s  Liu.  The Poe t rv  of Li S h a n r - y i n ,  7 7 .  

Y' 2 1 &- 13 Ye X i e  gag. Y u a n  s h i  L<(:!j. in  G u o  S h a o y  iP,..f. L i .  cd..  

Z h o n g g u o  gudian wenxue li lun p i p i n g  z h u a n z h u  suani i  

~ I l k E j  $ @ X , j k ? ~ ~ ~ $ l t : L ' $ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  < B e i j i n g :  R e n m i n  wenxue .  1979) 71.  

M y  own t r a n s l a t i o n .  

11 L i a n g  Q i c h a o  , Y i n b i n s  shi he i i  f&;&'$$9i 

(Shanghai:  Z h o n g h u a .  1937)  50.  T r a n s .  J a m e s  Liu  in  The Poet rv  of L i  

Shang-y in ,  - 3 1-32. 



15 Feng Hao i!st;i;. ed. A n d  annot.. Yuxishene shiii iianzhu 

:s- f - b t -  f& %- .. '- 5 tg b- l1.f i f : ,  juun 2 ,  493. Trans. James Liu i n  The Poetrv of  Li  

Shang-vin. 5 1 .  

16 Shen Deqian iZEi#, Shuo shi zuivu f'&&'f Bq:& i n  Guo 

Shaoyu. cd.. Zhonrguo eudian wenxur Mun p i ~ i n g  zhuanzhu xuanii 

111 fl !& Xp&?g$$k $ .-- :% g., 2 17. My  own translation. 

17 I n  contrast. for instance. Du Mu's f'Lp;( seven-syllabic 

regulated porms often bear rcalistic characteristics, as pointed out by 

scholars. See. c g . .  Zhao Qian , Tang ailu vishu shi 

l)! f i t  f&i (Taipei: Wenjin, 1992 )  116. 

18 Sec Z h u  Helinr :k'&@$. ed. And annot.. Li  Yishan shiii 

? & I L I  a!j a ,  1;;. 1-7. Although Z h u  Heling held this k i n d  of opinion. 

hr did not rrnder detailrd interpretations of those poems. His opinion. 

however, thrrw great influence on later commentators. For detailed 

discussions of Z h u ' s  worli. sce Yan Kunyang. L i  Shanrvin shi iianshi 

fangfa lun, 84-87. 

19 According to the S i k u  quanshu zongrnu tivao 

iiSi{i+ ,?,?$. f ]  1:; z, the earliest editions o f  Li  Shangyin's poems were 

the onrs  by Liu K e  $i and Zhang Wenliang <gX<':. Thrse editions 

werr lost a long time ago. It is said that the Ming Buddhist Dao Y u a n  

annotated Li's poerns once.  Howevrr, Zhu Heling's Li  Y i shan  shiii  

1 .  is now the oldest existing edition of Li  Shangyin's poetry. 

Based upon this edition, quite a few new editions appeared later i n  the 



Qing Dynas ty  a m o n g  w h i c h  a r e  L u  K u n c e n g ' s  l;$I.&?: Li Y i s h a n  s h i  i i e  

?& dbFff@ ( 17-11), Y a o  P e i q i a n ' s  fdhtg Jf Li  Y i shan  s h i i i  i i anzhu  

f - '~k *- ?& LI[ d$ 9; z(-ii ( 1 7 3 9 ) .  QU F U . ~  rc & Y u x i s h e n g  sh iv i  li jg .Ji  p.j-.w 

(17393, a n d  C h e n g  M e n g x i n g ' s  & C h o n g d i n g  Li Y i s h a n  sh i i i  

j i a n z h u  ;;f & i l 1  i(f !& ai ( i 744 1 .  D u r i n g  t h e  y e a r s  o f  Q i a n l o n g  

F L ~ ? ,  a p p r o x i m a t e l y  f r o m  1736 t o  1763. the we l l -known  Li S h a n g y i n  

s c h o l a r  Feng Hao i.!!i::i d i d  t r e r n r n d o u s  s t u d i r s  on p r e v i o u s  crditions 

a n d  r e s e a r c h r s  o n  Li S h a n g y i n ' s  b iog raphy  a n d  works .  By r r a r r a n g i n g  

t h e  c h r o n i c l e  of L i ' s  l i f r .  e d i t i n g  L i ' s  p o e m s  in a c c o r d a n c e  w i t h  

p o s s i b l e  c h r o n o l o g y  a n d  cornprehrnsively a n n o t a t i n g  al 1 poems, F r n g  

Hao p r o d u c e d  t h e  Y u x i s h e n g  sh i j i  i i a n z h u  L ig , '." 2; r.ti- an 

i m p o r t a n t  r d i t i o n  o f  Li S h a n g y i n ' s  poe t ry .  A m o n g  modern s t u d i s s  o f  

Li S h a n g y i n ,  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  w o r k s  a r e  Z h a n g  E r t i a n ' s  m$ii [fi 
Y u x i s h e n g  n i a n p u  hu i i  i a n  3 j 1 -  , which  p r o v i d e s  m a n y  

corrccted and lost r e c o r d s  of L i  S h a n g y i n ' s  l i f e ,  b a c k g r o u n d  m a t e r i a l  

f o r  L i ' s  poems ,  a n d  d e t a i l e d  a n n o t a t i o n s  as w d l _  a n d  L i  S h a n p y i n  shicre 

2 1. t - / J I  

i i i i e  12s d-,f;h $: ;<-k, e d i t e d  by Liu X u e k a i  @ l ~ + ~ ! j f $  and Y u  S h u c h e n g  

wh ich  collrcts al1 t h e  a b o v e  works '  a n d  o thr r s '  i m p o r t a n t  

a n n o t a t i o n s  o f  Li  S h a n g y i n  in  f i v e  v o l u m e s .  

10 F o r  Further d i s c u s s i o n s  o n  F e n g ' s  a n d  Z h a n g ' s  w o r k s ,  s e l  Y a n  

K u n y a n g ,  Li S h a n e v i n  s h i  i i a n s h i  fanrfa l un ,  90-93.  

31 James L iu ,  The P o e t r v  o f  Li Shang -v in ,  27.  



27 E v e n  rrcently publishrd works bear this kind of v iew.  See. - "' " jr! .yi c g . ,  Bai guanyun i['&'Ji, Li Shanevin vanainr s h i  zhi mi , ltfJ ,L 

d.)..z :- (Taipei:  Mingwen. 199 1 ). 

73  S U  Xuelin &':;'f i, Yuxi shimi zhengxu hebian liï6d.t:- 

il!# ??& (Taipei:  Taiwan shangwu. 1988) 1. My own translation. 

24 S e e  Su Xuelin, 43-5 1, 36. 

25 S r e  Zhu  Xie ,'$; B{. He Panfei !i:j 3: PX. and L i u  Pansui 311 1% js. 

Li Shanavin he tade shi l$jj-2 #I &i$j d.? (Taipei: Taiwan suesheng. 

1971) 1-2, 59-108. 

26 James L i u ,  The Poetrv of Li Shang-yin, 7 8 .  

b. i':p ': % 
27 Sre .  CS.. G u  Yiqun $&&>] Tt. L i  Shan-cvin pin~llun W. kL< L$ ;$fi: 

Cîaipei: Zhonghua sh iyuan ,  1958) 1-5, 156-59. 

18 Men-~zi  .,)*a. /z ;>:7; (Sibu congkan 24 $6zi $! c d . )  5 8 . 8 .  

Trans. W.A.C.H.  Dobson i n  W.A.C.  H .  Dobson, Mencius (Toronto: 

University of Toronto. 1966) 7 2 .  
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--wen" X in  Mencius' speech. To support his interprctation of  --wen'- 
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ai" J i n  Shan Chou, - 'Al lus ion  and P e r i p h r a s i s  as M o d e s  of  P o e t r y  

in  Tu Fu ' s  - 'Eight Laments." Harvard jou rna l  o f  Asiatic Studies 45 
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71 McCraw,  2 2 3 .  



C H A P T E R  2 

"Clouds a n d  Rain": 

Modes o f  Li Shangyin's  Allusiveness 

Likr s o m e  pre-Qing critics, the famous Qing critic Y u a n  Mei, 

u-ho 1s known to have been pü r t i cu l a r l y  averse io the escessivt: use of 

al lus ion ,  holds a posit ive v i e w  of  L i  Shangyin's use of allusion: 

Since the appearance of  the Book o f  Sones. poetry 

depends on t h e  poet's nature and sens ibi l i ty  For its 

expression and communication. It has nothing io d o  with 

rhetorical erudition. Although there is a rather excessive 

application of  al lus ion in L i  Y ishan-s ( S h a n g y i n )  poems. 

those a l lus ions  are not irrelevant decorations. but art: 

fused bv his talents and refincd sensibility into the poctiç 

structure. 



Indeed. Li  Shangyin. often by rmploping  al lusion.  rvokes subt l r  -et 

powerfui Feelings in  rnany of h i s  poems. Furthemore. he is famous 

not onl? Cor using allusions in a  large portion of h i s  poetry. bu t  also 

for using m a n y  allusions i n  one porm. A n  oft-quotcd e s a m p i e  of the 

.- .I . 
[atter is the porm 'Tèars i t i  : 

The court lady long kepi  i n  the  "Dzep Lans" resrnts h e r  

fine clothes. 

The wandering man's nostalgia ming les  with h i s  thought 

of i h r  windy prospect. 

The bamboo by the River Hsiang ( X i a n g j  is taintrd i c i t h  

infinite traces [of tears].  

How people  Neep i n  front o f  Y a n g  Hu's monument on 

Mountain H s i e n  ( X i a n ) .  

I n  Autumn Wang Chao-chun (Zhaojun)  s ighs  i n  despair  at 

P u r p l r  Terrace before she  departs for the desert. 



Hsiang ( X i a n g )  Yu. drfeatrd, w i t h  remaining f e w  soldiers 

i n  his tent, hears the Tzu ( C h u )  songs being Sung. 

In the m o r n i n g  people sa! good-bye by  the bridge over 

R i v e r  Pa (Ba) .  

Of al1 the sad things it's saddrst For one to sec: his fr irnd  

o f f 2  

Line 1;  The "fine ciothes" (q i luo )  stands for Cour t  ladies 

t i n e  4 '  Yanr), H u  is said to hace loved so m u c h  t o  roam 

about Mountain Xian .-Ifter he died. people there built a monument 

(Nianshou B e i )  in  iiis m e m o r t  on Xlountain Xian and field mernorial 

ceternonies i n  f ront  of t h e  monument at fixed time ( C f .  Jin shu, 

Yang H u  Z h u a n .  j u t r ~ i  34 ) 

Line 5 !  Purple Tcrrace  (Zi ta i ) .  a palace wi th  purplc wal l s  

In Jiang Yan-s " H e n s  Fu." Purple Terrace is referred t o  t h e  palace 

Lbhere Wang Zhaojun lived before leavins for t h e  desert  (Wen suan ,  

16 3 4 2  ) 

L i n e  71 "The bridge over River Pa ( Ba )" refers  t o  Ba Qiao.  

also called Balin3 Qiao. rbhich f i as  locatsd i n  east t o  Chano'a?.  a 

place where people of Chang-an  i n  the Tans  time often saw off  one 

another 

Line8/ The  Chinese word '.qing pao" ( green gown ) 

indicatrs  a m a n  of  i o u e r  rank ( i n  Tang tirnes. co lors  of official  

gowns irnply different ranks ); the word 3 u k e "  ( white a s a t e  ) is a  

kind of  ornament on the horse saddle Here. Zhang Ertian claims 



that "yuke" indicates a lofty noble who is depart ins t C f .  L i u  

'Cuekai. and Yu Shucheng .  L i  Shannvin shiee-iiiie. v o l  4, 1642 ) 

Although the titlr o f  this p o r m  is -'Tttars." nowherr does t h e  

poem use the word trars. Sevrrn o f  the cight l inrs i n  the poem. 

howrver, contain allusions and the?; al1 symbol izr  a sort of sadness. I n  

the first s i s  lines, t h e  allusions teIl of s i s  different kinds of 

trarfulnsss.  The first line suggests frustrated tsars of palace ladies i n  

the allusion to "Deep Lane" which is where disgraced Court  

ladies were kept. The second l i n e  refers to a traveler who shed tears 

because of homesickness. l n  the third line the allusion is to Emperor 

Y a o - s  .;k ;; two daughters who were said i n  the legrnd to have 

droivned thcmselves i n  River Xiang at the nsws of their husband's 

dcath and becamr goddessss o f  the  river: the trars the' shed on the 

bamboos bp the river turned speckled.  Line four alludes to the story of 

Yang H u  If'- &' i n  which. after Y a n g  H u  died.  people w p t  in front of 

the monument i n  his mernory whenevsr t h s y  went to s s e  i t .  Wang 

Zhaojun's !i 5:: I V  going north to marrjv the barbark  Khan is a l ludrd  to 

i n  the fifth line and the sixth line refers to the story of Xiang Yu ~ ~ ! ; ~ ~  

who. w h e n  surrounded by L i u  Bang's $ 1  army a t  Gaisia and 

realizing the  inzvitability of his defeat, wept i n  his tent upon hearing 

the Han soldicrs singing C h u  folk songs. With thrsr  s i s  tearful stories 

as a preamble, the  scene of an unsuccessful master's farcwell to a 



noble man- indicatsd by the  allusions i n  the last couplet. is ever 

sadder. 

Of various interpretations, Feng Hao and Zhang Ertian regard 

this as a poem written for L i  Deyu. the leader of the --Li Faction" t o  

which Li Shangyin's fathrr-in-law Wang Maoyuan beionyed: Zhu 

Hcling.  togrther with Hz Zhuo and J i  Yun .  prcfers to take i t  

simply as a poem of which  the central theme is parting: b u t  L u  

Kunceng and C h r n  Fan TAfK both think thal the central thrmr of the 

posm i s  the sadness of an unsucczssful master's Farewell to a noble 

man.;  Somz scholars i n  Li  Shangyin studies have rstended t h e  t h e m r  

to the point that by emphasizing the bitterness of parting, the poet 

indicates that l i f r  is sad and valuable ihings in  life are hard to hold for 

long. Although Li Shangyin has been criticizrd by some critics For 

merel' showing off his erudition through the abundance of allusions i n  

this and other poems, the allusions i n  this poem, as a matter of fact. 

"serve as a portic dévice  of compression, for the- arc: used as  an 

economical means of  presenting a chain of situations. which are the 

objective correlative of thc rrnotion intended by the poet."-l 

Li  Shangyin not only borrows often i n  his poetic writing, but 

also distinguishes his practicc from that of others by appropriating 

conventional allusions so skillfully that thry are naturally interrninglrd 

with t h e  rrst  of a potm. His ability to range widely throughout the 

literary tradition in  search of images and voices for his poetic project 



is great and some scholars have noricçd that he frequently alludes to 

out-of-the-way tales and anecdotes. rnythological and lsgendary 

storics.5 Not only thcse but also the  Classics and histories are among 

his sources and i n  sçopr L i  Shangyin-s use of allusion is u n f i m i t r d  and 

unconxnt ional .  T h i s  1s cspecial ly trus when LW compare h i m  to prc- 

Tang and h i s  conternporary ports  most of  w h o m  usual lq  allude to 

canonical *or%s. E w n  though m\..rhological and Irgendarq allusion 

had besn used i n  pre-Tang and o th r r  Tang potms. notablq i n  L i  H e ' s  

posms. thc frequsncy o f  the i r  appearancs i n  L i  Shangyin's poerns is 

m u c h  higher.6 I n  tsrms o f  ci l lusive techniques. h r  presents i n  his 

poctrr a continuum of  forms that starts  with the use of w e r r  allusions. 

and rnovss on \*ith a t endenc i  to reducr t h e  more tisiblt: marks of 

b o r r o ~ i n g  through subtl) internalizing his allusions. 

To explain the puzzling strsngth of L i  Shang>in's poetic 

prescincrt and. a t  t h e  samr  rime. the postic significancr: of  allusion i n  

çlassic poetry i n  genrtral. ws n r r d  to direct o u r  critical attention to 

some of the a l l u s i v e  modes and the s f k c t  the\; produce. rspeçially 

ass imila t ive  modes with which L i  Shangyin subtly incorporates his 

erudition into h i s  pocms and explores N a y s  to manipulate and r r tend 

existing portic material. The task w i l l  be undertaken i n  th is  chaptrr  

and the nevt  two. In t h i s  chaptèr. 1 shall focus on one allusion which 

L i  Shangyin favors, n a m d y .  --clouds and rain" 'Ji bid. There rire t w o  

reasons for this: first .  i t  p rov idrs  us w i t h  a convrniently limited 



sample  for discussing Li's allusive modes i n  a general way: srcondly, 

examining one particular allusion i n  different variations i n  several 

model instances will show that in  Li Shangyin's poetrp one a l lus ive  

instrument can produce borrowrd tones of different quality and depth.  

"Clouds and Rain:" Al lus ion to  t h e  Goddess of Mount  Wu 

A s  we rnentioned earlier. Li Shangyin often alludes to m y t h s  and  

legrnds wh ich  r m b o d y  popular stories such as  thosr about the Goddrss  

of the moon, about the  Goddess of the Mount Wu, and so on. I n  the 

formation of the allusions to these m y t h s  and  legends. thrre are certain 

archetypa1 words that haunt poetic lines i n  the Li Shangyin corpus.7 

Many sc l~olars  have noted that L i  Shangyin favors certain words i n  

expressing his feelings or esploring his poetic worlds. Words 1 i k r  

--powerless" fffE )j . --wither" $&. --denth-' (It. '-end" $: "ashes" j): /-<'. "dry" 

1--. and  --cold" :$ i n  one  poem by L i  Shangyin, as James L i u  notes, 

"suggest cxhausiion and d e s p a i r . 3  Ainong t h e  poet's favorite words 

there are man- that are wrought from allusions. The words, "clouds" 

z;,  which  is associated w i t h  erot ic  love. and "rain" !Li. which mrans 

. . 
sexual love w h r n  used together with "clouds, are among one certain 

eroup of words that is "associatrd with in t imacp .  feininine beauty. and 
C 

amorous atmosphere," as James L i u  observes.9 These two words, used 

togrther or separately. serve as  allusion markers in  a great number of  



L i ' s  posrns for the several dimensions of the story about the amorous 

Goddess of M o u n t  Wu $ [il "1 ' and her mysterious love affhir with 

t h e  K i n s  of C h u .  

Allusion to the Goddess of M o u n t  Wu.  triggrrçid bc the marktr  

-'clouds and rain." \+as rrpeatcdly uscd by precious litcrrtti poets to 

express their feelings of love o r  t o  refer gcnrrallr to love affairs. The  

rrpetitikc use o f  this  mythical allusion thus becamc corncntionalizcd 

i n  pre-Tang l i  terature. This  al l u s i o n  \+as espçciallq often ernploysd bq 

court poets during the  Southcrn Dynast ies .  [ t  originated i n  a n  d d  

myth about t h e  goddess Yao J i  2% @K and was d e d o p e c i  i n  the m y t h i c a l  

- . - ,- - . A .  

prose poerns. the "Rhapsody on Gao Tang ;< i,f:-$i; and the "Rhapsod! 

on t h e  D i b i n e  Wornan" nf k-i!$(. attributed to Song Y u  ' C L  i th t :  third 

. - 
centuri  B C ) .  From Song Y u ' s  prefacc of  t h e  '-Rhapsod- on G a o  Tang 

ur know t h a t  Xian-. K i n g  o f  Chu & . saw ii çloud-spirit i n  

constant shaps  rkhen he was strolliny i n  t h s  company  o f  Song Y u  o n  

t h e  Cloud-dream Terrace *12$:-i2. W h r n  hc: asksd about t h i s  spirit. the 

p o t t  told hirn that long ago a former k i n g  \+as \$andering upon this 

m o u n t a i n  of Gao Tang and w h e n  hr: disposed himself lazily therr for a 

resr hc drearnrd a girl visittid h im and offrred h im "the serkice of 

.- pi l low and mat. H a v i n g  receiçrd h i s  favor. the girl said to the  k i n g  

bsfore lcaving: 



Mc. home is on t h e  southern s ide of  t h e  Witches HiI I .  

where from its rounded summit a sudden chasm fails. .At 

d a w n  I a m  the Morning Cloud: at dusk. the Drivtng R a i n .  

So dawn by dawn and dusk b y  dusk  1 dwell  bentrath the 

southern crest .  

Later the king built a tsmple to her  and named i t  "Morning Cloud" 

'31 The image of  the Goddrss in t h e  preface as wrll  as i n  the  poems 

has ~ e d u c t i w  ~ha rac t e r i s t i c s  attributable to b o t h  a human bemg and 

coddsss. Song Y u  "coinmcnts on tIir m y s t i c  powzrs of  tlis drit!. 
C 

herself. zmbroidering the tàcets o f  he r  bcauty. h r r  protean shapcs. and 

hcr svanescrnt  cha rms  i n  scinrillating lanyuagc S h r  appears almost as  

a rnstzorological phenornenon. sparkl ing and trernbling, darting and 

qui\-ering. . . Y  1 

A b o u t  the or ig in  of t h e  m y t h  and characterisrics of this goddrss 

i n  Ch in r s e  culture. W e n  Yiduo :$\ - 5 t 1899-19461 wrotc an ar t ic is  

entitled "An Ana lys i s  of the Lzgend of  the Goddcss of t h e  Gao Tang" 

!$; $2 a(: k f$ 2 $r {fi about f i f t y  yrars ago. And ont: decade later 

Wen added more important points  regarding t h i s  s t o r y  i n  h i s  article 

'-On Fish" ,;jtf!i. In his  discussion. W s n  Yiduo points out that the 



Goddess of Mount Wu actually apprars  i n  the Book of Soncs under the 

epithet "nubile girl-' k .  --In a number of odes she  displays her 

charrns to entice a lover. She often appears as a sheet o f  rain or a 

cloud O F  rnorning mist. Whatsver her guise, her worship uas  that 

normally owed to a clan ancestress and ferti l i t)  goddrss. H r r  cuit i ras  

closely associated with t h e  tribal mating rites held each spring i n  

-. 
antiquity. 1 2  Having m u c h  in comrnon with other Chinese 

ancestresses. such as Nuwa '$3 and J i a n g y u a n  2 :;$, the goddsss of  

Mount W u  is an ancirnt C h u  de i ty  who represrnts the p o w x  of fertility 

for the land t h r o u g h  ritually mating with a shaman-king. 

This C h u  de i ty  's  sesually c harming and seductivr charactrrs. 

w h i c h  wrre o r i g i n a l l y  k p t  in her as indicated i n  Song Yu's poems. had 

bern fetterrd in  the civilized socirty for a long t i m s .  Hypotheticall!. 

the Goddess did not get into the writtcn culture and was well out of 

use before she was rev ivrd  by antiquarian litcrati \+-ho were possibly 

outsiders and who romanticized her and m i s s e d  the rra1 point that shr: 

was performing a religious function in  the community Thus the image 

of the Goddess in  Song Y u ' s  poems becarne a revenant of the armorous 

figure which returned in later literature. though changcd. from a 

mental hiding place to assume a place once again in  a c t i w  

consciousness.l3 As a metaphorical impulse .  then. the spirit of the 

Goddess is firmly establishrd in  medieval literature, rspecially i n  



portru. most obviousiy throuyh t h e  allusive image of '-morninp clouds 

-- and even inç  rain. 

In poetry. "clouds and rain" is thus convsntionally usrd to allude 

to romantic passions. or e w n  used as a substitutr f o r  sensual lobe. 

Bet wern Han and Tang dynasties, Six Dynasties poets depict arious 

pictures of love-its scnsuousness. frustrations. and reverses-in man) 

poems that bear the words '-clouds and rain." According to Qian 

Zhongshu. these espressions were no t  taken as  "obscene words" $%'?;: 

a t  al1 at that timr.1-l Reflrcting the mannsr and matter of t h e  Han 

p.. . - 
poem "Mount W u  high'- L ' in  the " y u e f u "  - y esnrs. the 

Following porm by the Southrrn Dynasties poet Fei Chang & < fl.ca. 

5 I O )  is one of these poems. 

Mount Wu g l i m m e r s  grow late. 

Sun Terrace colors dwindlç,  dwindle.  

The l ove ly  woman's b e r t i g i n o u s  e y r i e .  

How to tell i f  her heart is true or false? 



Dawn c louds  str ike rocks rising, 

Dusk rain soaks c lothes  sheer. 

1 long to loosen her thousand gold dirdlr  

And rscort  hsr back to the great k i n g .  15 

-- 
The allusion of --clouds and rain. hoseve r .  does not brlcomr w r y  

comrnonly used until the Tang Dynasty. Startirtg wi th  Early Tang 

.. ' 

posts. such as the --Four T a l e n t s  o f  the Early Tang ü?; /iti! ,.., . man" 

Tang poets. bo th  major a n d  rnjnor. rnake their contr ibut ions  to the 

development of the al lusion which appcars i n  d i f ferent  form and 

structure. Lines l ike 'J:j:T:i{K~ijfE@rEg --The Mount W u  with c louds 

.- 
and  rain inspires a  hopeléss heart-broken lonping.  g j  * ? Y -  z- -::j ;..':. 

A.- \ ". . 

.. 
- -Daim clouds and ev tn ing  rain-l inkrd through the dark o f  the  sky. 

and i:[:j $Jj L; $5 i i :$: --E\ .ening rain and d a n n  clouds.  ir hen do ).ou 

re turn?"  arc seen in  hundreds of  Tang poerns wi th  t h e  l o i r  them and 

thernes of others.  16 

W h r n  comparing dictions i n  Song and Tang poetry. Qian 

Zhonçshu points out tha t  L i  Shangpin's creativc use of the  al lusion to 

t h e  love between the King of  Chu  and the Goddess of Mount Wu 

spawns on enormous progen)  o r  imitations i n  later po rms .  17 Lnderd. 

throughout h i s  c a r r e r  of poztic writing, L i  S h a n g y i n  seems proud of h i s  

subtly incorporating i t  into his poetic expressions. Hence t h e  line. 

4- 1-k [hl <':- j 1 
LI ij am admircd to rny songs on t h e  Gao T a n g " l 8  



Besidr tiis frzquent use of the  allusion to rhr goddrss. Li  Shangyin  also 

alludes to Song Yu in  quitr a few poems: fu r the rmore .  he di rec t ly  

expresses his admiration f o r  Song Y u  in a poem wiih "Song Yu" 'c2 

as its tirle. N o t i n g  Li's fondnrss of ihc: "Rhapsody on Gao Tang" and 

"Rhapsody on the  Div ine  Woman" and thrir a u t h o r .  somr  scholars haw 

. r  - *? f .  

t r ied  to searçh for t h e  reason .  W u  Tiaogong .J. ::. for  instance. 

remarks: 

The slegant style O S  Song Y u ' s  "gr ie f  c>T decay and 

drc l ine"  . . .  and the description o f  the love star> i n  the 

-'Rhapsody on the Divine Woman'-  wh ich  is so r i c h  in  

m y t h i c  color.  thesr al1 are s k i n  to L i  S h a n g i n ' s  siyle and 

charactcr. M a y  ive fur ther  say t h a t  L i  Shangy in  d raws  on 

the  espericnçe o i  Song Y u  in  trrms o f  the blend of 

inrricatr beauty and g r i e f  

These r e m a r k s  indicate the estent of L i  Shangyin's interest i n  t h i s  

m y t h  and h i s  allusion to i r .  



.Mirtg yottg (The Overt  .Mode) 

A s  defined sarlier i n  the introduction, an allusion marker is the  

t r iggrr  of the actualization of an allusion and is a h - a y s  identifiable as 

an elrment belonging to another tevt  no mat ter  whether i t  takes a 

conventional form or a n e w  one. Whcn  using the marker --clouds and 

rain" for the Gao Tang rny th ,  L i  Shangyin  b a i e s  the form of the 

rnarkcr. Sometimes hs employs the allusion fully in  its conventionai 

form.  which in  Chinesi: is called "rning yong" J i : .  I n  t h e  poem --The 

Chu  Palace" ' w r  tncounter the allusion r i  b!. its 

conventional and straight Forward marker: 

The sun sets in front of  the T w l v e  P e a k  

Gao Tang Palace rnerges with t h e  dusk.  

The morning clouds and  wening  rain u n i t c  again and  

again, 

B u t  the K i n g  of Chu regrets how rare a sight is his love.50 



Thesr f o u r  lines i n  the quatrain arc read as the poet's nostalgie 

feeling, or. as his persona1 response to an ancient site, normally seen 

i n  a --huaigu" .$$ poem that 100b back upon the past. I n  the title the 

C h u  Palacc fz '::{ was  a palace locatsd on Mount Wu wherc: Song Y u  

and Xiang. King of Chu strolled. The first l inr describes the view of 

the twc lve  peaks of Mount Wu i n  the sunset, immediately g i v i n g  a 

touch of srirenitu and forelornness to  the poem. tn the second line. by 

alluding to the Gao Tang myth  t h rough  anothrr  rnarker. the posrn 

introducrs an amorous 'et uncertain atmosphere which is suitable for 

remembrance of the meeting of the k i n g  with the Goddess of Mount 

.. 
W u  in  the last two lines. "The morning clouds and  e v e n i n g  rain. 

s r r r i n g  a s  t h e  main rnarkrr of the allusion here. syrnbolizes erotic 

love: the phrase "chang s i ana ie"  f[li& drpicts rery well the  k ing ' s  

desirr. The word ");ouzi" @ i'j i n  t h e  last line functions as a turning 

p o i n t  For the ichole poem bu tvhich t h e  poct. through rmphasizing the 

king-s  endirss, unfulfilled want, expresses the sadnrss of unfulfilled 

love. 

L i k e  other marking clrrnents of the  allusion i n  t h e  poem, '-the 

m o r n i n g  clouds and evening rain" is easily identified for it takes its 

most convcntional forrn. This is a good example of Li Shangyin's 

overt employment, o r  "ming  yong." of  the al lusion.  Similar  uses of 

t h i s  allusion can be sern i n  the  following lines frorn other poems by Li 

Shangyin: 



Pale clouds and light rain strolir the Gao Tang- 

.4uturnn cornes to Jade Palace and  n i g h t s  g r w v  long. 

Isn't t h a t  where there are rain and  clouds. 

T h e r e  are only t h e  twelve peaks of  t h e  Gao T a n ~ ? Z l  

Somet imrs  allusions used t h i s  waq- function i n  portic w - i t i n p  no 

more t h a n  stock images or conventional symbols since their specific 

strength is reduced or lost t h r o u g h  long and repeti t ivr use. L i k r  othcr 

great Tang ports, howrvcr, w h e n  Li  Shangyin employs these allusions. 

hc "endows them wi th  specific significancr. For instance. whrn he 

alludes to  t h e  goddess of the  moon or  to the story about t h e  W r a v i n g  

Maid and Cowhrrd.  these common a l l u s i o n s  often appear to have 

special rcfrrznces  and are not merely substitutes for 'a bzautiful 

woman' and - a  pair of  lovrrs '  respectivrly."X The following quatrain 

illustrates this kind of  allusive effect although i t  does not contain the 

"clouds and rain" allusion: 



.\gainst the s c r s r n  o f  --mother-of-clouds" t h e  candle 

t h r o w  its d rcp  s h a d o w :  

T h e  Long R i v e r  gradually sinlis.  t h e  i no rn ing  star sc ts .  

C h ' a n g - o  t Chang E should r e g r e t  h a v i n -  srolen the el k i r :  

The g r e e n  ssa-the b l u e  sky-hcr  hcart e v s r y  n i g h t t 2 3  

.As pointrd out aboci. by  James  L i u .  t h e  allusion to C h a n g  E does not 

s c r w  as a merr  wbs t i t u t r  for a b e a u t i f u l  woman .  R a t h r r .  by al luding 

to t h i s  inyt l iolo$xd f igure .  who. having srolcn her husband's slirir. 

now faces the etrrnity alone. L i  S h a n g y i n  borrows a k i n d  o f  we l l -  

known lonel iness  to compare to the lonrliness o f  a \vornan of  Iiis 

acquaintance. T h e  a l l u s i v e  effeçt is that t h e  allusion -ives focus to 

the images-now the more gsneral images l i l i s  the sra. t h e  si+. and 

cven t h e  scrçen and the candle are a s s o c i a t r d  with t h e  image of C h a n g  

E and hcr  unhappiness  a n d  solitude b r o u g h t  oui by the allusion; r h r  

loncliness of t h e  woman at  present is t h u s  reinforced. 

The allusive mode i n  L i  S h a n p y i n ' s  poe t ry  is no t  always overt .  

i n  fact. l i k e  rnany other  grrat  poets. h r  often tu rns  away f rom t h i s  kind 



of mode and assimilatrs ("an yong" II;': 5: ) allusions throuph distorting 

the markers and integrating them into his p o e m s  When  prrsented this 

\va?. his a l lu s ive  art  leads us inro a contest w h r r r  rhe address ing v o i c c  

is dreprncd. often a t ta insd wi th  a shadow of mood. 

.-in gong (The Ass imi la t ive  M o d e )  

I n  ciralin- w i t h  an allusion rmploysd in an assimilatiçr: mode. 

we are often askctd to pause so \\r Gan recognizr: the rnarkiny clemenrs 

and m a s u r e  t h e  alluding t u t  with the evokcrd text: guidzd bu 

con~en t iona l  hermeneutics. ive then close the rnomentar- break and  sec 

the poetiç rnsaning as wcll as the highzr p o i n t  t h e  a l lud ing  teut tries to 

maire. The poem cntitlsd "Thoughts during Scparation" #k.rz. shows an 

instance i n  L i  Shangyin's potms ~f "clouds and rain" w h e r c  the markzr 

of  the alIusion is d is tor tsd  and embeddsd  i n  a s en t imen ta l  mood 

describing lire i n  a moment of prculiar disappointmeni and despair:  



My breath is exhausted by the Dance of  the  Front Brook. 

M y  heart aches at the Midnight Song. 

1 see t  b u t  cannot find t h e  cloud from t h e  Gorge:  

W h a t  a m  1 to do ~ i t h  the  water in  t h e  ditch? 

The northern wi ld  goose has ceased to bring letters: 

The bamboos by the Hsianç (Xiang)  are stained with man) 

tears. 

I have no means of g r t t ing  to ses your face. 

But let m e  still entrust the t i n y  ripples wi th  a mrssagc12-l 

Linel:  Dance of t he  Front  Brook (Qianxi  W u )  is an ancient  

dance  tune ( Cf. Jin shu .  y u e  s i a .  / I I ( I I I  2 3  ) AISO.  t h e  Front  

Brook Village (Qiansi  Cun)  i s  said to  be a famous place which 

produced danc in s  girls ( C f .  Feng Hao. Yus i shenz  shi-ii j ianzhu. 

J l f L l l t  1 .  119 ) 

Line 2.' Xfidnight Song ( Z i y e  G e  ) refers  to a Jin s o n -  

allegedly ~ v r i t t e n  bu Ziye  ( --\Iidnight*' ). a singin- sir1 o f  the J i n  

Dynâsty ( C f . .  Jin shu. v u e  xia.  jrrart 23 ) Later. many  "yuefu" l ove  

sonss were  also called Midnight Songs  

Line 3! T h e  Gorge ( Xia ) refers t o  the Wu Gorge ,  one of the 

three  famous q o r s e s  on t he  upper  Y a n ~ t z c  River 

Line 4! "Water  i n  t he  ditch" ailudes t o  Zhuo Wenjun ' s  "Song 

of White  Hair" ( "Baitou yin" ) in which she exp re s se s  her t'ears of  

b e i n ~  deserted by Sima Xiangru when she yrew otd.  in  Zhuo ' s  p o e m  

u.e see the following lines 



Today l ' m  here. drinking ~ \ - ine  with you. 

Tomorrow l ' I l  b e  a t  the d i t ch  water .  alone bu mvseIf 

( Guo \laoqian. Y u e f u  shi i i .  juan 4 I .  600 \ly own translation 

Line 5 :  "Vorthern wild goose" is derived from the story that 

when S u  W u  was detained b y  the X i o n o n u  tribes. a Chinesc 

messenger informed the Khan that the Chinese  Emperor shot d o ~ n  a  

k k i l d  goose  whose l e s  w a s  t ied u i t h  a letter telling the Emperor of 

Su ' s  tvhereabouts ( C f .  L i u  Xuekai. and Y u  Shucheng .  Li S h a n c v i n  

s h i - ~ e  iiiie. vol  2 .  765 } 

Line 81 This line echoes Cao  Zhi's "Ode to  t h e  Goddcss of  t h e  

River Luo 

I commit my m e s s a g e  to the ca rc  of the tiny ripples 

( - ' L u o s h c n  tu." W c n  suan. 19 403 M y  oLvn translation ) 

Almost every  l i n e  in this poem contains an allusion. Because L i  

Shangyin here synthttsizes mosi  of the allusions i n  mrtonymic and 

metaphoric play, i t  is difficult to correlate the significancr of an 

a l l u s i o n  as i t  apprars  i n  the porm and  the rneaning i t  conventionall!. 

eenerates. Traditional commentators' interpretations, s u c h  as that of - 
Cheng iMengxing and Zhang Ertian. tak r  the poem as a rspresrntation 

of L i  Shangyin h i m s e l f ,  who alleçorically expresses his political 

cornplaint and dissapointmrnt:75 whereas James L i u  t h i n k s  rhat the 

poem is simply a drpiction of an imaginary wornan's feeling of 

loneliness. Since t h e  poetic mood of the posm delivrrs a sort of 

ferninine "pathrtic note," James Liu's interpretation is more sound, at 



least at the l in ra r  l e v e l .  According to L i u .  the first couplet suggests 

that she is a professional dancer and singer: t h e  second couplet 

expresses her lovesickness. Liu paraphrases these couplets and the 

succzeding ones like this. 

"1 seek but c a n n o t  find traces of o u r  f o r m e r  l o ~ e ,  and 1 

fear I am desrr ted."  iThe allusion to t h e  goddess of  

M o u n i  W u  [ i n  l i n r  31, who app ra r ed  to t h e  K i n g  of C h ' u  

[ C h u ]  i n  a n  amorous drram.  arousss  erotic associations. 

w h i l e  the  allusion to  Chuo Wen-chun-s [Zhuo W e n j u n ]  

Song [in l inr -11 srrikcs a pathetic n o t e . )  Lines 5-6 might 

b e  paraphrascd. "1 have had no n e \ \ s  of  >ou .  and the 

-- 
bamboos are stained ~ v i t h  tzars.  The last t u o  l i n e s  mean. 

--Although 1 have  no way of gett ing to se s  !ou. I w i l l  not 

.. 
c o r n p l a i n  but \ d l  still  try to s rnd  a message ro !ou. 26 

Through t h e  allusions to such figures a s  dancing and s i n g i n g  girls.  

romantic and widowed goddesses. and deserted \vives. L i  Shangyin's 

poem describes a drserted wornan's fear and despair. 

In t h e  allusive structure of t h i s  porm.  t h e  allusion to the 

Goddcss of Mount W u  is evoked by m r a n s  of reviscd marlicr i n  u-hich 

.- 
the conventional form, ~ l o u d s  and rain. is reshaped in to  "gorge 

çlouds" %$z:. Allusions i n  t h i s  kind of structure are presentrd throuyh 



the poet's playing on the original source-lifting scattered words and 

phrases from the original material and synthesizing them in the new 

text. Employed so. L i  Shangyin's allusion establishes a complicated 

interplay of connrcting and disconnecting forces for i t  builds up a l i n k  

while enforcing a difference simultaneously. One can scnsc i n  such 

poems a deliberate discontinuity and a subtrrranean continuity. That 

is. without recognizing the allusion. one can still feel the sorrowful 

mood-the dominant mood of the poem-conveped by the allusion 

together with o thr r  allusions and images in the f irs t  two couplets: yet  a 

competent reader cannot be blind io the image of -'gorge clouds" and is 

naturally led by its possible connotation to a larger contest wherz the 

image's significancr is fully revraled. 

To a certain estent.  Li  Shangyin inhsrits this kind of allusive 

technique from other Tang poets. Looking into the actual scene of the 

Towsr of the Prince of  Teng .@ i: 1%: brforr h i m .  W a n g  Bo ii $+J ( 6 5 0 -  

676)  seems to se r  a world of sensual pleasure which he describes by 

a l lud ing  to the Goddess of Mount W u :  

Morning-its paintrd b rams  send f l y i n g  Southbank's 

clouds, 



Etrning-bradrd curtains roll u p  the rain on w e s t e r n  

mountains. 27 

On his trip through t h e  t h r r e  G o r g s  of the Yangzi R i v e r .  Du  f u  w r o t c  

q u i t e  a k w  poems which contain the "clouds a n d  ra in"  a l l u s i o n .  

Among t h e m .  we h a v e  thesc lincs: 

W h r n  d a y l i g h t  cornes. clouds i n  the Gorge dr i f t .  

Along w i t h  t h e m .  are wandering srnoke and mis r .  7 8  

- 7 .  

The following famous 1 mes from Y u a n  Zhtn 's  il: i 779-83 1 1 '-Poerns 

-- flz . ! ':$ a b o u t  Miscrllaneous Thoughts  .-!& il, ;i a l s o  allude to t h e  Godd t s s  

of M o u n t  W u :  

W h e n  I have t h e  experience of srsing v a s t  sra. [ can n o t  

apprec ia t r  o t h c r  waters. 

Except for those i n  M o u n t  Wu. clouds are Irss t h a n  clouds. 

29 



And  in wri t ing  about the old t h r m r  of --Mount Wu High." Li  He depicts  

i n  an u n u s u a l  fashion the pathos of t h e  ~ h o s t  of the  K i n ç  of Chu. w h o  

is sern i n  h i s  p o e m  ro t r y  to recapturtt t h e  Goddess i n  his drcarn: 

The K i n g  of Chu's sou1 sought a drtiam 

I n  a bitter wind. 

I n  dawn wind and f l y i n g  ra in .  

G r o w  coins of  moss .  30 

C o m p a r e d  to L i  Shanpyin's. these Tang p o r t s -  u s e s  of this 

allusion a re  equally assimilative, most of t h e  allusive processes being 

full! internalized. avoiding a n  okert  p o i n t i n g  to the source H o w w  er .  

Li  Shangyin  seerns especially interestrd i n  t h i s  k i n d  O F  allusiveness. 

He frrquently uses  the a l l u s i o n  through distorting its m a r k  i n  

different ways. Le t  u s  read two lines f r o m  the poem rntitled "Again 

Sent P l ay fu l ly  to  Rrn .  the Gi f t ed  Scholar .  After Wr i t i ng  Two Poems" 

g : ,$(j-@gl~f~ 4 - ;  



Often when h e  searches i n  the Gorge i t  rains. 

Dimly in the moon. there someone is sren .  3 1  

Here thert: is an  activation of two texts-the aliuding text and the 

evolied one, i f  one recognizes the allusion marker to t h e  myth of the 

Goddess of M o u n t  Wu.33 Hotvet.er, because the conventional form of 

the rnarker for the  allusion is so much twisted, and the marker 

producrs a scnse on its own i n  the contevt and does not force a 

connection to the allusion, the allusive l ink  is very inconspicuous .33  

A l l u s i o n  to t h e  M o u n t  W u  story. thus  subt l?  prrsentrd i n  

different cariants, refers to love i n  s o m r  pozrns and i n  o thr r s  i t  

functions symbol ica l ly .  Read the "Rrkisiting the Holy Lady Temple" 

$1 y; 4 !,ij : 

The white stone on the cliff is overgrown with  green rnoss: 

Banished from t h e  U p p r r  Pure Sphere. sh r  is delayrd in 

h e r  ret u r n .  



Throughout t h e  spring. a drçam-rain often floodrd t h e  

t i l t s ;  

A i l  da? long. t h e  spiritüal wind has not  filled t h e  banners. 

Green-calyxed Bloom cornes from no fised place: 

Magnolia Fragrance has not been gone for long. 

The Jade  Lad. encountering th is .  becornes rclated to the 

imrnortais. 

A n d  recalls asking For the purple  magic herb from the 

steps O F  heaven.34 

T i t l e /  the Holy Lady's Temple  ( Shen-nu Ci ) b a s  , i t u a t e d  

on the Qin-ans Xlountain i n  U'udu district  ( modern Baoj i  in S h a n x i  

p r o v i n c e  ) It is said tha t  on t h e  side o f  a cliff of t he  Q insang  

Vounrain there !vas t h e  image of a rl,oddess Lvith miracle poiver a n d  

local people often i b e n t  to pray to her ! CF.. Shui j i n -  z h u .  2 0  6a  j 

Line  2, '  Cpper  Pure  S p h e r e  ( Shang Qing  1 .  one  o f  the three 

"Pure  Spheres" of  heavcn in Daoist  legends 

L i n e  5,' Green-ca lysed  Bloom ( E l u h u a  ) i s  a goddess .  \ \ho 

was said to b e  a beautiful young g i r l  and appeared t o  Y a n s  Q u a n .  a 

!oune man. teaching h i m  how C O  becorne immortal ( C f .  Zhu 

Heling, Li  Yishan s h i i i ,  jirau s h a ~ ~ g .  2a ) 

Line 6! Magnolia F r a g a n c e  ( Dulansiang ) is also a  goddess  

w h o  u a s  said to have lived w i t h  Zhang S h u o  as his wife a n d  then 

vanished ( C f  . Shu Heling.  j r r c ~ t r  shtrrrg. Za-b ) 



L i n e  7. '  Jade Lad ( Y u t a n s  ) is a jun ior  official i n  t h e  Daoisr 

hierarchy  o f  immortals  ( C f .  Feng  Hao.  Yuxishena shii i  j i a n z h u ,  

JMUU 2 -  :70 ) 

V i v i d l y  describrd wi t h  concrete imager- and appropriate 

allusion. this poem is able to m o w  the readrr.  The first  couplet is 

dominated by a tone of perplesity and lamentation. The second 

couplet. to \\hich 1 shall return soon. is among the mosl famous lines 

of  L i  Shangyin's pocms. The third couplet '  neatly crafted, delibers a 

melancholy note:  1 have nothing i n  terms of  space  and  t i m e  I n  the  

last two lines, a s  h e  docs i n  q u i t e  a few poçms, Li  Shangyin expresses 

a kind of hopeless hope bu rnrans of dream or fantas- of  t h e  

supernatural worId.35 

Commentators and scholars hold different opinions on the 

mraning of this poem. which  can be d iv id rd  snto two ~ i z w s .  Ont: 

suggrsts t h a t  the posm rrfers to a  Daoist n u n  by talking about t h e  Holy 

Lady: the o thr r  thinks that i t  expresses the poet's own political 

disappointment through the description of the temple.36 James L iu ,  

for instance. rakes the poem as  a recalling of  a past romantic encounter 

which took place at the temple and explains the first two couplets this 



The first line sugyest that a long tims has elapsed. s incr  

the Stone gate is overgrown with rnoss. Line 2 could rnean 

tlither that the nun, unable  to free herself from hurnan 

passion, is like an immortal banished f rom heaven, or that 

she has bren delaysd from her return to this temple. Lines  

3 and 4 togrther might b r  paraphrased thus: "Throughout 

the spring she has  had man? amorous meetings with h e r  

Ioverfs) .  as t h e  Goddcss of Mount W u  made love to t h e  

K i n g  of C h ' u  ( C h u )  in  his dream: and she has neglected 

her religious dut ies  so that al! day long there has not been 

sufficient spiritual w i n d  to fil1 the b a n n e r s 3 7  

G i v e n  the illusory tone of the poem, especially in the second 

couplet .  1 suggest that w e  read t h e  poem as a love poem w h i c h .  

however.  conveys a passion more indefi 

specifïc love affair .  The couplet thai 

Goddess of Mount W u  is the rnost \ 

ni te  than just referring to a 

contains the allusion to the 

iague and difficult one to 

understand. I n  this couplet. L i  Shangyin's symbolism is deepened. 

W i t h  the concrete and appropriate images of rain. tiles- wind, and flag? 

the couplet realistically describes the speaker's sorrowful  rçcalling of  

the past i n  front of the temple ,  or his conflicting attitude towards this 

love affair:  "On the one hand,  h i s  conscious convictions oblige h i m  to 

disapprove the secret and licentious love of Taoist nuns; on the other 



hand. his subconscious desirr  for them cannot br: supprcssed. whether 

he actually had affairs with t h e m  or n o t . 3 3  But  given such rlaborate 

images as "drearn" and "spirit." the couplet. and so does the ~vho l r  

posm, suggests a more seneral rnttaning. As W a n g  Qiugui  !f Fk & 

points out: 

. . .  '*windV and '*rain." besides servins the irnrnediate 

purposr of describing t h e  natural phenornenon. stand for  

something abstract, something impa lpab le ,  something 

largrr than themselves. They convey rrspectiçely longing 

and unfulfilled passion. Spring refers to the season. But 

i t  may also have the connotation of "spring hcart." Thus 

the third line may be rcndered as:  AH the t i m s  the 

floating longing of his "spring hrart." like the rain, 

siveeps over t h e  tiles. It is a dream-rain brcause the 

longing is fruitless and leads on\-  to a w i d .  It s w r r p s  

over the tiles and  is nowhere  to be seen. I n  line four h i s  

frustratcd passion. like tempered wind, fails to w e l l  the 

flag. . . . I t  is spirit-wind, because, the passion. once 

frustrated, seems so insubstantial. so incorporeal. The 

imapery, with its studied suggestivcness, works upon a 

wide range of possible associations, y r t ,  i n  t h e  light of the 

poetic context, leaves curiously lucid an impression39 



Since most çritics agree that the "dream-rain" alludes to 

the story about the amorous encountrr of t h e  King of Chu  w i t h  the 

Goddess of M o u n t  W u  i n  a dream. we ma- sa- that this is anothrr good 

esample of Li  S h a n g y i n ' s  assirnilative use of this allusion. Here again 

the mraning of the allusion. "dream-rain." goes bcyond the  original 

and symbolically refers to a kind of despair which is j u s t  l ike the faded 

dream of the King of Chu. Howevrr. J a m e s  L iu  rsplains t h e  cornplex 

of t h i s  allusion this way: "The tension beiween m o r a l  disapproval and 

physical d rs i re  is discerniblr in man! of these poems. . . . The  first 

line, which contains associations with the arnorous Goddess o f  Mount 

Wu. suggrsts t h e  flood of  erotic passion. whereas the second line 

appears to condemn the nun for her spiritual fail ings."-lO 

-- 
Brcause t h e  rnarker of the allusion. -'dream-min. i n  t h i s  poem 

is twisted and comrnunicates a sensory ssperience. sirnilar to the 

allusive characteristics i n  the "gorge-clouds" of the poem discussed 

rarlirr ,  the allusion obtains a sensr of the irnmediate presrnt. as a 

concrete image usually does. Again. the allusion is inconspicuous. 

Nevertheless, the image. the line, and by extension his poem as a 

whole makr an impiicit cail for a comparative recoursr to the myth of 

Gao Tang. As demonstrated i n  the discussion of the poem. the mode of 

"an yong" usually allo~ws thickening of a rnood i n  a poem. I t  is 

precisely this kind of thickened rnood that derpens Li Shangyin's 



portic world. In many ways. we may sa! that Li  Shanpyin does not 

incorporate an allusion. rather, he incorporates a mood by drawing on 

the atmospheric qualit! o f  an allusion. 

The cxarnplrs of Li Shangyin's use of the  "clouds and r a i n "  

a l lus ion  in this chapter have illustratrd somr over t  and ass imilat i \e  

modes of  the allusiveness in L i  Shangyin's  poetry. In the next two 

chapters which  discuss the poet-s historical p o e m s  and untitled p o e m s .  

our focus on the al lus ions  in  them will  dernonstrate the ways L i  

Shangyin's allusions generatr mraning and the es tent  to which  hr 

manipulates a n d  twists the semiotics of allusions. 
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u n t i t l e d  p o t m s .  for instance. has a s i m i l a r  c f f r c t  Ses my discussion 

of i t  i n  Chaptcr  -4 

36 For the  different  bizws. sze L i u  Xuska i ,  and Y u  Shuchenç,  Li 

S h a n r t i n  s h i w  liiis, co l .  3. 1 3 3 5 4 3 3 7 .  

37 James L i u .  The Poetrv of L i  S h a n g - y i n .  - 95-96. 

38 James  L i u .  2 1 3  

39 W a n g  Qiugu i .  O b i z c t i w  Corre la t iw i n  t he  Lobe Poems of  L i  

S h a w - v i n ,  64 

40 J a m e s  L i u .  The Poe t rv  of Li Shang-vin ,  2 13. 



C H A P T E R  3 

Analogy a n d  Cantrast: 

Allusion i n  L i  Shangyin's Poems on His tory  

Historically. L i  Shangyin is known mainly  for h i s  love poems: 

s u c h  generalization of his poetr'; as "intricate and erotic 

characteristics" 4 %  Î S  is commonly sren in  traditional rcrnarks o n  

poetry.1 The fact is. however. that h r  is excellent not o n l y  at 

composing love poems but a lso other kinds of poetry. To a large 

extrnt.  man? of h i s  poems on historical themes. "yong shi"  '*ri< p. a re  

outstanding among rvorks i n  this subgenre done by other g e a t  Tang 

ports a s  ive11 as posts of prrvious ages.2 L i u  Xuekai informs u s  that 

there are over sisty poems on  historical svents i n  L i  Shangyin's oeuc re  

passed d o r u  to us. And e v r n  cornparrd 10 Du M u .  \\ho is well knoivn 

for his poems i n  this subgrnre i n  the Latr Tang prriod. L i  Shanpyin 

surpasses h i m  i n  the numbcr produced and the proportion i t  takes of 

the poets' total poetic works.3 

A s  a subgrnre i n  classic verse, poetry on historical themes, or 

"yongshi." originally contained descriptions of historical figures or 

events and evaluations of them by the port. Most poems i n  this 

subgenre are, however. didactic and digressive s ince  the? generally 



function as judgmrnts upon actions in both past and prcsent. The  

ear!irst poetic work that deals mainly with historical character is Ban 

Gu ' s  ni ?;i ( 3 2 - 9 2 )  firr-character posm sntitled "On Historical Thrmcs" 

'& . During the Wei. Jin. and the S ix  Dynasties psriods. more p o r m s  

on historical thrrnes were produced. Among these poems. Z u o  Si's 

!i .!A1. [ k a .  150-ca.  305 1 "On Historical Themes" and Tao Y uanming's  

"Crlebrat ing J i n g  Kr" ':&if$ fl:j are the ones most  discussed i n  literar! 

history. Although " ! m g  shi" \vas establishsd as a subgsnrs in classic 

w r s e  c i x r  sincr the W e n  suan had  one particular section. "Yony shi." 

devoted to i t .  historical poetry did not full? d r i e l o p  either i n  qua l i t -  

or quanrit!. until t h e  Tang  D y n a s t y  

I t  is common knowlcdge that t h e  Chinesr: literatus had a s t rong 

sense of history. Ssr ing himsrlf  as a public Fisure. the literatus l ik sd  

to use history as a mirror to h i s  prrsrnt position as  ucll as the 

direction the nation u-as to t a k r  The literatus l i a s  highl> cducared and 

a great part of his sducation u a s  in histor-. To a large estent. hisior)  

\\as essential i n  his lifr: since i t  could provide moral standards as  w l l  

as guidelines f o r  h i s  decision making i n  his political carerr.  This 

importance of his tory for the Chinçse (i teratur and its appearancs i n  

poetry is br i r f ly  summed up  by Hans Frankrl: 

One of the uses of history was to take i t  as a guide For 

moral behavior. In t h e  words of The Record of Etiquette. 



one of the Confucian Classics. "the Confucian lives arnong 

m e n  of the present a n d  studies t h e  men of old. What h r  

has learned he practices i n  the present age .  and latrr  

generations wil l  takz h i m  as  their rnodel." The  wri t iny  of  

history \vas done by the same class of men who \\rote 

literary prose and poetry. I t  is therrfore not surprising 

that Chinrse poetry abounds w i t h  rvocations of historical 

e i r n t s ,  situations. and personalities.4 

I n  the Earlv Tang a n d  sspeciall? High Tang prriods. the belief i n  

t h e  s i y i f i c a n c r  o f  history becarne stronger and this is s r r n  i n  man) 

poetic w r i t i n g s .  A literali poet of t h e  High  Tang. " i f  aslied for  a list 

of notable historical figures i n  h i s  poetry. would add moral notations 

that indicated the traditional Chinese judgmrnts  o f  each  figure. S u c h  

a list would  include both political g i a n t s  and writers: for 3 poet. his 

literary predecessors were not j u s t  authors of tests to btt studied but 

significant models for his own liFe."6 

Although in  the Early and High  Tang prriods. the  portry on 

historical themes as a subgenre actually developed i n  the shadoiv of 

other popular subgenres. narnely the poetry about the frontier :$-$ &!f 

and landscapr: and bucolic portry L I  I ~k it?li-'j, many wsll-known Tang 

,- . . 
literati poets, such as Chen Ziang I$ :? L-1: (66  1-70?), Wang  Wei  :-- ali 
(701 -761 ), Li  Bai, Du Fu ,  L i u  Zongyuan f% :;i ~ i ;  (773-819). L i u  Y u s i  



81 1% $& t 772-8-12). and Bai J u y i  [ - (771-846),  wrote poctry on 

historical thrmes. With their strong historical sense. these poets 

produced somr excellent poetic works i n  t h i s  subgenrr such a s  Chen 's  

"lrnpressions of Things Encountered" , Li's "Ancirnt Airs" r f f  31, 

Du's "The Temple of the Premier of S h u "  GJ fli and "The Eighi-sidrd 

Fortress" ~ i #  14. I n  thrsr  poems, historical evrnts and charactrrs are 

used either as cornparison with contrrnporary political life or to m a k r  

some philosophical statement. Moreovrr, Du Fu's " The Temple o f  the 

Premier of Shu " and " The Eight-sidrd Fortrrss." which combine 

history with the present and the attitudes of historical characters with 

his own Feelings. set a good s x a m p l r  for later poets in composing 

historical poems .  

i n  the Late Tang prriod, historical poctry rrached a high point i n  

its drvelopmrnt.  This happrned thanks i n  part to t h e  rhctorical 

techniques developed by prev ious  poets and i n  part to the 

psychological crisis in  the contemporary political l i fe.  Fac rd  ~ v i t h  a 

corrupted empire and a declining dynasty, the Late Tang port, unlikr 

rarlier writers, was losing his confidence in  the presrnt and thrrcfore 

cultivated a skeptical attitude toward history. When discussing t h e  

poetry of  Wen T ingyun  iE&& ( 8 1 2 - 8 6 6 ) .  a contemporar) of Li 

Shangyin, Pau l  F .  Rouzer talks about this kind of skrpticism toward 

history i n  L a t r  Tang historical poetry: 



A painful historical skrpt ic ism did i n  fact cmcrge i n  the 

ninth crntur';, partiallp because the polit? itself ( t h e  focus 

for historfs s ign i f i canc r )  was incrcasingl> besst b- 

interna1 and external crises.  and partially because the 

litt 'rate classes ( t hose  who knew how tu use historv as  3 

tool for  rul ing)  had b rcome  more and more a n s i o u s  about 

the p r s sena t ion  o f  l h s i r  bs l i r f s  and their  likss. Historical 

poetr- f r o m  t h i s  period has a tone differsnt From that of 

a l [  other ages. "7  

This sort of skcpricism. togcther  ~ i i h  the tcchnicai maturit!. 

increased the p o w x  of historical poctry and its popularity i n  the Latr  

Tang period. I t  &as  i n  such ci rcumstancss  that L i  Shangyin's hisrorical 

poctry \ \as  writtcn. One major feature  of h i s  historical poerr! is. as  

scholars have noted. the c o m b i n a t  ion of traditional attitudes toivard 

hisror' \\;th his philosophical iron! In other iwrds.  u h i l s  u s i n y  

historical r icnts  as a moral mirror  that rcflects t h e  political prcsent, 

t h e  poem usuailq. has a metaphorical  and allegorical ii effect  and  

ihat of praising and blarning . This significant featurr: of Li 's  

portry will be séen through the  anal!sis of the port 's  historical 

allusions, or  "gushi" t i  ) P .  i n  a Few posrns on  historical thrmes i n  t h i s  

chapter.  8 



A historical allusion i n  a historical poem is an allusion which 

"bas two poles, one related to a contemporary topic and t h e  othçr to a 

historical even i .  The two are  compared. and the purpose of the 

comparison is to bring out t h e  similarity betwrrn the two and thereby 

proi idc the opportunit- io characterizr or comment o n  the 

contemporary svent."9 L i  Shangyin's use o f  historical allusion is 

essentially what Kao Yu-Cung and M r i  Tsu-lin describe. though t h e  

comparison is s r r n  i n  se i r ra l  o t h e r  different ways rather t h a n  just that 

of similarity. In  thc following discussions of L i  Shangyin's allusions. 

sspecially historical allusions, our focus is on iwo modes which are 

traditionally rrrmed as "zheng yong" 1 -  (orrhodos)  and "fan ~ o n p "  

( inçr r ted) ,  and the Former is further divided into analogy and 

contrast according to the differrnt r ffects  the mode produces. 

, - l iengyong ( Orthodor .4l lusion ) as Analogy 

In  his poems on history. L i  Shangvin oftsn dcfines himself and 

his contrmporarirs through comparison with historical figures. 

especially thosr of t h e  Han  and the S ix  Dynasties. and for that reason 

the b u l k  of h i s  richest allusions i n  these poems are to pre-Tang stor irs  

and events. Among thosr historical figures for whom h r  shows 

admiration and wi th  whom he draws anaiogy in his poems, are W a n g  

Can i f  S .  Liu Bang, and Zhu Geliang ,z {$ -;:, b u i  especially Jia Yi 



rt 5'- 
1-i  l i t ; .  the f amous  Han scholar and s t a t e s m a n ,  whom the poet m e n t i o n s  

i n  quite a few poerns. On the one band,  he admires Jia Yi ' s  

intelligence. on the  other. he has sympathy f o r  J i a  whose talents were 

wasted. I n  the following porm,  "The Tower on the City Wal l  of 

Anding" 'c ;chJi:$. w e  have a good example  of  the wa)- L i  Shangyin 

alludes to h i m :  

The h i g h  c i t y  wall  stretchss Far: the tower stands a 

h u n d r e d  feet .  

B e y o n d  the green wil low branches. 1 sec n o t h i n g  but  banks 

and i s l e t s .  

Master C h i a  ( J i a )  i n  h i s  youth i n  vain shed iears. 

W a n g  Ts'an ( C m )  i n  spr ing once more ivent on  a d is tant  

journey. 

For e i r r  r e m r m b r r i n g  the  rivsrs and lakts  to which 1 

tvould return, white-haired. 

1 yet wish to turn round heavrn and earth beforr  sntrring a 

t i n y  boat. 



Not knowing the rotten rat \vas considered tasty. 

The phoenix unwittingly aroused endless suspicions! 1 O 

Here. after a description i n  the f i rs t  couplet o f  the scens ~ i e w e d  

from the touer  on the city wall, Li Shangyin uses t w o  allusions to 

compare himsclf to J i a  Yi and Wang Can. one of whom brlirved thar 

there were things in  the governrnent that deserved weeping about and 

the othcr who alwa).s travelled far becausr of his duties and espressed 

h i s  homssickness i n  his porms. Li Shangyin's cornparison of himself 

to thrse two historical figures gives the reader t h e  image of a Young 

man--the poet hirnself-+ho, with unrecognized literary talents and 

frustratrd political ambitions. \vas lonel! and drpressed. I f  withoui 

thrse allusions. "shedding tears and travelling Far away" could still 

espress the por t ' s  loncliness and frustration. but the analog! hr  makes 

between h i m s e l f  and t h e  two sreat  men throuçh the allusions raises Li 

Shangy in  oui of h i s  own t imrs and his o w n  situation. The analoyy 

legitimates the poet's cornplaint, i t  dignifies him and i t  offcrs a 

salvation sven beyond Jcfcat as thest: m e n  wrre great men the mrmory 

of whom l i ved  on far beyond thai of their tormenters. Furthermore. 

these comparative a h s i o n s  function a s  complement to the meaning of 

the whole poem--they proride, eg., an essential background for the 

farnous lines i n  the third couplet: "For ever  remrmbrrin- the rivers 



and lakes to which I would return. white-haired. I !et wish to t u r n  

round heaven and rar th before entering a tiny boat." 

The lines h ç r e  express the traditional scholar's ambition. to be 

actively engaged i n  worldly affairs before he withdraws from the world 

to lrad a f r e r  lifr--an ideal for almost w e r y  traditional Chinesc 

literatus. Hence James Liu's paraphrase of the couplet: "Though 1 

a l w a y  bear i n  m i n d  my ultimatr wish to withdraw from the world and 

roam frecly over rivers and lakcs i n  a tiny boat, 1 would o n l y  do so i n  

m): old agr.  having accomplished the task of setting the world right."l 1 

I n  the last couplet, the poet revsals his attitude toward the e n v y  

of others toward h i m  by a l l u d i n g  to the f a b l e  about the phoenis and the 

O i n  the  Zhuangzi 'i fi: 

Master H u i  was prime rninister of Lians and Master 

Chuang ( Z h u a n g )  wrnt to ses h i m  Somcone said to 

Mastrr Hui. "Master Chuang's (Zhuang) intention, i n  

c o m i n p  hcre. is to replace ?ou as prime minister." Master 

Hui was afraid and searchsd the kindom for three days and 

threc niphts. Master Chuang (Zhuang)  went to see h m  

and said,  " I n  the south therr was a bird called yuan-ch 'u  

(phoenix):  it set out from the south sea to f l y  to the north 

sea; unless i t  was  a wu-t'ung (wutong) tree. it would not 

rest on i t :  unless i t  was the fruit  of bamboo. it would not 



eat: unless i t  was the water from a sweet spring. i t  would 

not drink. Then there was an owl that had s o t  hold of a 

rottcn rat. and when the phoenix  f lew past it. i t  looked up  

ai the phoenix and cried,  'Ho!' Now,  d o  you, sir ,  ivish to 

ho me with your  kindom o f  Liang'?" 

Through the a l lus ion  to this  Daoist  fable, Li Shangyin is scen by some 

commentators to have s sp re s sed  his disdain for polirical l ife:  "Off ic ia l  

positions rnean no more to me than the rotten rat mrans to the phoenis. 

but others, judging m e  by their  ovin standards. suspect m e  of h a \ i n g  

political ambitions, as the owl suspects the phoenix of  ivishing to rob 

i t  o f  its rotten r a t . " l3  In  my reading. however.  th i s  couplet  does not 

so much show h i s  disregard for political ambitions as  i i  does indicatr  

his ridicule on others'  mistaken envy of him in his poli t ical  career.  

T h e  analogical efFect produced by the allusions to Jia and Wang 

is rrinforced by the t w o  adverbs.  "xu" !.$ and "geng" 9. By asserting 



them to the conventional markers. L i  Shanpyin ornphasizc's his 

subjective feeli n g - h e  expresses his sympathy for his predecessors' 

political life and thereby legitimates his own cornplaint about his 

political situation. Meanwhile, as Dong Naibin ;hi: l'r i& points oÿt .  the 

t u o  adverbs make a strong tiffect i n  the formal structure-it he lps  

produce an ingenious and exact antithesis i n  the paralle! couplet. 14 

T h e  poem is a fine example of  orthodos allusion i n  Li's a l l u s i \ c  

poems. I t  satisfies not on)! the "zhrng ~ o n g "  but also t h e  rnost 

traditional employment of allusion. "ming yong" !Il-: ri: Q u i t e  often. 

though. as s h o w  above, Li  Shangqin adds sornething sub j rc t iw  to this 

k i n d  of orthodos allusions and can ihsrefore produce special  poctic 

effects with them. Sometimes Li  uses this  k i n d  of allusion to describe 

sern i n  his  ivcl l -known five-chnracter regulatrd porms .  t h e  "Two 

Poems Written W h r n  Moved by a Certain Ewnt"  4: . The 

posms, as indicatcd i n  the port's note. w s r r  writtsn i n  836 referring to 

t. 2-6 

the notorious Sweer Dew Incident ij-;:; jtw that took place a !car 

ear l i r r .  1 5  Since more  than one poem undcr examination i n  this 

chapter arc: about this incident, i t  is helpful for us to kno~v the story of 

this incident before we read and discuss t h e  poems. 

Having recoynized that the runuchs had gainrd too much p o w r  

i n  the  govrrnment, Emperor Wcnzong X:i ( r .  8 1 7 - 8 4 0 ) .  by sscretl> 

discussinp and planning a plot with one c h e f  ministttr L i  X u n  %?11 



and the physician Zhrng Zhu f ie i j : ,  launched an  intrigue to r l iminate  

the eunuchs .  At a dawn court  audience late i n  Deceinber 8 3 5 ,  an 

officiai rrported by prc-arrangement that "sweet d rw"  . an 

auspicious omrn of prosperity and s t ab i l i t y  f rom h s a v e n .  had 

descended on a tree in the quarters o f  the Jinwu Guards ?k / $  of  the 

Left during the previous night. Full. aware that soldiers of the Jinwu 

Guards were Iying in  ambush  for the cunuchs. the Emperor then 

orderrd the çh ie f  eunuch Qiu Shiliang /)L 1: c i  and other sunuchs to go 

out and investigatr. W h r n  the runuchs  reached t h e  courtyard where 

the trap was to be sprung,  a  gust of wind accidently lifted a tznt 

curtain and disclosrd the a rmrd  J i n w u  men. T h e  plot fa i led.  Most of 

the cunuchs werr able to withdraw into the inner palace befor r  the 

aa t r s  werr  closed against t h e m .  Insidc the inner palace. the runuchs 
Y 

succeeded  i n  Forcing Wenzong to return to the harem. beyond the reach 

of  Li  Xun and other g o v e r n m r n i  o f f i c i a l s  The runuchs  quickly  

summoned srveral hundred m e n  of  the Divine Strategg* Arrnies Ri '? -&' ' i f ,  

a force under t h r i r  control? to  massacre al1 susprcied court iers  i n  t he  

official precincts. L i  Xun escaped but was  caught and c s r c u t e d  two 

days later.  Two other chief ministers. including Wang  Ya ii iffi w h o  

did not take part i n  t h e  p lo t  but was tortured to "confess," wsre 

executed togethrr with their  f a m i l i e s .  For  weeks afterwards the 

eunuch troops rounded up the clans o f  manp h igh  officials a s  well  a s  

man! innocent people. 16 



The event is dcpicted i n  the poetic form. ca i l rd  "rstended form 

of rrgulated verse" -$@, which,  although requiring rigid metrical 

rules. is structurally loose and trchnically provîdes a port i v i t h  a form 

i n  which  poeis convctntionally demonstrate knowledge of the classics 

and ability to use obscure and erudite vocabulary. 17 01' the classical 

and çruditr  vocabulary_ allusion is crrtainly an important form. For 

the most part of  these tivo pocms. L i  Shangyin uses allusions to 

substitute for the real names and situations o f  those concerned, 

according to t h e  accrpted portic convrntions. That is. on the one 

hand. by usine allusions a poet can avoid directly naming 

contemporary characters i n  his poern. iwakrning the possibilit!. of 

political involvrnent; on the othrr,  i t  is a common portic practicc for a 

Tang poet to use historical namrs and institutions anachronistically for 

Tang ones. It a h  makes  for a terse and çconornical style. 18 Let us 

read t h e  first of the two poerns: 



The  nine domains should subrnit to t h e  King ' s  cirtue. 

The Thrcc  Spiritual Lights accord with his  sagacious plan 

How did i t  happen that  men likr Pen-ch 'u  t B e n c h u )  

Brought dsath upon themseives l i k s  Ch 'u - l i  i Q u l i  J'' 

There was more than ' h e r p i n g  befors t h e  i m p e r i a l  

ca r r i age" ;  

Therefore some were made to " r u s h  from t h e  h a l l . "  

Was this "rrport ing to the rhrone on the color of clouds"'? 

l t  \tas more like drstroving i h s  bandits  of Rzzdq M a r s h !  

Arrests  were made u n  the sv idence  o f  secret  Iet tsrs:  

Lir-es were lost fo r  u i l t  by associa t ion.  

Al l  this because the  p r e m i e r  of H a n  \ \as estéerned. 

B u t  the Barbarian Lad was  not discotered i n  tirne' 

The register  of ghosts r rduced the ranks of C o u r t  officiais. 

T h e  beacons of war s h o n c  in  the noble  capital. 

Darr one sa ) -  this descrvcs loud lament' l  

Still '  one cannot help blarning the H u g e  Furnace! 19 



L i n e  1 K i n e  D o m a i n s  ( J i u f u  is a n  a n c i e n t  r e r m  u s e d  t o  

r e f e r  to t h e  r o s a i  m e t r o p o l i s  a n d  to t h e  v a r i o u s  feoffs a n d  

d e p e n d e n c i e s  i Ct ' .  Z h o u  i i .  S i a r i u a n  uia. 1 6  i 4  j 

L i n e  3.' T h r e e  S p i r i t u a l  L i g h t s  I S a n l i n l  i r e f e r  io  t h e  .;un. 

t h e  m o o n  a n d  the s t a r s  

L i n e  3 Pen-ch 'u  I B c n c h u  ) is t h e  cûur tcsy  n a m c  of Y u a n  

Shao of' t h e  H a n  D y n a s t y .  ~ v h o  m a d e  grcat  et ' forrs  d n d  m a n a g e d  t o  

e l i m i n a t e  t h e  e u n u c h s  r C f .  H o u  H a n  s h u .  Y u a n  Shao zhuan, j / fLrr t  

4 i l  ) 

L i n e  4; Ch 'a - l i  I Q u l i  ) is L i u  Q u l i .  s o n  o f  E m p e r o r  Wu'c  

ha l f -b i -c i ther  B e i n g  p r i m e  m i n i s t e r .  h e  u as  r i u e c u t e d  becausc o t '  i h e  

e u n u c h s '  b a c k b i t i n s  ( C f .  F e n g  Hao. Y u s i s h e n l r  jh i i i  i i a n z h u .  l i r l i j r  

1 . 4 3  1 

L i n c  5 T h e  a f l u s i o n  is t o  t h e  s t o ry .  E m p e r o r  Wcn of H a n  ( 

; Il'?-\ 5' B C  ) oncc  s h a r e d  h i s  c a r r i a g e  u i ~ h  t h e  e u n u c h  Z h a o  Tan  

n  official narned Y u a n  Y a n g  p r o t e s t e d  a n d  t h e  E m p e r o r  

i r n m e d i a r z l y  o r d c r e d  rhc eunuch t o  g s t  3 u [  o f  ~ h c  car r iagc  Z h a o  

Tan d e s c c n d c d  and  ~ v c p t  i n  a n g e r  and s h a m e  i C f  H a n  shu ,  Y u a n  

J'anrr z h u a n .  j u t r i r  49 1 

L i n e  61 " R u s h  f r o m  t h e  h a i l "  a l l u d e s  t o  t h e  o n c e  powerf~tl  

s u n u c h  Z h a n s  F a n s  u n d e r  E r n p e r o r  S h u n  ot' L a t e r  H a n  ( : 12h-14-1  ;. 

Z h a n g  was f o r c e d  to r u s h  a w a y  f r o m  t h e  t h r o n e  ha l l  b e c a u s c  o f  t h e  

a c c u s a t i o n  b u  o t h e r  e u n u c h s  ( C f  H o u  H a n  s h u .  l ' u  S u  t h u a n .  I i i r r r î  

5 s  1 

L i n e  3,' R e e d y  L l a r s h  ( Huanfu  ) was the name o f  ri pond in  

t h e  srare of  Z h e n 9  w h c r c  a n o t o r i o u s  gang  o f  b a n d i t s  k i l l c d  p e o p l e  

.As r e c o r d e d  in the Z u o  ~ h u a n .  t h e  rovernrnent forces comple te l ' ;  



destroycd the bandit gang l a te r  i Zuo zhuan, Shaoconrr ershi nian 

cited in Fens  Hao. Y u x i s t i e n ~  shiii  i ianzhu. luan  1 .  4 3  ) 

Line I I :  Premier  of Han ref'ers to  Wan- Shan-. prime 

rninister of Han.  w h o  had a n  imposing appearance a n d  enjoyed 

respect  f r o m  the Emperor  ( C f  H a n  shu.  N'ana Shanu zhuan. jrrcrir  

8 2  ) Here Wang Shans  s t ands  fo r  Li  Xun who also had an imposing 

appearance 

Linc 12,' Barbarian Lad ( Huchu ). an allusion t o  Shi Le. t h e  

founder  o f  the Later  Zhao  Dynasty U7hen Shi Le. n h o  had Turkish 

origin.  was a boy. h e  was  seen bu Wang Yan who later told someone  

t ha t  the barbarian lad he sau. showed strange amibitions Being in  

fear that the empire could  b e  in t rouble  in the future because of  S h i  

Le. N'an- Yan  t h e n  sent  people  t o  catch him in vain i C f .  J i n  shu. 

Shi L e  zaiii shang, jlran 104 } 

Line 16 Huye  Furnace  ( Honglu The universe i l ;  

compared by Zhuang Zi t o  a huge  furnace in \ \ h i c h  e k e r y t h i n ~  is 

fashioned bu nature ( \ anhua  jing. neipian. 1 12b 

The first poem begins with an overt allusion " J i u f u _ "  and  

thrreforc: imrnrd ia t r ly  s h o w  the allusivenrss of the p o r m .  Through 

t h i s  and other allusions, t h e  first couplet rrcalls the united empire of 

t h e  H igh  Tang: the Emperor ruled ovrr  al1 the N i n e  Domains  by h i s  

virtue and was protected by the celestial l ighrs.  Bu recalling the wçI1- 

b e i n g  of t h e  High Tang. Li m a k e s  a strong contrast  betwecn the past 

and present. As soon as  Li Shanpyin symbolizes the High  Tang's 

prosprrity. he raises the incident i n  the second c o u p l e t  pointing out t h e  



failure of  Li  Xun ' s  plan. Sincr the incident involwd Emperor 

Wenzong and other important figures, the cri ticism is presentsd 

through the use of the allusions to the two hisiorical figures: the 

E m p e r o r  should no! trust the chicrf minister L i  X u n  w h o  trird to e x e l  

Y u a n  Shao i n  t a in  and,  after failinp to d imina i r  the runuchs. brought 

drath upon himself and others l i k r  L i u  Quli. With strong rmotional 

rrsonances i n  each. the following s is  couplets pair up  allusions a n d  

other poetic expressions. Except the sixth couplet, the linrs i n  this 

part are paraphrased by James L i u  as t h i s :  

The? tried to inflict e i r n  greater punishrnent on the 

sunuchs than that which Chao T'an (Zhao Tan) suffered, 

t h e  humiliation of h a v i n g  to descend from the imprrial 

carriage, and the'. forced the sunuchs to leavr the hall i n  

haste. l i k r  Chang (Zhang)  Fang. What began as the 

reporting to the throne of an auspicious omrn. following 

the custom i n  ancient tirnes when the color of clouds 

would be  reported, drveloped into a grnrral  slau-httir. like 

the destruction of the  bandits of Reedy Marsh recorded i n  

hisiory. People wrre arrested on the evidenct: O S  secret 

Istters, and killed for their guilt by association . . . Many 

courtiers entrrrd the registrr o f  ghosts' and beacons of 

war (or  perhaps glittering blades) shone i n  the capital. 1 



dare not openly lamen;. ?et I cannoi help complaining 

against heaven. the great arti ficer who fashions al1 things 

as i f  in a huge furnace."70 

Only in the s k t h  couplet does L i  Shangyin give us the rrason that 

causcd the incident: al! this took place because Li Xun \vas wrongly 

rs trrmed and trusted by the Emperor partially d u r  to his handsomr 

apprarance and brcause the dangsrous opportunisi Zhrng Z h u .  like the 

"Barbarian Lad," was not discovered to be what he was.21 

Deal ing  with the sarne incident, the second porm gçts into a 

deepr r  discussion by embarking on another long catalogue of al lusions 

and othrr portic images: 



Mernorials werr st i l l  b r i n g  presentsd to the vermilion 

steps, 

When  suddenly a battle began within t h e  scarlet court. 

Faced with danger. the E m p e r o r  summonçd L u  Chih i Z h i  1 .  

And regretted. too late. tmploying P'ang ( P a n g )  M e n g .  

The imperial guards withdrrw from the  front throne haii. 

W h i l r  t h e  vicious scoundrels fought  w i th  t h e i r  backs to 

the wall. 

I n  hurried confusion came the Five-colored Clubs: 

The growth of  t h e  unique spirit o f  yang \sas checked and 

c hoked. 

I n  ancient times rogues werr purged f rom the soverrign's 

s ide:  

E v e n  now theri: is no lack of  elder staternen. 

Thouyh the heart did not change its former intrnt. 

Th i s  act is rrally too dishonorable! 

Who  is to closs the eyes of  those wron~fu l ly  killsd'' 

Should one zulp down heartbreaking sobs? 

Recrn t ly  1 hrard that at t h e  royal bir thday banquet 

They did nut fail to play the tunes H s i r n  ( X i a n )  and 

Y i n g . 7 1  



L i n e  1 . '  " C'ermi l ion  s t e p s  " r e f e r s  to t h e  s t e p s  o f  t h e  t h r o n e  

ha l l  w h i c h  in  H a n  t i m e s  u r r e  p a i n t e d  w i t h  v e r m i l i o n  l a c q u e r  T h i s  

e x p r e s s i o n  b e c a m e  rnere ly  c o n \ . e n t i o n a l  l a t e r  o n  

L i n e  1! " S c a r l e t  c o u r t  " r e f e r s  t o  t h e  c e n t r a l  c o u r t  o f  t h e  

p a l a c e  n h i c h  w a s  p a i n t e d  r e d  in H a n  t i r ne s  

L i n e  3,' L u  C h i h  ( L u  S h i  ) u a s  a  m i n i s t e r  % h o  h e l p c d  Yuan 

S h a o  in e l i m i n a t i n s  t h e  e u n u c h s  ( Cf H o u  H a n  s h u ,  L u  Z h i  z h u a n .  

. j l i m i  64 ) Here. a c c o r d i n g  t o  a  n o t e  b y  L i  S h a n g i n  h i m s e l f .  L u  Zh i  

s t a n d s  f o r  L i n g h u  Chu. ivho. a s  a  c h i e f  r n i n i s t e r .  n a s  s u m m o n c d  b'. 

t h e  E m p e r o r  to t h e  p a l a c e  a f t e r  t h e  i n c i d e n t  t o o k  p l a c e  

L i n e  4, P ' a n s  \ l e n g  ( P a n s  Siens ) \ s a s  a  g e n e r a l  \ \ho 

l a u n c h e d  a  r e b e l l i o n  t h o u g h  h e  was a t  f i r s t  t r u s t e d  bu E m p e r o r  

G u a n g w u  o f  t h e  L a t e r  H a n  i r  2 5 - = 7  ) ( C f  H o u  H a n  s h u .  L iu  

Y o n r  z h u a n .  jirurt 13 ) H e r e  t h e  p o e t  m e a n s  Li  Kun. \ \ h o  p r o v e d  to 

b e  u n \ \ o r t h y  o f  t h e  E m p e r o r ' s  t r u s t  

L i n e  7 !  F i v e - c o l o r e d  C l u b s  a \ l u d e s  t o  t h e  s t o r y  that  C a o  

C a o .  n h e n  in  c h a r g e  o f  t h e  i r n p e r i a l  g u a r d s .  u s e d  t l v e - c o l o r e d  c l u b s  

r o  p u n i s h  t h o s e  w h o  t i a l a t e d  t h e  l a n  ( C f .  Sanguo  hi. LVei s h u .  

j r r t r r r  1 ) H e r e .  the p h r a s e  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  J i n n u  G u a r d s  

L i n e  S /  S p i r i t  of y a n g  ( y a n g  s h e n g  ) T h e  i n c i d e n t  t o o k  

p l a c e  a t  t h e  t i rne  of  t h e  w i n t e r  s o l s t i c e .  \ \ h i c h  u s u a l l y  m a r k e d  t h e  

r c t u r n  of t h e  s p i r i t  of y a n g - - t h e  a c t i v e  f o r c e  of l i f e  

L i n e  91 " R o e u e s  \ \ e r e  p u r g e d  f r o m  t h e  s o ~ e r e i s n ' s  s i d e  " is 

a n  expression o r i ç i n a i l y  u s e d  by Z h a o  Y a n g  o f  t h e  s t a t e  o f  J i n  ( 

C f .  C h u n q i u  Gong Y a n g  z h u a n .  1 1  1 l a  1 



Line l i !  People  rvho died with %rievances a re  said to ha\,e 

died w i t h  their eyes open 

Line 16; Hsien ( X i a n  ) and Y i n 2  are  a b b r e ~ i a t i o n s  Tor 

Xianchi and L i u y i n s .  which respect ive ly  refer to music of  the  

l e ~ e n d a r y  Ye l low Emperor and Emperor K u  According to  Feng 

Hao. aparr  f rom representing C o u r t  music i n  general.  Xian and Y i n g  

here also indicate the t raoic irony that  W a n g  Ya. wrongfullv k i l l e d  i n  

the incident. had himse1f supervised the ret is ion o f  Cour t  m u s i c  r 

Fenç  Hao. Yusisheng shiji i ianzhu, jrrcrr ,  1 .  16 

Here. as in  the first porm. ailusions. togethrr with c o m m o n  

~ o e t i c  images. are used not on14 to express the port's attitude toward 

the incident but also to narratr the rkent .  "Mrmorials werr still being 

presrnted to the vermilion steps, When suddenly a battle bsgan 

within the scarlet court" tells u s  hon the incident broks out i n  the 

palace. The third couplet gors on to drscribe the drvelopment of t h é  

conflict: protected bu h i s  guards. the Emperor withdrew f r o m  < h t  

throne hall to the inner palace as t h e  vicious cunuchs wsre fighting 

with their backs to  the wall. These h e s .  howet er, are  too breif to 

tell r x a c t l y  wha i  happrncd i n  the incident. Moreover, this brirf 

narration is oftrn fused with allusive descriptions like " I n  hurr ied 

confusion came t h e  Five-colored Clubs; . The growth of the  unique 

spiri t  of yang  was checked and choked," mraninç "the Chin-wu ( J i n w u )  

Guards came i n  hurrird confusion with their  wrapons, as i f  these had 



been the five-colored clubs tv i th  which Ts'ao Ts'ao (Cao  Cao)  chastised 

al1 offenders. The fighting smothered the growth of the spirit of yuri,g, 

which normally would have brgun at this time of 'car' the winier 

solstice."33 

Although the poem displays Li's talent for combining allusions 

into a sustaincd narrative. rcading thrse lines- one can hardi! know the 

oc r ra l l  incident. But one will certainly understand the port's 

comments and attitude. To a large estent.  thrrefore. the poem ma in ly  

expresses the poet's feelings rather than tells t h e  story o f  the incident. 

And L i  Shangyin does t h i s  i n  a concise and oblique fashion. This  can 

be  s ren  by comparing the following paraphrased couplets: 

I n  ancient times. Chao [Zhao] Yang  purged wickrd m e n  

from the side of h i s  sovereign, and cven now thers is no 

lack of elder statemen (such as  Ling-hu C h ' u  [ L i n g h u  C h u ]  

) who might have been rntrusted with the task o f  

rliminating the cunuchs. instead of m e n  l ikr L i  H s u n  

[Xun]. Thouçh L i  Hsun [Xun]  did not change h i s  intent. 

wh ich  was good. the means he adopted was  really too 

dishonorable. Now,  who can console the  spirits of thosc: 

wrongfully killed so thai the> might close their eyes and 

rest i n  peacr? And should one suppress one's 

heartbreaking sobs? Recently 1 hrard ihat at the royal 



birthday banquet they played solttmn music as  usual .  the 

same music that the murdered chief minister Wang Ya had 

h i m s e l f  hrlped to r e v i s r ! X  

Thesr: two porms  show how Li Shangyin uses or thodos allusions 

to reveal a subjective feeling or att i tude.  The m a i n  sffect of 

deliberately introducing a sense of subjectivity--a str iking character 

aliw!:s scrn in his porms--is to shapr  a strong Iyricism which defines 

Li Shangyin's historical poetry and dist inguishes i t  from ihat of  his 

prrdecrssors  and contemporarirs.  Comparrd to other poets' porms on 

hsitorical evrnts .  e.g._ Du Fu's poems termctd "San l i "  -: and "San 

b i r "  - Ijij and B a i  J u y i t s  l'Mai Tan Weng" ),:< -$: and "Du l ing  SOU" 

f!:& 9, rhesr  two poems, as  w r  have noted, are more expressive than 

nar ra t ive25  e v e n  i n  the few iines i n  which the  po t t  uses allusions to 

describe the incident indirectly, thsre is Iittle chronological coherrnce 

f r o m  the first poem to  the second poem. nor evrn  from lin<: to line i n  

one porm.26 To a certain estent.  t h e  poems display L i  Shangyin's 

ability to draw on somr  well-known allusions and combine them i n  a 

lyrically narrative structure that imbues them with a different identity 

without changing nonetheless t h e  root meanings of these allusions. 

Also, elsewhere i n  the L i  Shangyin corpus, we rncountrr  this 

kind of  a l lusion.  In another poem on history, the  "Crooked River" 



. For example.  Li  Shangyin uses or thodos  allusions in  an 

analogical way. Here are two lines from the poem: 

. . . dyins remernbered Hua-t'ing (huat ing) ,  heard the 

whoop of cranes. . . 

. . . C r rown old, fearful for a royal house. ivept  by the 

bronze camels .  . 2 7  

The first line i n  t h e  couplet alludes to the storv that L u  J i .  beforr  he 

was e secu t rd .  s ighrd .  "Shall 1 ever again hsar t h e  crünrs  cal1 at 

4 4 -  & -  Huatjngn q i  , 'S .  7. 1'" , - r  & :!d '7 , - $9 k , 1.1. -1 The second line alludes to the story 

that Suo J ing $<hr. knowing that rebellion was imminent. pointed ai  

t h e  bronze camels  in front of the g a t r  of the Luoyang Palace and 

s ighrd:  "The t i m e  is coming when w e  shall s t e  -ou covr red  n i t h  

brambles" { J J i 8 Here Li  rrorganizes the two  

allusions in one couplet and which  not only  constructs a neat 

parallelism but also vi\,idly expresses the poet's lamrnt  over "drsolate 

heaven and discordant earth" A 2 and his ominous presentiment 

for the fate of the state. Employed thus, historical allusion, or 

'-gushi," i n  Li Shangyin's historical poerns brings into focus the  

otherness of multiple subtexts and therefore establishes t h e  al luding 



test  as an  rvolution of insight of al1 the rvolcrd tests.  This g iv rs  his 

porrns a distinctive voice. 

:kercg yorrg ( Orthodox Allusion ) as Contrast 

I n  applying historical allusions i n  his poems on historical 

themes.  L i  Shangyin does not always draw an analog! betwcen the 

present and the past as a complernent although many precrding or 

contemporary poers confined thcmselves to this sort  of analoyic use of 

allusion. Sometimes, he rxpands the power of these allusions bq- 

establishing a contrast between the present test and the subtest to 

which i t  alludes. Commentators and scholars regard the second 

couplet of his "More Reflections" %fi!$.  for instance. as a good 

example of this kind of usage: 

Tou Yung's ( D o u  Rong) mernorial has already rrachcd 

West  of the Pass. 

T'ao K'an's (Tao Kan) arrny should b r  camped by Rockg 

C i t y 2 9  



Togeiher with " T W I  Poems Written When Moved by a Certain 

Event." which a r  analysed above. "More Reflections" is another posm 

Li  Shang-in \ \rote on the Swert  Dcw Incident of 835. The couplet 

refers directly to this historical juncturr.  Hsrr we sse once again the 

Tang poet's habi t  of replacing his contcmporarirs ~ v i t h  historical. 

particularly Han .  figures. A s  wt knew f rom previous description. 

loyalist  Jinwu soldiers werr hiddrn ai the scenr: t t i t h  orders io attack 

the eunuchs and take the cmperor away.  according to t h e  plan. The 

soldiers. howwer. wrre discovered beforr the! rverr ab le  to attack. the 

eunuchs fled ivith the emprror  as their hostage. and t h e  p lo t  u-as a total 

Failure. The only hope \vas for regional cornmanders ro corne to the 

aid of the ernperor. One regional commander i n  particular. a man by 

t h e  name of L i u  C o n a i a n  @j (2 ;i$. had already presentcd a mernorial i n  

which he said, "1  w i l l  carsfully improve the territor! assignrd to me.  

rrady arms and m e n .  and s e n e  as  a confidant to Your M a j r s t y  If the 

evil subordinates are hard to control, 1 vow unto death to clean u p  the 

/ ; : :: -tp- rmprror 's  quarters" , ' ; ~ f @ ~ i . f $ ~ ~ ,  <$.v z, ~ ~ : ~ * ~ ~ & , ~ ~ .  f i l  ( 1  :, . 4: 

1 ,  [3 PA P E i i i i  / l ' [Ei]  .3O B u t  hav ing  vowrd his loyalty to t h e  emperor, 

L i u  did not take further action. 

The allusions i n  t h e  couplet are made to two historical actions. 

D o u  Rong "F& was a general of t h e  Han dynasiy: as  a rryional 

commander of Liançzhou, he presrnted a mernorial to Emperor 

Guangwu jtit.;?; (,r. 3 - 5 7 )  and put his arm- at his disposal. Tao K a n  



1;~j f l , ~  - a general of the J i n  Dynasty. me t  up  w i t h  t h e  armiss of Wrn 

Qiao $d.s and Yu Liang !&a;: at the Rocky City  to atiack S u  Jun !!&@, 

a leader of  the insungent  troops. who was k i l l r d  i n  the batt1r.X £3- 

al luding  to Dou Rong, L i  Shangy in  i n  the first l i n r  tells of the fact that 

L i u  Congjian prrsrnted a mernorial to the emperor. just as Dou d i d :  

"West of  the Pass" refers to the capital. I n  t h e  srcond linr the poet 

uses the allusion to Tao K a n  I O  emphasizr a contrast betwren "what 

T'ao (Tao j did i n  a previous dynasty ( and)  L i u  Ts'ung-chien t Congjian) 

had not v r t  donc: whrn the poem was writtrn.  Thus L i  Shang-yin  

(Shangyin) cxpressed h i s  hope  that L i u  ivould act as d r c i s i v r l y  as T'ao 

(Tao)."S2 Since tic-O different allusions are used to  refer to one 

contrmporary zvrnt and thrss  allusions s i g n i f i c a n t l y  differ From the 

present situation. Li  Shangyin  effectivrl> csprrsses his hope  for a 

special result i n  the incident. Also, as w e  h a i e  sren in examples of his 

analogical use of  orthodos allusion. L i  is able to reinforce the a l lus iw 

power i n  a n  orthodox a l lus ion  for a  contrast by subtly cmploy ing  

grammatical particles. In this couplet. the two particles. "already" 2 - 
and "should" '~'i. strrngthrn the contrast betwren past and presrnt, 

especially the second particle which  Kao and Mei  take as the key 

word. Referring to the importance of this word, the. e x p l a i n :  

T'ao K'an's (Tao Kan) army should be camped by Rocky 

City" mrans, i n  this contsxt, that Liu ' s  army should b r  



çamped bg the T'ang ( T a n g )  capital  Ch'ang-an K h a n g a n )  

to a t tack the cunuchs. instead O F  remaining at its border 

outpost .  l n  fact. the fate of  the T'ang ( T a n s )  d)nasty \vas 

held in suspense between L i u ' s  intention and his  action. 

between presenting the mernorial pledging al legiance to 

the cmps ro r  and lsading h i s  army to the capi ta l .33 

if the contras t  between the present and past sern i n  thesr l inrs 

indicates that Li  Shangyin uses orthodox allusion to be sharply critical. 

i n  sorne other p o r m s  he can use i t  to be ironic o r  sympathe t ic  A good 

csample  of the latter is the second of the farnous "Mawcti Slopr" poems 

- u. .z ik . 1 : .  i n  w h i c h  the post produces a contras t  b r t w r r n  the  prrsent 

and the past by using a traditional "yurfu" f igu re  in t h e  las& couplet: 

" W h a t  is the good of  learning that nine o t h r r  continents 

lis beyond the seas'? 

One cannot  prophesy about the nes t  life. but t h i s  one is al1 

over! 



In v a i n  does one hrar  the t i ge r - l i ke  n i g h t w a t c h r s  beat 

their wooden bells; 

No more will  the palace-crier a n n o u n c e  the arriva1 of 

dawn! 

O n  t h i s  day. the S i x  Armies  togrther stopprd t h r i r  horses: 

Forrnerly. on Scvcnth N i g h t .  we laughcd at the C o w h s r d l "  

W h y  was i t  tha t  a Son of H a v e n  w h o  had rçigned Four 

dozen years 

Could not trmulats the  man from the L u  farnily wi th  his 

Sans Souci?34 

Line 1: V ine  other  continents The philosopher Z o u  Y a n  ( 

third century BC ) bel ieved that i n  addition t o  the con t inen t  

o c c u p i e d  by China there were nine other continents  beyond the seas 

L i n e  4.' The " palace-crier " ( Jiren 1 refers to an officer i n  

Zhou tirnes who s a s  s u p p o s e d  to wake  u p  the Court  officiais rit 

dan-n before important sacrificial ceremonies ( C f .  Z h o u  li. 

Chuncuan shanq. 3.3, 13 ) [n some later times. palace sua rds .  af ter  

hearing the cock c r o h  from outside the palace ( no cock b a s  

allowed to be kept  inside 1. w e r e  supposed to pass on the rnessaze 

Line 5 i  Sis  Armies ( Liu jun ) refer to  the irnperial s u a r d s  

though i n  fact at the time the? consisted of only four armies-  the  

Left and  Right L o n y w u  Xrmies and the Left ;ad R i g h t  Y u l i n  Armies 

Bai Juyi had used the expression i n  his "Changhen  Ge" to  refer to 



N u a n z o n ~ ' ~  s u a r d s .  p r o b a b l y  f o l l o ~ v i n g  t h e  t r a d i t i o n  u - h i c h  

n e v e r t h e l e s s  a l l o w c d  t h e  e m p e r o r  to be  e n t i t l e d  t o  s i x  a r m i e s  

L i n e  6 ,  S e y e n t h  \ i g h t  r e f e r s  t o  the s c v e n t h  n i p h t  of t h e  

S e y e n t h  L l o n t h  o n  w h i c h .  a c c o r d i n s  t o  rnytholoyy. the W e a v i n g  M a i d  

a n d  t h e  C o x h e r d  ha \ . e  t h s i r  a n n u a l  r e u n i o n  r i c r o s s  t h e  H e a v e n l ? .  

River  

L i n e  7' F o u r  dozen years ( Si j i  ) E a c h  " j i  " t 4 a s  equal to 

tue1k.e y e a r s  S t r i c t l y  s p e a k i n o .  S u a n z o n s  only r e i s n e d  f o r  4-3 

y e a r s  

L i n c  S! T h i s  iine alludes t o  the Yuefu p o e m  bu E r n p e r o r  W u  

of L i a n g  ( r e i g n e d  502-490) .  i n  & h i c h  t h e  y o u n z  h o m a n  c a l l r d  S a n  

S o u c i  ( M o c h o u .  m e a n i n s  " d o n ' t  w o r r i ; "  ) is u n h a p p y .  a f t e r  m a r r i e d  

i n t o  t h e  r i c h  L u  f a m i l y .  b e c a u s e  s h e  r e s r e t s  n a t  ha\.inrl, m a r r i e d  the 

next  d o o r  Y o u n g  man ( L i a n ~  W u d i .  " H e z h o n g  z h i s h u i  se." G u o  

S h a o ' u .  I ' u e f u  s h i i i .  j r r c r t l  8 5 .  120.4 ) 

Togrther with the first one of t h e  "Mawr t  Slopr." this p o r m  is \$ritien 

on t h e  historic r v r n t  t h a t  E m p e r o r  Xuanzong's t ;;i ( r .712-756)  h x r .  

the Honorable Consort Yang & 2:jl'i hd, was ki i l ed  by h i s  imperial guards 

a t  the Mawri Slope right af t r r  t h e  An Lushan Rebellion brokr out i n  

756. L I  Shangyin actually reverses the r v r n t s  i n  the porm: Xuanzong, 

rrturning to Changan after the A n  Lushan Rebell ion,  lookrd around 

h im and found h imse l f  surrounded by guards and mutinous troops, but 

not by his beloved Yang Yuhuan &AG, then rrcalled what had 

happened to h r r  at the Mawei Slope. 



According to the official history. the first several decades under 

Emperor Xuanzonç's reign were peaceful and prosperous. However, 

the ernperor took less and  less interest in  the state's matters after he 

Fell in love with Yang Yuhuan whom h r  latrr  set u p  as his chief 

concubine and gave the t i t ls  "prized consort" 4 ~ ' .  I t  is said that 

Xuanzong sprn t  much of his t i m r  with Yang for imrnoderate plrasure 

a t  the luxurious H u a q i n g  Palace ;$ ilfi ';:; on Mount Li pi [ i l  . pa),ing no 

serious attention to administrative matters. Li Linfu ? .%t; !!y, the 

Emperor's chief minister. was t h ç n  rrplaced bu Y a n g  Yuhuan's consin 

Yang Guozhong ! who. cornparrd to Li  L i n f u .  was less 

compr t rn t  and much mors gresdy.  I t  was at this t imr that An Lushan 

'2 g'ili, a half barbarian genrral  who obtained Xuanzong's trust by 

flattering Y a n g  Yuhuan a n d  playinp the buffoon at court. Iras 

appointed to be t h e  commander of the border a r ra  of Yuyany gi%i to 

t h e  northeast. I n  7 5 5 ,  A n  Lushan launched a rebellion. He and h i s  

army first of al1 capturrd the eastrrn capital of Luoyang: then the: 

moved wrstward to Changan. Ha\.ing casily drfeat iny the imprrial 

troops which w r r r  iorn by  dissenting political powers, An Lushan 

: rf. occupied the crucial pass to the capital. the Tong :Y. Pass.  Xuanzong 

and  Yang had no other ways out but to flee south to Shu. At the 

M a w e i  Station :% i&.V- on their way to S h u .  Ernprror Xuanzong \vas 

forcrd  to agree to his bodyguards' demand that both Yans  Guozhong 

and Yang Yuhuan br esecuted .  Yang Yuhuan w a s  thus strangièd and 



buried by the roadside. Later whrn the now-retirrd Xuanzong went 

back to Changan after h i s  son? Emperor Suzong ; (r .756-762).  

restored most of China under his  reign. he sent h i s  men for Yang's 

grave rvherr they found her remains decayed.35 

The story of the love affair  betwern Xuanzong and Yang Yuhuan 

was already a favorite subject of  literary writing i n  the Mid- and Latr  

Tang prriods.  Of the numcrous pieces that tell the  stor!. Bai Juyi's 

highlp romanticized poem, "The Song of  Eternal Grievance" i-?fii ;E, 

and its complementary prose romance by Chen Hong F$2G (fi. 805 ). are 

the most famous. A "yong s h i "  porm l i k s  this one b y  Li Shangyin. 

howeker. d rp ic t s  certain aspects of the story i n  its own Lia!. I n  

addition. known referencrs, such as allusions, relatiny to names, 

places. and evrnts  involved in Xuanzong's reign a n d  h is  love affairs 

are  passed down from thrse  man- shorter  poerns. From line one to line 

sis. Li's poem is writtrn f rom the Emperor's point of \ie\v. as 

suggested by James L i u :  

The first line possibly contains an allusion to the story . . . 

that after Lady  Yang's d ra th  the Emprror  sent a Taoist 

magician to srarch For her soul, and that the magician 

finally found h r r  as an immortal on a fair' mountain 

beyond the seas. Whether this allusion is intrndcd or  not. 

the first two l inrs  ma-  be paraphrased thus: "What is the 



eood of knowing that there might br: othrr worlds than 
C 

ours, since 1 cannot be reunited with rny love? I cannot 

foretell what rny next reincarnation will be like and  

whether I shall be reunited with her, as vie vowed we 

would be, but as far as this life is concerned, al1 is over 

with me"% 

If the allusion is intended. Li's use of "lrarns usrlessiy" h > ; l  

brings out a negation of the fair' mountain beyond the sras  a n d  the 

vow Xuanzong and Yang Guifei had made before hrr  death. Thus.  the 

poet at the ver? beginning gives an ironic tone to the wholr p û t m .  The  

couplcts forrnrd bp l inrs three to s ix  dramatically portray a Xuanzong 

after h i s  beloved died. whose remsmbrance o f  the past and present 

experirncrs is seen i n  contrasting parallrls: the first l i n e  i n  rach 

couplet is concrrned with the present. whilr the second linc i n  that 

couplet is about the past. " i n  vain he hrars" '<<:%] i n  line t h r r r  not 

only describes the Emprror's lost mood at the Mawei Sloptt but 

emphasizes the Emperor's hrlpless, contradictory attitude towards his 

euards-it was thesr brave guards who drmandrd her death as a 
C 

condition for their protection of h i m .  Line four, as Frng Hao suggests, 

can be undrrstood t h i s  way: since Yang is now dsad.  i n  sleep for cv r r .  

she cannot hear t h e  palace-crier announcing t h e  dawn a n y  more 

( "  HL< -,{; f$l f i  $: ." 1.37 Or? as suggcsted by James L i u ,  i t  means that the 



Ernperor wishrs never to s r r  another rnorning again.38 In lines five 

and six. af t rr  telling that the imprrial ~ u a r d s  refused to movc on unti l  

t h e  Emperor let her be esecuted. Li  Shangyin expresses h i s  

sgmpathetic ferli ng for the Emperor's t t r rnal  separation from his 

favorite by using the allusion to the Weaving Maid and the Cowherd. 

James L i u  pharaphrases the sixth line i n  this manner: "Formerly. on 

the seventh night of the Srventh Month. when the stellar levers-the 

Cowherd and the Weaving Maid--had thrir  annual rrunion. we rven 

laughed at them. thinking thai wi: were for e i e r  un i t ed  and \r.ould 

never part!"39 The sympathy is not sirnply produced by the referrnct: 

to the stellar lovers. bu t  rather by what hr says about i t :  the! laughrd 

prrhaps not so m u c h  a t  t h e  Weaving Maid and Cowhttrd i n  their tragic 

circumstances but i n  relief that, after their o w n  vows,  the- w r e  

secure. 

I n  the final couplet. Li  Shangyin speaks i n  his o u n  pcrson. 

giving his response to the Mawei hc ident .  Hers. by comparing t h e  
C 

Emperor with the husband of Mochou (Sans Souci),  L i  Shangyin mates  

a contrast betwcen the former. who is the most powerful but unablr to 

protrct the woman he loves, and the latter. t h o u g h  comparativrly 

powerless_ who can maintain his wife. The underlying meaning of the 

contrast seerns complicated and controdictory. On the one hand, the 

poet sympathetically describes Xuanzon$s personal grief ovcr the 

death of  Yang and h i s  recognition that h i s  private happiness is over 



bzcausr o f  his public rolr: o n  the other. he critically smphasizrs that i t  

should be the Emprror not Yang =ho should takc the responsibilit- for 

the turmoil of the s t a t e  The sympath) and criticism comeyed bv the 

contrast herr are reinforcrd when scen i n  the contrxt of the contrasting 

patterns of the whole poem: that Xuanzong orderrd Y a n g  t u r c u t s d .  

!et afterwards sent a Daoist magician to srarch for her sou1 displays a 

contrast between affection and coolness; that i n  this Iife he could 

never again b r  with his loker after she died. -et trusted thsir rrunion 

to the other lkorld s u g g e s t s  an opposition brtwecn redit '  and fantasu. 

the regular announcernent of dawn by the palace-crier contrasts m i t h  

t h e  irrtgular hait o f  the army and Xuanzong's miserable l ifs thereafter: 

and the vow netzr  to parting on the Ssventh Night bcfore ends up as a 

forced esecution a.oi\ 

I n  fact. the contradictions ssen by Li  S h a n g i n  rspresent the 

Tang attitude towards t h é  relation b e t w r n  the E m p e r o r  and Lad' 

Yang. I t  is not on ly  that differrnt  poets hold differrnt attitudes but 

that conflicting v i e ~ v s  are fusrd m i t h i n  one poet 's m i n d  In  the art o f  

p e t s  like Du F u  and L i u  Yuxi. who hold the more traditional v i r w  that 

historical e r rn ts  have ethical mraning. Y a n g  is accused of brin- the 

cause of the A n  L u  Shan Rebellion and the turrnoil af tsr~vards,  

whereas poets. w h o  depict history by playing down its political 

implications. s h o w  more intrrest i n  picturing the Emperor's pcrsonal 

loss or Yang's victimization i n  the incident syrnpathetically.40 



fan  yong ( Inverted Allusion ) 

W h e n  alluding, Li  Shangyin is able to broaden or deepen t h e  

conotation of his allusions by  means of focussing and mutat ion This 

l a d s  him into more subt le  yrt  powrrful allusivcness. One particular 

p rac t i c r  of this kind O €  allusivenrss is to invrrt the allusion. 

Traditionally, as discussed in Introduction, this kind o f  e m p i o y n e n t  of 

allusion is cal l rd  "fan yong" '2 F i l ,  or. "turning the tables" 22: x .  For  

Our convcnience. we also u s e  " i n v c r t r d  allusion" in t h e  following 

discussion. 

L i  Shangyin  does not use i n v e r t e d  allusion very often. However,  

he is one of thosci Tang poeis who are skillfull with i t .  and  i n  his 

p o e m s  on h i s to ry  w r  s r r  quite  a few ways of invrr t ing .  In the 

4; 11  fo l lowing famous quartrain "Master Jia" 4, Y..  the poer r r w x s e s  the 

valuation of t h e  allusion to Wendi's x$i appreciation of Jia Y i :  

To the a u d i e n c e  hall  the worthy banished minister was 

recalled; 



Master Chia's t J ia)  talents were matchless i n  the world. 

Alas, i n  vain did the Ernperor rnove his seat forward at 

rnidnight- 

Instead of asking about the people. he aslied about the 

cods i l  l 
C 

The name i n  the t i t k  of the poem. "Jia shrng." is the familiar Jia Yi 

d iscussrd  beforç i n  the  pocm "Tower on the City Wal l  of  Anding." 

According to "The Biography of Jia Yi" E&i!$ in the Han  s h u  ;x !::. 

Jia Yi  was  banishrd from the court of Emperor Wcn  o f  Han  but \vas 

r ' -  . ' -  
later recalled. i n  the Audience Hal l  t 1- +-, t h e  main  hall of the 

Wejyang Palace ':'::i whers Jia was summoncd. the Emperor askcd 

him about the gods  and spirits. S ince  Jia Yi talked so Ion- on the 

subject and h i s  stories interestrd t h e  Emprror so much. the m e e t i n g  

w e n t  on u n t i l  rnidnight and t h e  E m p r r o r  rnowd his sitting mat 

fortvard.12 

Previously. the story \tas often usrd to imp ly  a supsrior's 

deference to his infrrior and thcreb? imply as  well an inferior's bcing 

rreatly trustcd and bèst usrd by his wise rulcrr. lnstrad of using the 
CI 

allusion in the conventional way. Li  Shangyin proposes a satire b'. 

focusing o n  the "li!!W$frw aspect of the allusive source. The satire. 

howttvcr ,  is not s r e n  in the first couplet. Herr, b y  describing hou. 

ereat t h e  banished mioister 's  talents were and for them E m p r r o r  W r n  - 



of H a n  called to mcet him. Li  is seeminglp telliny us that the Emperor. 

as a w i s c  ruler. thought h ighly  of J ia  who. on the other han& was 

lucky to be app rcc i a t cd  ".Alas." in the second couplet \ve s r e  neyation 

of the proceding significance.  What the Emperor wanted to know from 

Jia Y i  is the spiri ts  and pods but not the living condition of  the people. 

nor the i d ras  of managing s ta t r  affairs .  By cmphasiring the Emperor's 

only interest at the meeting with J ia  Y i .  Li  S h a n g y i n  is actuall! 

questioning: Did  J ia  Y i  mret  a truly wise ruler who l istenrd to good 

men'.' Were his yreat talenrs wasred  by  talking about only spiri ts  and 

c0ds.l Through the words. "kriian" I::-$$ and " K U "  !c - .*. i n  this couplet .  

\ce k n o ~  the  undcrlying a n s w e r s  A s  Q u  Fu cornments: "Wsndi ' s  

virtur t h u s  lies i n  what h e  aslied [about spirits and gods].  Does this 

As» mean that the recognition of the \corth of Jiasheng by Wendi is 

' - i l ?  I t  - 3 ,(, j { -  :Il! 9 ;?. net such recogni t ion"  A.;;: - L A ,  f :"L ' - -  '+-II:; '"l 9t, ;? ! j  L-i :-- 1' & -- .Ln 

&$ .! 4 3 

Bq. ncgating the point that  Jia 's  talents were reolly apprrcia tzd 

b!, the Emperor.  L i  Shangyin invcrts  the conventional imp l~ca t ion  of  

t h e  al lusion.  And through the image of  Jia Yi thus presentrd i n  this 

poern. he not only deplorrs  h i s  own wasted talents but also that  o f  

other litarati.  For the invrr ted use of the allusion in this poern. 

traditional cr i t ics  give L i  Shangyin a h igh  complirnent.44 

I n  rttvrrsing the meaniny of an allusion that is used by 

prrdecessors.  L i  Shangvin expresses dsep  respect for his literary 



tradition and at the sams time renders his allusion dialectical. 

establishing his own signifving habits different from those of the 

evoked test  i n  a wav that celebrates the source and in t i t ss  its 

criticism. Such dialectical presentation of factuai allusions can b e  

sern as a result o f  Li ' s  prrference of ironv and fictionality O\-er t h e  

didactic value of historical events. Although this kind of prefrrcnce is 

manifesitd on ly  i n  a small  numbrr of  his porrns. i i  i s  part of his 

practice of manipulating prior material. 

Ln esercising his ability of rnanipulating allusion through 

inversion for the purposr of irony and satire in  his historical poems. L i  

Shangyin's attention 1s seen to b r  on the Southern Dynasties and S u i  

Dynasty As suggestrd by W u  Tiaogong, there are some factors that 

contribute to Li's turning to those dynasties i n  his historical poerns. 

First. he alluded to the history of the Southern Dynasties and Sui 

because h r  might have rralized that these dynasties rrssmbled his o n n  

time i n  terms of social anarchy and political d rc l in r .  Srcondly. L i  

Shangyin was attracted to rhese agcs because of his aesthrt ic  

inclinations and poetic interests that werc akin i n  some way to that of 

these dynasties. Third. sincr these dynasties werr  closcr to the Tang. 

i t  would br easier for the poet to draw materials for analog). or 

contrast.45 

One distinctive characteristic of L i  Shangyin's inverted allusion 

is its function as atmosphere that can b r  used to satirizr the pr rs rn t  



situation. This  is quits diffrrent from the  "zhrng yong" of  allusion. or  

orthodox allusion. ivh ich .  as discussed eariier. normally makss 

referencc tu past act ions  as a gu ide l ine  for moral j u d g m r n i s  Two 

examples  of the  more liberal t echn ique  of rcrcrs ing prior use of 

allusion will  illustrate t h i s  character is t ic  of Li's invertcd alIusion i n  

h i s  p o r m s  on history. The  First one is t h e  quatra in  "On His tory"  1k - 

Northern laks. sou the rn  dike: t h e  water  stretches Var. 

A single tlag of s u r r e n d s r  t'rom atop a hundred-foot pole 

-4 span of thrcr h u n d r e d  yrars--dl  the samz rarly morning 

iiream 

In what way does Mouni Z h o n g  possess a dragon çoi l rdL?4h 

L i n e  1 K o r t h e r n  lake  r e f e r s  to the X u a n \ v u  H u  i L a k e  

Xuanwu ) .  locared n o r r h  of J i n l i n s .  t h e  T a n s  name fo r  J i a n k a n g .  t h e  

capital of the Southern Dynast ies  The d i k e  ma- refe: ro t h e  J i m t n g  

Dai ( C v c k c r o w  Dike)  named bv E m p e r o r  W u  t r 483-494  1 of t h e  

S o u t h e r n  Qi Dynastv ( C f .  L i u  Xuekai. a n d  Y u  Shuchen« , .  Li 

S h a n z v i n  s h i z e  i i j ie .  v o l  3 .  1384 b 



Hcre. sighing over the fall of the Southern Dynasties. L i  

Shangyin at the  very brginnins of the poem describes t h e  natural 

surroundings of the old capital during the S i s  Dynasties. By 

connecting t h e  two once lovcly lakes with the vast and  vague 

expansion of  water. however. the poet also portrays a by-gone sc rn r - -  

the glory and pride o f  thrse dynasties are long p s t .  I f  the p r id r  and 

weakness o f  t h e  Southern Dynasties are abstractly suggestrd i n  t h e  

image of the vague stretch of water, the suggestion is strengthened by 

the more specific image  of the  banner of surrender. which L i  visuaiizes 

i n  his imagination. This image a\ lusivriy cchoes L i u  Yuxi's 

- 1 '.. [''L k-;t- , ; q : I c i ;  i l :  f i$[  ' 'Flags of surrender rose in a file ovrr the W a l l  of 

Stone" in his famous "Sorrowing for the Past at Western Pass 

Mountain" I f j  ig i l i .@ r'i 4 7  I n  that poem. L i u  Y u s i  pictures the naval 

invasion of t h e  Wu State led by Wang Jun ! i &  a commander o f  

Western J i n .  i n  1 8 0 .  The second couplet. w h r r t :  the quoted l i n e  is 

contained, describes how the Wu a r m y  was forced to surrender at 

Sh i tou  outside the capital after Wang's ships destroyrd the chains 

which  had been made across the Yangzi R i v e r  by t h e  W u  defrnse 

forces. The allusion to Liu's poem indicates the l i n k  between the 

image of t h e  banner of surrender and the  old capital city. L i u  Yuxi 

uses this image to describe specifically Wu's conquest by Western Jin.  

Whereas Li Shangyin's "a s ingle  flag of surrender" - - 1  $1  here 



s y b o l i z e s  i n  general the failure of political power o f  al1 the Southrrn 

dynasties. 

The  images i n  the first two l inrs  a l i  contribute to the 

enunciation of the poet's general skepticism toward history in  line 

threr:  for L i  Shangyin t h e  historical giory and pride are nothing m o r e  

t h a n  a brokrn morning drram. With such a slirptical attitude t o w u d  

history. Li  Shangyin denies the rugged solidity o f  Mount Zhong i n  line 

four. Mount  Zhong  is Mount Zijin !G L!:. near Jiankang. I r  is said 

that Z h u  Geliang, when he saw the majestic appearance of the Jiankang 

area. said: "Mount Zhong arc coiled dragons  and Stone City crouchrd 

tigers: this is t r u l y  a dwelling place For cmperors and princes" 

$ 1 1  2 ,  f i , ,  8 By questionmg Mount Zhong's 

Irgrndary i mperial aspect, L i  Shangyi  n implici tly ridicules the root 

mraning of the allusion and thrrefore negatcs ihe connection b e t w x n  

cosmology and the strength of a political power. Li's denial of the 

" k i n g i y  aura" if of Jiankang sounds lilie the tonr in  another poem b>  

L i u  Yuxi i n  which his nrgation is explicit: 

The rising and falling depend on man's actions, 

Mountains and rivers are nothing but  ropography.49 



This approach to historical allusion offers certain ways for t h e  

port to use allusive sources crratively. Sornetimes. L i  Shangy in  

s imply  alters the original meaning of an allusion: sometimes he "turns 

the table" by fictionalizing the sccnes  in the original allusions. Very 

often. the ironic or c o n d r m n i n g  tonr issuing from an  allusion sprrads 

throughout the poem and the  power of allusion pervades the whole 

poetic rffect.  Moreover. th is  use of allusion lets L i  Shangyn 

int roducr  into a historical poem a fus ion of scenery and rmotion, 

characteristic of the subgenre  of "huaigu" -!& iii .  or mrdi ta t ion on t h e  

past.50 Read the following p o r m  i n  rrgulated verse form. the "Sui 

Palace" F ~ ~ ' , ~ C ,  one of the poems on t h e  S u i  Dynasty 

I n  clouds and mists was tocked his Palaces of Purplé 

Spring: 

Emperor Yans fancied Wu City as a nrw home to take. 

Had the Jade seal not fal len in the Sun Corner's hand ,  



His brocade  sails would h a v e  brought  h i m  across t h e  land.  

In the dead grass now are no g lowing  fireflies. 

B u t  i n  t h e  w i l l o w s  are always t h e  c r o w s  at d u s k .  

tf he e v e r  meets the L a s t  Lord of Chen in the underworld,  

Would he bear to ask again for the "Fiowers of t h e  Rear 

CourtU?5 I 

L i n e  I .  P a l a c e s  of P u r p l e  S p r i n g  .4ccordins to Z h u  H e l i n g .  

t h e  " P u r p l e  S p r i n g "  i s  b o r r o w e d  t ' rom S i m a  X i a n g r u ' s  ' ' S h a n ~ i i n  F u "  

in w h i c h  "Zi yuan"  i s  s a i d  t o  t l ow  t h r o u g h  t h e  i rnper ia l  h u n t i n g  
1 

d o m a i n  L i  S h a n g y i n  u s e s  t h e  e l e g a n t  "Zi q u a n "  h e r e  t o  r e f e r  to  

E m p e r o r  Y a n g ' s  p a l a c e s  in C h a n s a n  " Z i  q u a n "  is used i n s t e a d  of 

"Zi  yuan . "  a c c o r d i n 3  t o  c o n v e n t i o n .  f o r  t h e  a v o i d a n c e  of r e l a t i n g  t o  

the n a m e  o f  Li Y u a n .  t h e  f i r s t  e m p e r o r  of t h e  T a n g  D y n a s t y  ( C f .  

Z h u  H e l i n e .  Li Y i shan  sh i i i .  j r rLr r r  shorrg. 3 7 b  

L i n e  2:  W u  C i t y  ( Wu C h e n g  ret 'ers  t o  Y a n s z h o u  B s c a u s e  

i t  \bas e a r l i e r  be l i eved  t h a t  Bao Z h a o ' s  ( 414-466  ) " %'u C h e n 2  F u  " 

d e s c r i b e d  Y a n z z h o u .  t h a t  c i t y  i s  h e r e  r e f e r r e d  t o  bu " W u  C h e n g  " I 

C f .  L i  S h a n ' s  a n n o t a t i o n  to t h e  " Wu C h e n g  F u .  " Nven  u u a n .  

1 1  237 ) 

Line 5 1  G l o w i n g  f i r e f l i e s  F o r  p e r s o n a 1  e n j o y m e n t .  E m p e r o r  

Y a n s  is s a i d  t o  have o r d e r e d  h i s  officials t o  g a t h e r  al1 t h e  f i r e f l i e s  

a m o n ç  t h e  r o t t e n  y r a s s  t o  li-ht u p  t h e  valie! a t  ni-ht ( C f ,  Feng 

H a o .  Y u x i s h e n e  sh i j i  i i a n z h u .  j i r c r t r  3 .  6 8 6  1 



This porm is a good example that s h o w s  how L i  Shangyin 

applies a kind of fictionality to his historical allusion. By comparing 

Sui Emperor Yang i;Ci*&i'fi: ( r .605-6 1 8 )  with the incompetent Iast ruler 

of  the Chen, Chcn Houzhu Ii.kf$ if (r.583-589), the poet is here 

denouncing the former's dissipation and corruption. With very limited 

space. L i  Shangyin i n  t h e  porm skillfully manages to recount some 

notorious facts linkcd W h  Emperor Y a n g .  The first couplet tells u s  

that though the Ernperor already possessed t h e  palaces i n  Chang'an 

which. i n  the synecdoche of "Purpie Spring." werr so huge that thry 

seemed to be locked i n  mist and smoke. h e  still wanted to take 

Yangzhou, the beautiful southern terminus of t h e  Grand Canal. for h i s  

capital. In  the following couplets we learn that as Emperor Yang was 

away. Chang'an fell and so did the Sui  Dynasty. The "jade seai" f 5s 

is the symbol o f  imperial authority. Li Shangyin uses i t  to refer to the 

passing of the Sui and the establishment of the Tang by E m p e r o r  

Gaozu I,lf If;i $[l ( r .  61 8 - 6 1 6 ) ,  whom we know in the poern as  the "Sun 

Corner" i! ff]. The things. such as Emperor Yang's journe? to the site 

of Southern Dynasties l u x u r y  i n  his brocadr ships, h is  boating parties. 

and his collrcting several pecks of fireflirs for  lighting i n  an è v r n i n g  

stroll, are also vividly depicted here. 

The final couplet makes a parallel brtween Emperor Y a n g  and 

the Last Ruler of the Chen: " I f  he ever meets the Last Lord of Chen i n  

the underworld, Would h r  bear to ask again for the 'Flowers of the 



Rear Court'?" As popular interprrtations of history go. both the 

Ernperors lost their empires "because they indulged i n  sensual pursuits 

to the point of neglrctinp affairs of state."52 "Flowers of the Rrar  

Court" f&&/E is the name of a seductive tune cornposed by  the Last 

Ruler of the Chen. According io the lengenary anecdote  i n  the Sui v i  

lu I;:ia$P. Emperor Yang is said to have met the phost of  the Last - 
T f =  "- 

Ruler and watched one of  Houzhu's concubines. Z h a n g  L i  hua :td tic [ i f : .  

dance to the "Flowers of the Rear Court."53 L i  Shangyin fictionalizes 

a meeting of the two emprrors  again in the underworld but instead o r  

discussing w i t h  Chen Houzhu the seductivr music again. Emprror  

Yang.  i n  L i  S h a n g . i n l s  art. is cmbarrassrd i n  this situation in the 

i l <  

undrrworld. The phrase "would he bear to" :i.'ii not only suggests 

that Emperor Yang. through his own dissipation and decadence.  

duplicatrd the tragedy of Chen Houzhu, but it a l so  shows Emperor 

Yang i n  a picture o f  shame and regret. Thus. Li's portraqal of  Empcror 

Yang combines irony with pity and conternpt. 

I n  Li  Shangyin's use of invertrd allusion. the meaning producrd 

by t h e  allusion in the alluding text  is quite dif ferrnt  from that of the 

t rx t  alluded to.  I n  othttr words. some particular denotations of the 

allusive sign i n  the evoked text are different from and,  to  a certain 

extent, rven incompatible with the reconstrucied significance of the 

same sign i n  the alluding text. Using allusion t h i s  way, as w r  have 



s t e n .  Li  Shangyin has not r e d u c e d  the p o w r r  o f  its al lus iveness .  rathcr. 

h e  has strengthened i t .  

Differcntly uscd. historical allusion. or "gushi." i n  L i  Shangy in ' s  

poems functions 3s 3 m e d i u m  by wh ich  t h e  poe t  creates an analog- or 

contrast betwrrn past and presrnt. Emphasis on the lrony of the rise 

and fa11 of dynasties i n  hisror? and of the Tang  is of t rn  a c h i r w d  

through the poet's manipulation of the languags of t h e  allusions. And 

for that purpose. as we have sern. Li  S h a n p i n  has paid more  attention 

to the allusive tone or atmosphere than to specific acts o r  scenes of an 

allusion. 
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C H A P T E R  J 

I n t e n s i f i c a t i o n  a n d  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n :  

.4llusion i n  Li Shangyin's I 'n t i t l ed  Poems 

In his Poems  of t h e  Late T'anq, A .  C.  Graham says:  

From about 800 poetr); began to move indoors. i n  

particular beh ind  t h e  doors of courtesans. frorn i v h i c h  t h e  

tz'u ( c i )  was emèrging. Nature is seen increasingly i n  

terrns o f  t h e  attificial: Tu ( D u )  M u ' s  ducks w a r  crimson 

coats. his pool is covered with a brocade of chickweed.  hr 

hears t h e  crakle of f o r m i n g  ice as  t h e  t i n k l e  of  jade.  In  

s o m r  poems of Li Ho ( H e )  there is already a forrtasie of 

t h e  ferninine, silken, flower-decked, phoeniic-infested 

imager- of the n i n t h  cen tury .  glittering wi th  pearls and 

jades. heavi ly  scrnted with cassia or incense. dripping 

w i t h  the tears of was candles. Women are at the centre of 

this sumptuousness, i f  only  as the most luxurious article 

of d l :  and the love of women is the major theme of the 

one great poe t  of t h e  period, L i  Shang-yin (Shangyin). I 



The quotation tells us a few things about Latr Tang poetry i t  is 

indoor-oriented: i t  focuses on love affairs: and Li  Shangyin is the 

representative of this poetry. To a large sxtent. Graham's summerv 

rchoes previous views of Chinese scholars on Late Tang poetry and is 

echoed by other contemporar?; scholars of Chinese classic poetry. 

Especially on the last point scholars generally agrre. The! think that 

L i  Shangyin is rnainly farnous for his love poems i n  Chinese iiterary 

history and that he distinguishrs himsrl f  f rom other Tans  poets and 

poets brfore Tang by prrsenting love poems i n  a unique way. One 

major aspect of the uniqurness lies in his composing t h e  "untitled" 

poems K&i.f which  deliberately bear no titles to frustrate readers' 

conventional expectations for thematic clarity.2 

These untitled poems. among love poems of L i  Shangyin. are 

rspccially admirrd b y  readcrs and later pocts. Grnerally. t h r y  have 

l o v e  as their subject and passionate feelins as  the thrmr.  Cornparrd to 

other love poems as well as other kinds o f  poems i n  L i  Shangyin's 

oeuvre. most of the untitled poerns are more difficult to understand. 

They have caused great controversy among commentators and scholars. 

Some think the) are pure love poems. Others take them as allegorical 

poems. Still others argue that these untitled poems are threnodies for 

t h e  poet's wife .  And i n  the opinion of the well known  Q i n g  scholar. J i  



Yun $d~icj ( I 7 U - l S O 5 ) .  the? are i n  two kinds. some are love poems 

a n d  othcrs are allegorical: 

Some of the Untitled Poems are really ailegorical. such as 

" C o m i n g  is an rmpty word: going. ?ou leave no trace": 

some are amorous verse addressed to no particular 

persons. such as "Recently knowing that h i s  name is A H o  

(Hou)": sorne are poems which describe the rmotions and  

feelings he has  a c r u a l l ~  esperienced. s u c h  as  "Last night's 

stars. last night's winds" . . . . Readers should observe 

thrir  d i f f e r e n c e  and study them srparately according to the 

category. They should not try to make out the meanings 

w h i c h  are not implied in the  poem itself. . . . 

As we pointed out eariirr i n  Chapter 1 ,  the dissimilar views held by 

traditional commentators resulted from the conventional hermeneutics. 

I n  the light of sornt: r tcrnt  studies of Li  Shangy in ,  howevrr. w r  sre 



that i n  most of the untitled poems L i  Shangyin expressed some 

frustration, sub t le  and drep.4 What devrlops from this is that L i  

Shangyin ignores the physical esci t rmrnt  o f  love i n  these poems. 

In this  chapter. we discuss L i  Shangyin's diffrrent kinds of 

allusion i n  some of the untitled poems. As his signature poetic works. 

L i  Shangyin leaves us  sevrnteen untitled poems. Of t h r r n .  thrre are 

seven i n  the seben-charactrr regulatrd rerse forrn. two i n  the five- 

character r e p l a t e d  verse form. five seven-character quatrains. and 

three old style poems. Some of these untitled poems are identical to 

rach  other i n  terms of described situations and  emotional patterns. 

Some are related to one anoiher i n  groups according to sharsd 

themantic ideas. Alrnost every untitled poem, however, presents an 

independent world. Interestingly. besides thsse poems callrd 

"Untitled." there are quite a few poems which  have as their titles two 

words taken r i ther  from t h e  first linr i n  a poem or from an) l i n s  of a 

poem. For instance, the first two words in the first l i n r  of the poem 

entitled "Wei 'ou" fi (f are t h e  words i n  the title: ,% 4j.J; !I+ % & $8 " 

A mother-of-clouds screen partially hides t h e  reclining beauty. " 5  As a 

mattrr of fact, thesr: poems are traditionally takrn as  untitled poerns. 

too.6 In our discussion of L i  Shangyin's al lus ions  here, I focus on 

untitled poems of both kinds that are written i n  the seven-character 

regulated verse form, first because they are the most popular ones--six 

of the seven untitled poems written i n  the seven-character regulatrd 



verse form are collected i n  the Three Hundred Tang Poems 

/,if ;i$ < f i  f i .  second, because Li Shangyin stood out among Tang poets 

as a w i t e r  o f  regulated verse. and third. brcaust: these p o e m s  are rich 

in  allusions.7 

Usually. the meanings of these pocms are revealrd at different 

levels. In  h is  need to draw on  prior voices to heip h i m  establish the 

texture or feel of this kind of subtleness and depth. however. the poet 

often turns to Familar mythical and legendarp stories. The following 

untitled poem, for instance, illustrates this allusive habit in the poet's 

dealing with love motifs: 

"Coming" is an empty word: poing. you leave no trace. 

The moonlight slants over the roof: the bells strike the 

f i f th  watch. 

Dreaming of  long separation, 1 can hardly summon rny 

cries: 

Hurried into writîng a letter. 1 cannot wait for the ink to 

thicken. 



The candle's l ight  half encircles the golden king- fishers: 

The musk perfume subtly permsatrs the rrnbroidered lotus 

flowers. 

Young L i u  already resented the distance of t h e  P'eng 

( P e n g )  Mountain: 

Now t r n  thousand more P'eng (Peng) Mountains rise!8 

L i n e  2.1 F i f t h  w o t c h  ( n u  seno ) T h r o u g h o u t  t h e  n i g h t  t l ~ e  " 

y e n g s  " b e r e  u s e d  to t e l l  a b o u t  t h e  time. a n d  t h e  f i f t h  g e n s  ( w a t c h  ) 

m e a n t  daw n 

L i n e  -il T o  " wait for  t h e  i n k  to t h i c k e n  " r n e a n s  t h a t  t o  r u b  

a n  i n k - s t i c k  ~ i t h  w a t e r  on a n  i n k - s l a b  t a k e s  some t i m e  f o r  t h e  i n k  to 

r e a c h  t h e  desired d e g r e e  of  t h i c k n e s s  

L i n e  5 ,  The " soiden k i n - f i s h e r s  " ( j i n  f e i c u i  ) r e f e r s  to a 

k i n d  of b e d - c u r t a i n  w i t h  k i n g t l s h e r  p a t t e r n s  that  a r e  e m b r o i d e r e d  

w i t h  g o l d e n  t h r e a d  ( C f .  L i u  S u e k a i .  and Y u  S h u c h e n g .  Li 

S h a n r v i n  s h i g e  - iijie, vol 4, 1469 ) 

This is the first of f o u r  unt i t l rd poems given together i n  the collection 

of L i  Shangyin's poems. It seerns to express the speaker's frustration 

with the  inaccessibility to his beloved. The feeling is brought  to its 

highest intensity t h rough  t h e  analogy to the Peng Mountain, a fairy 

mountain i n  Daoist mythology. and to Young L i u  in the story 

Anecdotes about Emperor W u  o f  Han  &&/i~ 'Ji. Young L i u  refers to 

L i u  Che Bq:&, Emperor W u  of Han  ; E f f d $  (r.140-87 B .C . )?  who longed 



for Lady Li  7: )< h. h i s  favorite. so much after her death that he asked 

a Daoist magician to summon her spirit which. according to the 

marician. the Emperor could sre but could not g r t  close 10.9 

Different frorn ihis case. however, L i  Shangyin's  modes of 

allusion i n  untitled poerns are sometimes "an yong" 13 1;; or 

assimilative. N o  matter what kind t h e y  arc; allusions i n  ihese poems 

are sren to b r  used by him according io a scheme. The schsme is 

based on t h e  eagerness to acknowledge and reinforce the mood of his 

poems. the tone of voice or attitude wi th  which he wishes to sprak. -4 

working principle a s  broad and indefinite as this. is impossible for us 

to deai with complrtely herct. In discussing features and aspects of Li  

Shangyin's allusiveness, however. we can partial ly explain i t .  I n  order 

to  see Li's actual practice of different allusions clearly. we t r y  to sort 

the untitled poems under esamination into a few groups divided as 

"allusions to prior poctic trxts." "allusions with rnythical and 

legendary figures," and "a highly poeticizrd world." 

.4ilusions to  Prior Poetic Texts 

As we have noted before i n  t h i s  s tudy,  most of L i  Shangyin's 

allusive poems construct an ambience or vague mood: even when the 

poet is making some definite point through the allusion, the poems are 

usually subtle and evocative. Such characreristics are seen more  often 



and more evidently i n  these seven-character untitled poems i n  which 

t h e  poet tries to convey a strong feeling of frustration. The feeling is 

often broader than just love's passion and is more uni\.ersal than 

particular. When describing this k ind  ot' feeling i n  an allusive 

structure. L i  Shangyin. instead of using past cvents, or "gushi" -1;. 

someiimes employs words and expressions that were used i n  previous 

literary material. especially poetic t e x t s .  I n  spitr of thrir varied 

forms. these words and expressions are identifiable by a reader with an 

ear well-tuned to an earlier voice. and wi th  a meaning originally fixed 

i n  t h e  identified alluded poem, the? bring into Li S h a n g i n ' s  poems 

certain reference that conveys a mood similar to rhat of Li's own in one 

way or another. Traditionally, this kind of allusion is called "chengci" 

i & @ .  or. i n  English, textual allusion. As he does with ofher kinds of 

allusive instruments w e  discussed earlier. Li Shangy in .  by using this 

mode of allusiveness. p u t s  into his rhrtorical mis t h e  stances and  

imaginative atmosphere of h i s  poetic antecedents so to rnrich his  

poetic expressions. The effect o f  th is  fusion is ri thcr to make c l in -  to  

t h e  surface an old flavor at once familiar and evocative or to 

incorporate that flavor. assimilating i t  so thoroughiy thai i t  adds only a 

subtle essence. Read t h e  following poem, one of the most well-known 

untitled poems by L i  Shangyin: 



I t  is hard for us to m e e t  and also hard to part; 

T h e  east wind is powerless as al1 the f lowrrs  wither. 

T h e  spr ing silkworm's thread will  oniy end when death 

cornes: 

The candlc  will not dry its tears until it turns to ashss.  

Beforr t h e  morning mirror. she only grieves that h e r  dark 

haïr ma? change: 

Recitjng poems by ni-ht. would shs no1 feel the 

moonlight's ch i l l?  

The P 'eng ( P e n g )  Mountain lies not far away: 

O Blue  Bird, v i s i t  her for m e  with devotion! 10 

The poem star ts  with an obvious borrowiny from a line in the 

second poem of  Cao Pi's f <  ( 1 8 7 - 2 2 6 )  " Y a n  ge xinç" !!!c :;k {j: 



How easy parting is. but the da- of meeting is difficult. I I 

By immediately calling forth Cao Pi. L i  Shangyin announces the 

allusiveness of  h i s  poem. This borrowing. however. is not allusive for 

the sake of allusiveness. Rather, it cnhances the atmosphere of the 

present situation of the poem sincr  Cao Pi's line rrminds one of the 

image of a lonely woman cherishing a vain hope. I ?  If  Cao Pi's line 

stresses the miser! and despair waiting for another meeting- a love 

theme repeatedly appearing i n  Chinese l i  terature. Li S h a n g y i n  adds to 

i t  the difficulty of  parring as well. The repètition of the word "hard" 

#% i n  Li's poem contains a double point. On the one hand, i t  is hard 

for the lovers to meet one another and. because of the difficulty in 

their meeting each other, i t  is unendurable for them to part. On the 

other hand. the first "nan" also indicatcs a doubt about the mcan ing  of 

meeting or the pain aroused by a meeting. By echoing and mutating 

Cao Pi.  L i  Shangyin here develops the theme of parting and espresses a 

deeper and  more powerful feeling than just heartbreak causrd bp 

separation. As w o n  as Li evokes Cao Pi's poem. howrver. he leavrs i t  

and takes on other modalities. 

The second line describes the scenery and indicates the season: 

it is the laie spring. But, in addition to the function of describing the 

actual environment, as James L i u  points out, the images in  this line 



evoke the feeling of helplessness: "the powerless wind probably 

represents the poet. and the flowers represent his beloved: he is as  

powerless to prevrnt her youih and beauty from passing away as the 

wind is to stop the tlowers frorn wi the r ing" l3  As i n  the natural 

environment. the human circumsrances are  cruel enough. Contrasting 

the image of powrrless rast  wind, which is usually tender enough to 

blow the flowers into bloom i n  the spring. with the  image of withersd 

flowers in late spring, L i  Shangyin  laments the shortness and fragilility 

of M e  as well as of love. 

T h e  next famous couplet depicts the lovers' self-consuming 

passion. "The spring silkworm's thrrad will o n l y  end whrn death 

cornes." The word " s i "  i n  this first line of the couplet sounds 

exact!! like the word "si" !$.. meaning. thinking or  l o n g i n .  and 

therefore functions as  a pun. Here. by manipulating the hornophony of 

the two  words. the port is espressing h i s  irrepressibls passion 

metaphorically. As some cornmentators have noted. Li  Shangyin 

borrows the image of the spring silkworm and t h e  technique of playing 

on the punning from one of Southern dynasties "yuefu" songs: 

The spring silkworm is easily moved to change; 



Its si lk-thread once more grows: 14 

As we can see. i n  thrse lines. too. the image of silk thread functions as 

a pun on "thinking" or "longin-." Further. an association can also b e  

made between the word "thread" and the compound word "love-thrrad 

?$ . l l  meaning "endless love." and "sorrow-thread 3 ." meaning 

"cndless sorrow." with the puns on "love-thoughts -#-!$," and 

"sorrowlul thoughts 2: !Lii " l 5  Here. Li Shangyin once again makes no 

pretense that his poem is a simple and direct tribute to a former text: 

rathrr. by echoing those traditional folk songs. he shows that a 

powrrful way to çonvey one's passion to others is to k t  the borrowed 

familiar expressions sptak for h i m .  However.  Li  Shangyin once again 

alludes with mutation. Instead of bel ieving that love-thoughts are 

"easily moved to change." to grow. as is Sung i n  the rchoed folk Song 

the poet brlieves i n  constant and devoted love. This .  again. rendrrs 

additional power to the allusive images a n d  therefore espands the 

world of love. Furthermore, since both the word "silk thread" and the 

word "death" are pronounced "si." although with diffcrent ton t s .  the 

poet may play on the punning again for the purpose of e x p a n d i n ~  t h e  

poetic image.16 The commitment to love and life. fused i n  the 

imagery of the spring silkworm, is a h  contained i n  the image of  

candle in  the fourrh line: "The candle will  not dry its tearb un t i l  it 

turns to ashrs ."  A n d  the candle will  keep on burning until i t  becomes 



ashes. This self-destructing and self-extinction symbol ically 

expresses the poet's passion and yearning that will not stop until the 

whole heart turns to ashrs.  Intratextually. this kind of symbolization 

i s  seen i n  the last couplet of the last poem of the poet's famous 

"Terrace of Yan, Four Poems" $c-g:lrLl f i - :  

W i n d  carriage and rain sterds will not take -ou there: 

The wax candle weeps red. grieved that the sky grows 

l i r h t .  17 

Here. t h e  poet compares himself with a burning candle: the 

smouldering fire burning i n  the heart melting inro drops of rcd t rars .  

- 4 s  Y e h  Chia-ying rernarks: "If you take a burning candlc as a symbol 

of life. i t  burns its own heart's blood to producr a brief thme.  

chançinç into blood-red tear-drops as  i t progresses toward cxti nction 

and death. And the light of  dawn outside is  the signal for the 

approaching end of t h e  candle.1818 L i k e  the image of the burning 

candle i n  the line above. which is symbolically rendered. the famous 

couplet i n  the poem under examination is taken "as universal symbols 

of heart-rending sorrow and hoping against hope. no matter how such 

feelings are induced." 19 



The next couplet reminds one of Du Fu i s  couplet i n  h i s  "Moonlit 

Night" j j  ~(i: 

Her  perfumed hair will be  dampened by the dew. 

The air ma? be too chilly on hr r  delicate arms.20 

If i t  is clear that D u  F u  in this couplet imagines that his wife. while 

watching the  moon and concerned about the poet himself. rnust feel 

sad and suffer of loneiiness. Li Shangyin's lincs presrnt an ambiguity 

in  point of view. While James L i u  supposes that the poet i n  t h ~ s  

couplet " h a s i n e s  how his beloved sits alone before the mirror i n  the 

m o r n i n e ,  Y grieving that h e r  beauty ma- fade away. or rccites poetry at 

night. feeling loncly in  the chilly moonlight." Wang Qiuyui disagrees 

by saying that "one rnay presume that in this poem, the poet adopts an 

omniscient point of v iew.  It is someone in  love rather than a man or a 

woman that fears t h e  fading of the cloudy hair, that is chil led by t h e  

cold moonlighi."?l Indeed. the point of view is ambiguous: althoush 

t h e  images of "morning mirror" and "cloudy hair" in line five seem to 

b r  an  attribute of a woman, especially when one is reminded of D u  

Fu's poem, and the word "should feel" i n  l i n e  six is i n  subjunctive 

mood which  indicates the feeling of the other. the word "only gr ime"  



i n  line five yet sounds like a staternent of t h e  speaker i n  the poem who 

may be taken as a Young man or even the poet himself i n  the other 

lines of the poem. The ambiguous point of v i e w  here. howrver. does 

not do harm to the coherencr of the poem since the couplet. coated 

with feminine complication and  sophistication. suggests a deep 

concern between the lovers and a longing for each other day and night. 

Both the image of "morning rnirror" and that of  "nipht recital" renect  

t h e  endlrss  thoughts of love implied i n  the second couplet. In a rather 

tender tom.  the couplet serves to intensif! the unyielding passion 

implied in  the preceding lines of this porm. A n d  this intensified 

tenacious passion is continued i n  the final  couplet. 

T w o  mythical allusions are rmployed i n  t h e  final couplet, the 

Pen- Mountain and the B l u e  Bird. The Peng Mountain is also cal l rd 

Penglai Mountain i which is a fairy mountain i n  Daoist 

m y i h o l o g .  The allusion impliss that the place wherr t h e  lover lives is 

within reach, not beyond reach as i n  the situation of t h e  other untitled 

poem mentioned before. The "Blue Bird" tjj.14 is a rnessenger of the 

Daoist goddess, Queen Mother of the West It4' li u.21 Through the 

image of  the  bird. the speaker's resolve is vividiy shown: he has not 

completely given up hope of  meeting his lover. The use of these 

mythical allusions gives the poem a cornforting. mysterious. and 

perplexing touch and the poem ends with a beautiful wish engrndered 

of dcspair. 



Another example of Li's use of  textual allusion occurs in  t h e  

untitled poem below: 

The scented silk and phoenix-tail are i n  man! folds. 

The  round-top canopy with green patterns she's  stitching 

i n  the late n i g h t .  

H e r  fan. i n  the  shape of t h e  moon. couldn't veil her 

shyness. 

H i s  carriage. r u n n i n g  with t h e  noise of thunder. drove 

away  so soon.  

Lonely she is wi th  the golden candle-light growing dim. 

N o  news from him will announce the Red Pomegranate 

Wine!  

The piebald hors<: is on ly  trthered o n  a bank with wi l lows ,  

Where can she rnjoy a kind southwest w i n d ? X  

Through the details of description, as often seen in  these poems, the 

first couplet describes the  t i m e  a n d  the  actual setting of the porm and 



suggests an atmosphere as well .  The place is an interior chamber: the 

lady is possibly a bride-to-be, as belicved by most commentators and 

scholars. Sht: is obviously not able to faIl aslrep and. to idle away  

t ime .  s h e  is sewing a bed-curtain late at night.34 

Litrrally. the second couplet  details the heroine's shynrss. the 

s h y n r s s  of  a young woman who. we imagine. would use t h e  fan to 

cover her face when she meèts her lover for t h e  first t i m e .  W h e n  t h e  

allusions are actualized, however. one realizrs that t h e  word "uiu" 

not only describes her shyness but also indicates h e r  feeling of shame. 

which  is suggested by the two evoked p o e m s .  One is the "Song of  

Cornplaint" o f  Court Lady Ban HE'LEE:'. the abandonrd 

concubine  of the Emperor Cheng of  Han jEirfif$j ( r .  32-7  BC):  

Sliced to rnake a fan for joy fu l  unions. 

Round.  round, Iike t h e  f u l l  moon.35 

In that Song, Lady Ban further expresses her Fear of being desertrd 

when autumn approaches. Thus  the young wornan's "xiu" i n  the 

alluding line is associated with the shame of deserted women. Another 

is t he  " y u e f u "  poem "Song of the Circular Fan" @: $i L$ $ k :  



White c i rcular  fan!  

The hardships and bitterness you 've  gone through 

Have  ail been seen by your Young man.  

And again. 

White c i r cu la r  fan! 

Hagçard and worn. u n l i k e  i n  days of old. 

You are ashamed to see your Young man! 

From the Guiin vuelu  i i i  we know the story behind the song:  

One day when Wang M i n ' s  !.fi sister-in-law was seversly canin- h r r  

maid with whom Wang had a love affair. he asked hrr to stop: as  a 

further punishment. then. the mistress asked the rnaid to  sine a Song 

which  shr sang is t h i s  song.76 Sinci: the story behind the song 

contains a girl 's feeling of shame and so does t h e  song itself. the 

al!usive echo t o  this "yuefu" poem adds another dimension of shame t o  

t h e  heroine's "x iu"  i n  the  present poem. As for the al lusion in  the  next 

lin<: to Sima Xiangru's 1 :  I I  ( 1  79-1 17 BC) "The Long Gate" 



12 -''i i n  which the sound of the imperial carriage is compared to 

thunder- James L i u  has this to Say: " I n  line four. the allusion to 'The 

Long Gate.' which was wriiten on behalf o f  Empress Ch'en [Chrnj  

when she had lost the Emperor's tàvor. further ernphasizes the idea of 

desertion."27 

The third couplet describes the lady's hopeless waiting in her 

chambrr and  i n  the rncantimç symbolizes her lonelinrss and despair. 

"The golden tlickers grow d i m "  refers to the vanishing of the candie 

and therefore symbolizrs despair. "fi Mgl:" i n  the next line of  this 

couplet refers to pomegranate flowers fi g/ ik  which indicate the time 

of the a the fifth month. But i t  also stands for the "rrd 

pomegranate wine" f i f @ j W  that derives from a story i n  t h e  Liane shu 

3: & :  "Three thousand miles to the south there is a Dunxun State . . . . 

whrre there are also the 'wine trees.' simllar to the pomegranate: their 

flotver juicc: can be obtainrd and made into wine a f t r r  btting stored i n  

jars for a few days" $4 7; ! f- $![ ;i@ k q .  . . . L ( j  i~ 

( u - ~ f i ~ ; ,  ~ j k i k ; j - v +  , L.L ' l 1 ,  - [ 1 I @  8 Traditionally. the red 

pomeganate wine can be used to refer to a harmonious u n i o n .  and that 

reference. though used as a "gushi," is seen here i n  the line: hrnci: 1 

borrowed James Liu's translation. "the Red Pomerranate Wine."79 

Elsewhere in the L i  Shangyin corpus "shiiiu hua" is also used to refer 

to "shiliu j i u : "  



Grie i  m g  for t h e  spring? m y  heart 1s intouicatrd by itself. 

Do not bother to pursuade m e  w i t h  t h e  Pomegranatc 

W i n e . 3 0  

In t h e  presrnt  poern. the r t d  pornrgranate w i n r  probab ly  suggests a 

wrdding ceremony which t h e  lady was preparing for as indicatsd i n  the 

first couplet. Apparentlp. s h s  is disappointed and despairs of wai ting 

so long w i t h  "no n r w s . "  .And t h i s  despair. fusrd w i t h  o thr r  f e r l i n p .  is 

reinforced by the textual allusions in  the last two lines. 

"The piebald horse i s  o n l y  tethered on a bank with willows" 

alludes to rwo poetic imares  in  prrvious p o r m s .  The "piebatci horse" 

cornes from a " y e f u "  poern about a -oung dandy on a piebald horse 

who t r a v e l s  around without going home. "Wi l low"  1s a conventional 

refercncr of  man's v is i t ing  a  courtesan in " y u e f u "  poems.31 This  Iine 

thus implics f u r t h r r  the long absence of the lady's lover w h o  is not 

only wandering about a place far away but  also confined perhaps i n  the 

Company of a courtesan. D e s p i t e  of h r r  despair. t h e  lady still seems to 

wish  a r e u n i o n  wi th  her lover in the last l i n s .  "En joy  a kind southwest 

wind" allusively echos four lines i n  a pocm by Cao Zhi i 192-132) 

w h o  speaks in  the  person o f  a descrted woman: 



I wish 1 were the southwest wind 

So i can f ly  far away. into your bosom. 

E v e n  your arms ?ou do not open. 

On whom am 1 going to depend1?32 

Mainly t h r o u g h  the "chengci." or texrual allusions. L I  S h a n g i n  

i n  this poem presents a complex world of feelings. In  this world. w r  

see a deserted woman  with sorrowful shame. suspicion. and hopeless 

frustration. H i g h l y  sensuous, these allusions. together with the images 

the poem. construct a physical environment that implies the 

lings. Morsover. by evoking similar emotions rxpressed i n  previous 

poetic tests. the? enrich the porm. introducing to i t  additional 

as 

t h e  

lost 

ich. 

through depicting specifically a lovelorn woman. expresses female 

lovers' frustration and feelings of despair in general. This 

associations and implications. hs tead  of  taking the poem. 

traditional intrrpretations do. to be an allegorical reference to 

poet's drsire to be restored to t h e  favor of Linghu Tao. h i s  

political patron* 1 suggrst that we read it as  a love poem wh 



amplification of feeling is made especially evident through the poem's 

textual ail us ivenes s .  

Al lus ions  w i t h  Mythica l  and Legendary  Figures 

As we have noted brforr.  L i  S h a r w y ~ n  makrs use of differrnt 

kinds of mpth and leqçnd i n  his poetry. He does this espcciall' 

frequently i n  his love poems. For a poet i ikr  Li  S h a n p i n  who finds 

frustration and depair in reality. i t  1s natural to enter the mythical 

world to explore the rnraning of life s i n c e  myths and legrnds. w h i c h  

contain man-  archetypes of man's  \ifs. arc r i c h  i n  symbolism 

themselves. A s  F r n g  Hao saus: " L i  Yishanrs rvperiences and feelings 

are often cxpressed through mvthical affections and amorous a-ords. 

One cannot understand his poems if he is unaware of this" 

& [ i l  $~~f~--7.$<. % $ i ~ j j ! ~ + ~ f ~ l ~ ; y ! ~ ~  fi :;i JC . fi :A; L - ;g; $: A: L . J 3  7 7 

Sometimes, the poet employs allusions to these myths or Irgrnds i n  a 

spirit of confrontation and revision: a t  other t m r s .  htr uses them 

merely as a means of crrating an atmosphere or  making a specific <one. 

The  following pocrn is a sequel  to the untit lrd porm discusstrd i n  the 

preceding part: 



Deeply sheltered by double curtains is Sans Souci's 

chamber: 

Ly ing  i n  brd.  she frels the slow, slow passinz of  t h e  quie t  

night. 

The whole life of the goddess is realiy nothing but a 

dream: 

Where the Little Maid lives. there's n e v e r  becin a Young 

m a n .  

The winds and waves do  not believe t he  water chestnut's 

twigs are weak: 

U n d e r  t h e  rnoonlit dews. who could make the cassia Ieaves 

smel 1 sweet'' 

You ma- say that it is completely futile to be lovesick. 

But perhaps rnelancholic W e a r  madness" \vil1 not do an'. 

harm.34 

The first line, with the image of deeply-sheltering double 

curtains. provides a setting tha t  isolates t h e  lady from the outside 

world.  Although the srclusion is appropriate to the despairing mood 



of the lady. deserted and lonely. the name Sans Souci . "strikes an  

ironic note by contrasting the literal meaning of the name with the 

reality of her l i f r . " X  In  line two. the ladv is seen lying i n  bed alonr.  

lnstead of  working on something to spend the time. such as sewing a 

bed curtain as in the proceding poem. the lady here only feels the quiet 

and long night as  it  passes by slowly. "Slow passing of the quiet 

n i g h t "  arousrs a feeling of sadnrss and solitude while indicating time 

and scene. 

The second couplet depicts an emotional change. Having been 

deliberately sinking into extreme despondence. the lady is now 

conternplating h r r  past love affairs. The two allusions with these 

mythical figures. the "Goddess" i$ k- and "Little Maid" r j \  k / i .  evoke 

amorous associations from previous love poems. The first allusion is 

made to the myth of the Goddess of Mount Wu whose origin and 

implication w r  discussed i n  dctail earlier i n  Chaptrr 2 .  We know that 

t h e  love affair between the K i n g  of Chu and the Goddess of Mount Wu 

is based on a dream but  that it always has the strength to evoke reality. 

that is. it 1s a dream whose function is to recall reality. However. 

through the allusion t o  this love affair here with the ernphasis that "it 

is nothing but a dream." O u r  attention turns to the illusion. the dream. 

and the sadness of misplaced hopes, that is. the dream fails to evoke 

the reality. We see that the lady seems to realize that, as  the love of 

t h e  goddess is nothiny more than a dream. her love is over likr a 



dream The  second allusion is made to the "yuefu" quatrain. the 

"Song of the Little Maid by the Green R i l l "  i l? j6 f j r  k& / I#J : 

Whrre the door opens on the white water 

A little way f rom the bridge 

That's the house of the Little Maid 

Who l ives  alone without a lover.36 

This allusion serves as a consolation: since t h e  heroine's love 1s 

denied,  she would think that she has actually never had a lover. just  

like the Little Maid. From a broader point of vie \+- .  these allusions. 

employed in the comparative mode. ironically irnply that love is 

meaningless. 

Images in the third couplet. such as t h e  moonlit dews. cassia 

leaves. and water chestnut's twigs that are abused by wind and waws.  

function in a double-edgtd way. At t h e  l inrar Irvel. they picture a 

specific night scene: at  a rnetaphoric level. thry depict somrthing 

much larger than thernselves. Some commentators refer the "winds and 

wavrs" to the lady's lover and the "water chestnut's twigs" to hersrlf .  

the "moonlit dews," to hrr  lover's responsr. and the "cassia leaves." 



her passion.37 Some othrrs  suggest that a comparison between the 

hcroine and the lonesomr Chang E is irnplied by t h e  h a s e  of t h e  

cassia l eaws  i n  line s i x . 3 8  In my opinion. these interpretations are 

too f ived and too narrow. The poetic cffect produced by the images i n  

this couplet is that by describine the ourer statr  in a dismal way. L i  

Shanlyin revrals t h e  iady's innrr state of sadncss. This of course 1s 

comrnonly s r rn  i n  man! poems of  othzr poets. 

In line seven. "You may sa? that !t is cornpletrly futile to b r  

lovesick." the lady realizes the absolute futility of  her condition. but i n  

the last line she says rffectively that since she is unable to escape her 

passion. she choosrs to be overwhelmed bp i t .  The conflict  between 

emotion and Iucidity struck i n  th ts  couplet 1s to a grrat evtent 

presenred i n  the çntire poem. If we ser  the poet i n  the first thret: 

couplets emotionally describrs some disillusionment and despair. 

rwealed  rspecial ly through the allusions to the Goddess of Mount W u  

and the Little Maid, we find h i m  calm and even ratlonai i n  the 

description i n  the last couplet. examinin- and judging the preceding 

expressed passion. 

Most of  L i  S h a n g i n ' s  untitled porrns arc: heavily charyed with a 

complicated mood resulting from the conflict between emotional 

indulgence and lucid reasonin-. As some scholars have noted. t h e  

cognitive awakening is usually brought into the forrpround in  the last 

couplet of a poem.39 The poetic force is strengthened, however. when 



the poet is weighed down at last by the emotional indulgence. In  

exploring the depth of  disil lusion and disappointment, Li Shangyin 

usrd mythical or legendary allusions. as seen above. to acheive good 

rffect .  Even if the allusions are overt and comparative ones ("ming 

yong" and "zheng yong"). thev. while forming a perfect parallel. often 

contain a force of integrating the evokrd mood with the present one 

and thereforr reinforce the poetic expression. Likr  the untitied porm 

we discussed above,  t h e  following a l s o  possesscts a s en t iment  with 

contlict  between ernotional indulgence and lucid reasoning: 

The east wind soughs and sighs as a fine drizzie falls: 

Beyond the lotus pond there is the noise of a l i g h t  thunder. 

The golden toad bites the lock through which the burnt 

incense enters: 

The jade tiger pulls the silk rope while turning above the 

well. 

Lady Chia  ( J i a )  peeped through the curtain at young 

Secretary Han: 



Princess Fu left a pillow to the gifted Prince of  Wei. 

Do not let the amorous heart vie wi th  the flowers i n  

burgeoning 

One i n c h  of longing, one inch of ashes!40 

Instead of making an a n a l o g .  as  sern i n  the last poem. allusions 

used here. esprcially the ov t r t  allusions. effectively create a contrast. 

The poem opens wi th  two  lines that present the place and time of a 

secret rendezvous: it is a gloomy scene with sighing wind and 

drizzling rain. The images. "east wind" $i %[ and "f ine  drizzie" 3 m. 

in  addition, evoke in the reader a familiar sentiment associated with 

t h e  allusion of "clouds and rain" and therefore suggest a s t rong -et 

repressed passion: and  the image of the "light thunder" @ ' r l c ,  which 

eives a kind o f  austeritp to the already gloorny atmosphere producrd by - 
the wind and rain. assimilatively alludes to "The Long Gate" and thus 

functions "as an indirect reference to the imperial carriage. i n  which 

case the scene would seem to be set i n  the palace and the woman 

involved would appear to be a Court lady risking grave dansers in 

coming to meet her lover."41 Although this last rcferencr created by 

t h e  "light thunder" irnase is compara~ively irrelevent here i n  my 

approach, the allusive effect produced by the image and the other two 

images is significant in that i t  dernonstrates at once the multiple layers 

o f  meanings i n  the poern. In other words, because of thrir  ma tephor ic  



qual i ty .  these images in the coupler. bcsides funcr ion in  as ordinar? 

images that describe the natural world. evoke erotic associations and 

indicate t h e  speaker's rrnotion. Hcncr. J i  Y u n f s  rzmark: "The o p r n i n g  

two lines subtly contain a spirit drawn from afar that rludes analytic 

- 1 comprehension yet be sensed" ,& - f:j $9 {.j - :!z it!! . f; >{! ?( tf/ j  L:! 

4 This  kind of double 

welI .  

The "golden road" 

, - and the "jade tiger" , in  

above a weli.4 l These lines a 

imager? evists in t h e  second couplet as 

n line three refers to t h e  lock on a door. 

ine f o u r  refers to t h e  decorated pulle>: 

e puzzling and there h a v e  been different 

interprrtatrions Of the tradi tional intrrprrtations. Z h u  Y izun's 

8 4  - 
K $& ?y ( 16%- 1 709 ) seems wel 1-groundrd: 

.Although rhe lock 1s solid. the incrnse can penrtratr: it:  in  

spitr  of the depth of the well. water i n  i t  can bt: k t c h r d  by 

the rope. 

The underlying meaning of th i s  quotarion. as elaboratrd by Qian 

Zhongshu, is that despite locked doors and the well guarded by a 

tiger. the security is not effective and messages betwecn lovers can 

eventually get t h rough  to each other .44 Furthermore. t h e  images o f  the 



incense and r o p r  are  a play on words suggesting t h e  lovers'  passion 

s incr  the two words. "xiang" @ and "si" 3 -  are homophones of 

"xiangsi" b[! !:. . 

Both allusions i n  the third coupler are  overt .  Lady J ia  :Il k was 

the daughter of J ia  Chong jy e. p r i m e  m i n i s t r r  of the J i n  dynasry: 

S h r  pecped through the curtain a t  h r r  tàthrr 's  handsorne 

Young secretary named Han Shou.  and had a love affair  

w i th  h i m .  The affair  was discovered by Chia C h ' u n g  ( J ia  

Chongi  whrn he smcl r  on t h e  Han's clothss a rare importrd 

perfumz which he h i m s e l f  had givrn to h i s  daughtrr .  

Thereupon the Young lovers w r r e  allowed to bt: marr i rd .45 

T h e  second allusion is made t o  t h e  legend about Cao Zhi's love wi th  a 

ladv of  t h e  Zhen familv. Cao Zhi  was i n  love with her bu t  couid  not  

marry  h e r  and instead she married his e lder  brother Cao Pi .  first 

Empsror of W e i .  After she died. the Empsror.  prcsumably knowing his 

youngrr brother's passion for  h e r .  gave Cao Zhi hcr pillow. Later. Cao 

Zh i  saw Zhen i n  a vision i n  front of  the R i v e r  L u o  :& & .  I n  t h e  v i s ion  

she s a i d  to h i rn  t h a t  she left t h e  brida1 pil low to him as a love token. 

I t  was at that t i m e  that Cao Zhi  wrote h i s  well known piece. the  "Ode 

to the Goddess of the River Luo" :fi np %?<. Princess F u  :& 'lz. t he  

logendarp Goddess of  the Luo River. stands for Zhen .46  



It is here that we can see how the allusions work as a contrast to 

tiir situation of  t h e  poem. By alluding to Lady Jia's love affair with 

Han Shou @.:,::$ and Princess F u t s  with Cao Zhi .  both of w h i c h  are 

about young men. handsome and taiented, f'avored by fair ladies, Li  

Shangyin is proposing t h e  opposite: either the impossibility of 

fulfilling the poet's love though h e  is as  handsome as Han Shou and as 

gifted as Cao Zhi. or the impossibi l i~y of fulfilling i t  since hr  is not as 

handsome as Han nor is h e  as gifted as  Cao. In either case, the 

allusions give examples of fulfilled love that contrast with that in the 

alluding text. Interestingly enough. the two allusions subtly connect 

thrmselves with "shao xiang" &$ 6 and "qian si" in  the prrceding 

couplet respectively: from burning the incense to Jia's presenting the 

imported perfume to Han: and from pulling the s i lk  rope to Princess 

Fu's leaving her  brida1 pillow to Cao as a token of  endltss love. The 

four lincs i n  the two couplets are thus linkrd around an emotional 

point and therefore intensify the poetic expression by establishing an 

extra dimension of  significance.  

In  the final couplet, as i n  the one of the preceding porm, we 

encounter luc id  cognition again. As James L i u  asserts: 

The  lover apparently warns himself not to let his heart 

blossom forth with love, for he knows only too well what  

suffering t h i s  will bring, y e t  we sense that he cannot really 



help i t .  Such is the intensity o f  his passion that he cannot 

stop his long ing  but can only watch his heart being 

consumed by h i s  unfulfilled desire u n t i l  i t  turns to the 

ashes of despair.47 

The  despair here reminds us of similar feelings revealed i n  other 

poems i n  the poet's oeuvre. arnong which is the following line: 

Snap short the sweet root. and the fragrant heart dies.48 

In these poems. Li  Shangyin writes ernpathically about lovelorn women 

isolated in iheir empty chambers: to a great extent, he is covertly 

probing his own forlorn. lost feeling through t h e  abandoned. lonrly 

female persona. In do ing  so, Li  Shangyin is not alone arnong classic 

poets.40 

Nevertheless. t h e  traditional self-pity of a literatus i n  L i  

Shangyin's verse is not evoked by means of abstract rhetoric. Rathrr. 

as we have noted, it  is done mainly with vjvid and brilliant imager., 

most of which is accomplished with apt rmployment of allusion.  

Although most of t h e  allusions to rnyths and legends under 

examination are overt and familiar ones. t h e y  are applied with new 



focus or association with other kinds of al lusion or imagery and 

therefore produce special poetic effects. These uses of allusion are 

sern not only in  poems on love but also  in other kinds o f  poems. The 

following famous political poem.  for example,  uses some allusions i n  

sirnilar ways: 

The Heavenly Emperor's palace i s  deeply enclosed within 

n i n e  yates: 

The Great Shaman does not  descend to inquiri: about your 

wrongs. 

Since we parted at Huang-ling (Huangling)? spring waves 

have kept  us apart: 

Now a letter cornes from the  bank of the P'en ( P e n )  as the 

autumn rain fal ls .  

Only An'jen ( A n r e n )  could have wriiten a f i t  funeral 

ovation: 



W h o  says Sung ( S o n g )  Y u  knew how to summon t h e  soul'? 

A lifelong teacher and friend--this y o u  were to m e :  

1 dars not mourn !ou outside the door of the inner 

chamber.50 

L i n e  1 /  T h e  " n i n e  g a t e s  " ( J i u  h u n  ) r e f e r s  t o  t h e  l e g e n d a r y  

n i n e f o l d  s a t e s  o f  t h e  palace o f  Heaven C f .  L iu  Xueka i .  a n d  Y u  

S h u c h e n g .  L i  S h a n c v i n  s h i r e  i i i i e ,  v o l .  3 .  9 5 5 .  1 

L i n e  2 ;  G r e a t  S h a m a n  ( W u x i a n  ) r e f e r s  to a  l e g e n d a r y  f i g u r e  

w h o  i s  s a i d  as c h i e f  of  t h e  s h a r n a n s  o f  r e m o t e  a n t i q u i t y  ( C f .  S h a n  

ha i  i inq .  7 I b  ) 

L i n e  3 /  H u a n g - l i n g  [ H u a n g l i n y  ] is a  p l a c e  in m o d e r n  Hunan 

p r o v i n c e .  

t i n e  4: B a n k  of t h e  P ' e n  ( P e n p u  ) r e k r s  to t h e  P e n  R i v e r  in 

m o d e r n  J ians iu i  p r o v i n c e ;  i t  m a y  a l s o  r e f e r  t o  a t o w n  n a m e d  " P e n p u  

" I o c a t e d  a t  t h e  m o u t h  of t h e  P e n  R i v e r .  

One of  the  four poems written by L i  S h a n g y i n  mourning the 

death of L i u  Fen gQ 3 :  an outstanding opponent of t h e  e u n u c h s  in  Li's 

t ime.  the poem expresses the poet's dcep grief as well as his great 

anger against the circumstances that  resulted in L i u  Fen's exile a n d  

dea th .  The opening couplet of the poem contains an allusive echo to 

the Great Shaman used by Q u  Yuan in his "On Encountering Sorrow" 

"The palace of  our Emperor, l i k e  tha t  of the Emperor of 

Heaven, is remote and inaccessible," pharaphrases James Liu, "and no 



messenger has been sent to investigate the wrongs you suffered. Since 

we parted at Huang-ling (Huangling), we have been separated by rivers 

and hills: now a letter cornes from the bank of the P'en ( P e n  to tell me 

?ou are dead. on this gloomy, rainy autumn day."51 Two overt 

allusions are used i n  the th ird  couplet. The first one. made to create 

an analogy, is to Anren, the courtesy name for Pan Yue i& !f- who was 

excellent at writing funeral ovations. The second allusion is 

applied to enhance the poet's lament for Liu's death by partially 

reversing the valuation of  the original source: Song Y u  is traditionally 

said to have written the "Summons to the Soul" fi& to summon Qu 

Yuan's departed soul.  Comparing h i m s e l f  to Pan and Song. L i  

Shangyin i s  saying that he can only write an elegy for Liu. although it 

may not be as fitting as o n e  Pan could have writtrn. and cannot 

summon back Liu's soul, as S u n 3  Y u  is said to have done.  

" A  lifelong teacher and frirnd--this y o u  werr to m e :  1 darr  not 

mourn y o u  outside the door of the inner chamber" ailudes to the  story 

of Confucius' larnent for Bo Gao [i:j recorded i n  the Li  J i  In 

that story. Confucius says: "For the death of a teacher. 1 cru i n  the 

inner chambrr: for the death of a friend. 1 cry outside the door of the 

inner charnber1'f2(i [f % rs jg, & [$ I)?t z$s '"'j ,.t il'. 57  By selecting 

from the original source "teacher," "friend," and "the door of the inner 

charnber" and assimilating them i n  the two lines respectively. L i  

Shangyin shows h i s  respect and deep mourning for Liu Fen in  a neatly- 



crafted couplet: "You were to me both a teacher and a friend: 1 would 

not presurne to mourn you as a friend. yet to mourn you as  a teacher 

would make our relation seem too formal. t am thus reduced to 

mourning you silence."53 

A H i g h l y  Poeticized World 

The term "world" kg'/,! has traditionally been used to refer to "a 

composite impression of coherence i n  the presrnted world rvoked bu a 

particular p o r m  or by a collection of poems" i n  general and to the 

resultant of meditalion in  Li Shangyin's oeuvre in particular.54 Since 

what is presented i n  a type of  poems, or a group of poems, or even the 

whole poetic corpus of Li  S h a n p i n  always has a conceptualizing 

force, scholars and critics have chosen names, such as "the perplexed" 

and "the isolatrd." for L i  Shang in ' s  poetic worlds that indicate the 

underlying mood as weil as the spirit of the poems. Zhang Shuxiang 

<g&l 6, for example. names the world presented in one of Li's major 

poetic works, the "Terrace of Yan, Four Poems" !!$-!&Jq fi. as "a world 

of 'a long journey."'55 James L i u  finds a world "that transcends the 

limits of space and time" in  "The Ornamented Zither" the most 

controversial and best known of al1 Li  Shangyin's poems.56 This 

poem. "The Ornamented Zither." which I quoted i n  Chapter 1 when 

discussinp Li's ambiguity i n  general, 1s our subject in  the following 



pages. For the convenience o f  our  analysis.  1 o n c e  again q u o t r  t h e  

whole poern here: 

The ornamented z i t h e r .  f o r  no reason. h a s  fifty s t r i n s s .  

Each string. r a c h  bridge. recalls a y o u t h f u l  year. 

Mastrr C h u a n g  ( Z h u a n g )  was confusrd by h i s  r no rn ing  

dream of  t h e  b u t t e r t l y :  

Emperor  Wang's  amorous  h r a r t  i n  s p r i n g  is e n t r u s t r d  to 

t h e  cukoo.  

I n  t h e  çast sea. u n d e r  a b r i g h t  moon. pearls h a i e  tears: 

O n  Indigo M o u n t a i n .  i n  t h e  warm Sun.  jade e n - e n d e r s  

smoke. 

This f e e l i n g  might have became a t h i n g  to br remembercd. 

O n k  a t  the t ims y o u  were alrcady b e w i l d e r e d  a n d  iost .  

i n  both Z h u  H e l i n g ' s  a n d  Zhang E r t i a n ' s  editions. this porm 1s 

t h e  first. A c c o r d i n g  t o  scholars of  Li  S h a n g y i n  studirs. i t  is the m o s t  

allusive poem i n  t h e  L i  S h a n g y i n  corpus:  whereas. i n  Graham's 



opinion. i t  is "one of the most allusive of al1 Chinese p o e m s 3 7  

Allusive and evasive as i t  is. t h i s  poem has puzzled readers for 

centuries since the Northern S o n  scholar L i u  Ban's %?j# mention of i t  

and i t  lends itself to a dozen different interpretations some of which 

are summed up by J ames  L i u  this way: 

7'heory I : That this is a love poem. This ma? be 

subdivided into three theories: 

A.  That is was written for a woman called Chin-se 

(J inse) .  who was a maid or  concubine i n  the household of 

Ling-hu Ch'u ( L i n g h u  Chu),  o r  his son Ling-hu T'ao 

(Linghu Tao) .  This was mentionrd by L i u  P i n  ( 1073 -89 )  

and Chi Yu-kung ( J i  Yougong) ( fl. 1 126-33 ), and refuted 

by H u  Chen-heng (Zhenheng) (fl. 1 5 7 3 4 6 2 0 )  and others. 

B. That it was wriiten in recollection of a frustrated 

love affair with an unnamed woman. This is the ciew of 

Chi ( J i )  Yun (1724-1805).  

C.  That it  was wriiten for the death of Fei-luan 

(Feiluanj and Chfing-feng (Qingfeng) ,  the two Court 

entertainers who allegedly carried on an intrigue with L i  

Shang-yin (Shangyin) and gave h i m  a zither. This is the 

theory of Miss Su Hsueh-l in (Xue l in ) .  



7'hcory /! : That the poem describes four kinds of 

mus ic  played on the zither. This theory was attributed by 

Huang Ch'ao-ying t Chaoying) t l .  1 10 1-26 to  the great 

port  Su Tung-p'o (Dongpo) ( 1037-1 I O 1  ), but the 

attribution seems unfounded. 

ï'hrory I I I  : That the poem was written i n  memory of 

L i  Shang-yin's (Shangyin)  drceased w i f r .  This was  first 

suggested by C h u  Ho-ling (Zhu Heling) ( 1 6 0 6 - 8 3 )  in his 

edition of Li 's  poetry. C h u  ( Z h u )  pointed out that i n  the 

poem ( 'humber .tfusic . which was obv ious ly  written to 

mourn his wife.  Li also mentioned an ornarnented zither. 

Several scholars  followed this lead and developed the 

theory further.  . . 

ï%eory !Cr : That the poem laments the poet's 

misfortunes i n  l i f r .  Ho Cho ( H e  Z h u o )  (1661-1733)  

remarked that t h i s  poem expressed self-pity allegorically. 

although later he seems to have changed his rnind and 

adopted t h e  th i rd  theory. However, his remark has bern 

taken u p  and devrloped by modern scholars. 

7'hror-v V : That the poem is an introduction to L i  

Shang-yin's collected poems. This was suggested by Ho 

Cho ' s  ( H e  Zhuo)  friend Ch'eng Hsiang-heng (Cheng 

Xiangheng}. according to whom t h e  second couplet 



expresses the poet's intention i n  writing and  the third 

describes h i s  poetic skill. Ho (He )  says that he was at 

first attracted by the originality of this theory but  

discarded i t  for lack of evidence.38 

In  most cases. critics or scholars who share one theor]; d a i m  an 

intrrpretation and dismiss other existing onrs. But sometimrs wt: sec: 

scholars combine a few theories i n  an interpretation As  L i u  notes. for 

instance. a n u m b e r  of modern scholars see the poem not only as a 

lament over Li  Shangzrin's past but also a recollection of his decçassd 

wife  and thus t h e y  combine throries I I I  and I V . 5 9  In addition. some 

recent studies have rsrablished new intrrpretations. such as the rhsory 

that the poem is about the poetfs response to some music played by the 

zirher. and the theory suggrsting that the porm describes various 

scenic spots the poet visitrd. The various intrrpretations made o r r r  

centuries have proven one fact that t h i s  p o r m  is h igh l )  cornplex and t s  

indeed difficult to understand. Hence Wang Shizhen's 1: f: ( 1634- 

17 1 1 ) weII known remark: 

It is diff icult  to interprrt the poem "The Ornamrnted 

Zi ther."60 



To a grrat extent. the  difficulty of the poem lies i n  its intrinsic 

arnbiguity; it can brcome more puzzling and unrradable when one 

adopts traditional approaches that are intluenced by the criteria of 

" z h i r e n  lunshi" '3: and "yiyi  nizhi" l'A ~2: 3 .&, as shown in most 

of  the interpretations described above.61 Noting this problem. 

prrhaps. James L i u  tries to rrsolvr the difficulty of interpreting the 

poem by proposing that ws dral  with i t  i n  "more gcneral terms." 

instead of pinning it down "to a particular person or event."6l In rny 

opinion. Liu's proposal serms to be able to provide a more effective 

way to read this porm, and i n  the following analysis of this poem. 1 

treat i t  simply as a poem by which Li  Shangyin  expresses his complev  

feelings about life. 

In writing the poem. L i  Shangyin used dense images and a 

composite form of allusions whjch are made to historical Figures. 

legends and rnyths, and previous texts. The first line is an allusion to 

t h e  legendary story i n  which the god Taidi kd$i ordered the goddess 

S u n u  & k ,  or  The White Lady, to play t h e  fifty-stringed zither: 

because the mus ic  was too sorrowful and she could not stop crying. the 

god ordered the zither broken into two halves.63 Ever  since the story 

was recorded in the Historical Records and Han shu i&?:. the 

sorrowfulness i n  the image of the "ornamented zither" was repeatedly 

echoed i n  poems. The following ancient style poem by Qian Qi @@ 



(723-780") .  one of the "ten geniuscs of t h e  Dali era" 1 -  4-  :'- 

exempli  fies this: 

+$ 3.1 +J; 1 .g , ,,$ ;y 4 , f j  j- .&:, 

: r; i . .  1 . -  * 4; ig ;[% 

6 I -  
;F< ;;$j ;& :c fi, $j= $- 4 ;% -;1< 

qc . 7 i 4- $jj j.',: ,L& f+i * ,% b:<. 1 :  i l - -  & 

L: iJiL & (9 if\j- ,c &\ j& $ij lj& 

ifl! :% .J, G. ; i :  1.- 3! Iir% ,y- 

So w e l l  he plays his cloud topped lute. 

W e  hear t h e  Lady of t h e  R i v e r .  

The  sod of  t h e  Stream 1s rnoved to dance i n  crnptinèss 

The  traveler o f  C h ' u  ( C h u )  can't bear to iisten. 

A bitter tune. to chi11 both çold and Stone. 

Pure notes piece gloomy dark.  

Deep green W u - t ' m g  ( W u t o n g )  brings sad thoughts on 

W h i t e  iris t h e r e .  recalls a certain fragrance. 

T ht: waters t'low. between Wsiang's ( X i a n g )  b a n k s .  

Mournful winds  c r o s s  Lake Tung-t'ing ( D o n g t i n g .  

Song done. and no one to bc: seen. 

O n  the river. m a n y  peaks. al1 green.64 



In Li Shangyin's poems. this kind of sorrowfulness p l a y  an important 

part as we l l :  

Tears sprinkled on jade plates repeatrdly break one's 

heart: 

Startled strings on t h e  ornamented zither frequently 

dis turb  one's dreams. 

No ncrd to follow recklessly the immortal on Mount K'ou  

(Gou) -  

The zither of Hsiang ( X i a n g )  and the flute of Ch' in  ( Q i n )  

have enough feelings of their own. 



As 1 linrered. over the Hsiao (Xiao)  and the Hsiang 

(Xiang) i t  rained again, 

And the  rain beat on t h e  fifty strings of the Spirit of River 

Hsiang ( X i a n g ) . 6 5  

A beautifui instrument p l a y  a plaintive tune. B u t  why does this 

happen? The poet does not know. This is called " w u  duan." or for no 

reason or pure chance. Apparently. L i  Shangyin does not attribute an! 

particular significance to the zither's fifty strings with which the 

sorrowful melody is played. Yet the expression "wu duan" - evokes 

a sadly incomprehensible life: like the zither that has fifty strings by 

pure chance. life. for no reason. has a limited period of t ime.  The 

association is further developed i n  the second line. As the f i f ty-  

stringed zither is played "each string. each bridge." so are the past 

yrars recallrd one by one. The zither is thus takrn rnetaphorically as 

man's life. 

Noticeably, the allusion to the zither functions first of ali in the 

couplet as a concrete image and therefore produces certain immediate 

senses in  the context which do not need to bt: acquired f rom another 

text. The allusive quality of the image. however. thickens the sad 

mood evoked by these senses, allowing us to experience a more 

profound human feeling by encountering the alluded text  and other 

signifieds. Here, again, we see that L i  Shangyin incorporates a mood 



bu drawing on the atmospheric quality o f  an allusion-- the sorrowful 

tone of the allusion. A n d  t h e  plaintive mood or atmosphere is seen to 

dominate and ro sprcad over t h e  whole poern. 

L i n e  three reîërs to t h e  farnous anecdote i n  the Nanhua i i n q .  In 

that story. as we al1 know. Zhuang Zi says that he once dreamed he was 

a butterfly and could not know i f  he was a butterfly dreaming he was 

Zhuang Zi  or  Zhuang Zi dreaming he was a butrerfly.66 This allusion 

is another popular mataphor in Tang poetry. Another poem of Qian 

Qi's is quoted here: 

Path to the simples, deep i n  red moss. 

W i n d o w  on the mountain. f u l l  of  verdure. 

1 envy you your wine among t h e  tlowers; 

The butterfl ies  flying, there. in your drearn.67 

The preferrnce of poets like Qian Qi for the allusion and their frequent 

use of i t  i n  many poems made the allusion one of the most  favored and 

most Frequently used images in  traditional literature. Li  S hangyin 

himself  was attracted to i t  more t h a n  once: 



Several essays were  written after brilliant achievement i n  

battles, 

He sympathized with m e  in  m y  dreams of the butterfly i n  

t h e  Qiuzhai. 

Zhuang Zi's b u t t e r f l y  flrw away when the pillow became 

cool. 

Che Yin's fireflies vanished when the window grew 

cold.68 

Generally speaking, i n  most of  the pre-Tang and Tang poets' poems 

carrying the "butterfly" allusion. especially L i ' s  poems. the h a g r  

presents an unreal world and is often invrsted with the author's lost o r  

perplexed feeling, or that of  frustration and even despair. Here. as 

Zhuang  Zi recalls h i s  drearn, Li Shangyin is looking back on h i s  own 

life and is perplexed as to what life really is. And the two words, 

"xiao" 1% and "mi"  jg, subtly enhance the revelation of h is  loss as well 



as ours: life is like a  dream. in  the end everything is past and 

untraceable: from the dream. a day dream. however. one can hardly 

wakr  up completrly. 

Line four alludes to the myth of Emperor Wang %4,  named "Du 

. . 
Yu"  ~l:'-i:. an ancient ruler of S h u  & .  About him. there are  several 

different stories of  which we have these recorded in the Shuwang benii 

P. + ,TL. Huavane u o z h i .  Shuzhi .&, & .Li.. and the Shu ii 

gj r;z The Huavane euozhi. Shuzhi goes: 

. . . Du Y u  was crowned to be the Emperor. His chief 

minister Kai Ming breached the Y u l r i  Mountain to 

conquer the floods. After Kai Ming had the floods under 

control. Wangdi entrusted him with government affairs . . 

. and turned his kingdom over to Kai M i n g  he thrn 

withdrew to the West Mountain and iived i n  solitude. I t  

was the second month when Wangdi left and a cuckoo was 

just calling. so people took cuckoo to refer to Wangdi. 



The Shu ji S a y :  "When Du Y u  dird. it was said that his spirit was 

transforrnrd into a b i rd  called cuckoo. Whenever people of S h u  hrard 

the cuckoo call .  they said it was Wangdi" 'P b t ,  2.f: jk f - & .  

, , . - -  ! 1 1 ; 7 When alluding to 

versions of the myth about Wangdi like the two above. poets usually 

refer to the sadness of  an emperor's losing his kingdom or h i s  death. 

The following one recorded i n  the Shuwans benii adds another 

dimension to this allusion and fits our reading of i t  i n  the poem better. 

In the Shuwane benii the myth _goes: 

Empcror Wang s e n t  B ie  Ling to b r  in charge of t h e  floods 

and. after Bie L ing  left. seduced his wife .  He felt 

ashamed of his own action afterwards and was convinced 

that Bie L ing  was a morally betrer man: he then turned h i s  

kingdorn ovrr to B i e  Ling. When Emperor Wang left. a 

cuckoo was just  then calling. Consequently. the people of  

S hu found cuckoo's singing sorrowful and recal led 

Emperor Wang whenever a cuckoo sang. 



E v r n  if the emperor debauched Bie Ling's wife. the story that he died 

of shamr and spiritually transformed into a cuckoo reminds one of  a 

euiity. lonelp ghost. associated with the sobbing Song of a cuckoo, and 
C 

is touching enough. Like Zhuang Zi's butterfly. the allusion to Wangdi  

is frequently used i n  L i  Shaneyin's poems: &J 4-j *'x "The S h u  sou1 

has unfinished wrong:" &> !!i(j&@& "The King of Shu has an enduring 

chost:" j ' 1  # "Has the lonely sou1 of the bird of Shu found 
CI 

a companion yet."72 A l i  these lines reflect the poet's perception of 

the misery of the allusion and in  applying the Wangdi allusion here. Li 

Shangyin adds the "heart in spring" and appropriates t h e  

lezendary that t h e  cuckoo that called and spit blood during the last 

days of spring was the incarnation of the ghost of Wangdi. I n  addition 

to the literal meaning of "heart in  spring," "chun xin" could also 

arousr amorous associations since the word "spring" in Chinese 

literature is often used to refer to lovesickness.73 Seen i n  this light. 

the third iine evokes associations with tragic love: and "chun xin" can 

be  read parallel with the line i n  one of the untirled poems we analysed 

before: 45 IL> $$ jk(E !p @, - ! - j -  "Do not let the amorous 

heart vie with the flowers i n  burgeoning: : One inch of longing. one 

inch of ashes." Li  Shangyin's "chun xin,"  however, echoes t h e  l ine 

from Qu Yuan's "Zhao hun" 4.: i 1 @r;! 31 f$j & 42. "The eye travels 

on a thousand l i -  and the heart breaks for sorrow." it therefore reminds 



us of Chinese poets' "shanç chun" ( Q f r S ? ,  lamenting their nation's 

political downs as well as  themselves.74 This meaning of  "shang 

c h u n "  is conveyed i n  Li 's  other poems from which we have.  for 

instance, these lines: 

Heaven desolate and earth in  discord. but  though his heart 

broke, 

H i s  wound was lighter than the pain of spring. 75 

Viewed i n  this contest. the "chun ain" i n  the present poem means the 

poet's longing for love and h i s  grief for the past. Thus,  i n  the second 

couplet the poet seems to be recalling his past experiences and 

feelings and. as Zhuang Zi was at a loss when waking up  from a dream 

and Wangdi entrusted his unhappy sou1 to a sobbing cuckoo. he is 

perplexed, bewildered. lamenting life. James Liu's interpretation of  

this couplet is agreeable to our understanding of it. He says: "When 

one recalls the past, who can tell what is real and what is unreal'? 

Which i s  real: Chuang Tzu (Zhuang Z i )  or the butterfly? Emperor 

Wang or the cuckoo? What has been or what might have been? This 

life or life after death?"76 If this poetic emotion is mainly evoked by 

the  fusion of overt and assimiiative allusions ("ming yong" and "an 



yong"). i n  t h e  following lines L i  Shangyin integrates allusions into a 

particularly involved rhetorical and imagistic frame. 

"ln the vast sea. under a bright moon. pearis have tears: , On 

Indigo Mountain, in  the warm Sun_ jade engenders smoke." This  

couplet is highly allusive and the sources of allusions are played 

against each other. Functioninp as an organic part of the total poetic 

pattern. however. Li Shangyinfs allusions here. as good examples of h i s  

special use of allusion_ possess some amplified vitality which is to a 

certain extent independent of the allusiveness. Line five. for instance. 

can not be fully understood without knowledge of its allusions. But. 

rven one who is unaware of these allusions "could pertinently grasp 

the metonymic bonds that unite the images," as Francois Cheng has 

noted. the bonds are those "between the sea and the moon 

( interaction), between t h e  moon and t h e  pearls ( shine and roundness), 

the pearls and the tears:" Cheng goes on. "and finallu. the image of  the 

tears, being that of a l iquid element (and because the expression 'sea 

of tears' exists in the language). rejoins itself ta that of  the sea."77 

Needless to Say, the images evoke a solitary and melancholy feeling 

which is harmonized with the plaintive mood i n  the preceding 

couplets. Th is  poetic effect is increased by the allusions that bear t h e  

images. Several possible alluded texts are assimilated in line five. 

Zhu Heling quotes from t h e  Wen m a n :  



When the  moon is f u l l .  the oyster has pearls. when the 

rnoon is dark t h e  oyster is empty. 

Another alluded text is the Bowu zhi P$vj.&: 

Beyond the South Sea there are mermaids ( 'shark people') 

who live in  the water like fishl but  spin l i ke  women on 

land: their weeping eyes can exude pearls. 

James Liu suggests that the line may also allude ro the expression. "a 

pearl left in  the vast seau fi i?rjB li*. referring to someone whose talent 

is not appreciated.80 Although the sources of the allusions are played 

against each other.  the allusive implications o f  this l i n r  are not 

unclear. Pearls  grow i n  the oyster i n  the sea, related to t h e  waxing and 

waning of the moon. "Pearls have tears" c m  mean, as mentioned 

earlier, that the color and shape of the pearls seen in  distance look like 

shedding of tears: or it means that the tear-shedding like pearls werr 



originally exuded from mermaids' weeping eues. Tears becorne pearls 

and pearls seem like tears. the two things being mingled togcther. 

Thus- "the vast muon-lit sea presents an expansive space whi l e  'pearls 

shed tears' is a rnelancholy image conveying a sad feeling beyond 

consolation." Moreover. such disconsolate pearls. precious and 

beautiful. can also be seen as  an undetected pearl lrft  in the vast sea.  

The poetfs artful manipulation o f  the ambiguous sources of allusions 

has thereforr made the already melancholy image i n  the Iine rven more 

mournful and despairin-. Hence Wang Qiugui asserts: " I n  t h e  last 

analysis i t  is not pearls. nor is i t  the mermaids. but t h e  poet who sheds 

tears because his 'spring hsart' is frustrated i n  face of the vast l i f c . " l l  

T h e  

is atso ca 

the south 

"lantian" i n  line s i x  refers to Mount Lantian &$ t i i  which  

1 &Mount Y u  5 l i : .  The mountain was said to  be  locared in 

of Changan C1.c and was famous for its fine jade. A few 

texts have been considered by commentators as possible a l lus iw 

sources two of which contain relevant implications i n  our reading 

The  first is i n  the J i n  writer Gan Bao's F--fi Sou shen i i  i2 % t.2 used 

by James L i u .  I n  the story. Yang Boyong iq (cl 4%;: "a dutiful son and 

upr ight  man." lived by himself on a mountain. "wherr he provided free 

water for travelers on their arduous journey.  One day a stranger came 

and. after taking a drink. gave Yang a bushel  of pebbles and told h im 

to plant them i n  the earth. saying that this wouid bring h im a wife. 

The stranger then disappcared. Yang did as h r  was told. and the 



p e b b l r s  grew into jade. Later h e  acquired a good wife by offering her 

father the jade."82 The second one is the Zivu zhuan & L ($ cited 

from t h e  Sou s h e n  i i  by Cheng Mengxing k!.'$: '-:IL 1t says that Purple 

Jade 3. the daughter of the King of Wu '&. died o f  a broken httart 

when she  lost the young man she loved and h r r  ghost disapprared like 

smoke when her mother tried to embrace it.83 

A s  stated in the f irs t  alludrd test ,  the jade is ver! precious and 

can br ing  one what he hopcs to obtain. As suggested by the second 

alluded story. however. the precious jade is seen rsisting only from a 

distance--once one wants to reach it. i t  vanishes. A third text cited bv 

Frng Hao as the source for t h e  a l lus ion.  however. sounds the m u s i  

close to Li's l i n e .  it is a remark which Sikong T u  attributed to the 

Tang poet Dai Shulun $i @ t 732-789 1 :  

The  scene presentrd bv a port is like t he  smoke wh 

issues from f i n e  jade whrn the Sun is warm on B 

Mountain (Lan-t'irn [Lantian]. 'Indigo Field'): i t  can 

seen from a distance but not t'rom close to. 

ich 

l ue 

be  



In alrnost the same words, Dai is obviously speaking about the effects 

of poetic language. Thus. Feng Hao's parallel of Dai's remark with Li's 

line seems rather odd here although a similar fearure of jade is +en 

i n  Dai's description--it can on ly  be seen from a distance. W h i i e  this 

parallel remains a question. it indicates that there might have been an 

unknown or lost source from which both Dai's and Li's words derived. 

In his T h e  Poetic Exposition on Literature, L u  Ji writes: "The 

mountain shines when its stones berry jade, the Stream is beautiful 

when its water has pearls" f i % l i i f i j i i i 5 $ ,  8 Lu's 

writing provides us with a valuable explanation, if not another allusive 

source. According to ancient belief. great human beings o r  precious 

things had a sort of l ight  or mist around them which could be seen by 

(o the r )  human beings.86 What is in  L u  Ji's sentence here describes 

that the mist of jade hidden in the mountain rises and spreads and this 

makes the mountain shinc. In  other words. the beautiful jade lighr 

above stones creates a spectacular v iew of the m o u n t a i n  seen i n  

distance. The reading of L u  Ji's line reinforces the suggestion 

engendered by the allusion: the shimmery jade can be  seen only from 

a distance and cannot be reached. This shows again that what L i  

Shangyin is interested in expressing is a mood which in  many ways 

transcends rational clarity. Symbolical ly.  however. the inaccessible 

jade at the sun-warmed Blue Mountain may stand for life which 

appears beautiful and inviting i n  certain ways but is in  the end 



mysterious and unapproachable. The poet seems in a daze when he 

meditates on his past. Or more particularly, he is bewildered when he 

meditates on h i s  experience of unattainablr love or his poetic 

achievement. 87 

Besides the metonymic character a s  discussed earlier, images in  

this couplet establish a few contrasts. such as the contrast between the 

ciear moonlit night and the  vague warm daytime, and t h e  contrast 

between the wetness in "sea" and "tears" and  the dryness i n  "mountain" 

and "smoke." If these contrasts appeal to u s  at the sensuous level, 

following James Liu's suggestion. then. the contrasts engendered by the 

involvrd allusions. siich as that between the pearl's grief for 

unappreciated talents and the jade's i n v i t i n  promise. arousr i n  us a 

feeling of puzzlement, regret- disappointmenr, and disillusionment.88 

Moreover. the sirnultaneous activation of  t h e  terse and fragmented 

irnagery and the cryptic and contradictory al1 usion adds emotional and 

intellectual dimensions to the significance of t h i s  couplet. The poetic 

world displayed here is exquisite and gentle, yet vast and majestic: i t  

is melancholy but also transcendent. 

Taken from the l inguist ic  parallelism and the compressed 

imagistic structure of the central couplets, the final couplet brilliantly 

tells that al1 the past experiences and feelings "might have become 

mernories to be cherished: only, even at  the time t h e y  occurred. one 

was already bewildered and could not be sure they were rea1."89 Here, 



the "feeling" iij. of love in particular and f or  lire i n  general. brcomes 

a "bewildered feeling" ."fFy. This. to a great extent. indicatrs Li  

Shangyin's lucid comprehrnsion of Iife: lifr takes place. so doss love. 

and even at the time when i t  happens. it is obscure and confusing 

Thus. that life is unrcal l i k s  a dream is emotionally foregroundrd here. 

Structurally, this couplet "rein forces the 1 inear chant inaugurated i n  

the first couplet." as Francois Cheng  points out: 

L i n e  7 can be interpreted as a supplication as wrll as an 

interrogation (s ince thess are the same sentence type i n  

Chinese):  could this passion have lasted ( a s  long as the 

zither remalnedi'' And.  by dint of the renrwing of  the 

musical play. can the initial Song br rrdiscovrred'?" i I t  

should be remarked that t h e  zither has not rrappeared i n  

the poem: the instrument serms to have bsrn transformed 

into a son-. a Song that is nonr other than the poem 

i tsel f.  )90 

W i t h  limited words.  Li Shangyin writes of "al1 his loves and 

sufferings. his hopes and disappointmrnts." and h i s  bewildrrmsnts and 

disillusionnments. I n  writing these. or in our reading of these. it is 

possible for him to have rernembered his wife or a lover. to have 

thought of his poetry and meditated on his political life. The 



possibilities of so many viable intcrpretations corne from allusions 

which thernselves are vague and bring with them multiple 

interpretations.  Moreovar. the inregration of  allusion into a cornples 

rhetorical and i magistic structure not only makes possible t h e  

juxtaposition of  "things that cannot coes is t .  . . present sensarions and 

emotions and past axperiences. rvhat actually happenrd and what is 

imaginsd." b u t  also contributes to the achievsment of rich symbolisrn 

and subtle irnplications.9 I In  many ways. t h i s  poem outlines the major 

characterist ics and qualities of the poetic vision and rhetoric of L i  

Shangyin's poetry in regulated verse form. And it also serves to 

e s e m p l i f y  Li ShangyinTs artful manipulation of diffrr rnt  modes of 

reading allusion for a distinctive poetic rffect. 

The foregoing discussion in this study has indicated that L i  

Shangyin's complex and indefinite portry is very much reiatrd with his 

use of al lusion.  esprcially his creative use of i t .  Different from other 

creat Tang pocts such as L i  Bai.  whose poetrv often shows 
CI 

cffortlessness. and Wang Wei. who  reveals his art through simplicity. 

L i  Shangyin engages himself with sophisticated craft and cornplex 

structures to crrate  a subtle and ab l iqur  ambiencc in his poetic 

world.97 And in doing so. allusion becomes an important mode. Or. 

as Francois Cheng puts it. L i  Shangyin "moves by allusion."93 



The art of allusion in  L i  Shangyin. as we have seen. is often to 

avoid pointing and so internalizes poetic speech. [ t  is a highly crafted 

art. though it involves the risk of falling flat or dying away into 

muteness. In this art, one needs not only to be learned but also 

familiar with the poer's allusive habit to identif&- the allusion or 

allusive tone in a text i n  which mood. tone, and atmosphere are usually 

dominant and can spread. To pass over an allusive line without 

perceiving any thickening of texture or  hearing another voice w i l l  

make Li  Shangyin's poem trivial or even empty. 

Throughout the  study i t  is recognized that Li  Shangyin's use of 

allusion is a drvrlopment in  Chinese literary history whrre one finds a 

preference for allusion among poets of previous agrs.  I n  discussing L i  

Shangyin's poetic creativity accomplished bu usine the literary past i n  

either a mode of assimilation or that of divergence, I have attempted to 

show the powcr and richness of the litsrary convention to which airnost 

al1 great poets have recouse .  L i  Shangyin deserves our attention 

because his highly allusive poetry provides us with some models i n  

which we see the importance of  allusion, or "yong shi." to the literary 

text not only i n  its relation to the largrr. more general field of culture 

i n  its literary form. bu t  also as an integral part of the poetic system. 

To further explore the significance of "yong shi" i n  Chinese poetry. 

one ma- examine more than one poet's works with a focus on either the 



diachronie aspect of al lusion or its synchronic aspect. Eithrr one will 

be the concentration of  my next research project. 
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4 For instance, Yeh Chia-ying $$$; 9 suggests that the reader 
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intellectually. See Yeh Chia-ying, Jialine. tan shi & @ I'& d-f (Taipei:  

Sanmin, 1984) 368-269. 



3. 566 .  iMy own translation. Other examplrs of this k i n d  are  ''The 
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translation. 
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8 Frng Hao. Yuxishenc shii i  lianzhu. p u n  7 .  3 8 6 .  Trans .  James 
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Poet, 6 2 .  

9 For an analysis of the pottm. set: James Liu .  67-64. 

10 Feng Hao. Yuxishene shiji jianzhu, jtruit 2. 3 9 9  Trans .  James 

Liu, 66. 

I I G u o  Maoqian $13 % fjf. ed. and cornp.. Yuefu sh i i i  % $11 b$ 

t Beij ing:  Zhonphua.  1979 jztun 3 7 .  469. Mv own translation. 
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shiii.jirun 32. 169. 

13 James Liu, The Poetrv of L i  Shang-vin, 6 6 .  
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15 See James Liu, 67. 
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the two words. See J a m e s  L i u .  The Art of  Chinese Poetrv (Chicago: 

The Unversity of Chicago Press, 1962) 138.  

17 Feng Hao. Yuxishene shiii iianzhu. juun 3, 633. Trans. James 

R. Hightower in James R .  Hightower, trans.. "L i  Shang-yin's 'Four Yen- 

t'ai Poems." by Yeh Chia-ying. A Brotherhood in Song: Chinese Poetrv 

and Poetics. ed .  Stephen C .  Soong ( H o n g  Kong: The Chinese 

University Press, 1985)  15. The adverb "intratextually" 1 have used 

here is from t h e  term "intratextuality" which,  in Thais Morgan's 
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works. 1 use this word i n  t h i s  chapter following Morgan's 

interpretation. See Thais Morgan. "The Space of Intertextuality." 

inter tex tua lit^ and Contemporary American Fiction, eds. Patrick 



O'Donnell and Robert Con Davis (Baltimore: The John Hopskins 

University Press. 1989) 70-2 1 .  

18 Y e h  Chia-ying. " L i  Shang-yin's 'Four Yen-t'ai Poems." 9 7 .  

19 James Liu, The Poetrv of Li  Shang-vin, 67. 

20 Quan Tane s h i  ' ( B e :  Zhonghua. 1985)  2403.  

Trans. William Hung in William Hung, Tu  Fu:  China's Greatest Port 

( N e w  York: Russell & Russell. 1 9 5 2 )  101. 

Il Liu  further develops h i s  idea like this: "lt is trmpting to 

connect this picture of a woman alone in  the moonlight with t he  lonely 

goddess of the  moon. and to accept Miss Su's theory that the poet's 

lover was a Taoist nun." To Wang as well as to me. Liu ' s  

interpretation here restrains i n  a way the meaning of the poem. See 

James L i u .  The Poetrv of Li Shane-vin.  67: and Wang Qiugui, 

Objective Corrolative in the Love Poems of L i  Shang-vin, 77-78. 

2 2  In Shan hai 1in.q ï i r f%$-  the Blue Bird is said to  fetch food 

for X i  Wang  Mu and to be at her disposai: and i n  Hanwu gushi 
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Mu to the court of the Emperor Wu of  Han. Following these mythical 
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. , - Si?; 
i n  later stories. See' e . g . ,  Shan hai jing 1 5 ,  ;fij 14 _IL$$ ( S i b u  

congkan V4 3 iE e )  12. l b. and Guo Pu's $ annotation to 

"Dahuang xijing" A ~ ~ ~ ~ $ $ ~  i n  Shan hai i i n - ,  1 6 . l b .  



23 Feng Hao. Yuxisheng shij i  iianzhu, p u n  2 .  457-458. My own 
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Fens Hao. 458. 
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li2jg% (Shanghai: y Shanghai guji, 1986) 196: and James Liu. The 

Poetrv of Li Shang-vin, 84. 

2 5  Guo Maoqian, Y u e f u  shii i ,  j u u n  47. 616. Trans.  Graham i n  

Poems of the Late Trangz 29. 

16 Both the s o n s  and the story told i n  Guiin vuelu are from Guo 
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vin_ 83-84. L i u  mistakrnly uses the First line of the Song a s  the t i t le.  - 
77 James Liu ,  84. In  the original text, Suma Xiangru $5 FM hl 
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Changsha: Shangwu, 1939, 16.378. My  own translation.)  However, 1 
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"since the Emperor is sa id  to have been so rnoved that h e  restored the 



Empress t o  his favor. the allusion would seem to indicate a hopr for a 

similar re turn  t o  fàvor." ( Liu ,  84. ) 

7 8  Liang shu ;$ , I : : .  B e i j i n g :  Zhonghua. 1973)  p u n  5.1. 

M y  own  translation. 

19 Feng Hao. for instance. suggrsts this reading. See Feng Hao. 

Yuxisheng shiji jianzhu. / u u i  3.  458: James L i u  and Zhou Z h s n f u  
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Zhou.  195. 

30 From Li's " J i  nao Han tongnian" î +  . Feng Hao. 

Yuxishene shiji jianzhu- luun 1.  83 .  M y  own  translation. 
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. . - ?:[. 
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37 See. e -g . ,  Wang Qiugui. Obiective Corrolative, 7 1 .  

38 See Graham, 1 5 3 .  
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de qianghua yu shenhoa" 1 1 1  if! di@ fi9 $3 {k $$ix fk. Zhon-wai 
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41 James L i u ,  65.  
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Shangvin shiee iiiie f i ,  vol. 4. 1479. M y  own 
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43 Cited i n  Liu Xueliai. and  Y u  Shucheng, vol. 4. 1470. My own 
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44 Qian Zhongshu @R?I &:, Fengzhu Yuxisheng shiii quanpinq i!$ 
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xuanii, 203. 
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Wen xuan, 19.40 1-402. 

47  James Liu,  65. 
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( Bloornington: Indiana University Press, 1982) 19 1 .  
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66 See Z h u a n  Zi 1-, Nanhua i i n g  i$jifC??$, $ ? ,  fi$'!!$$ 

(Taipei:  Zhongguo zixue minszhu jichen- bianyin jijinhui, 1977) 
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67 Qian Qi. "Dedicated to the Hermit Ts'ui" ;&i$ii E(JI h L!I *$, 
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69 Chang Q u  Huayang auozhi ii':p$ .&, %J .& (Shanghai: 

Shangwu. 1 9 3 7 )  juun 3 .  ?a-Zb. M y  own translation. 

70 Cited i n  L i  Shan's annotation to the "Shudu Fu"  %%fa. See 

W e n  xuan, 4.92. M y  own translation. 

71 Yang Xiong f&:-tf, Shuwane benii 8;~ 1: '&c, cited i n  Zhu 

Heline - x<@..@;, L i  Yishan shiii 111 ;i!j $5 ~ z r u n  shong . 1 b. My own 

translation. 

72 Quoted respectively f rom Li's "Ai  zheng" 9 ( Feng Hao, 

Yuxishene shiii iianzhu, jzrun 2 .  389. M y  translation.), "Jingni" -IF ?k 

(Feng Hao, juun 1 ,  152. My translation.), and "Yan tai" &-$! (Feng 
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Yuxishenr! shiii iianzhu, /uun 1 .  144.  Trans. Graham i n  Poems of t h é  

Late T'ang, 162. 

76 James L i u ,  5 6 .  

77 Francois C h e n g ,  Chinese Poetic Writing, 88. The brackets in 

t h e  quotation are original. 
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In Paula Varsano's recent s tudy of L i  Bai. for example. she displays 
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