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Abstract

The miscellaneous fonns of poetry (MFP) this dissertation addresses refer to a

large body of traditional Chinese poems that involve witty linguistic or graphic

manipulations. Examples of these poems are: poems with unusual syntactic

structure; poems required to contain or composed of particular words; poems with

unusual phonetic features; poems that play with the graphic structure of characters

and graphic textual fonnation. These poems emerged in the Six-Dynasties Era

(220-589), matured in the Tang and Song dynasties, and flourished throughout the

Ming and Qing dynasties. Because of their special fonnal or structural features,

these poems caught the attention of literary commentators from the time they first

appeared. However, these poems have not been systematically examined and

seriously evaluated until the past few years, and they remain largely unknown to

English readers. This dissertation collects poems in this genre from all kinds of

classical and modern sources, classifies them with consistent criteria, and

analyzes their fonnal features and themes. This dissertation proposes that MFP

should not be read with the standard for reading the main fonns of poems because

in the latter, the physical images of the linguistic signs (characters) do not matter,

while MFP make use of not only the images of the characters and their sound

effect, but also "loopholes" in the grammatical structure and parts of speech.

MFP are a combination of linguistic art and graphic art. The fonnal techniques

experimented with MFP are also useful for the main fonns of Chinese poetry.

MFP make us rethink the role of fonn in poetry, and let us see that the Chinese

writing system plays many important supralinguistic roles in Chinese culture.
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List of Abbreviations

QTS - Complete Tang Shi

QSS - Complete Song Shi

QSC - Complete Song Ci

HYDCD - Hanyu Dacidian

Poems and lines from the Tang dynasty are cited from the Quantangshi (3'::J!

i=if) - Complete Tang Poetry (QTS), published by Beijing Zhonghua Shuju in

1960. Shi poems and lines from the Song dynasty are cited from the Quansongshi

(3'::*i=if) - Complete Song Shi Poetry (QSS), published by Beijing University

Press in 1991. Ci poems and lines from the Song dynasty are cited from

Quansongci (3'::*iP}) - Complete Song Ci Poetry (QSC), published by Beijing

Zhonghua Shuju in 1965. For example, QTS 7950 refers to page 7950 in

Quantangshi, QSS 33456 refers to page 33456 in Quansongshi, and QSC 3465

refers to page 3465 in the Quansongci. These three books are available online at

Beijing University's Quantangshi and QuansongshilQuansongci web sites:

Quangtangshi is available at http://chinese.pku.edu.cnltang/; Quansongshi and

Quansongci are available athttp://162.105.161.41/songpoeml. HYDCD refers to

Hanyu Dacidian aXmAiP}$!!-) - The Grand Chinese Dictionary (Shanghai Cishu

Press, 1987). HYDCD 9-1297 refers to page 1297 in volume 9.
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Introduction

1. The Definition of Miscellaneous Forms of Poetry

The miscellaneous forms of poetry (zatishi *,1*i'if, hereafter MFP) this dissertation

addresses refer to a large body of traditional Chinese poems that involve witty linguistic

or graphic manipulations. Examples of these poems are: poems with unusual syntactic

structure; poems required to contain or composed of particular words; poems with

unusual phonetic features; poems that play with the graphic structure of characters and

graphic textual formation. These poems emerged in the Six-Dynasties (220-589),

matured in the Tang and Song dynasties, and flourished throughout the Ming and Qing

dynasties. Because of their special formal or structural features, these poems caught the

attention of literary commentators from the time they first appeared. 1 By the Tang

dynasty, poetry commentators started to put these poems into their own categories. For

example, the Tang poetry commentary book Essential Explanations ofthe Ancient Topics

of the Music Bureau (*M1i~~M) mentions character splitting-reassembling poems

(tibB-i'if), the "Tray Poem" (:m:~i'if, a pictorial poem), palindromes (@l:sei'if), sixteen

types of name poems (*,-i5i'if), and six types of number poems (*,~i'if)?

1 Palindromes (@I)() and character splitting-reassembling (~-g.) are mentioned in Uu Xie's (xi]" 465
522) Carving the Dragon with a Literary Mind ()(II)~ftft):"Character splitting-reassembling poems can
be traced back to the divination with graphic images; palindromes originated from Dao Yuan" (~-g.Z'&.,

Jni]aJFfOO~; @])(FJT~, Jni]mJ~U'1~il). Liu2000 (Vol. 1): 66.
2Wu200l: 61-66.
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In Chinese poetry, poetic forms usually refer to the number of characters in a line, the

number of lines in a poem, parallelism, and rhyme and tonal patterns.3 Ideally, any poem

with an uncommon number of lines, or an uncommon number of characters in each line,

should be considered MFP. However, this is not what MFP is usually referred to. For

example, of the six major poetic commentaries (five from Tang and Song, one from Ming)

that define MFP Van Huazhi (~~1t;G;) presents in his book, only the Ming book considers

some non-manipulation poems part of MFP, such as three line poems, five line poems,

and three-syllable poems.4 In modem times, all major dictionaries adopt the Tang and

Song sense, that is, excluding poems of unusual line syllable numbers, and humorous

poems on the thematic level. See the following definition in the Cihai (m #ij: )

Dictionary:5

~1*i'lf, i'lf1*~I¥J-~, $;'A~%, 1i]~14~yu, F1$9JGW~~7JOOjjut±HY~JG, 1t
1t1if:ffX~W1~ I¥J ,t1JPi.
MFP is a cluster of poems that most often make unusual manipulation in character
forms, syntactic arrangement, phonetic or rhyming, etc., and often feature word
games.

Van Huazhi considers the Tang and Song sense of MFP inadequate, and he proposes a

definition based on the Ming sense that includes the following categories: 1) poems

whose line-lengths are different from that of the majority of the mainstream poems,6 such

as two-syllable (= g), three-syllable (~ g), six-syllable (/\ g), eight-syllable ()\.§'),

3 Classical Chinese poetic form has four basic features: line and syllable numbers (-'f'!1&), parallelism (xt
1:st), thyme ({f)J), and tonal patterns (-'flA), see Shi Wende 2003: 6.
4 These six commentaries are the Tang books Yiwen Leiju (~Jt~~), Yuefu Guti Yaojie *(RtilJj!Jf~M),
and Zatishi Xu (~1*i'ifJ¥), the Song books Canglang Shihua (¥fi;¥~i'ifi:l5) and Songwen Jian C;f:;;Jt!Kf), and
the Ming book Wenti Mingbian Xushuo (Jt1*Il)H'1'tJ¥-m) by Xu Shizeng's (~9iP~ 1517-1580). Xu
Shizeng's book also considers humorous poems (*i~) part ofMFP. See Van 2001: 36-38.
5 For this and the similar defmitions in other major dictionaries, see Van 2001: 46.
6 Five-syllable, seven-syllable and four-syllable are the most common syllabic types in mainstream poems
(especially the fIrst two types).
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and nine-syllable (fL §) poems; 2) poems whose number of lines does not fit into the

recent forms, such as poems of three lines, five lines, seven lines, etc} 3) poems that fit

into the category of recent forms in terms of number of syllables and lines, but not in

terms of tonal pattern (f1A~J\!!JlU); 4) poems that involve all kinds of formal manipulation

as well as poems with humorous and entertaining themes.8

In Yan's definition, the first two categories do not involve linguistic and graphic

manipulation, and they can be called "poems of miscellaneous number of syllables" (~

§ i=i'f) and "poems of miscellaneous number of lines" (~iD i=i'f) respectively. The

majority of the third category can be called "poems of miscellaneous rhyming patterns"

(~~i=i'f). In category 4, "poems with humorous and entertaining themes" are often

called "doggerels" (1T¥lBi=i'f), which do not involve linguistic and graphic manipulation

either. For these reasons, the Tang and Song sense of MFP only covers the first half of

category 4, as well as some poems of sound manipulation from Yan's Category 3.9 If one

were to include poems that do not use linguistic manipulation in one's definition of MFP,

one would have to study them separately anyway; therefore, this dissertation uses the

Tang and Song definition, as expressed in the Cihai (jli¥~) dictionary above.

7 The recent forms (Jlif*i~) refer to the regulated verses ($i~), extended regulated verses (fj~$) and
quatrains (g~1i]), which became popular during the Tang. These poems are either pentasyllabic or
heptasyllabic. Regulated verses have eight lines, extended regulated verses have more than eight lines, and
quatrains have four lines. The recent forms also have strict requirements about parallelism, rhyming and
tonal patterns.
8 Van 2001: 48.
9 Van puts poems with formal manipulation and poems with humorous or entertaining themes (e. g.,
doggerels 1T¥ffii~) in the same category (p. 48). This is not reasonable, because doggerels are purely for
entertainment and do not involve formal manipulation. Van also considers super-witty poems (*~f&i~) and
doggerels similar, which is again unreasonable, since super-witty poems involve a high level of formal
manipulation, and their themes are mostly serious; super-witty poems are witty in terms of form, not theme.
See Chapter Four.
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In the modem era, the term "fun poetry" (~ll.:t:i'lfil:1]) is often used instead of MFP, but

"fun poetry" often misleads people to think that MFP are all for fun, while in fact, just

like mainstream poetry, many poems in MFP are about serious subjects. "Fun poetry"

will be a suitable name only if the reader understands that "fun" here means the fun of

formal manipulation. The relation between the main forms of poetry, fun poetry, and

MFP may be illustrated like this:

Fun poetry
Miscellaneous forms

+--1---4-
of poetry

To summarize, the difference between MFP and the main forms of poetry does not lie

in formal aspects such as line numbers, characters numbers, parallelism, and rhyming and

tonal patterns,1O but rather in the simple presence of linguistic or graphic manipulation.

For example, a palindrome can be a standard regulated verse, but it is its regressively

readable lines that make it an MFP poem.

2. Objectives of this dissertation

Because of the heavy emphasis on achieving unusual linguistic and graphic effects,

which inevitably restricts the poet's expression, MFP has often been considered unworthy

of serious discussion in history, even though its creative use of the linguistic structure and

10 The main forms of poetry or mainstream poetry in this dissertation refer to the recent forms and the
ancient forms. The latter do not have specific requirements about line numbers, parallelism and tonal
pattern, or even syllables, even though they tend to be pentasyllable or heptasyllable. The "recent style
poetry," as the most important part of mainstream poetry, has strict requirements for all of the four elements
Shi Wende listed (see Footnote 3).
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the graphic features is appealing to readers and commentators. See the following

comment by Zhao Yi (~. 1727-1814):11

[~1*i'if]~iP]AJIi~1JT4J5Z 1t, .i)GH.i~T::k1J, ~?fJ\-,*m.

[Miscellaneous forms of poetry] are all written by poets to demonstrate their
competence in creating something new and witty. Although they are not worth
mentioning in serious occasions, they after all have a distinctive mode.

Obviously, MFP has been undervalued because it has been held up to the same

standard as mainstream poetry. When reading mainstream poetry, people only need to

pay attention to the literal and symbolic levels of a text. MFP, on the other hand, also

experiments with the physical structure and the graphic images of the characters. This

means some MFP are not only poems, but also involve graphic artwork closely related to

painting, architecture, calligraphy, and inscription.

As a marginal genre of literature, MFP did not receive close attention until the 1990s,

when several anthologies have been published. 2001 saw the first academic book on

MFP - Yan Huazhi's General Discussions on the Miscellaneous Forms of Traditional

Chinese Poetry (!:p 00 il1~~1*i'ifJi ili). If other historically neglected Chinese literary

genres, such as drama and popular fiction, can prove to be valuable subjects for study in

modern times, then it is now time for the miscellaneous forms of poetry to take a turn.

Yan's book is about the historical development of the main genres of MFP, while this

project is concerned with the distinctive formal features in MFP, which means that poems

from different historical periods that employ common techniques are grouped together for

examination. This project focuses on the micro level by providing relatively detailed

linguistic analyses as well as critical readings. In addition to poems, antithetic couplets

11 Zhao 1975 (vol. 23): 24b.
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(){fltft) that use the same techniques are also discussed. Though conventionally collected

in their own anthologies, antithetic couplets are poetic lines themselves, because all the

middle couplets in regulated verses are antithetic couplets. This project looks at MFP as

a "language lab": many techniques developed in this lab are also used in mainstream

poetry, some more than others.

This dissertation is also aimed at introducing Chinese MFP to English readers. Up to

today, publications in English that touch on MFP are few. 12 This dissertation presents

about 132 poems and about 80 antithetic couplets. 13 By categorizing, illustrating,

translating, and critically analyzing these poems and couplets, this dissertation hopes to

answer questions such as how linguistic rules and the graphic images of the characters

function in the art of poetry, how MFP are related to the mainstream Chinese poetry, and

how MFP reflect traditional Chinese ways of thinking.

3. Methodology

The methodology of this dissertation belongs to the "linguistic approaches" to

literature.14 How linguistic issues may affect the interpretation of literary works has been

recognized as an important subject and has been studied by many important scholars in

the field of Chinese linguistics and literature. Wang U's Hanyu Shilu Xue OXi~i=!f1$~,

1958) demonstrates that classical Chinese poetic lines include many different structures

12 Dick Higgins' book Pattern Poetry (1987) contains an eight-page appendix written by Herbert Franke,
which briefly introduces eight Chinese pictorial poems. John Marney's book Chinese Anagrams and
Anagram J7erses (1993) illustrates about a dozen poems that belong to the character splitting-reassembling
category, plus a few poems that involve puns, herbal names, and place names. The book provides a
detailed bibliography related to these poems.
13 This poem number includes the multiple readings of a poem, such as the regressive reading of a
palindrome. The antithetic number includes a few individual lines.
14 For introduction to the "linguistic model," see Jameson 1972: vii.
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when viewed from a linguistic perspective. Mei Tzu-lin and Kao Yu-kung published

two articles in 1968 and 1971 to exercise what they call "linguistic criticism" on some

traditional Chinese poems. James Liu's book The Interlingual Critic (1982) and

Language-Paradox-Poetics (1988) are especially important books that address linguistic

issues related to the interpretation of traditional Chinese poetry. In the last decade,

"cultural linguistics" (Jt1titf §~, also called "linguistic culture" by some) emerged as a

significant subject in China, and many books related to this subject discuss how linguistic

issues affect literary interpretation. 15 Furthermore, these publications are part of the

global awareness of the new role of language in the twentieth century. To be specific,

this dissertation analyzes how formal manipulation contributes to the artistry in MFP.

To better study MFP, a reasonable classification is essential. MFP are often loosely

classified by different criteria. Gai Guoliang's C~OO~) Three Hundred Fun Poems (~

~ i'if.=:. S 1t) includes seventy-one kinds of unclassified poems. Yan provides a

classification in the appendix of his book, but the criteria for his classification are unclear,

especially on the sub-category level. This dissertation divides MFP into two broad

categories: those manipulating the linguistic aspect of the Chinese writing system, and

those manipulating the graphic aspect. 16 The Table of Contents in this dissertation

reflects this division: Chapters One, Two and Three concern the linguistic aspect, while

Chapters Four and Five concern the graphic aspect.

15 For the study of cultural linguistics or linguistic culture in China, see Huang Wei and You Rujie 2002.
16 This division is based on an important idea raised by Zhou Youguang ()j!fJ1i(j[;) in 1958 regarding the
study of Chinese characters: the study of a writing system should be divided into the development of its
script and the development of the rules that organize the script sIgns into linguistic structures. In 1994,
William Boltz pointed out that a writing system can be spoken of in two senses: the material sense and the
linguistic sense, which is parallel to the signs and the rules Zhou talked about. See Zhou 1958, and Boltz
1994: 9-10.
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Chapter One addresses poems that involve structural manipulation, or poems with

structural prerequisites. Palindromes (Section I) have the structural prerequisite that they

be grammatical when read regressively. Thimble poems (Section II) require that that

within a poem, the ending character or characters of a line be used as the beginning of the

next line. Restructurable poems (Section III) are poems that can be repunctuated into

different poems. Palindromes and restructurable poems share the same feature of having

one text represent more than one poem.

The poems discussed in Chapter Two all share content-based prerequisites. "Content"

here refers to particular kinds of words that are required to appear in the poem. For

example, the number poem requires certain numbers be used in the poem; the name poem

is partially or completely composed of certain kind of names; the assigned-character

poem requires that a certain character or characters appear in every line of the poem; and

the assembled poem is composed of existing poetic lines.

Chapter Three deals with poems of unusual sound effects or phonetic structure, such

as those involve puns, alliterations, and rhyming doublets.

Chapter Four is dedicated to poems involving the graphical manipulation of

characters. The character splitting-reassembling poems (Section I), which involve the

separation and recombination of the elements in characters, are the most important

category in this chapter. The identical-doublet poems and repeated character poems

discussed in Section II make use of the graphic images of words and lines.

Chapter Five is focused on pictorial poems: poems with textual formations designed

as graphic artwork. Among the limited number of sophisticated pictorial poems, most

were created by one person, Wan Shu OJ:f,Xj), in the early Qing dynasty. Because Wan

8



Shu's pictorial poems involve all the techniques discussed in the previous chapters, the

second section in this chapter is dedicated to these poems.

There are often overlapping areas between different categories of poems. For

example, a half-character thimble poem is also a character splitting-reassembling poem.

It would be difficult to classify the poems discussed in this dissertation any more

accurately. The point of classification is to be as reasonable as possible for the

convenience ofdiscussion, rather than to achieve scientific standards of accuracy.

The important features of MFP may be grouped by three aspects: multimeaning,

multimedia, and multifunction. Multimeaning includes linguistic meanings, metaphorical

meanings and "material meanings." The manipulation of linguistic structure creates

multiple linguistic meanings, which may lead to different meanings on the metaphorical

level. The graphic effects also contribute to multiple meanings. Multimedia refers to the

manipulation of graphic and audial effects. For example, the physical appearance of the

characters or character formations in a poem may resemble a painting or calligraphy, and

a poem of unusual tonal pattern may strike the reader with a special musical effect.

Multifunction means MFP has many uses other than its literary merits. For example, a

poem composed of medicine names may be mainly for the purpose of helping memorize

these medicines and their functions. In other words, MFP sometimes has functions

beyond the idea of shiyanzhi (i;j: § t;) - "the poem articulates what is intently on the

mind.,,17 Maybe we could use the term shiweiyong (i;j:~ffl) - "poetry can be used for

practical purposes." as a supplement to shiyanzhi. Shiyanzhi refers to the literary

17James Liu pointed out shiyanzhi has two connotations: poetry expresses the moral inclination, will or
ideal in the mind, and poetry expresses one's personal wish, desire and emotion. "The poem articulates
what is intently on the mind" is Stephen Owen's translation, which actually is a combination of Liu's two
connotations. See Liu 1962: 72 and Owen 1992: 40.
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function of poetry, while shiweiyong can include other functions. Some poem in MFP we

see today are only the texts of what was originally meant to be graphic artworks, such as

poems originally inscribed on mirror-backs, seals, ink stones, or carved walls, windows,

and furniture as graphic decorations. These extra-linguistic functions are important in

Chinese culture. Again, it is precisely because the non-literary aspects were ignored that

MFP have been under-evaluated.

MFP should also be understood in the cultural context of traditional China. Many

MFP poems were composed on all kinds of social occasions for which literati needed to

demonstrate their literary wit, skills, and knowledge. For example, composing matching

poems C¥lli'if), completing antithetic couplets (X1X1I1*), composing poems with assigned

rhyme (~~tf)Ji'if), improvising poems (&Pm;iti'if), and group composition (II*i'if) were all

cornmon poetic activities. Yhe Eight-legged essay (}\}N)() required by the Civil Service

Exams for many centuries is a also style with strict formal restrictions, and the Recent

Style poetry popular from the 7th century on has very strict formal requirements. Since

there was a need for high linguistic skills in both informal social occasions and formal

writing, naturally there were all kinds of experiments on how to strategically use the

Chinese language for maximum effect. The special features of the Chinese syntax and

characters also allow more possibilities for formal construction

The poems discussed here are selected from a variety of sources, such as classical

poetry anthologies, commentaries, and fiction, as well as the Internet, and they are all

translated into English. In order to best retain the structure, form, and meaning of the

original poems, the translations are most often literal rather than poetic (in terms of

10



rhythm and rhyme). Most poems are critically read, especially with consideration on

how the formal features contribute to the theme.

11



Chapter One Poems with Structural Prerequisites

I. Palindromes (@]XW)

The Six Dynasties saw the earliest creation of palindromes among the literati. 18 For

example, the Martial Emperor of Liang (~fEtffl 464-579) exchanged palindromes with

other poets, and a poetry anthology New Songs from the Jade Terrace (.::r Et 1JT 191<)

compiled by Xu Ling (f~15t 506?-583?), contains quite a few palindromes. By Tang,

palindromes were quite common, and the late Tang well-known Japanese visiting scholar

and Buddhist monk Master Kukai (~~ 774-835) considered palindromic parallelism

one of the twenty-nine types of poetic parallelism in his influential book Secret Mansion

of the Literary Mirror (X~fMmit). The following is an example of palindrome

parallelism (@]XX>J) in his bookI9

True feelings come from understanding,
With understanding, there will be true feelings.

Actually, what involved here is chiasmus, because the second line is obtained by

switching the position of the two words ctg* and 1~ J@:) in the first line, and because

there is no other change in character order. This kind of chiasmus may be viewed as a

special kind of palindrome. Since Secret Mansion ofthe Literary Mirror discusses poetic

techniques in Chinese poetry in general, we can see that at that time palindrome was

18 Liu Xie ()(UiW) attributes the creation of the palindrome to a person named Daoyuan (:l]!»¥:), whose
identity is unknown. See footnote 1.
19 Kukai 1983: 247.
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already considered a technique applicable in mainstream poetry. The book Classified

Palindromes (@]Jt~~), compiled by Sang Shichang (~ttt~ around 1208) in the

Southern Song Dynasty, is the most important anthology for palindromes. In the Qing

Dynasty, Zhu Guang (*1t, also known as Zhu Cunxiao *H~) compiled a supplement

to Sang's volume, Supplement to Classified Palindromes (@]Jt~~1H!). However,

neither of these two books seriously classifies the poems. Yan Huazhi's book divides

palindromes into seventeen categories, but these categories often overlap. Besides, some

types are not included, such as the ci-style palindrome (@] Jt iPJ). In the following

sections, five categories of palindromes will be discussed, and categories one through

four actually cover most ofYan's seventeen types, while category five is not mentioned in

Yan's book.

1. Whole-Poem-Regression Palindrome (fi~.@]Jt)

This is the most common type of palindrome, in which the regressive reading starts

with the last character in the last line. See the following example?O

~ig Llr (Written on Turtle Mountain)

m@] Bff1~ '§ Llr 1~, Tides return with dark waves like falling snow mountains,
:®¥m18f-tl"J~ aA. On the distant surface, fishing boats fish the brightness of the moon.
t:1fxt~F'tl1~/J\, The bridge faces the temple gate, and the pine path is narrow,
¥.Ji~HR§~~1.b'(~. The balustrade is by the fountain, and the water on the rocks is clear.
mm~;f%JtLKBJe, Far-stretched are the green trees, where the river sky breaks into dawn,
••~J'~~B at. Mistily spread is the red glow, against which the ocean sun is clear.
Ji~[gOO*~7.K, Looking into all distant directions, I see clouds connecting waters,
~drtTI~J&lKJ%~. Green peaks in the thousands, and several light gulls.

20 Sang 1987: 814. The poet's name is Zhou Zhiwei (f,!iJ~Q~). Also see Liang Yusheng 1993: 104-105.
Liang mentions that the poem is attributed to Su Shi, but he provides no information regarding this
attribution.
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The regressive reading is:

~1R~~t~T~~, Several gulls are light, and thousands of peaks are green;
J1(:M<~OO[J]~;@. Waters connect cloud surfaces, and in all directions things are distant.
BW B1fjf~IT-m., As the sun emerges, the dawn clouds above the sea are red and misty,
BJexrr;j%J~~iliili. And at dawn, river trees are green and stretch far away.
:¥N~::PBlVR3f'.rlt The clear fountain from the rock crack is just beside the balustrade,
IJ\1~tln~xtm. And with a small path and a pine gate, the temple faces the bridge.
~ Jj tsfJ-181m:illi, The bright moon, the fishing boats, and the fishing place are distant,
{~W*1B!BfHEi]1i. And the snow waves are like falling mountains in darkness.

The first poem starts with a night scene - the big rough waves around the islet and the

peaceful fishing boats under the bright moon in the distance. Lines two and three

describe a temple on the islet and a fountain in the temple. In lines five and six, morning

comes, the sky dawns, and the sun rises from the ocean. The last two lines describe the

numerous distant hills, and a few "light" gulls in the air. In the regressive reading, the

poem starts with the distant scenery of the day - the distant hills, the gulls, and the

surrounding waters. Lines three and four are no longer about one particular morning, but

about the scenery on the islet on clear sunny mornings. Lines five, six, and eight are not

very different from the first poem, but line seven (~JjtsfJ-181m:illi), in addition to the

above translation, may also mean "with the bright moon and fishing boats, the fishing

waters appear distant." Line seven also suddenly changes from day time into night time,

and this change seems to make the regressive poem less smooth than the first poem.

However, overall, both readings are grammatically clear, fitting the rules for regulated

verse; and the scenes portrayed are coherent?!

21 For more comment, see Liang Yusheng 1993: 105.
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The following is a series of four poems under the title Four Poems on Four Seasons

([g at [g1t). The palindromic effect highlights the sense of the seasonal cycle during the

;g: Spring

1t~JL;jst*1jJ,p1)], Flowers, several of them, are growing tenderly by the stairs;
:f9P~~T~~1i)Xt,. Thousands of willow tendrils are trailing gently in the wind.

~A*dJt[g~4B, Glowing clouds cover half of the mountain in the setting sun,
jj J::fJ11f1-1%Jtk And the moon rises above a pine tree in a lonely village.

~

~@]¥.iJJ<A{4',

-&~G~7'~jj~.

W~$t)Xt,W~~,

~lfOO' I3)j jj B~ ~.

Summer

Coolness returns to the green bamboo mat, making people feel cold;
Fountain water cools one's teeth, and the summer moon is wintry.
The incense smoke in the breeze is light blue and delicate,23
And on the paper window, the moon is bright, like a white circle.

tk Fall
F~ilntk7.KB, Snow-colored reeds cover the beach, and the autumn river is pale;
:f9p)Xt,t'fifJ1%JllieW1t. The willow-wind fells tree leaves, the morning mountains are gray.
fJJ1rjJt~~'~5::t8, In the lonely canopy in an empty inn, a traveler is startled in a dream:
3!k}flHtE-=t5*~3t. May the migrating goose bring a letter to my home far away.

3f Winter
)Xt,5ffi*JI~~ef"J, Wind rolls up snowy grass, and cold keeps people from fishing;
jj ~~1UH{4'"M:IftIZ?4 In moonlight, the frosty watch clappers clap coldly in the city.

~w~u~ff¥lW, Wine emits a strong fragrance, and a glow fills the cup;
¥iR~~tl~l£rIJIE~.25 Light shadows ofmume branches stretch on the papery canopy.

The progressive readings of these poems are grammatically and semantically clearer

than their regressive readings. Some phrases may seem to be ungrammatical, but they are

all more or less justifiable within the Chinese grammatical system, especially in poetry.

22 Classified Palindromes attributes the series to Xue Tao (~~), a well-known courtesan and poetess in
the Tang Dynasty, but it is not found in Xue Tao's anthology. See Sang 1987: 824, also see Gai 2001: 136
and Liang Yusheng 1993: 102-104.
23 :ff~(xiangzhuGn) refers to curly smoke of incense that looks like the zhuan style script. HYDCD 12
436B.
24 m;fJF (shuangtuo), clapping ofwatch clappers in a frosty night, see HYDCD 11-7IOB.
25 ft\;r\Jt(; is a kind ofbed-curtain. See HYDCD 9-770A.
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For example, "-l%ttt" can be viewed as an inversion of "-ttl%t" to keep the rhyme?6

"tJt" can also be read as a measure word, similar to "-l%t:.tt:" (a tree of flowers).

Composing a matching poem (~Pi=¥ or ~P'l'mi=¥) was a common poetic activity among

Chinese literati. One person can compose a poem in response to another person's poem

by using the same rhyming characters. This makes the composition of matching poems a

challenging job. To compose a matching poem for a palindrome is even more

challenging. Yet this is done in the following example, which is a series of palindromic

poems that matches the above series?7

tf
7Jl%tpi :.tt:£IMffi,
Am~~s'~)Xt..

• ~aJeBw~:t9P,

f;}~afE,§1itt.

Spring
Beautiful trees let flowers fall like passing red rain,

Catkins fly through the curtain, like a startled white breeze.
Yellow adds to the dawning sky, and green spreads on the willow;
Pink falls off clear clouds, and the pine is covered by snow.

][ Summer
Jll~¥j:;7.KVR~~d!, Melon floats in the water jar, and its coolness reduces the heat;
J!~:m:iJJO,rf,':ufi~. Jade lotus root slices are laid in an ice-like dish, too cool to chew.
*41=lJlIM-3fftW, By the slanting rocks near the stairs, bamboo shoots are dense,
IJ\1th~Qt tlHEfjjl. And in the small pool, round lotus leaves sprout.

fk Autumn
~1=l~1jJ~IJ~pt$, The broken rocks are scarlet, and the frosted leaves are red;
_m~l%tIlfR.**it. In light mist, cold trees and the evening woods are dark.

26 Switching the positions of the last two characters in a line for the purpose of rhyming is occasionally
seen in mainstream poetry. In MFP, there are poems that purposefully play with this in every line, and this
kind of poem is called "inverted rhyme poem" (l~rlf5Ji¥) or "inverted phrase poem" (fmcg.i¥). For specific
examples, see Yan 2001: 294-295.
27 Tian's series is not in Classified Palindromes. According to Liang Yusheng (1993: 103), a story has it
that a Ming dynasty scholar Tian Mengyi (ESjt:i'ff) managed to invite the ghost of the Tang courtesan Xue
Tao, who told him the four season series, and Tian composed this series to match Xue's. Liang's book does
not indicate the source of this series. Liang's book also mistakenly switches Xue's winter poem and Tian's
winter poem.
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?&;~1~H~~~ttEE, I wrote a letter to mail my sentiments, but I am too shy to seal it,
!l!t~'t~UXl:tB ~3t. And being disturbed by the wind in my butterfly dream, I am too

afraid to think of home.28

~ Winter
x$ffi~1¥J.lI;rj?, Sky freezes, the rain is cold, and the morning doors are closed;
'§~)5<t.{-t~~~. Snow flies, the wind is bleak, and at night the town gates are shut.
~$£I~jdmi?a!, We gather around the scarlet coal fire in the stove,
~@1kB1ia:~m. To drink from the light green teapot filled with a fresh tea scent.

In mainstream poetry, it is of course common for some lines (especially couplets) to

be better written than others, the result of which is that these lines are even better known

than the poem they belong to. This is also true with palindromic poems. If we treat

palindromes fairly, we should also give special recognition to the better written lines in a

palindromic poem. Liang Yusheng (~3J~1:.) points out that the following couplet (from

the first winter poem above) is especially well written in the above poems?9

*wf@it.~:tfm, Wine emits a strong fragrance, and its glow fills the cup;
¥~~~f~tEErI*m. Light shadows ofmume branches stretch on the papery canopy.3D

Regressive reading:

mrjJlEtEEf~~~~ Inside the thin canopy curtain, papers and light mume shadows lay;
m:tf~it.f@w* In the full cup, glow spreads, and fragrance of wine is strong.

There are also ci (i'ilJ) poems that belong to the category of whole-poem-regression

palindromes; that is, the regressive reading starts with the last character of the poem.

Whole-poem-regression ci palindrome is more complicated than the shi palindromes

28 Butterfly dream is an allusion from the Zhuangzi, in which Zhuangzi is not sure whether he dreamed
about a butterfly or a butterfly dreamed about him.
29 Liang Yusheng 1993: 104.
30 "Papery canopy" (~J;I;,*) is a kind of bed-curtain. See HYDCD 9-770A.
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because the regressive reading involves reparsing. See the following poem "To the Tune

of 'Bodhisattva Barbarian'" (~"f'~) by the Ming poet Zhuo Renyue (ljiAJj):31

~1!f*p±!l!fiH~~,Spring night reveals half of the Toad's light blue image:32

#4mf~ML:~n;f§'tl. By the slanting window, the grievous face seems to recall someone.
~jtVJ3-=.5~, Emptily, she plucks the strings two or three times -
*$~~~. While the red door is still quiet.
*:JtJj~~~~~, At the expected time, he arrives
,t~z:v}'Jjti~. In steps as quiet as a crane's.
IJ\{ff$£~Mt', Gently she releases the light mist-colored silk gauze.
L&t<1tfih~. When it is time to dress, the clothes are soaked with morning glow.

Regressive:

~hfit<1tL&Mt'~, Glowing red soaks her clothes and drives away the gauzelike mist,
$£{ffIJ\~~tAZ:V. Gently, she walks like a cautious little crane.
't~ ~~~ ~~:JtJj, They have secretly set the date,
*~~~$. But the door is still quiet.
*5~ - VJ3~, Plucking the red strings two or three times,
~'tl;f§"tlnML. She thinks of the Xiangru's face in vain:33

~m~4~m, On the grievous window are slanting jade-like stains,34
9ififll:t*1!f~. Where the Toad reveals a half-night of spring.

Notice that the first line in the regressive reading is made up of the characters from

the last two lines in the original poem. This means that the regressive reading changes

the textual structure of the original. This is different from the regulated palindromic

verses, whose regressive readings do not involve reparsing or repunctuation. For this

reason, a whole-poem-regression ci palindrome is also called a "changing-discourse

31 See Gai2001: 151.
32 "Toad" (!lit! chan) refers to the moon.
33 "Xiangru" is Sima Xiangru ('§j l:b;flltlP), a Han dynasty handsome scholar., here refers to her lover.
34 "Slanting jade-like stain" refers to moonlight on the window paper.
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palindrome" (~~@])c).35 Here, "discourse change" refers to a change in the internal

structure of a poem.

This poem also has the distinctive feature that the progressIve reading and the

regressive reading are very different in meaning (in most palindromes the two readings

are similar in meaning). Gai says that the first poem is about the arrival of a secret lover,

and the second poem is about the departure of the lover?6 It seems more likely, however,

that the second poem means the lover never shows up. To be specific, in the first line in

the regressive reading, "g:" (xia, glow in the sky) can mean either morning glow C~g:)

or evening glow (~g:) in the sky. Since the ending line ".Il:t:¥'Jlf1'f" (The Toad

reveals the half-night of spring) indicates that it is midnight, "g:" in the beginning should

mean evening glow. Therefore, the second line "t2'jij/J\~~Atv" (in the regressive

reading) most likely means the woman walking gently to see if her lover is arriving. The

fourth line "*~aa$" (the door is still quiet) and the rest of the poem quite clearly

expresses that the expected person never arrives.

2. Line-by-line-regression Palindrome (fflJiI]@])e)

Unlike a whole-poem-regression palindrome, the regressive reading of a line-by-line-

regression palindrome starts with the last character of the first line. This means that the

regressive reading does not change the sentence order of the original poem, just the order

ofthe characters in each line. See the following poem by the Qing scholar Fan

35 Among the seventeen types of palindromes in the appendix ofYan's book (p. 402) is the "changing-form
and changing discourse palindrome" (1tf*1t~@]}c), but he does not offer any example of this type in his
book. This dissertation will discuss changing discourse (1t~) and changing form (1tf*) palindromes
separately.
36 Gai 2001: 151.
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Zengxiang (~:tf!!I:f$) entitled "Jade House in Spring" (JS.~3ff). The poem on the right is

h . d' 37t e regressIve rea mg:

~~3z:1lUEJ%;m ;mJ% :f:E1ll3z:~!I!t
,§~XXJ~J1HJC:I5)t it~$~~XX~ '§
m't~¥tr~~J~\~ ~J~\~r~¥t't~m

jH~~:tlQWIlJI~ ~JlWII:tzo~'t~Jj

~~t'cJi-:tH~tm tm1~-tSJit'c~~

Qt~MEm3z:t~ft ftt!R3z:mME~ut

A~ UID*1'31f11k 1k1?1'3*UID~A
E3 .t'c~JjY3J~\i1E f1EJ~\Y3~Jjt'c. E3

When printed side by side, the regressive reading and the original mirror each other,

which is why this kind of palindrome is also called a symmetric palindrome (X>tf$@]Jt).

The following is the translation of the original poem (the right above. The regressive

reading on the right has a similar meaning):

In golden and tight clothes, she looks like a butterfly powdered with pollen,
In the shape of a pair of snow swallows are her cold jade hairpins.
In her orchid-pure heart are frosted feelings and complaints,
And the moon in the sky is like a dimple of her sentiment.
When the letter is folded, autumn geese may bring it,
When leaves fall from wufong, the golden balustrade around the well appears eroded.
By observing her Middle Person point, and by writing characters in the stove ash,38
She predicts that he will return in late autumn, by the White Due Day.

Symmetric palindromes are also common in antithetic couplets. See below:

~J:~~m, m~~J:~?9
Guests step onto the Natural Residence, and they become guests in Heaven.

AttA1Jt=¥, =¥1JtAttA.
People pass by the Big Buddha Temple, and the Temple Buddha is bigger than people.

37Yan2001: 361.
38 The Middle Person is an acupuncture point between the nose and upper lip, which is used for
fortunetelling. Writing character in the ash from a stove is also a way for divination.
39 This couplet and the next one are in Liang Yusheng's book (1993: 98-99). "j(r&J@" literally means
"natural residence," but according to Liang's explanation, it was also the name of a restaurant in old Beijing,
and this couplet is said to have been found in that restaurant.
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The following couplet is a "phonetically symmetric" palindrome (i~1t@])():40

I.!IDL 1'iD'fEllJ M1 I.!ID; The lotus flower in the picture was painted by a monk;
~rfili¥JZ.~ti~f*~. The imitations of the Han stone rubbings were written by a hanlin. 41

Each line in the couplet sounds the same when regressively pronounced, but the

regressive writing does not make sense. This kind of palindrome is rare.

The following is a line-by-line-regression ci palindrome to the tune "Bodhisattva

Barbarian'" (it~~), composed by Zhu Xi (*_ 1130-1200) in the Song dynasty:42

IltIT~~:lf~~, Late red has flown away, and the spring is slightly chilly;
~~:lf~~ITIlt. The slightly chilly spring is ending and flying red is late.
t#fImr~Jm~, Wine in the cup reflects the dense green trees,
~Jmr~fImt#. And the dense trees green the wine cup.
*1L1Ji'lfii]~, The old immortal's poetic lines are good;
~fii]i'lf1L1J*. The lines are good, but the poetic immortal is old.
*'t~:i!~7J, One always hates to send away the year's youth,43
7J~:i!'t~*. And the youth of the year forever sends away sentiments.

Regressive reading:

¥~~:lf~~~IIlt,

Ilt~I~~:lf~¥~.

~Jmr~rfl!ft#,

t#rfl!f~Jm~ .
~ii] i'lf1L1J*,
* 1L1J i'lfii]~f .

7J~:i!'t~*,

*'t~:i!~7J.

The slightly chilly spring is ending and the flying red is late;
Late red has flown away, and the spring is slightly chilly.
The dense trees green the wine cup,
And the wine in the cup reflects the dense trees.
The lines are good, but the poetic immortal is old,
And the old immortal's poetic lines are good.
The youth of the year forever sends away sentiments forever,
And one always hates to send away the year's youth.

Each of the above poems contains four couplets, and if we put each couplet in one

line, we will get the following symmetric text:

40pound in: http://www.5zh.com/cms/app/info/doc/index.php/22634
41 A hanlin is a scholar in the Imperial Academy.
42 Sang 1987; 819. Also see Gai p. 147.
43 "The year's youth" refers to spring.

21



Il~JI~~tF~¥~, ¥~~tF~~uat.

ttmt~TlA~, ~TlAt~mtt.

:t'dl1Ji~tJM-, M-tJi~1l1J:f.

*'t~~1f7J, J'j1f~'t~*.

If we switch the left side and the right side in the above poem, we will get the

regressive reading, which is also symmetric:

¥~~tF~~~Iat, at~I~~tF~¥~.

~TlAt~1Wt#, t#mt~TlA~.

M-tJi~1l1J:f, :f1l1Ji~tJM-.

7J1f~I~*, *'t~~1f7J.

This means that the regressive reading of a line-by-line-regression ci palindrome is

just a rearrangement of the original poem, which means this kind of poem also has a

graphic effect. From Classified Palindromes, we can see the majority of the ci

palindromes are of this type, because it is relatively easy to compose (since the regressive

reading does not require reparsing).

3. Self-symmetric palindrome <*tJXrl"$[illX)

A self-symmetric palindrome is a poem in which every line is symmetric, and

therefore the regressive reading is exactly the same as the original. See the following

poem entitled "Spring Boudoir" (tFliJ) by a Qing dynasty poetess Li Yang (~am):44

:j;mLlIDI~LlIDm:j;, The drooping curtains of the painted house are drooping,
il*'[5F~f:I[5F*il. Who is tied to my heart, my heart is tied to whom?
~*iEtt{t*~, Shadows fondle flowers and flowers fondle shadows,
f:f:*;fgp~;fgp*~f:. Silk connects to willow tendrils and willow tendrils connect to silk.
H&~t~¥§~tJiVJiL, Face is crossed with tears, tears cross the face,
J§~~*~~J§. On dark eyebrows grief is thick, and grief darkens eyebrows.
7j(~~n~1~Uk, Long night chills the lamp, and the chilly night is long,
'~Y3J}iEJ}!J3AA. The hope-to-return dream still dreams of his time of return.

44 See Yan 2001: 353.
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This is a boudoir poem about a woman missing her lover. In each line, the subject

and the object are switched around, which may help stress the close relationship between

the loving woman and the one she loves. In addition, the last three characters of each line

mirror the first three characters of the line, creating an impression of entangled feelings.

The following are three self-symmetric antithetic couplets:45

'l=flfi W~WfJJi '1=,
J(JiJ-k~J-kJiJ(.

¥3Uk~![~J-k¥~,

Urti~![~Pl~~I.

Fog locks the mountain top and mountains lock the fog;
Sky connects the waters and waters connect the sky.

In the Shallow Water Bay, water is shallow;
In the Red Strawberry Valley, strawberry is red.

1:~ § 7fVJ<* § ~1:,

.W~lltt~llt~W•.
Shanghai's tap water comes from the sea;

Yellow Mountain's falling-leaf pines drop leaves and the
mountain becomes yellow.

This kind of palindrome is based on the fact that Chinese verbs and nouns do not

change forms in a sentence; verbs can be used as nouns, adjectives can be used as verbs,

and so on. Besides, many double or triple character words in Chinese can naturally be

read regressively, such as "~~:!l!B"-":~t!r~~" (I love her - she loves me), "1:~"- "~

1:" (Shanghai - Above the sea), W1:-1:W(on the mountain - climb the mountain), "¥~

J-k" - "J-k~" (shallow water - water is shallow).

In rare cases, self-symmetric palindromes can be made of symmetric characters, thus

creating a "mirror effect" on the character level. Below is a line of this kind that is

waiting for a matching line:46

WA.±.A W- Great Mountain King Great Mountain

45 The first couplet is written in a tourist site on the Gulangyu Island near Xiamen City in Fujian province.
For the second couplet, see Liang Yusheng 1993: 89. The third couplet is anonymous.
46 Anonymous, found in the internet discussion room of the Beijing University Chinese Department's
website: http://chinese.pku.edu.cnlbbs/
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"wAI" (Great Mountain King) refers to the head of the bandits in the mountains.

AW(Great Mountain) is the name of this particular bandit head. There is also an audial

trick in this line: the left A is read dai, because "AI" (a bandit head) is pronounced as

daiwang, while the right A is pronounced as da. This means the matching line should

also have such a sound structure. This kind of couplet is called an "absolutely parallel

couplet" (~i3xt), which is the most difficult type of parallelism.

4. Palindromes of Unusual Textual Formation

The poem in the picture below is in a circular formation, and one can start reading it

from any character on the circle, either forwards or backwards. For this reason, it is also

called a "hidden-head palindrome" (~:*@])() or an every-character palindrome (~~

@])(). For example, by starting with "}Xl" and reading clockwise and counter-clockwise,

we will get poem I and poem 2 below respectively:47

Poem 1
}Xl~ffgfE~, Wind dances, colorful flowers fall,
~~7JlXIlf4t.J. Snow flies, flowery trees are quiet.
Uffi¥';Rg¥t, In the red rain, the twilight clouds are thin,
J3 ~W%=iJ1t. The moon is hazy and fragrant fog flows.

Poem 2
}XliJ1t*W~, Wind flows, fog's fragrance is bewildering,
J3 rtg¥';Rffi. The moon is thin and the twilight is like light rain.
U~lXI7J~, Against the tranquil red clouds, tree blossoms fly,
~~fEffg~. Flowers fall like now, and dance colorfully.

If we draw lines to connect the characters on the opposite side of the circle, we will

see that each pair of characters connected by a diameter share a common rhyming sound:

47 Gai 2001: 6.
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"1i" (luo) - "ri" (bo), "{:t" (hua) - "'I:" (xia), "fig" (yan) - "YiR." (dan), "~" (wu) -

"ffi" (yu), etc. This explains why the twenty characters on the circle can be read as forty

poems by rhyming. Gai Guoliang notes that the poem was originally inscribed around a

teapot to allow the reader to start from whichever character directly faced him, and to

read in either direction, therefore the poem was meant to serve as decoration, and its

literary meaning was less important.

The following is a poem found among the Tang documents kept in Dunhuang ($!;JJi.),

the famous town on the Silk Road. Because it is in the shape of a cross, it is called a

"cross poem" (+~i~).

Ji!f
¥U
W

;RJJ :f:b A tlr JR. B16
7](
'z,;tm,
i\:

Gai provides the following reading for this text:48

Ji!f¥UWtlr7](¥J1Li\:, From Tang to the West Mountains, water flows long,
i\:¥J1Llk tlr JR. B16. The long-stretching water and mountains are under the sun.49

16 BJR. tlr A :f:b 19J, Bright sun appears above the mountains, people and horses move,
19J I-bAtlrW¥UJi!f. Moving horses, people, and mountains go westward and reach Tang.

The regressive reading is about a similar journey. Actually, since both the horizontal

line and the vertical line in the cross are palindromes, we can get the following poem

with these two lines and their regressive readings:

48 Gai 2001: 29.
49 It makes better sense to pronounce.m as xian in this poem, which means "to show/appear" rather than
"to see."
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}j~u® ill 7.K1Jrt*, From Tang to the West Mountains, water flows long,
*m7.Kill®~U}j. The ever-flowing water flows westward to reach Tang.
JIG RJJi!. ill A 1::h M, Bright sun appears above the mountain, people and horses move,
M1::h A ill JJi!. BJIG. The moving horses and people are like mountains under the sun.

These two poems also have a thimble structure (T9!#i~, see Section II). In the first

poem, the last two characters of each line are reused as the beginning of the next line.

However, because the positions of last two characters are first switched and then used in

the next line (e. g. "$)'TE*" in the first line becomes "*$)'TE" in the second line), it is not a

typical thimble poem, but a partial thimble poem. Besides, the thimble structure occurs

only between the first two lines and the last two lines. The cross may represent an

intersection of two crossing roads, which is relevant to the travel scene presented in the

poem.

The following poem combines a cross-shaped palindrome and a rhombus-shaped

palindrome. It is attributed to Su Shi, and can be read horizontally, vertically, and from

one comer to another,s° earning it the title "multi-way poem" (&1l i~) .

m
ffi it"

~ A *t
ill £1

JZg ~ 1t
7.K $)'TE 1i ~ lit ~ ~

Ji..'.lf)

1-* it JZg

* 13-
~ ;J,. W

~ P±
~

50 The poem is selected from a web page: http://www.powerha.com/poernlancient/200ll00300l.htm. The
original source is unknown.
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In this poem, one can find thirty pentasyllabic poems by starting with any character

on the four sides and reading either clockwise or counter-clockwise. For example, if we

start with the character "~I" and read counter clockwise, we will have the following

poem:

Against the red (flowers) are the cold mist and rain,
Hidden mountains seem distant from the water marshes.
Tips of the bamboo shoots hide in the east,
But their fragrance covers the distant flowers.

One can also get four pentasyllabic poems with the thirteen characters on the cross

within the rhombus - by reading from right to left, left to right, top to bottom or bottom

to top. The twenty-nine characters in the diagram can also be read as heptasyllabic

poems. Notice that in the diagram, characters on the opposite sides of the central

character "~" rhyme, for example, "~" (yan) - "~" (jian), "ffi" (yu) - "~±" (tu), etc.

Like the circular poem above, the cross palindrome and multi-way palindrome may

also have been composed as graphic artwork, to be inscribed on objects as decorations.

Pictorial poems of this kind will be discussed further in Chapter Five.

5. Accidental Palindrome

All the palindromes discussed above are intentionally created. There are also many

reader-discovered palindromes that may not have been intentionally created. These

palindromes may be called "accidental palindromes." Accidental palindromes often

occur only on the sentence or couplet level, rather than on the poem level. As Yan points

out, the creation of Chinese palindromic poems is never completely accidental, because
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many classical Chinese phrases can be read regressively naturally.51 Chen Wangdao (~*

Mm 1890-1977) was probably the first modem scholar who touched on this issue. In his

influential book Xiucixue Fa/an (1~15¥~tt}L), he points out that accidental palindromes

can be found not only in poetry, but also in prose essays. He presented the following

examples from the Daodejing (mt~~~):52

One who knows does not speak;
One who speaks does not know.

True words are not beautiful;
Beautiful words are not true.

Good people are not good at talking;
Good talkers are not good people.

However, in each line, the second half is not a complete regression of the first, so

these lines are actually chiasmi, close relatives of palindromes. The chiastic features of

these lines retains the paradoxical meaning in them: language is not capable of expressing

knowledge or one's moral quality, yet we have to rely on language (even Laozi himself),

as James Liu pointed out.53

Accidental palindromic lines are quite often seen in poetry. For example:54

;j%J~ l¥j LlJ i1i , Woods connect the southern mountains that approach;
ml1dtm~. Mist covers the north side [ofthe river], which is distant.

Regressive:
i1i LlJ l¥j~;j%J,

~m~t*mI

Nearby mountains connect the woods in the south;
Distant riverside in the north is covered by mist.

51 The examples Yan offers include "~B~JTf ~" - "~JTf~ B~" ("Lucky day, the hour is pleasant" 
"Pleasant hour, the day is lucky"); "1fE a]j.R" - ".R a]jE1f" ("Floating clouds, bright moon" - "Moon is
bright, clouds are floating"). See Yan 2001: 180-181.
52 The fIrst couplet is from chapter 56 ofDaodejing, and the third is from chapter 81.
53 Liu 1988: 5-11.
54 The following fIve examples are respectively from QTS 691, 2505, 4770, 2914 and 2559.
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¥¥.*3fwr~, Green is deep and opens the cracked cliff;
~I~~~t~. Red in the distance connects the flying house.

Regressive:
~wr3f¥.*¥,
-l*I( i;l; ,- lrr
1.'k \J ~I=I :® ~-.L •

{1t~~~*,

I3J3n3S.iitJJ~ .

Regressive:
~7j(~~{1t,

~ iitJJ3S.1¥ I3J3 .

19P:lJ!~*it,

:tr:~3~Bjg.

Regressive:
1-'7j(~:lJ!19P,

jg~B3 :I:i~:tr:.

The cracked cliff splits the deep green;
The house seems flying and connects to the distant red.

Purity falls into the golden pond water;
Brightness floats on the jade stairs' frost.

In the pond the golden color has sunken;
On the frosty stairs jade reflects brightness.

From the willow pond, spring water is overflowing;
Above the flower ferry, the setting sun is slow.

Overflowing water is around the spring pond willows;
Slow sun is over the evening ferry flowers.

The regressive reading of some accidental palindromes requires rhythmic change. In

the following examples, the original lines are in "4 characters + 3 characters" structure,

while the regressive readings are in three-four structure. This rhythmic change in fact is a

structural change, though the regressive reading and the progressive reading have the

same number of characters in each line, and have the same number of lines, and are even

composed of the same characters. See below (the hyphen indicates the rhythm):

*t~~~1&-ajfJJ~, The wine cup glows in twilight - the sky has just cleared,
*l!m{ijf~-wH I2]jJ . Oars touch the lotus leaf pearls - they break but remain round.55

Regressive:
~*}]aj-~1&~~*t, Clouds Disappearing and clearing, the glow shines in the wine cup;
I2]jJHW-~{ijfm*J?:. Round and small, the pearl-shaped lotus leaves touch the oars.

55 "Leaf pearls" here refer to the small drops of water on the lotus leaves.
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When reading a palindromic poem, we need to first treat it as a poem, just like other

normal poems. It is true that the palindrome structure restricts the poet, but the recent

poetry in general all "dance in chains." Palindromes just have a stronger degree of

formal restriction. The restriction is not always negative, because it also adds additional

features to the poem. A palindrome has two poems that present a scene or theme

simultaneously from two perspectives, like a hologram. The differences between the two

poems may be subtle or large. The two readings may not be equally good, but they do

not have to be - we may treat one as the main poem and the other as the auxiliary poem.

If a regular poem is a right-handed or left-handed person, then a palindrome poem would

be an ambidextrous person. Each hand of the ambidextrous person may not be as skillful

as a one-handed person's hand, but the ambidextrous person certainly has advantages that

a right-handed or left-handed person does not.

II. Thimble Poems (mtrWf)

A thimble poem is one in which the ending character or an element of the ending

character is used as the beginning of the next line, or several ending characters of one line

are used as the beginning of the next line, which means that each line regularly overlaps

with the next line. Thimble poems can be divided into one-character thimble poems (-

.<¥Jmtfi'if), half-line thimble poems (*iDJmtfi'if) and half-character thimble poems (*

.<¥Jmtfi'if). The following is a one-character thimble poem, in which the last character of

each line is used as the beginning character of the next line:

Jj $~oJ1(mJlmttMoonlight is like water, and the whole garden is in autumn;
{X)Xl~~AU!lI~. Autumn wind briskly enters the painted house.
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~J::d>~=!~* § i~, In the house, upstairs, the young wife is deep in regret,
i~iJ:~~.m!t1~t Regretting that she let her husband go out to seek success.

This poem is an adaptation of Wang Changling's C:E.~~ 698-757) well-known poem

"Boudoir Complaint" (II! f&). 56 The adapted thimble style has a stronger sequential

feature than Wang Changling's poem: "tk" (autumn) in the end of the first line leads the

reader to "tkJXt." (autumn wind) in the second line, "~" (house) at the end of the second

leads the reader to the regretful "d>~=!" (young wife) in the third line, and "i~" (regret)

connects the "d>~=!" to what she is thinking.

Poems in which two or more characters in a line are reused in the beginning of the

next line are called half-line thimble poems U¥-iDJ9f#i'lf). In the square poem on the

right, the last four characters in a line are reused. Because it is

written in a circular formation and can be read continuously, it is

also called a "hidden-head" poem (*--iDJlJf#~~i'lf), or a "strung-

pearls" poem (~~i'lf).57 The normal layout of the poem is:

~iEY3~Ib

• 5z0
B ~

BtM~JJmi

~ft;Y3~Ib5z0~, After enjoying flowers I return on a flying horse;
~ Ib 5z0~miJJ~. The returning horse flies, but being drunk, I have no strength.
miJJ~MatB~, When I wake up from drunkenness, it's already dusk,
MatB~~iEY3. When waking up, it is dusk, and I return from enjoying flowers.

56 Wang Changling's poem is (QTS 1446):
II] r:p :0>:iEI/f~~, The young wife in the boudoir doesn't know what worry is,
O{!f B{9i~J:~~. And on a spring day she heavily makes up and goes upstairs.
Xg,fll.!,J)B~1h19P~, Suddenly she sees the willow color over the field,
'1'flJ~:1(~mM1*. And she regrets letting her husband leave home to seek fortune.
57 Zheng and Zhu point out that the strung sentences can also be found in prose, called "strung-pearls
sentences" (~~ 1:1]), see Zheng & Zhu 1993: 540-541. The poem here is collected in Classified
Palindromes (Sang 1987: 808), in which the text is arranged in a circle. The square formation is in Gai's
book (2001: 4). Also see Yan 2001: 303-304. The poem is attributed to Su Shi.
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Below is another half-line thimble poem. Because it is also a palindrome, it can be

called a "strung-pearls palindrome" (@]:3Z::II:t~1*). It is entitled "Four Season Landscape

~rJ$ j¥;j:gpW:y:a!1?i[)i ~
:W~~7.kZ9J~iffi][B*

t'cIT~JfI1r3¥YtHI¥~7.kmt
ITj:?mz~t~<J~ ~fffllJ I5i~

The four lines represent four poems, respectively about spring, summer, autumn, and

winter. For example, with the half-line thimble structure, the first line is read ~rJ$ J$;j:gp

W:y:a!, ;j:gpW:y:a!1?i[)i~, and then, by reading these two lines regressively, we get ~)i

1?i[ B1J:Y: W;j:gp, a!:y: W;j:gp j¥ rJ$~ . When putting the four lines together, we get the

following quatrain:

~rJ$j¥;j:gPW:y:a!, Orioles chirp on the waterside willows and play in the clear spring,
;j:gpW:Y:a!1?i[)i~. Willows play in the clear springtime and the night moon is bright.
~)i 1?i[B1J:y:W;j:gP, The moon is bright, the night is clear, and spring plays in the willows,
a!:Y:W;j:gpj¥rJ$~. Clear spring plays in the willows, and the waterside orioles chirp.

We can get three more similar poems from the other three lines in the original text,

and all the four poems are palindromes whose regressive readings are exactly the same as

the progressive readings.

The thimble technique may also be applied on the character element level - an

element of the last character of a line is used as the first character of the next line. This

kind of poem is called a half-character thimble poem C*-*J9Hti~). Half-character

thimble

58 Yan (2001: 353) points out it is found in a Ming dynasty book Talks ofthe Chang'an Guest (**~iIS),
but it is actually in the Song dynasty book Classified Palindromes, see Sang 1987: 808. In Sang's book the
text is in a circle, while in Gai's book (2001: 143) it is a square. Also see Shi 2001: 118 and Gai 2002: 143.
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poems involve the image of characters, therefore they are also character splitting-

reassembling poems (see Chapter Four). See the following example:

) \. Ji r:p fk~f!'Jrr 5t~1m tli~ r:p ::f~ $tP~{I1*:1J9;Q£ 4-f$ d> :f$1tlJ Y3 tl JtlJ r:p '*
if§)5ILAJ1at1~ ¥O :fI~1JJjUFrtJ ~ ftlJA -r1im59

It is said that this unpunctuated text was a test given to Ji Xiaolan (~D~~ 1724-

1805, also known as Ji Yun ~c$]) by his wife-to-be when he proposed to marry her. She

asked that this text be read as a regulated poem. It has forty-nine characters and does not

fit any forms of regulated verse, but Ji passed the test by reading it as the following:

)\.Ji r:pfk~f!WJ, The Mid-autumn in the eighth month is a good time for dating,
Ji -r5t~1mtli~. Therefore under the moon we play the zither and recite ancient poetry.
~ r:p::f~$*~{I, In the temple no bell or drum is heard,
£¥,*:1J9;Q£4-f$. And only late at night can we know the motion of the stars.
$ d> :f$1tlJY3 tlJtlJ, Many immortals retreated to ancient temples,
.!¥)j r:p ,*if§)5IL,\-tJ1. While the Prime Minister in the court is exhausting his mind.
JLat1~¥O:fl~~¥FrtJ, When can we get to the Peach Blossom Cave,
~~1tlJA-r1i:fJt To play chess with the immortals?

Ji Xiaolan took the elements "Ji," "~," "£," "$," "'!¥)j," "JL," "~," "~"

respectively from the characters "'Jj," "i~," "{I," "f$," "JtlJ," "-tJ1," "1FrtJ," "m," and used

each of these elements (which are also independent characters) as the first character of

the next line in the poem. In other words, the first character in the second line (Ji) is the

right side ofthe last character of the first line ('Jj); the first character in the third line (~)

is the right side of the last character in the second line (i~), and so on.

There are also irregular thimble poems and thematic thimble poems, in which the

ending part of a line is slightly changed before being used as the beginning of the next

59 Liu Zhonghua 2003: 16-17. The poem is also included in Gai's book (p. 33), with minor differences.
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line, or a theme of one line is readdressed in the next line. For example, Gai considers

the following poem ofLi Bai (~B) a thimble poem of this kind:60

~Llr~Llr ~BE,

BE!it!it*~ti.

*~ti-
tiA~Llr1l!.,
EJ}~mti&#§7K

#§7JCt,
-JJ:. YJ-;&,
BE~hirti -!f!. Y3.

White Clouds Song - Sending Liu the Sixteenth
Back to the Mountains

The Chu and Qin Mountains both have white clouds,
And the white clouds follow you wherever you go.
Always following you -
As you go into the Chu Mountains,
Clouds will also follow you cross the Xiang River.
On the Xiang River,
There are dodders,
Where clouds are good for sleeping on, so you should return soon.

From the title we see this is a farewell poem to a friend who was going back to the

Chu Mountains. On the surface, lines 4 and 5 (tiA~Llr1l!., EJ}~ti&#§*) seem to

be past events, but reading them as such makes it hard to explain the last line (BE±lhir

ti -!f!.Y3), which means the person has not gone yet. If we read the lines 4 and 5 in the

future tense, the problem will be solved (see translation above). In this poem, the thimble

feature gives a clear sequence of the actions, and provides a strong linkage between the

images.

The thimble style is often found in folktales. For example, one commonly seen

children's game is to find a final answer for a string of endless questions. See the

following two anonymous folklores:

jJ~~P~? fr!! Llr 7. Where is the cat? - It went to the mountain.
jJ~ Llr P~? *¥t7. Where is the mountain? - It was flooded.
jJ~7j(P~? ~O¥M7. Where is the water? -It was used to make mud.
jJ~¥MP~? 1*±i7. Where is the mud? -It was pasted on the wall.
jJ~±iP~? 31If1A 7. Where is the wall? -It was nosed down by the pig.
jJ~31IfP~? a&JJZ; 7. Where is the pig? -It was eaten by the wolf.

60 QTS 1721. Also see Gai 2001: 79.
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jj~J~PM? 1T~T. Where is the wolf? - It was killed.
jj~ltPM? ~aT. Where is the wolfs skin? - It was used to make a drum.
jj~aPM? 1TMtT, Where is the drum? - It was broken,
~~j(.::F*:t:T. And boys and girls have grown up.

In this dialogue, how to provide a final answer is the witty part. The ending suggests

that by the time the drum is broken, children have grown up, and therefore there will be

no more questions of this kind. Another way to stop the asker is to lead back to the

beginning, so that the dialogue becomes endless. See the following common "story":

hA.lWifl' L1J, L1J 1I!.ifl'JEl3, JEl31I!.ifl'*0 f;!6 IE:tE1ftl!ix$. 1ft I¥J~: fA lWifl' L1J, L1J
1I!.ifl'JEl3, JEl31I!.ifl'*0 f;!6 IE:tE1ftl!ix$. 1ft I¥J~: ...
Once upon a time, there was a monk in a temple in the mountains who was telling
a story, and the story was about a monk in a temple in the mountains who was
telling a story, and the story was ...

This kind of "circular" story is similar to the circular teapot poem and the square

hidden-head thimble poem discussed above. Also see the half-character-hidden-head

circular poem attributed to Bai Juyi (SmJj) in Chapter Four.

III. Restructurable Poems (3t1*~iitJ and :Jf~~iitJ)

According to legend, when Ji Xiaolan wrote the following well known Tang poem by

Wang Zhihuan (.=EZ~ 688-742) on a fan for the emperor, he forgot to write the

character "1'81" in the first line. He was accused of trying to fool the emperor. This is the

poem:61

Jit~ilJ JZliJ: S~ 1'81, The Yellow River flows into the distant white clouds,
- j::HJJ1~]JiWJJ L1J. A lonely town sits among the tens of thousands of mountains.
xm1ilJ~Jj1f~ij%;fgP, Why should the Qiang flute complain about the willows?62
:ff)X\.~&~n~. Because the spring breeze does not cross the Jade Gate Pass.

61 QTS 2849.
62 Qiang was a minority in northwest China.
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Fortunately, at that time there was no punctuation, so Ji Xiaolan explained that he had

just composed his own poem, which happened to look like Wang Zhihuan's, but it should

really be read like this:

~}pJ:QtL, The Yellow River flows into the distance,
SE-h, Where there is a layer of white cloud,
m1~7.:fl!J3J L1J. And a lonely town and ten thousand mountains.
~m1ilJ~~f'~? Why should the Qiang flute complain?
tf"tIjP~)Xl., Because the spring willow breeze
:::f.&£n~. Does not cross the Jade Gate Pass.

In fact, even without forgetting the character rB], Wang Zhihuan's poem can be

similarly adapted by replacing lines 2 and 3 with "sErB], -hm1~hl!J3JL1J" (Among

the white clouds, are a lonely town and ten thousand of mountains).

The following famous poem by the Tang poet Du Mu (t±!\:l( 803-853?) is another

such example:

majj
majj atTfffi~~,
~J:JTA~~;t.

1ir rlJ] ¥fl!f%1ilJ~:ff ,
!\:l(!ij!1H§'~1tif't

Adapted:

On The Spring Memorial Day
On the Spring Memorial Day, rain continues to fall,
And people on the road are all heart-broken.
May I ask where there is a tavern?
A herdboy points at the distant Apricot Village.

majjatTfffi, On the Spring Memorial Day, it rains,
~~N~L1T, And on the road many people are walking-
A~~~. Almost heart-broken.
1ir \Q] ¥fl!f%1ilJ~, May I ask where there is a tavern?
:ff!\:l(!i, There is a herdboy,
~t§'~1tif'1. Who points at the distant Apricot Village.

36



Some poems can be reparsed into prose. For example, Li Bai (* B) wrote the

following poem "To Du Fu for Fun" (I!U~1±1i):63

tft~w::kJi1±1i, I met Du Fu on top of the Rice-Grain Mountain,
::k IG ~ -=r B J:i! q:. Who wore a bamboo hat under the noon sun.
1: 1'15] JJIJ3tCt1l1:, I asked him why he was so thin,
9-11 fA lW1ti'iffi. (He said) Only because writing poems is a pain.

The following is the prose adaptation:

tft~ w::k, Ji1±1i::k1G~-=r. BJ:i!q:, 1:1'15]: "JJIJ*:i\1l1: ? ""9-11fA*1ti'iffi."
On Top of Rice-grain Mountain, I met Du Fu wearing a bamboo hat. The sun was right
at noon. I asked: "Why are you so thin since our parting?" (He said) "Only because
writing poems is a pain."

The following strung-pearl thimble poems discussed above can also be reparsed into

prose:

~1tY3*1=b

fJ ~n

B ~

atMVit:1J¥W

~1tY3*, 1=b~n~. ¥W:1JVit, MatBfJo
When returning from enjoying the flowers, my horse was
flying-fast, and I felt weak because I was drunk. When I woke
up, it was already dusk.

The whole-poem regressIve ci poems discussed in Section I involve inter-

sentence restructuring, but they can still be sung to the same tune as the regressive

readings. However, the following example is different:

§ltJ§'t15, The frowning eyebrows are grievous,
'!:7t$iJY, Grief is more abundant than joy,
*ffif3*1t1§$K, The sleeves constantly cover tears.
YWm1t't15~~1l. Being sick from wine, the flower worries, and the face is thin.
~~tJJt~, The house is empty, locking swallows inside,
~~tJJt~, The house is empty, locking swallows inside,
~tJJt~f~. The swallows are locked in the empty house.

63 QTS 1892. The adaptation is found in the following web site: http://www.iqstar.net/cgi
bin/topic.cgi?forum=12&topic=494&show=120
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This is a drama (qu aB) styIe of palindrome to the tune "All Happy" (~*-* )

composed by Zhong Longzi (1rr:Jtr) in the Yuan Dynasty,64 and it can be read either as

a whole-poem-regression palindrome (starting with the last character of the poem) or a

partialline-by-line-regression palindrome. Below is the whole-poem-regressive reading:

The house is empty, locking swallows inside,
The swallows are locked in the empty house.
The swallows are locked in the empty house.
The thin face is grievous, the flower is sick from wine,
Tears are covered with the long sleeves.
Little joy, much grief,
The grievous eyebrows frown.

Notice this reading has a different tune as compared with the original poem. This

means that it is in the category of changing-form poem. This poem also largely alludes to

the following lines of a poem by the Song poet Su Shi ($$it 1027-1101):65

The Swallow House is empty,
Where is the beautiful person?
Only swallows in the house are locked in emptiness.

These lines are from a poem of Su Shi to the tune "Forever Meeting Happiness."

Both poems use a happy tune ironically.

We can imagine that if a ci has the same number of characters as a regulated verse

(Wi'if), then it will be possible for the regressive reading to become a regulated verse.

The tune "Beautiful Lady Yu" (11~A) has fifty-six characters, so there are some

palindromes to this tune whose regressive readings are in heptasyllabic regulated verses

64 Oai 2001: 156.
65 For Su Shi's whole poem, see QSC 302.
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(which also have fifty-six characters). See the following ci poem by poetess Zhang Fen

(*3}) of the Qing dynasty:

tkFJLI!$J!~Jfi, Several sound links autumn to the migrating geese,
~WTM!~WT. A broken dream follows a broken heart.
~x~~~~1@WfttJW(i:if, I wish to tum grief into songs and poems,
~~1tm:f$~}j :iB.:iK Layers of bamboos and wutong trees move their shadows, and the

moonlight lingers.

~~1~~*~JJtl, In the long separation, I look from the tall house;
pt~~ IDj~. Leaves fall, and cold clouds gather.
{-t)Xl.WH~*~~T, Chilly wind did not blowout the dying lamp,
D~~J1!/J\tt*$"I3J3. And over the quiet night in the dark courtyard, the slightly closed

window is half bright.

The regressive reading is a shi poem:

13J3$"*tt/J\itf~, The bright window is slightly closed and the yard is reclusive,
~Dn~*1~ \j. Night is quiet, the lamp is burning out and cannot last.
)Xl.{-t~IDj~~pt, The wind is chilly, and in the cloudiness, cold leaves fall,
JJtl~*~1~~~. Since the separation I constantly look from the tall house.
:iB.:iB.}j ~:f$m1t, Slowly lingering, the moon moves through the wutong and bamboos,
~~i:ifJW(Wftt?&~. Layers and layers of poems express my sentiments.
~x~~WT~M!WT~, I wish to let my broken heart follow my broken dream,
Jfi~~$ ~$JLF~. The migrating geese constantly fly by, with occasional cries of grief.

Both the irregular ci and the regulated shi are grammatically and semantically clear,

and their meanings are also similar, except that the original ci starts with the migrating

geese in the sky and ends with the window of the quiet house, while the shi starts with the

window and house and ends with the migrating geese.

The following ci palindrome (also to the tune "The Beautiful Lady Yu") by Zhu

Xingsun (*~f!J\) in the Qing Dynasty is even more sophisticated than the above one,

because first, when read regressively, it can be reparsed into another poem of the same
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The red curtain reflects the moonlight, as dusk approaches,
Gradually, thick incense fragrance grows.

The phoenix-shaped hair and the round jade earrings are exquisite,
On the hairnet are insect-shaped ornaments.

tune, and second, the original poem can be reparsed into a regulated verse, and the

regulated verse is still a palindrome. Below is the original ci poem:66

m1~1-j§y~~n~~, In the lonely house, my dream is separated by the cold lamp,
~mmilJl, While thin rain falls on the window by the wutong tree.
itJXl:t*Jli'rfJl.£R, Chilly wind with dew drops blow the insect-shaped hairpins,
~~3S.£fIm~}A,~J~. With the hairnet and the jade ring, phoenix-shaped hair IS

endearing.

J#;:i9iiH'~~~¥ltJ, There is still thin powder on the skin when make-up is removed.
~xt~t~/J\. Shadows are cast in front of the small sparse railings.
1)jG5::~r~lJlw¥;&, The yard is empty, the lawn is green, attracting dense fragrance,
t4t4:iliJit~ Ji I!9(m~I.Withdusk slowly approaching, the moon shines on the red curtain.

The regressive, which involves repunctuation, is as follows:

~ImI!9(Ji ~Jit:ili,

t4t4¥;&WIJI,
r~~5::I)jG/J\t~~, On the green lawn and the empty yard, small railings are sparse,
xt~m~~~~i~J#;:. She removes her makeup in front of her shadow, and a thin layer

of powder remains on her skin.

J!~}A,~Im£f3S.,

~~£RfJl.i'r.
JI:t*JXlitJli1m, Dew drops in the cold wind fall on the wutong by the window,
m~~~J~~1-j§y~m1. The rain beyond the lamp is thin, and in her cold dream in

the house, she remains alone.

The following is the regulated verse repunctuated from the original ci poem:

IJ11~1-j§y~~n~, The lonely house and the dream is separated by the cold lamp,
~mmilJlitJXl. And in the thin rain, the window by the wutong blocks cold wind.
:t*Jli'rfJl.£R~~, Dew falls on the insect-shaped ornaments on her hairnet,
3S.£fIm~}A,~J!. The round hair shape with the jade ring is like a delicate phoenix.
J#;:{~~~~~m, Light powder remains on the her after the make-up is removed,
~xt~t~/J\Im5::. With the sparse railings facing their shadows, the small yard is empty.
~~IJ IW¥;&t4t4, The green lawn attracts growing incense fragrance,
:iliJit~ Ji I!9(m~I. The moon that approaches dusk shines on the red curtain.

66 The poem here is cited from the China Shi and Ci Website (rp i¥i~ii1'J ~

http://zhsc.sdedu.net/Html/200451124039-1.html).
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And this poem can be read regressively as follows:

~Im~J=J ~jti.!I, The red curtain reflects the moon, evening is coming,
¥J.¥J.*~iJI~*~. And the slow-moving incense fragrance spreads to the green lawn.
~~%/J,~jIjjtx1~, In the empty yard, low railings face their sparse shadows silently,
¥1!3~9:J~fJf~ijkAA:. And after taking off her makeup, there is still thin powder on the skin.
~~~~~;E;f]i., What delicate is the phoenix-shaped hair, what round is the jade ring,
~~ ;HJJl.1P2~. On the hairnet insect-shaped ornaments meet the dew.
JXt.{tJ]['iiqfffi~, Chilly wind falls on the window, and the wutong rain is thin,
~~iT~~{i§Jt~HJ1L Beyond the lamp is the cold dream in a lonely house.

All of the four readings portray a woman's beautiful hair shape, hair ornaments, and

makeup, yet no one is around to appreciate her beauty. All what she has is a dream in a

lonely house, and no matter what form the poem takes, the dream and the lonely house

remain the same.

The above two reparsable poems show that the regressive reading of a palindrome can

be a different form of poem, not just one with a different internal structure, therefore they

can be called changing-structure and changing-form palindromes (~jjt~{2fs:@]Jt).67 The

above examples demonstrate that, with the right rearrangement, many existing poems are

not what we originally thought they were. Poems hide within one another, just like in

palindromes. Sometimes poetic lines hide within seemingly prosaic texts.

The switching-line poem (~1ft-f;f) is another kind of changing-discourse poem. It is

created by either switching the position of lines in a poem, or the position of characters

between lines. The following is a poem by Li She C*¥tV) of the Tang:68

~~ B~ ~M~rEij, I've been muddleheaded all day long as if in drunkenness and dream,
f@[lg~~sj1hu. Suddenly hearing the end of spring, I forced myselfto tour a mountain.

67 Yan's book mentions "changing-form palindrome" (~1*@l)()" in the appendix, but he did not provide
any example.
68 For Li She's poem, see QTS 5429. For the story related to this poem discussed below, see Yan 2001 :284
285.
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IZ9JirrImJi1~i:l5, Because I came across a bamboo yard and heard a monk's talk,
Y..1~~¥~ -*- BPm. I got half a day of relaxation again.

In his poem, "1~ i!" (a monk's talk) in the third line has a positive sense of

enlightenment, which relaxes the poet. In the Song dynasty, when a scholar named Mo

Zishan (~-=f ill) was on excursion on a mountain, he was annoyed by a preaching monk,

so he rearranged Li She's poem in the following manner:

,mPlJ:W~5';~ill, Suddenly hearing the end of spring, I force myself to tour a mountain,
Y..1~~¥~-*- BPm. And I enjoy relaxation for half a day again.
IZ9JirrImJi1~i!, Because I came across a bamboo yard and heard a monk's talk,
~~ B~ ~~~r8]. I've been muddleheaded all day long as if in drunkenness and dream.

In this poem, the monk has bewildered the listener instead of enlightening him. This

kind of poem shows that in a regulated or quatrain verse, the semantic or logical

connection between the lines can be quite flexible. For instance, in some regulated verses,

the two middle couplets can be switched without affecting the coherence of the poem.

Switching-line poems are also similar to assembled poems (~ii]i'if, see Section III in

Chapter Two) in the sense that they are all created from exiting poems. The line-by-line-

regression ci palindromes discussed above are also switching-line poems, because their

regressive readings can be viewed as physically switching the positions of the odd-

numbered and the even-numbered lines in the original readings (see Zhu Xi's "To the

Tune of 'Bodhisattva Barbarian'" in Section I).

The following is a couplet that involves switching individual characters between

different lines:69

69 Liang Yusheng 1993: 101.
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ill 5::-*.!Jtt~ a±l, The mountain is empty, fog covers the winding pine dike,
¥mJZ!;mr~:f9P1~lW. Along the distant river, mist gathers in front of the willow path.

This couplet can be read as a palindrome, and it can also be read in the following:

ill JZ!;~I!I.!Jtt1~ a±l, The mountains are distant, mist covers the twisting pine path,
¥m5::-*~19P~lW. The river appears empty, fog gather in front of the willow dike.

We can view this couplet as a number of images lined up in two rows. No image is

bound to a row, but rather each can be combined with an image in the other row. For

example, in the first line, there are pines along the dike, and in the second line, there are

willows along the path. The dike is comparable to the path because they are both "lines,"

and the pines are parallel to the willows because they are both trees. The switched

images parallel each other. This couplet is also a special case of the rhetorical technique

"splitting and interlocking parallelism" (1LX3tUfxt), in which certain words can be split

and rearranged to achieve parallelism. 70 This couplet actually involves the same

technique that is used in the "Star Formation Poem" (WE:£JlOO) in Chapter V, breaking up

the boundary between lines and problematizing any dominant linear word order.

The above examples demonstrate that, with the right rearrangement, many existing

poems are not what we originally thought they were. Poems hide within one another, just

like in palindromes. Sometimes poetic lines hide within seemingly prosaic texts. David

McCraw demonstrates that rhymed lines are often found in the Zhuangzi, and that this

70 For more discussion ofhuwen (If.)() andjiaocuo C3ttlf), see Zheng and Zhu 1993: 935-936.
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phenomenon is not accidental, but rather is a kind of rhetorical patterning.?l This is also

what Su Shi calls "f.:WpjGdJtf~~pjGdJ!" (Viewed from front it looks like a mountain but

viewed from side it looks like a peak).

The palindromes, thimble poems, switching-position poems, and restructurable poems

discussed in this chapter all share the common feature of structural manipulation. A

palindrome controls its grammatical structure through character order. In a thimble poem,

the end of each line is "wedged" into the next line, making the poem both structurally and

semantically well linked. Restructurable poems make use of the multiple structural

possibilities in lines and between lines without punctuation marks (classical Chinese texts

were mostly printed without punctuation marks), so that a poem may even be viewed as

prose. These structural manipulations are based on the fact that Chinese word classes are

relatively flexible as compared to European languages, the latter being bound more

strictly by morphology.72 Entertaining stories about the flexible structure of classical

Chinese are many. For example, one story has it that when a newly hired private teacher

is asked how he expected to be paid, he wrote the following line: "Xx~~~mPJ, xla ~

meat), "*TID" (rice and flour) and "~*~" (cash and grain) are common words, the

employer thus assumed he meant, "No poultry is fine, no fish or meat is also fine, no rice

or flour is also fine, and no money or grain is also fine." However, at the end of the

month he demanded to be paid by saying his statement meant to following:

71 McCraw 1995.
72 Chinese language is called by some linguists a "tolerant type language" (m:i'\; i-jg- §) and European
languages "strict type" (F:i\i-jg- §). See Chen Baoya 1993: 76-85.
73 Anonymous.
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XX~, ~%illPT; Without chicken, duck will be fine;
XiS, ~ illPT; Without fish, meat will be fine;
X*, 00illPT; Without rice, flour will be fine;
X~, f~illPT. Without money, grain will be fine.

Liang Shiqiu (~~fk 1901-1987) told a story about a fortuneteller who used the line

":X::tE£J:5tL" as a one-fits-all answer for his patrons, because this line has six possible

. 74meamngs:

I. Your father is alive, your mother died.
2. Your mother is alive, your father died.
3. Your father will die before your mother.
4. Your mother will die before your father.
5. Your father died before your mother did.
6. Your mother died before your father did.

Of course, there are only two ways to parse ":X::tE£J:5tL": ":X::tE, £J:5tL" (father

lives; mother died) and" :X::tE£J:5t, L" (father dies before mother), but because each of

the parsing may be read as past, present, and future tense, the fortuneteller was able to

change the meaning depending on what the client says. We can imagine that all the

fortuneteller needed to do was to declare this line to the patron and then wait for the latter

to tell the real situation about his or her parents. No matter what the real situation is, the

fortuneteller could always say "Oh yeah, that is what I meant!"

74 See Liang Shiqiu 1993: 184.
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Chapter Two Poems with Content Prerequisites

The term "content prerequisites" means to reqmre a poem to include certain

characters, words, or even lines. The assigned-character poem (we"¥ i'if) is the most

obvious type of this kind, because one or more characters are required to appear in each

line. Conventionally, assigned-character poems are considered different from number

poems and name poems (see below), but they are not really that different, since the

numbers and names used in these poems are also content prerequisites. Assembled

poems (~t:i]i'if), which are composed of lines selected from other poems, are even more

typical assigned-character poems. An adapted poem (~t5 i'if), which draws on a

previously existing poem, is also an assigned-character poem. For these reasons, I

consider all these types of poems members of the assigned-character poem family.

I. Number Poems and Name poems (~~~ and ~~~)

Number poems (~~~) are various kinds of poems that involve numeric listings.

Yan Huazhi classifies number poems into twenty-three types, including poems about the

four seasons (12Y*), the four colors (12Y~), the five elements (.nAT), the twelve earthly

branches (+=±i!1)'[), the twelve zodiac signs (+=~t§), the twelve months (+=~),

the twenty-four "seasonal periods" (=+I2Y-=p~), and the twenty-eight stars (=+ }\W).
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Numbers "hundred" (El), "thousand" (T), and "ten thousand" elf) are also often used.

In number poems, one through ten are the most commonly employed. 75 For example:

-~=-1=I=l, Walking for two or three Ii,
m1;1'1 1m1i*. I see four or five houses in a misty village,
J} i:1 /\ --t~, And six or seven pavilions,
JUt+1stf:E. And eight, nine, or ten flowers. 76

As a pentasyllabic quatrain, the poem is already quite short, yet among the twenty

characters in the poem, ten are numbers, which makes it even simpler. These facts are

coherent with the theme of poem, which is about the simple life in the countryside. The

following poem by Yi Shunding (£}IID!~ 1858-1920) uses number in a similar way:77

-~-I!j[ -1iJl, One brush pen, one ink stick, and one ink stone,
-tft-~j[ -,Ej!J, One bamboo cane, one bamboo rain hat, one fan,
-~-Jij[ -iN. One vegetable dish and one bowl of rice.

-E-1ijf-tt, One wisp of cloud, one rock, and one pine,
-11a]-Yljf-~, One valley pond, one water fall, and one peak,
-~-mjf-~. One temple, one bridge, and one bell.

In this poem there are eighteen singular objects mentioned. Besides, there is also an

implied singular person who lives in this environment. The first stanza presents what the

poet has in his room, and the second stanza what he sees outside. The vegetarian food

and the temple indicate the person is possibly a Buddhist monk or a hermit.

75 For Yan's categorization, see Yan 2001: 401. Xie Zhen (~j~ 1495-1575) considered Bao Zhao (jfiJJffi
405-466) one ofthe earliest to write a poem in the "ten-count style" (+~{2jI:), see Xie 1998: 51. Zhang

Dexin (11H~~) points out that in folklore, a "ten-count style" poem is also called a "ten-number poem" (+
'¥4'), see Zhang 1999: 335.
76 Attributed to a Yuan dynasty poet Xu Zaisi (~~li!1,), see Yan 2001: 372.
77 Lin 1977: 170.
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The following poem is attributed to Zheng Banqiao (J$:tlHJf 1693-1765), Ji Xiaolan

and others by different sources:78

- # W3# -=:.1lY #, One flake, two flakes, three four flakes,
Ji#/\# -t}~#, Five flakes, six flakes, seven eight flakes,
fL#+#+-#, Nine flakes, ten flakes, eleven flakes 
~A~:fEW/GYt!.. Fly into the pear blossoms and all disappear.

"#" (pian) in the poem is a measure word for snowflakes. The poem describes

somebody counting snowflakes, which all fly into the snow-covered trees and disappear.

Pear blossoms (~:fE) are white, and so they are used to represent the leafless trees

covered with snow. The "bold" use of numbers in the first three lines creates puzzlement

(~~) in the reader's mind, because counting is not poetic language. However, the last

line suddenly turns the poem away from "danger" (one more line of counting would

make a truly dumb poem). Being able to escape from this kind of "dangerous" poetic

situation is a special type of rhetorical skill called "last-minute rescue" (~~) or "witty

mending" (M> *~ ). 79 The counting also keeps the readers' attention focused on the

snowflakes, discreetly leading their eyes to the "pear blossoms."

+fL~jj J'v9tJt, The moon on the nineteenth night of the month is eight tenths round,
-tt$OO*~/\~~. A remaining seventh daughter is married to a sixth son.
1Ii¥UJiJ!-=:.IlY,8, Sleeping until three or four o'clock in the fifth watch,
-=Aif§~;tt;-'*. The two of them lovingly share one bed. 80

78 A legend has it that the first three lines were composed by the Qianlong Emperor of the Qing in a poetry
party in which everybody was expected to compose a poem on snow, as it was snowing outside. When it
was the Emperor's tum, because he was not a good poet, he kept on counting the snowflakes outside, and it
was Ji Xiaolan who "rescued" him by providing the last line. Different sources also have slightly different
texts for the poem; some have "#JJ1t," (mume flowers) and "p1t," (reed flowers) instead of"~1t," (pear
blossoms) in the last line.
79See Yan 2001: 368-369.
80 Anonymous. See Gai 2001: 168.
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Numbers ten through one are included, but they are not used for counting. For

example, "+tL," "J\.7t," "-t~-*," "/\ ~~" are common words that happen to contain a

number. However, these numbers do create a "count-down" impression - the newly wed

shy young couple finally shares one bed when the night is almost over.

The following poem is related to a story about the Han dynasty scholar couple Sima

Xiangru ('§] 1=bt§~U) and Zhuo Wenjun (~:::Q:.J3). When Sima Xiangru passed the Civil

Service Exam and became an official in the capital, he wanted divorce his wife Zhuo

Wenjun who had been waiting for him in the countryside. He sent a letter that said "~=

.=: [gJi/\ -tJ\.tL+s -=flJ" to her. Zhuo Wenjun realized that it meant "no feelings," as

the line contains all the numbers except "{l" (yi, a hundred million), and "{l" is the

homophone of "~" (meaning, affection), "5l.." (brotherhood), and "I~l" (memory, to

think of). Sima Xiangru employed the "omitted-tail" technique and puns in this line.

Zhuo Wenjun also employed numbers in her reply:81

lJ § -=fi1"fIDt/f)'G, Thousands of words cannot express how I feel,

s7C~9P~+1itrt~. And there is nothing I can do except for standing by the railings.82

£tL~~:Wm.\.Ji, On the Double-Yang Day, I climb high, to see only a wild goose flying.
J\.~ r:pfk~ 12II.A/fI2Il, On the Mid-Autumn Day, the moon is full, but my family is not.
-t ~ @ ~1lJ f~ f1f WI, In the Seventh Month the Magpie Bridge on the Silvery River

breaks 83,
/\~ 1*X:fJti~/~. And in the Sixth Month the weather is hot but my heart is cold.
Ji~ :E:1I~ux, In the Fifth Month, the pomegranate flowers are as red as fire,

81The original poem has two stanzas, and here only the second stanza is presented and translated. The
poem here is quoted from Zhang Dexin's book World in Numbers (~.m~:I:$). See Zhang Dexin 1999: 340.
8211if~ is a very common term in classical poetry. It indicates that the poet is looking into distance and lost
in thought.
83 This line alludes to the folk story "The Herdboy and the Weaving Girl," in which a celestial princess
secretly married a herdboy on the Earth. When the celestial Queen learned it, she took her daughter back.
The herdboy followed to the sky, but the Queen created a river to keep him away. Later, the Queen allowed
them to meet on the seventh day in the seventh month every year. On that day every year, all the magpies
fly to the sky to form a bridge for the two lovers to meet. Magpies are considered auspicious.
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1ffi8~{tffi~:f.rJjfij; But a cold rain pours on top of them.
Im}§ t~ttE*Ji, In the Four Month, the loquat is not yellow yet,
:tlt:fiXxt~I~\J@:~L. I want to look at myself in a mirror, but my mind is too disturbed.
;gmm-=.}§ ~~:fE11!7.K~, In the Third Month, peach flowers flow away fast on the water;
WiJXt~~=}§)A~~)LItfT, Solitarily, in the Second Month, a kite breaks from the string.
m~J!M-)=f~I~\!P!l5tT 1'fftl~\¥J.. With many tears: what I have been waiting for he

who turns out to be One heartless man!

The language and style of this poem tells us that it was not composed in the Han

Dynasty, but is more likely from a late imperial drama. This poem uses numbers to

organize different images common in poetry, such as "1~t~," ":£11," "r:pfk}§ ," "t~ t1f,"

":Em," "tg~:fE," and ")A~." The poem also includes nine months of the year, and

therefore it is also a "month poem" ()§ 4-i'if), another common type of number poem.

Below is a number-oriented antithetic couplet found in a temple for Zhuge Liang (itT

:Ii~ 181-234):84

Q1(=JII, flF)\[)$, /\ tB--t~, TI:st~mrJ2:TI+1m~BJi1T, -'~\9-7JM-Wffi;

Ilf®li, 1Em~, *~Oit1E, r:p~1J*1!~~*±~~#, 7.Koo1fJill~~fflj(rj[.

Taking two rivers, arranging eight battle formations, six marches, seven captures, in the
Five-Zhang Temple lighting fifty-four lamps, and one heart thinking only of repaying the
three visits;

Getting Shu in the West, stabilizing the Southern Barbarians, making peace with the East
to confront the North, in the headquarters tent predicting with hexagrams, and being able
to attack with fire on the surface of the water.

The first line contains the numbers one through ten, and the second line contains the

five directions (east, west, south, north, and middle) and the Five Elements (~*7.Kj(±),

which can also function as numbers for listing things. For example, in the first line, )\1)$

84 According to Liang Shi and Liang Dong (1995: 350), the couplet is in a Zhuge Liang temple near
Nanyang city in Henan province. Zhuge Liang was the Prime Minister of the Shu Kingdom in the Three
Kingdom period, the hero of the novel Legends ofthe Three Kingdoms.
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refers to Zhuge Liang's use of the "J\!r~$" (Eight Trigrams Battlefield Formation), "/\

ill" refers to "/\ ill dJ3t ill" (Zhuge Liang marched out of the Qi Mountains in attempt to

unify North China for six times), "-t~" refers to "-t~tfu~" (capturing Meng Huo, a

rebellious minority chief, seven times). ".1i:stm3" refers to a temple in which Zhuge

Liang's headquarters were located in his last battle. ".1i+I2YIiFgj ;IT" refers to the story

that Zhuge Liang predicted whether he could survive his last illness by keeping fifty-four

lamps lit (at that time he was fifty-four years old). "~W.m" refers to King Liu Bei's three

visits to Zhuge Liang's home to invite him to be his chief advisor. "*, lffi, 1¥J, ~~, ~,~,

*, ±, 7](, X," in the second line also have the function of categorizing and listing

things.85 With these numbers, this couplet efficiently summarizes Zhuge Liang's major

life achievements.

In the following two couplets, number addition is involved:86

tltY'rJtrIUi, ~ITO~~.=:ITO~ Coming to this spot outside of the human world, I see
mountains on one side and the sea on three sides;

E~~:f1g, =5tAfJJ\5t*. The buildings in the clouds are two tenths human labor,
and eight tenths Heaven's.

In the first line, "~ITO" + ".=:ITO" = "12Y ITO" (1 side + 3 sides = 4 sides), and in the

second line, "=5}" + "J\5t" = ,,+5t" (2 shares + 8 shares = 10 shares). As Liang Shi

85 In the book Secret Mansion ofthe Literary Mirror, "'R" (sky), ":t&" (Earth), and "*," "[It" "m," "~t,"

"~" are used instead ofnumbers or "E¥ ," "Z," "jAj," "T" to list the chapters.

86 See Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 366, 543. Zhang Tianjian (*'R-ft!) points out that adding numbers

in poetry can be traced back to the Tang monk poet Han Shan (~W 627-649), who used the following lines

in his poem "Five Hundred Five-Syllable Poems" (111f11s1"ff):
11 J§ 11s m, I have five hundred pentasyllabic poems,

-t*-t+11, And seventy-nine heptasyllabic poems,

=*=.+---, And twenty-one three-syllable poems,

:JmHl~/\stt. Which make up six hundred poems in all.
Notice that the numbers in the first three lines, when added up, are equal to the number in the fourth line.

See Zhang 1995: 506.
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and Liang Dong point out, the use of "-00" (one side), "-=.00" (three sides), "-=7t"

(twenty percent), "J\.7t" (eighty percent) is not only because they are necessary for

describing the scene, but also because they can help avoid using the words "1lY00" (four

sides, every side) and "+7t" (100 percent, very) which are used too often in poetry.

:f~4-tJIt, 7.KJi£it*+IlY,8 The seven stars in the Big Dipper, together with their
reflections in water, make fourteen points.

It~ml)ff, Ji ~*~-XX~ The single wild goose above the southern house,
bringing its shadow under the moon, makes a flying
paIr.

In this couplet, the first line presents some still images, while the second line presents

two moving images: it is as if the goose and its shadow are moving against the still line of

fourteen points. The shadow is the goose's companion, but in fact "bringing its shadow"

makes the goose even lonelier.

Number poems also appear in the visual arts. The design below is composed of ten

coins, each coin having the inscription of a four-character idiom. Numbers one through

ten help link the ten idiom-coin images together:87

-:<$:Ji5¥U One capital brings ten thousand profits.
=A.[§JI~\ Two people share the same heart.
-=.JG&~ Three top candidates pass the exams.
1lY*.sr-~ The four seasons are peaceful.
Iiit$H Five crops all have good harvest.
/\i![§Jl'F Within the six sides spring is everywhere.88

-t-=f~ mJ Seven sons reunite at home.
J\.1L1JI.~ Eight Immortals attend a birthday celebration.
11tlt [§J.m Nine generations all live together.
+~ 'l:m- The ten desires for rich and noble are all satisfied.

87 Nozaki 1961: 91.
88 "The six sides" (:I\il) refers to the whole country or world.
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The ten idioms are all good luck words. Notice that in the seventh coin, "-G-=f" is

also a homophone of "~-=f" (qizi, wife and children), so "-G-=f ~ WlI" also means

"reunion with wife and children."

Numbers in China are not just for counting. Many words and idioms contain numbers.

For example, "Tn" (ten million) may mean "absolutely," "n~" (one out of ten

thousand) means "in case," and in the structure "~ ... )jJJ[; ... ," "~,, means "as soon as."

Even when numbers are used to indicate quantity, the Chinese often tend to be less

precise, so that a number-oriented expression may have other implications. For instance,

in the above lucky coin design, "1i.1;-" (five major grains) means crops in general rather

than just five kinds of crops, and "/\i!" (six sides) refers to the country rather than to the

six sides that enclose an area. In modem English, numbers usually seem to be used in a

more precise manner. Besides, English words related to the same numeric concept may

not contain numbers or may not look the same: for example, "January," "Monday," and

"first" do not contain the word "one," while their Chinese equivalents ,,~ jj," "£:jtJj~"

and "~~" all contain the number "~." Numbers "~,, (one) through "+,, (ten), "8"

(hundred), "T" (thousand), and "n" (ten thousand), are also very common in

mainstream poetry, especially when forming parallel structures. For example, "il15lffidit

Ttl(~, n¥B**n£Jm" (A window frames the snow lain for a thousand years on the

West Mountain, the door harbors boats coming from Eastern Wu ten-thousand-li-away).89

Number poems are just an extension of this tradition.

89 Du Fu ~(~rRJ[g1¥f(=),QTS 2487. For more information regarding the use ofnumbers in Chinese culture,
refer to Zhang's book (1999) World in Numbers (!j&j!)j!t!$).
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Narne poems (~15 i=lf) are poems that include various names, and they are as

abundant as number poems. Essential Explanations of the Ancient Topics of the Music

Bureau (-*!it -s;IL~ fH~) classifies name poems into sixteen types, including personal

names (A15), place names (±-fu15), medicine names (~15), grass, tree, bird and animal

names (1;ti* ~ ~ ;g), drama names (~glj15), acupuncture points names (#1\15), and

other categories.9o Yan's appendix lists twenty-nine types of names poems.

Poems composed of personal names were also humorously called "counting-ghost

records" (,BJtb*,),91 because the names used are mainly those of famous historical

figures. It should be noted that the generation name poems (~~i'¥ zibeishi or ~1Ti'¥

beihangshi) used in some Daoist sects, drama troupes, as well as prominent families, can

be viewed as a special kind of personal name poem. While name poems are usually

composed of existing names, generation name poems are composed of names to be given

to children. The following is such a poem of the Orthodox Yang Daoist Sect (iE~1JJR):92

~A ~S1.:m1t, Yin and yang shape the transformation of all things,
Z9J"il*~. Motion and stillness are of the same origin.
§ 1~1${L1J §t, It is from the time I received the instruction from the immortals
1J~Qf&~~. That I have understood the wonders in the mystery.

This kind of poem is usually written by the sect founder or master. A member of the

sect will keep his or her family name and use a character from the poem as the first

character of his or her given name. In the above poem, the first-generation followers of

90 Wu 2001: 62-65.
91 Shuo Fu (~-3!~, vol. 118): "Yang Jiong liked to continuously use ancients' names in his writing, and
people in his time called his writings 'ghost counting records'" (fh14PJ~r)(1tf~tlA;3Jt7f, stA%"12:*
~").

92 He 2001: 280.
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the master will all be named "[surname] 1m [given name]," and those in the second

generation will all be called "[surname] ~8 [given name]." The characters in this poem

can thus be called the "generation characters," because from these characters people can

tell which generation the person belongs to. When all the characters in the poem have

been used, another poem may be written to carry on the lineage.

The following is a ci tune name poem (i'i1]AA!1j):93

IJ\~®¥t)lJJ Jffi~, In the little town by the West Lake, the moon shines on pear trees.
{t~~{t~e.m£'..HJt Flowers that do not look like flowers invade the Washing Silk Creek.
I*J ~!if!fI fllJ f1~, In times of leisure, I enjoy visiting the Immortal's Gate,
l·Hjt~m ~~Il\W. Where spring locks the cold windows, and crows caw at night.

This poem is completely composed of the following ci tune names (i'i1]#"1j) without

adding any other characters: " IJ\~®," "®¥tJl j/ ," "j/ Jffi~({t)," ,,{t~~{t," ,,{t~e.,"

technique enables these names to share some common characters. For example, in the

first line, ® is found in both IJ\~® and ®¥tJl j/, and j/ is in both ®~ j/ and j/ Jffi~

{t. In other words, while usually the thimble structure occurs between lines, in this poem

it is within each line. We may perhaps call it an "intra-linear thimble poem." With the

above twelve ci names hiding in it, the poem gives us an impression that "there are

poems within a poem" (i'if~~i'if or i'if~~i'i1]).

The following is a riddle style county name poem that has both a hidden head and an

omitted tail. It was written by the Tang poet Pi Rixiu (El. B1* 834-883), with the title

93 The poem is in Wan Shu's Small Pieces ofthe Star Formation Silk. See Wan 1987: 751. The title for the
picture is "Black Silk Winding Railing" (~H ff!j;J;J), and the title for the poem is "Ci Tune Name Poem"
(iii]!il1'; i~).
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"Two Splitting-Reassembling Poems in Memory of Deer Gate County" CI5f Jlig n!!-;3 ~

A~*).94
I=I-Fj.

+.mtt~Im%L1i, Ten miles of pines and vines shade the jumbled rocks,
rliW~¥ffi**JT. In front of my door, the scenery is beautiful and the rain is fresh.
g!f*i~6tt't4-~~*J, Where frost is thick, I sympathize with the remaining chrysanthemums,
1lt.l1t:lf/F~A. Around the pond, flowers are opening but nobody can be seen.

In this poem, the last character of each line and the first character of the next line

make up the name of a county, and there are in total three county names in it: "1in"

(Stone Gate), "~Jf" (New Wilderness) and "*Jil" (Chrysanthemum Pond). The county

names are formally split, but they can still be read together. If we arrange the four lines

into one without punctuation and read the long line with the thimble technique, the split

county names will be restored:

(+.mtt~Im%L1i;) 1inlW~¥ffi*~; *JTJf*i~6tt't4-~*J; *Jill:1t:lf/F~A.
(Ten miles of pines and vines shade jumbled rocks;) In front of the stone gate,
scenery is fresh when rain comes; in new wilderness I am sympathetic with the
remaining chrysanthemums in places where frost is thick; on the chrysanthemum
pond, flowers are blooming but no one is around.

In other words, because these "1i n ," "~Jf" and "*Jil" are fixed words, they

"glue" the lines together and make the poem a "camouflaged" prose.

The following is a modem name poem composed of China's provinces and

autonomous regions (excluding the four Centrally Governed Cities of Beijing, Tianjin,

Shanghai, and Chongqing, and two Special Districts of Hong Kong and Macao):95

94 Also see Gai 2001: 179.
95 Liu Yulin points out that the poem was seen in the Guangzhou Daily (without providing the date of
publication) and points out that this poem is adapted from a similar poem composed by the former premier
Zhou Enlai. See Liu 1996: 191-192.
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Two vast areas, two lakes, and two river bays,
The darkness of the dark clouds hides two mountains.
The double "Jiang," Zhe and Gui are as vast as the Four Seas.
"Luck," "Stability," "Happiness" and "Peace" refresh the new Shan
and Gan (Provinces).

This poem quite successfully arranges these seemingly unrelated characters into four

lines that all have a relatively clear meaning, as translated above. 96 The following

couplet has a similar technique:97

9=t 00t!R B*, [Words meaning] China, Czechoslovakia, Japan;
[Sentence meaning] China victoriously defeated Japan;

1¥iffi:mikpx:1$. [Words meaning] Nanjing, Chongqing, Chengdu.
[Sentence meaning] Nanjing again celebrates becoming the capital.

The two sentences are also consistent with historical events. During the Sino-Japan

War (1937-1945), the Chinese government moved the capital from Nanjing to Chongqing,

and after the war, Nanjing again became the capital.

Some mainstream poems that contain place names can also be considered the

"relatives" of name poems. For example, Du Fu's couplet "e.PfAE.~3f&~, 1!!rllm

rrum:~E1" (Let's immediately go through the Wu Gorge from the Ba Gorge, and then head

to Luoyang from Xiangyang) contains four places (see bold and underlined characters),

and Li Bai's couplet "¥JHi¥.§1it~~rB], Tlllrr~~B~" (I leave the White Emperor

town in the morning glow, and within one day I returned to Jiangling) contains two

96 In the first line, P'f;ij is j* (Guangdong) and jjffi (Guangxi), P'f;i¥M refers to $)j"i¥J (Hunan) and $JJ:lt
(Hubei); P'f;i¥PJ~ means ¥PJ~t (Hebei), ¥PJl¥J (Henan) and '6'~ (Taiwan). In the second line, "W~~ PHl"
refers respectively to wi'FJ (Qinghai), ~ l¥J (Yunan), ~:ftU (Heilongjiang), pg~1l (Inner Mongolia) and
jffi. (Tibet); "P'f;iill" refers to ill* (Shandong) and illjffi (Shanxi). In the third line, "XZU" refers to um;
(Jiangsu) and Ujffi (Jiangxi); "wr:!Jt3I/lYi'FJ" represents respectively wru (Zhejiang), :!Jt1+1 (Guizhou), 3I'T
(Liaoning), /lY) Ii (Sichuan) and i'FJ l¥J (Hainan). The seven characters in the fourth line respectively
represents 15* (Jilin), 1C1I (Anhui), 1/i'iJt (Fujian), 'TJi (Ningxia), fffff~1 (Xinjiang), ~jffi (Shaanxi) and

i=t* (Gansu).
97 This couplet is found in the following website: http://www.lnd.com.cn/vllylzs/2003101234305.htm .
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places.98 Liu Yulin points out that the use of place names in these two lines produces an

impression of fast traveling.

The following is a ci-tune name couplet:99

zt1l1J.:r1~~.:tt., jXVlwoJ\t±:!PfPf'tI. Water Fairy holds a jade flute, and in the wind she
plays a slow tune.

• ~A~~~j£, ;:fFiJI*WWM. Beauty Yu wears red embroidered shoes, and when
she walks under the moon, every step is lovely.

This couplet contains six ci tunes in total (bold and underlined). "J5<t.rnT" and" jj r iJ I"

are also pre-existing poetic words, because they allude to the Tang poet Chen Ji's (~*~)

lines "J5<t.r8]11¥~J0:, jjriJl~F" (In wind circulates the water plants' scent, under the

I ..) 100moon comes c ear smgmg . This is an incomplete name couplet, since the author

added characters or words other than the name words.

Among name poems, medicine name poems are especially common. Chinese

medicine includes much more than herbs. In Li Shizhen's ('$ at~ 1518-1593)

Categorized Medicines (*1jrtlXJ §), animals, insects, crops, and all kinds of minerals are

listed. The names for medicines sometimes do not follow the Chinese naming

conventions. The Chinese people usually name things according to their species - for

example, plants all have the classifier "*." In contrast, a medicine name may be an

adjectival phrase, such as "il"x]z" (all happy); a verb, such as "~~" (connect and break);

a verb-noun pair, such as "j;l-l-BJ:" (know mother), and "~J5<t." (prevent wind); and even a

sentence, such as "-%-.ffiJl1jr" (In winter it's a worm and in summer it's a grass). Some

98Du Fu's couplet and Li Bai's couplet are respectively in QTS 2460 and QTS 1844.
99 See Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 130.
lOoQTS 2132.
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of these names give no clues as to whether the medicine comes from an herb, animal, or

mineral: take, for example, "white-headed man" (E3~~, root of Chinese pulsatilla).

Chinese doctors are most often also literati, not scientists; literati in general all have

some knowledge of medicine. Chinese medicine is not a subject that is related only to

the sick; besides healing illness, it also deals with preventing disease, or "nourishing life"

(:ff: ~), and is therefore closely related to eating, drinking, and exercise. With this

background, it is natural that medical terms are used in everyday life, as well as in poetry.

Just like other name poems, a medicine name poem can be completely composed of

medicine names, or the medicine names may be integrated in the poem indirectly. The

following is example of the former, which is designed by Wan Shu (7J1%t).101

On the right is a design entitled "Medicine

Cabinet" (~~), and the poem title is "Medicine

Name Poem" (~1S i~). The picture shows a

medicine cabinet (commonly seen in a Chinese

medicine store) with medicine names written on

each drawer. Starting with the character ';t on the

upper-right comer, and reading down vertically, we

will get the following poem:

';ttlJ~,R*J¥:IW)X\., On Chang Mountain's accumulated snow, grass reduces wind.
~Jfl~l¥L~.:lZIS~. Geese land from the southern sky, where stars are hazy.
• 1h1ir)(~1t£J=-=f, Otter Marrow is happy with the Black Ear,
:&;Mt~WTE3~~. Bird Glue connects and disconnects the White-haired Man.

101 For more pictorial poems of Wan Shu, see Section II in Chapter Five.
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-m-f*j£~w1(,I@" Quick Rest is bewildered by the fragrance of Peace,
i=tijS7C~.jf~;§. Sweet Success is not well-known - unlike Palace Guard.
~n-BJ:~Y3-f-l[R, The one who knows his mother returns from a thousand Ii away.
'j~E-tJfElI"*m$. The living-on-others Fast Turnover is a parasite worm.

Some lines in this poem are not very coherent in terms of meaning, but the idea of

arranging the medicine names and the drawers to naturally form a poem is very creative,

since usually a name poem is a mixture of names and other necessary characters.

The following poem by Xin Qiji (*** 1140-1207) of the Song dynasty quite

successfully integrates medicine names in a poem of a serious theme. 102

Title: JEfXl~ (To the Tune 'Stilling the Waves')
Foreword: JiHJ,j~1t3~~:!=blO1rpwHm:E. :!=b~~.

Using medicine names to invite Ma Xunzhong, who lives in Wuyuan, to tour
the Rain Rocks. Ma is good at medicine.

w~-*fXl7Iv~r*W,
ffi~iffi~¥Ui'iJjJ*.103
iR:E.~1fB~,

$mJ,
tJHJJfXlJi~m•.
JJJlffJ. # ~WffiJM, 105
~!R §,
i!tJu\\Z~n~1jt~,~.
$)j~lf!.~n~ff~,

*1*,
~i=tt~tt~7J{~.

On the mountain road, wind comes, the plant scent is fragrant,
And after a rain, cool air reaches my portable bed.
I already have too much incurable River Rock suffering,104

And with so many illnesses,
I should prevent getting more by writing about beautiful scenery.

I have let down my accustomed mountain drinking,
And in solitude,
I know that you have been busy.
Over the lakes and oceans, I have been going restlessly,
And who will accompany me?
Only the pines and bamboos share my dreariness.

102 The poem is also mentioned in Uu Yulin's book, with three characters misprinted. See Liu 1996 p. 204.
103 t)l~: a kind ofportable bed. HYDCD 6-1211A.
104 According to HYDCD 5-1013B, "JR:P"" refers to "L1J7.k" (mountains and rivers). In this poem, it
probably means the mountains and rivers that Xin Qiji has traveled across as a military commander. ".
~" (gaohuang) is from the idiom "ni'1,A.Fl" - "Illness is incurable."
105 "L1JjlJ~" here means "get drunk," see HYDCD 3-797.
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The underlined words in this poem are medicine names or homophones of medicine

names. Notice that in the first line, "-*1!f" is an herb, but the line is read as "ill£! - JXt.

*-J¥L-*- 1!f" (as translated above); in the second line, "mTI~ {Jj!;" is the homophone of

the medicine "~~l~," but the line is read as "mTI~-{Jj!;;ffi:-iUi1JjI*." Other underlined

medicine names are treated in a similar manner. This means the medicine names in the

poem do not function as semantic units for the literal meaning of the poem, but are

hidden. "~thl" may be read as "having the sweat of weakness" (tl:L~Yf), which is a

symptom of physical weakness in Chinese medicine, and it also means "wandering in

different places" (~~ff:il). The foreword indicates that this poem was written to invite

a doctor to visit a place, but in fact the poet seems to be saying: what I need is medicine.

Of course, the illness here may not only represent physical illness, but also other

sufferings in life; the "medicine" may also mean "the medicine of your companionship"

(notice that he asks "Who will accompany me?" in the second stanza), and for this reason,

the doctor also represents an understanding friend (~Iltf). There are also other tricks in

this poem. "tJKfft" (gufu) and "ffY~" (hanman), which are rhyming doublets (ilt1f:triiIJ, to

be discussed in Chapter Three).

Number poems and name poems may function as memory aids, or "oral instructional

poems" (lJ 1R: koujue). For example, elementary students in China are required to

memorize the "multiplication poem" (*Y! lJ 1R:), while high school students memorize
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the "square poem" (5f1J!J1R).106 The "Four-Comer Code Poem" ([gft3-5~~i'if) is a

number poem that helps users understand the stroke code for using dictionaries with the

four-comer code index. lo7 The above province name poem helps student memorize the

provinces in China. The classical Chinese medicine booklet "Prescription Song" a}j=*~

1R) is also a long poem for memorizing the names of many medicines and their healing

functions. lOS

II. Assigned-Character Poems - Including Hidden-Head Poems Oi=*it'), Assigned
Line Poems (-bX1Dit'), and Omitted-Tail Poems (*,)§fit')

In an assigned-character poem (-bX*it') one or more characters are required to be

used in every line. In the following poem entitled "Pine Moon" (ttJi), "pine" (tt) and

"moon" (Ji) appear in every line: 109

:x~Ji ~±i!!~tt,
PI:l:t!=ttJi~7C~.
tt~~:¥)} Ji~~,
Ji f§~ :t*tt1tft.
R Im~B±!U±.7.rhn "" 1--\,.:::L1'ld±1'n,

tt@];f~JEJi3~.

~1~~1ljtt=*Ji:
MJi 15JtdJ~~1it.

Heaven has the moon, earth has the pine,
And indeed pine and moon are forever of interest.
Pine produces golden powder, moon produces a rabbit,
Moon holds a bright pearl, pine becomes a dragon.
Moon shines in the boundless sky, pine hangs my gown,
And pine returns to Zen stillness when moon stays in the sky.
The old monk points at the moon on top of the pine and laughs:
Why not worship pine and moon together?

Zhao Yi considered this a thematic thimble poem, because the lines in the poem

alternatively talk about the moon and the pine, but it is certainly also a typical assigned-

106 The following are some lines from the multiplication poem found in many arithmetic textbooks: --f~
-, ...niL!\.+- (lxl=l, ... 9x9=81). The following is the square poem for whole numbers from 11 to
31: ---=-, ... =--n/\- (l1xll=121...31x31=961).
107 For the poem, see Wang Yunwu Concise Dictionary (I~n/J'-'¥~[),or any dictionary that has the four
comer code index.
108 Wang 1999.
109 The poem is in Zhao Yi's Gaiyu Congkao (~~}l,~), attributed to a Yuan dynasty "poet monk" (iC¥1'1r1)
Ming Ben (a)l<1s:). See Zhao 1975.
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character poem. The moon represents the process of enlightenment, while the pine is the

enlightened being. Inserting both of them in every line indicates that the "enlightening"

and the enlightened exist together harmoniously. In line five the monk identifies himself

with the pine (the enlightened), as he is just like the pine, on which a monk's gown hangs.

The last line indicates that once one is enlightened, he will enjoy the same position as the

enlightening object. The middle four lines alternatively talk about the moon and the pine,

producing an impression that they are closely related.

Sometimes the assigned characters may be required to appear in assigned positions in

a poem and form a sentence, making the poem an assigned-line poem (tIXiUWj). See the

following example:

p1tiX1t~k:fime:ftt, There is a small boat on the Reed Flower Marsh,
1&:~.. ~~!R § 1Jff. Where a hero visits alone in dusk.
5(±;ff~g~J!t~, Ifhe can understand this reason,
&'jj5~xiPJ7C't7t. He will be able to escape from a danger without worries.

If read vertically, the left column is "p1&:5(&''' (Lu Junyi rebels) yo

This technique may be used to organize four-character idioms for the convenience of

memorization. In the following text, each row is an idiom: lll

1W ~ Jli ~ Know the ancient and be familiar with the current.*-=f tit!lf The world of the myriad things.
Wi :t& ~iSffi Extremely precise and well done.
~ ~Q :):'-] 1M Deep knowledge and keen insight.

110 The poem is from the novel The Water Margin (Shuihu 7.kn'f). In the novel, the poem was written by
Wu Yong C:!Rffl) to Lu Junyi CJ5f~5(). Lu Junyi did not recognize the hidden line, which is "Lu Junyi
Rebels," but later somebody else recognized it, and got Lu arrested. This kind of poem is also called a
hidden-head poem (.~i'if).

111 This is one of the eight hundred idioms that two brothers in Guangzhou city organized. See the online
news of Hong Kong's Mingbao Newspaper (a)HR), 2004/2/14:
https:/lwebmail.sas.upenn.edulhordeiimp/compose.php?lloiq=1213667790402eaO19526afl0767975062691
076797627333.
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The left column is yet another idiom: "t~::k;fi!f¥*" (Both extensive and deep in

learning). From this, we can see that the idioms can be divided into those that can serve

as the "head" (the vertical one) and those that serve as the "body" (the conventional

horizontal ones). Organizing idioms with the assigned-character technique is very

helpful for memorizing them. The characters that make up the hidden message in a

poem can also be inserted in different positions, not only the beginning of each line. An

assigned-line poem is not only content-oriented, but also structure-oriented, because

assigning a character to a fixed position in a poem directly affects the grammatical

structure of the poem.

The following is a series of four poems composed by four people, with the line "-h

~E1t1lP] r'l" included in each poem. The four people were required to use this line as

the first, second, third, and fourth line of their four poems, respectively: 112

1)
- h ~E1t~1llJ r'l, A wisp of flying cloud covers the cave entrance,

~1llJ 9=' E l=(i1t3C111[. In the cave the clouds and air are pure, without a trace.

,~1Jf1 P(nJ~**JF£, Suddenly thunder is heard from the below the rock,
1Lj:7'$Jlt~f] #. Nine layers of spring flow to the valley exit.

2)
ftwJRitili W~, The spring is cold in the mountain, but warm when flowing out,
- h ~E1t1lP] r'l. A wisp of flying cloud covers the cave entrance.

::iSHM:PQ1PJ*1~1t? How can the mystic and secret cave shut the spring water?

*~*(jiU~!J$. It still cuts into the world like an axe or a chise1. 1l3

3)
W!J*~~lllJrlAW1~t, I came to visit the mystic cave to entertain my eyes,
~lllJll~t:l:$~jk~. The world in the cave gathers all the wonderful things.

112 Van 2001: 77.
113 The axe is likely to allude to the myth that a god Pangu (i1il:i5) used an axe to cut a space between the
Earth and the sky.
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- h ~~1t11PJ 1'1, A wisp of flying cloud covers the cave entrance,
@~Q1IPJY~rrWtkf. But I should know the rivers and mountains outside are great.

4)
1t1JjjU~:£f 7Jii"ff,
i*'{jf1~ft*x:tlt
~iE~lltiXllt I'SJit
- h~~1t1IPJn.

The immortal land is like a jade world a million years old,
To explore the wonders here is an endless joy.
I linger around and wish to live here,
A wisp of flying cloud covers the cave entrance.

,,-h ~~1t11PJ 1'1" is not only the assigned topic for this group composition, but also

determines the physical structure of this series of four poems. The different position of

the line in each of the four poems suggests a sense a progression, from outward

movement to inner mystery. This series of poems may also be read as the inner qigong

exercise (~J)] breathing exercise) practiced by the Daoist for pursuing an ideal physical

and mental state, with "~E" (flying cloud) representing the circulating qi (~ energy

generated through a breathing exercise).

The assigned-character technique is also often seen in mainstream poetry, though not

in every line. For example, in the Tang poet Zhang Ruoxu's (*tr~, around 711)

"Spring River and Flower-and-Moon Night" (:'f:frr:ttJ=J tX), the five characters in the title

appear frequently in the poem.

An omitted-tail poem (lJX)§"ff) is a poem in which each line implies the omission of

a character in the end of the line. The following poem satirizes a couple, Xia the Fifth

(JlJi) and his wife. Xia Wu is short, and his wife is tall.

JlJi7tj:~~1Bl, Mr. Xia the Fifth likes to comment on others,

JlJi~~TJlfV~B. Mrs. Xia the Fifth is too proud of herself.
:ffat'£mrif§~Ji!" Sometimes when they meet in the hallway,
p<JUp<JUjftr5IlD~*. They always happen to encounter Guozhen Li.
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The meaning of "Guozhen Li" (~~*) in the last line is not clear, which is because

this is an omitted-tail poem - one has to know the omitted part to understand it. The

poem here alludes to the lines "~~ 1itt ~Ii, 13 J~ B*" (Emptily criticize others'

shortcomings, proudly boast one's own advantages) and "~~~*, "* ]I! 1F~ "

(When eating fruits, respect even plums and the crabapples, when eating vegetables,

respect even mustard leaves and ginger) from the well-known four-syllabic poem

Thousand Character Text (-=f-*}c), with which scholars in premodern China were very

familiar. 114 When the omitted characters are restored, the poem will be like this:

~1i5t1:.~~fNm, Mr. Xia the Fifth likes to talk about others' shortcomings,
~ 1i ~~ -=r- 13 J~ B *. Xia the Fifth's wife is too proud of her own advantages.
1ffPt~1Wif§:i!~tmOO, When they meet in the hallway,
JYjUJYjUfiff='=~~*. They always learn the lesson of "Respecting even the lowliest."

The last line indicates that only when the couple learns to be modest will they stop

fighting.

The following is a couplet that has both a hidden-head and an omitted tail. It is a full

antithetical couplet, with a horizontal title (t~flt) and two vertical lines (LJt* and ~

..i...
1\

-t
)\ llY
fL 1i

South North
Two Six
Three Seven
Four Eight
Five Nine

114 The Thousand Character Text was one of the most fundamental tests in traditional China for the moral
training of children. In the lines alluded here, plums and crabapples are cheap and insignificant among
fruits, and mustard leaves and ginger are insignificant among vegetables.
115 Liang Yusheng 1993: 160.
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According to Liang Yusheng, this couplet widely spread across China during the

Civil War (1945-49), when people were short on clothes, food, and other living supplies.

The title "J¥j::l~" implies that "*[ffi" is missing, because "*[ffiJ¥j::l~" is a common term

that means the four directions. Since "*[ffi" also means "things," "J¥j::lt" here actually

implies "tliR:*[ffi" (lack of things). In the right column, the number - (yi one) is missing;

since "-" is the homophone of "~" (clothes), the right column implies "lack of

clothes." In the left column, the number "+" (shi ten) is missing, and since "+,, is the

homophone of "it" (food), the left column implies "lack of food." The whole couplet

therefore expresses the idea that "We are short on food, clothes, and things." This is also

a couplet with audial effect, because puns are involved.

An omitted-tail poem is a special kind of assigned-character poem in which the

assigned characters are invisible. Omitted-tail poems make use ofcommon expressions

such as proverbs and idioms or quotations from famous essays or poems, so that when a

character or word is missing from the expression, the reader or listener will easily know

what it is. Omitted-tail expressions speak with what is not spoken ( § >r~ ZJ~~), which is

most commonly seen in the "omitted-tail proverbs" (Ett)§i-fr)Y6

III. Assembled Poems and Adapted Poems (~ii]i;if and ~1iSi;if)

An assembled poem (~ii]i;if) is composed oflines selected from other poems. Yang

Shen's (i'mtl1488-1559) Rising Hut Poetry Discussions (3+~i'ifi,J5) points out that the

first assembled poem is the "Seven-Classics Poem" (-t~i'if) by Fu Xian (1~~), written

116 The word "!j)U§" (Omitted-tail) is also translated as "enigmatic" or "truncated." For more information
of this kind ofproverbs, see ABC dictionary a/Chinese proverbs by John S. Rohsenow.
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in the Jin (i'f) Dynasty.ll7 By the Song assembled poems became popular, and that Wang

Anshi (J:.:R{:j) was particularly interested in the genre. ll8 The assembled poem is also a

special kind of assigned-line poem, because all the lines are required to be lines already

written previously.

The following poem entitled "The Fifth Month" is from a series of "month poems" in

which each poem portrays a month. 119

1'lfYP"iW"iW1i.Jj *.., Locust and willow trees are shady in the Fifth Month;
::fil:m*JJJ!JT-F~. Rolling up the curtain, the first cicada cry is heard.
9=tM§ j]tj:wm-T"-, Picking green plums alone in the middle of the yard,
~13S.• .mfi~{ffiij. A jade-like dragonfly presses down a wisp of hair.

This poem presents an early summer scene in the fifth lunar month. We see a number

of images: the shady locust and willow trees, a sound of a cicada, a courtyard, green

plums, a dragonfly, and a wisp of hair. We also see three actions: the person rolling up

the curtain and picking plums. The person is not directly presented; it is only from the

dragonfly pinning a wisp ofhair that we know she is a woman.

The following is an assembled poem about the Yellow Crane Tower: 120

Ji@jt~~ (Written for the Yellow Crane Tower)

rr:ii1jt~ilat~, By the Yangtze River is the ancient Yellow Crane Tower,
~,gH~]fi~:tEJ:~. On which there is a poem written by Cui Hao.
~fj~E!l:tf*£JfI, When clouds are still, you alone can see wild geese on the Qin frontier;

117 Yang 2003: 5.
118 See Yan Yu 1961: 175.
119 This poem is found in Huang Zhijun's (~Z~ 1668-1748) Collection of Fragrant Bits (i'm~), an
assembled-poem anthology dedicated to "boudoir feelings." The four lines are respectively from a poem
by Xue Feng (IW~), Lady Stamen CtEi!txA), Han Wu (.!j!$.!tt), and He Ning (1iiJ'T). See Huang 1972
(vol. 2): 12b.
120 The assembler is a Qing scholar named Li Yixian (*5('Bf), see Liu 1996: 153. The eight lines are
selected from eight Tang poems, respectively ofBai Juyi (sJi!L~), Li Bai (*S), Shangguan Yi (J:,§{)(),
Zhao Gu (JfLi"/ill1), Cui Lu (tt1t-), Du Guangting (H:ft~), WU Yuanheng (.!tt5t~), Meng Binyu (~~T).
The Yellow Crane Tower is a famous historical site in Wuhan, by the Yangtze River.
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BiWi~~11PJJ*~. When the sun is high, you can see the distant Dongting Lake's end.
J$l¥JJ$~tql*1lt, Between the southern and the northern banks, boats come and go;
1W*.1W¥:&Ji1:ilitk. In the light and thick mist, autumn is far and near.
1T-=t-:f~9HgH!OEl, Travelers need not worry about where to dock at night,
~ ill :l:j:7JO~ft.1L Because among the layers of green mountains, the river circulates.

Ever since the Tang poet Cui Hao's poem, the Yellow Crane Tower has become a

nostalgic image, a place for poets to go sigh over the past. 121 However, this poem has a

"mild and neutral" tone, not sad, yet not joyful either. Liu considers this a weakness,

because the poem "has enough scenery but not enough feeling expression" (~:J:ff~, ff

'tl:f ]E). However, lacking feeling expression is not necessarily negative. Letting

images speak for themselves without the poet's direct comment is a distinctive style in

traditional Chinese poetry. In this poem, the poet presents himself more as an observer

than a commentator, and the ending is similar to the last two lines of a poem by the Tang

poet Wang Wei (.:=E~1E): "You ask the pattern of failure and success? - the fisherman's

song reaches deep past the shore" (tt fJ)] ~iiil!, ~ ~AmH.*).122 To Wang Wei,

spontaneity represented by the fisherman's song is the ultimate answer, and therefore

there is no need for further explanation. In this poem, similarly, the river that flows

between the green mountains represents peace and spontaneity, which explains why the

travelers do not need to worry about where to stay at night. This ending is quite the

opposite to the ending of Cui Hao's poem: "Now it is getting dark, but where is my

hometown? The misty river makes me worried" (B.J;:kM~~, n§~1IL1tA~).

121 For Cui Hao's poem, see QTS 1329. It is this poem that made the Tower famous.
122 From Wang Wei's Poem "To Young Master Zhang" (M*j>Jff QTS 1267). The lines here are translated
by Owen, see Owen 1996: 391.
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The Tang poet Liu Jia ()(IJ~) wrote five heptasyllabic quatrains, each ending with a

line in which the first three characters are the same. The following four of the five are

related to assigned-line and assembled poems: 123

Since only the last line in each poem is relevant to the discussion, I will not provide

translations for these poems. The titles of these poems suggest that they were not created

to be a series of related poems, but they are somehow linked by their last lines, because if

we put the last line of each poem together, we get an assembled poem:

B B B*,4~:wfY3, Day after day, at sunset, I emptily return in drunkenness.
~1~nJ[¥*fIfJ-=f*]. Night after night, and late at every night, I hear the caw of cuckoos.
£££~Ji I3jJ r:p, Watch after watch, the clock drips in the bright moonlight.124

~~~~~J1X,.1J<.. In house after house, people's livelihood turn to ashes.

This is a special kind of assembled poem because it is composed of the last line of

each of the four poems. This also means the four original poems are "hidden-tail

assigned-poem poems" (~~ilXi:ifi:if), similar to the poem that hides "Lu Junyi rebels"

discussed above, which is a "hidden-head assigned-line poem" (ffll~ilX1.Di:if).

Semantically, the assembled poem presents a person who returns home at sunset in

drunkenness, hears the cuckoo and the water clock at night, and sighs over the troubles in

123 These poems are briefly mentioned in Lu Ying's (IW~) Asking-Flowers House Poetry Discussions (Ibl
:tE~i~ij5), See Guo 1983 (vol. 2): 2298. Poems 1 and 2 are in QTS 6785; poems 3 and 4 are in QTS 6786.
124 The clock here is a water clock.
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his life. The identical triplets in the beginning of each line should be read as a 2+1

structure, for example, BB-B~4~~Y3 (Everyday, I return home drunk at sunset"), and

%~-%~~p)GB< (Every family's property is ruined). This reading agrees with the fact

that B B, 13(13( are commonly used di-syllabic words that mean "everyday," "every

night." This interpretation also fits the background of the original poem to which "%%

%~~p)GB<" belongs, as the original poem is about the poet's visit to a once-prosperous

place which has been ruined by war. In addition, since the first line tells the speaker is

drunk, the triplets are also playing an audial effect: the speaker is stuttering because of his

drunkenness.

Assembled poems are abundant in pre-modern China. Some assembled poems are

composed oflines or words from a specific anthology. For example, poems composed of

lines from the Book ofSongs are called "assembled Mao poems" (~-=e·Wf), and poems

composed of lines from Du Fu's anthology are called "assembled Du poems" (~Hi:lf).

Assembled antithetic couplets are also very common. For example, Liang Zhangju's (~

:'!1jH§ 7-1849) Antithetic Couplets Series ($.~}Ai!) includes an anthology of parallel

couplets composed of phrases from the Four Books ([91=5), called Four Book Couplets

(1m 1=5xti-E-), as well as an anthology of parallel terms from Shuowen Jiezi (iJtstfD1f=f:)

entitled Best Quotations from "Shuowen Jiezi" (-m::5l:l~jHRBR).125 The following are

three assembled couplets:

125Liang Zhangju 1996: 357-361 (fa¥\:£i.E~~).
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~ L1JJE9~~, Cloud mountains rise like ink,

lit4~x". Stars shine like words in writing.126

3!R*fE~~IB aE,
~~,~m*tJTi~.

Alone, I hold a pipa instrument and look for myoId music,
Several times, I taught the parrot to recite a new poem. 127

¥***i*J~tJT~p, In the deep woods, I leisurely count newly sprouted bamboos,
J~;I;~lt~~*~-t.5. By a burning-out candle, I hungrily read a never-before-seen book.128

Assembled poems show that in traditional China, when poets write poems, they were

writing within a conventional framework that can be deconstructed and rearranged. Take

the pentasyllabic regulated verse as an example, although they are innumerable, they all

share the same external form and similar internal structure: each has eight lines, and each

has two parallel couplets in the middle. In addition, most of the classical Chinese poems

center on a limited number of motives, such as the appreciation of natural scenery,

nostalgia, boudoir sentiments, friendship, etc. This means it is relatively easy to

construct an assembled poem. However, constructing one with a distinctive style or

theme does require certain level of creativity.

An assembled poem that is composed of lines from famous poems can give the reader

a chance to taste a little bit of different best dishes in one meal. Some original poems are

mediocre as far as the whole poem is concerned, yet they may each contain one or two

high-quality lines. An assembled poem may "recycle" the high-quality lines from

mediocre poems, just as Lang Ying (~JJ~) said, "[assembled poems] Can really make

126 The two lines are respectively from a poem of Wang Ju' (.£;F,Ii5, QTS 1061) and a poem ofDu Mu (:t±tt,
QTS 5950).
127 "J!H*fH~~18!1l.l" is a variation of Tang poet Wei Zhuang's line "rn*F5§~18!1l.l" (QTS 10076).

"~~~%AA*iIiJTi~"is the variation ofLady Stamen's CttJi,xA) line ":;g~~~~*iIiJT~" (QTS 8972).
128 "¥***rn~iIiJT~ft" is from a poem ofLu You (I)jfiWf QSS 25647). "~:J;9tt1::;g*JA!,-tS" is the variation

of"~:k.ltt1:1~*JA!,-tS"is from a poem of Huang Tingjian (11583).
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remarkable poems out of mediocre ones; and it is not just the small skill like carving a

An adapted poem (~15ff) is adapted from an existing poem. One reason for poetic

adaptation is that an existing poem has not fully expressed what the reader wishes it to

have expressed, or there is room for improvement. Another reason is for the purpose of

singing. For example, The Adaptable Studio mentions a singing girl changed the rhyming

words in Qin Guan's (~~~ 1049-1100) well-known poem to the tune "Courtyard Filled

with Fragrance" (mtlM7'J), and the adapted version was applauded by Su Shi. 130 Another

example is the famous vocal song "Three-time Repeated Yang Pass" (~a :¥.:-=:~), which

is adapted from Wang Wei's "Song of Wei Town- Sending off Yuan the Second to Anxi"

U~~f!B ;i5j(;=Z~lffl}13l Adaptation may also be from one form of literature to

another, for example, from shi to ci, or even from fiction to a poem. 132

Adapted poems are different from restructurable poems. Restructurable poems just

change the structure of the original text, while adapted poems may change both the

content and structure. In this section, I will discuss several adapted poems from a case

found in Wu Zeng's (~~ 1127-1160) Poetry Discussions in the Adaptable Studio (~~~

129 Lang 1961: 484.
130 For this story, see Van 2001: 295-296.
131 QTS 1307

132 An example of this Tang poet Bai Juyi's famous poem Song ofEternal Grief(1£'f~!IX QTS 4818), which

is adapted from Chen Hong's fiction Story ofEternal Grief(l£'tlH~).
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The following poem "Fisherman" ($flY:) by the Tang poet Zhang Zhihe ('*Jit;~o

744?-773?) was later adapted by several Song dynasty poets. 133 Zhang Zhihe's poem is:

1ffi~wlWB.~,

1;J~:ft:$)1E7Jd)j18 n~.
3e. 4;1': I.!fs ~c;l. =!rl= *FJ::t'f JL, .-';~:!Pt-1-\.,

~OR~ffl/F~:mV3.

In front of the West Mountain, white egrets fly;
Peach flowers float over the water, and the mandarin fish is fat.
Wearing a green bamboo hat and palm raincoat,
I need not go home in this mild breeze and light rain.

The Song dynasty scholar Su Shi ($$it 1027-1201) thought Zhang's poem was

"extraordinarily fresh and beautiful, but the music was lost" (i-B-flmss, 't!O:taa1t/F1~),

so he adapted it into the tune "Sand of Silk-washing Stream" (ifGi$iy):134

1ffi~WlWB.~, In front ofthe West Pass Mountain, white egrets fly,
'IfX:ft:~'NY~ )=f$fL~, Off the Scattered Flower Islet, a sail is tiny,
fj~:ft:$)1E7Jd)j18 n~. Peach flowers float over the water, and the mandarin fish is fat.

§ JIt~3tw~~, Sheltered by a green bamboo hat,
;f§~~Utz!:g*~:«, And with a green palm coat,
~fR~ffl/F~:mY3. I need not go home in this mild breeze and light rain.

Huang Tingjian (.~1!£ 1045-1105) "clapped his hands with appreciation" (tlrlH$

ffl) when he saw Su Shi's poem, but he considered it a pity that Su used the character :ft:

twice, and that a fisherman's boat usually does not have a sail, so he combined Su Shi's

pome with two lines of Tang poet Gu Kuang's (W:mtJt around 757) and composed another

ci poem to the tune "Sand of Silk-washing Stream:,,135

133Wu 2002: 49-50.
134 This poem is also quoted in Yan's book for the discussion of "expanded poems" (1t1*i~), which is a

kind of adapted poem. Yan says Su Shi later expanded this "~mt/i" into a "~~::R" (see Yan 281), but he
did not indicate his source ofthis poem, but, according to The Adaptable Studio, this "~~::R" is composed
by Huang Tingjian, not Su Shi. See Wu 2002: 50.
135 Ou Kuang's lines are: "fifftsiJtJ!lJ3~, :tcJL¥JilJWJlf" (The moon by the New Wife Islet is bright, the
tide at the Maiden River has receded), see QTS 2972.
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tJT"93liJ1:iilml~~, The New Wife Islet looks like a sentimental eyebrow,
J;;.)L¥m IJ B~~{k, The autumn Maiden River is as clear as eyes of a girl,
'~iE#fiAjHn:t1J. The startled fish thinks the curling moon is a sinking hook.

W~~lW7G~~:$, In front of my green bamboo hat numerous things happen,
g~lt:.:&~~at1*, But under my green palm coat I am at ease for a time,
~4JXt.~ ffi~Mf:?:k. I just need to tum the boat around in the slanting wind and light rain.

Another Song dynasty scholar Xu Fu (1*1J& 1075-1141, also known as Xu Shichuan

1*yrpjll) composed four more poems based on Zhang Zhihe's poem and the adapted ones.

The following is one of them, to the tune "Partridge Skies" (~~%*)Y6

--t~-=::#§~1j!J!, The Seven Lakes and Three Xiang Rivers are linked by green grass,
~~IT¥X.7j(:!1O*. In the Dongting Lake, the Jiang and Han Rivers, waters are like sky.
$jM:;g: .ffi1:~-=f, If the court looks for the Mystic True Man,
:;r-fEITJirtE¥imJil. He will be found either by the river or by the wine.
a)3 jj t!j!, !y ~SMf, The bright moon is like an oar, the setting sun a boat,
jjiiE'tit1PJl!r:r;l;. And perch fish seems to hang in a mirror.
f'f'g~f"Jm1~PI5t~P, After collecting the fishing string and bait,
J\.-'¥wlWlYTffiB~. He goes to the J\.-shaped Hill to sleep while listening to rain.

"Mystic True Man" (1:~-=f) is the style name (%) of Zhang Zhihe, and the third line

refers to the fact that Emperor Xian of Tang Oi!f9G*) used to look for Zhuang Zhihe.137

The fourth line indicates that Zhang Zhihe prefers to stay on the rivers and lakes (IT$JJ)

drinking wine rather than serving the court. The sixth line indicates that if water looks

like a mirror, then fish in the water would appear to be hanging in the mirror. ";I;" (hang)

may also mean a fish is hanging on the fisherman's hook. The last two lines suggest that

136 These two "Partridge Skies" (l!tU~7i() are also quoted (with different characters in certain lines) in Yan's
book, but they are attributed to Su Shi. Yan did not indicate which source he used, so the version and
authorship in The Adaptable Studio should be more reliable. Xu Fu is Huang Tingjian's nephew and also
an important Song scholar.
137 See Wu 2002: 50.
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the fisherman only needs to get enough for a basic living - he can then spend the rest of

the day sleeping.

After Xu Fu, poems focusing on the theme of Zhang Zhihe continued to appear. See

the following poem of Zheng Banqiao (l$t1HJf) in the Qing dynasty, which is the

first in a series of ten poems under the title "Expression of Feelings - Ten Poems" (m'tf'i

~~~, -i"J¥, The old fisherman, with a fishing rod,
:3LlJrn, {§¥7k~, Leans against the mountain cliff, and sits at the waterside.
Jffli:fB-*Ql3C$W. He comes and goes carefreely in a small boat.
¥Y~J2:J2:m~tlft, The gulls on sand are like dots, and clear waves stretch far.
:g;j(mJiJiB,§~. The reed ferry is isolated, and the daytime is cold,
~~-ffB*1~81li. He sings loudly at sunset.
-'IJaj~1i~~, In no time the waves have started to shake the golden reflections,
.ffl~JiJ:* LlJ. And, raising his head, he suddenly realizes the moon is already above

the East Mountain.

The poems of Su Shi and Huang Tingjian are adapted poems, which are composed of

mostly lines or words from the original poem, while the poems of Xu Fu and Zheng

Banqiao allude to Zhang Zhihe's poem in a more common way. These poems all involve

allusion. Assembled poems and adapted poems use lines from the original poems

explicitly, while poems of common-sense allusion refer to the original poems in a more

limited and indirect manner. Alluding poems often surpass the original poems. For

example, Tang poet Weng Hong (~*) wrote the lines "1tfEAMuL, V&m~xx~"

(Among the falling flowers, the person stands alone; in the light drizzle, a pair of

138Lo 1983: 259.
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swallows fly), but it was Van Jidao's (~JLJI! 1030-1106) ci that made this couplet

famous. 139

The following drama style poem - to the tune "Frontier Geese Autumn" (~~tk) is

both an assembled poem and an adapted poem: 140

~uff*~1tIm¥immJj , When spring comes, the pear blossom yard is filled with
moonlight,

~tl~*~1~1%ty~~I[)Jj , When summer comes, she dances the moon low in the
courtyard willows.

~utk*~~~*~mmll, When fall comes, the dog with a gold bell barks at the moon
above the wutong tree,

~tl~*mWBff~ltm1'f'4 Jj, When winter comes, the clear fragrance quietly reaches the
moon on top of the plum top.

~, ~f-tE -0.. Jj , Alas, these wonderful moons -
,tr!,::::f:fLO P§~1t- ifW'lWJj . Are never as good as the ordinary moon in front my window.

In this poem, the underlined parts are either existing lines or adapted from existing

lines. 141 Because the last character of every line has"Jj ," the poem is also a special kind

of assigned-character poem called a "single-log bridge style" (Mvtc;f1f1zfs:), which means

. 142
the whole poem uses the same rhyming character.

Assembled poems, adapted poems and poems of common allusions are also all

assigned-character poems, because certain words related to previous poems are required

to appear in the new poem. These poems demonstrate the composer's familiarity with

139 For Weng's poem, see QTS 8656. For Yan Jidao's ci poem, see QSC 222.
140 By a scholar's maid named Jiang Dounu (rr4~X) in the Ming dynasty. See Lin 1977: 121.
141 "~1{:WJG1imm Jj" is from Yan Shu's (~:!8K 991-1055) poem "To the Far Away" (15)-Z), see QSS 1941.
"~11£;j%WIJ~'L'Jj" is from Yan Jidao's (~I1.3iii) ci poem to the tune "Cuckoo Weather" (J.!t~~~~), see
QSC 0225. "~;rt*p}\;ftHluj.8" is from Tang poet Wei Zhuang's Cp!±, 9th century) poem "The Noble
Young Man" (iftL~:f), see QTS 8000. "il·'!4;;·t¥'&11W.8" is from the Song dynasty poet Du Lei's (11*)
poem "Cold Night" (~1!(), see QSS 33637. "mwff1'f~Jtfm;m.8" seems to be alluding to the following two
lines from the first stanza ofa cipoem of the Song dynasty poetXie Yi's (i~t~ 1077-1111), to the tUlle
"The Beautiful Lady Yu" C~3kA): "j§ Ji5rJ'l\~fm;;fI'f§,... ))(l.JZmw~Il'JG" (The bamboo trumpet blows off
the snow on the mume branches, ... breeze brings fresh fragrance all over the yard), see QSC 0645.
142 For more examples on this style, see Yan 2001: 293-294.
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existing poems. In Chinese culture, while original poems are valued, being able to quote

or allude to a suitable existing poem in a situational speech is also an advantage, just like

being able to use idioms properly. Readers can take each line of an assembled poem as

an allusion. The layers and layers of allusion in traditional Chinese poetry let us see that

Chinese poetry as a whole is highly intertextual, which coincides with the emphasis on

collectivism in the Chinese social activities. Similarly, Western poetry's emphasis on

being original coincides with the recognition of individualism in Western society.
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Chapter Three Poems Manipulating Sound Effects

Up to the Han dynasty, Chinese poetry generally emphasizes only rhyming, not tones

and parallelism. In the Six Dynasties era, with the discovery of the four tones by Shen

Yue (tt£'9 441-513) and others, tones and their combining patterns gradually became

important in poetry. The year 601 saw the publication of the first rhyme book, Qieyun

(m~), written by Lu Fayan (l5ffi¥t § around 601), which became the most important

prosodic guide for Tang dynasty poetry. From the Tang on, the regulated verses

demanded strict rhyming and tonal patterns. MFP may feature regulated prosody, but

they also feature other kinds of patterning. This chapter discusses the manipulation of

sound effects in MFP in three categories: the manipulation of puns, unusual sound effects,

and unusual tonal and rhyming patterns.

I. Poems Manipulating Puns

Of the twenty-nine types of parallelism in the Tang book Secret Mansion of the

Literary Mirror, five are related to sound: sound parallel (F"X>J), alliterative doublet

parallel (~F" X>J), partial alliterative doublet parallel (1~~ ~ F" X>J), rhyming doublet

parallel (j:~X>J), and partial rhyming doublet parallel (1~~j:~X>J). Among these five

types, the first type involves homophonic puns, see the following two couplets: 143

1) ~!J§f)]tlj~~~, The red horse messenger is startled on the road,
sfij**m. The white imperial letters are not frosted.

143 See the Eastern Volume C*~) ofSecret Mansion a/the Literary Mirror.
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2) f}]~~'!f)J~typ, Early cicadas sing in tall willows,
~1ttt1*M. Dense cypress vines hang in deep pine woods.

In couplet 1, "~~" (lu, road) is not parallel to ";ffl" (shuang, frost), but because it

sounds the same as "lm" (lu, dew), which is parallel to ";ffl" (frost) in meaning, therefore

"~~" (lu) is considered phonetically parallel to ";ffl" (shuang). Similarly, in couplet 2,

"1t" (niao, cypress vines) and "~" (chan, cicada) are not semantically parallel (because

one is plant and the other is insect), but phonetically parallel, because "~" (niao) sounds

the same as "~" (bird), which is parallel to "~" (cicada).

The sound effects in the above two couplets do not produce double meaning; we

cannot actually replace "Jim" with "lm," because "mOOf}]'Ma" (The red horse messenger

startles the dew) does not make very good sense. Similarly, in couplet 2, if we replace

"~" with" ~," the line "~~tt1*t~" (dense birds hang in deep pines) will also be

problematic, because birds usually do not hang on trees. However, in many cases, sound

parallelism does bring forth double meaning. See the following couplet from a poem by

Wang Anshi: 144

~rr7G~~M, The clear river is extremely beautiful,
8 ~/Fa'*-l. The white birds are at incomparable leisure.

" ~" (qing, clear) puns on "w" (qing, dark blue), and both of them work

semantically well in the couplet, though "w" (dark blue) is parallel to "8" (white) and

"~" (clear) is not, because "w" and "8" are both colors while "~" (clear) is not. 145 In

other words, if a listener hears this couplet without knowing the characters, he or she

144 Wang Anshi (£~:;P), "Looking into the Distance in the Evening" (rr~II~JI~~), QSS 6590.
145 See Shi 2003: 12. Shi uses the term "loaned sound" ({'I§'if) instead of "sound parallel" (FiX>J).
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could interpret it in both ways: the river can be clear or dark blue. A better-known

example of pun is Uu Yuxi's (:)(Ij~~ 772-842) couplet "*:iiI BillWJiIffi, J]!~7GHj!P

:ffaj" (The east side is sunny while the west side rains, so I wonder whether we should

call it a clear day or not), in which "Hj" (clear) is a pun of "'tw" (love).146

The following is a very unique sound effect couplet, in which every character is a

~ER.w:mfE13Jm,§ Alone, I watch the mume flowers sweeping the Twelfth Month
snow;

~BU)lw~~~lt~~ Carefully, I peruse the mountains' outline dancing in the running
creek.

If read in some Eastern China dialects, the first line sounds like do-re-mi-fa-so-Ia-xi,

which is the Chinese pronunciation of music notes (sofege) 1-2-3-4-5-6-7, and the second

line sounds like yi-er-san-si-wu-liu-qi, the Chinese pronunciation of the numbers 1

through 7. This couplet is also very successful in terms of meaning, given its unique

sound restriction. A similar example is using a poetic line"WJliil~~~snzW-!f" (shan

dian yi si yi hu jiu - On top of the mountain there is a temple and a bottle of wine) as a

memory aid for the approximate value of IT - 3.14159 (san dian yi si yi wujiu), because

they sound similar. 148

Most humorous omitted-tail proverbs (~)§m) also rely on puns. The following is an

example:149

146 QTS 396 and 4110.
147 The couplet is found in Liang Yusheng's book (p. 764), which does not indicate its original source. JI is
the ratio of the circumference to its diameter in a circle. In most southern Chinese dialects, "ill~" is .
pronounced "san."
148 Zhang Dexin 1999: 33.
149 Zheng and Zhu 1993: 282.
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~"-=f~~-~~.
The pig puts a green onion in its nose - pretending to be an elephant.

"~~" (pretending to be an elephant) is the homophone of "~;f§" (pretentious,

acting).

The following poem by the Qing dynasty poetess Wu Jiusi (:!kfL}~\) has several

punS: 150

J](~ j=j 111 m1, The moon is full in the water,
-1P.l-*~tt. Just like a lotus mirror.
A rP] ~1$qT, The woman walks toward the blue creek,
:tzOre~{t~. As if to reflect herself against the water chestnut flowers.
I~JlJMp.J37tH, The lotus root is broken in two halves,
·tt1ff'f'xt~. But its silk-like fibers stay linked.
liJtlBH~, The cardamom petals have withered
3C1l1J§}I>:J:F. And no longer share the same stamen.

Here, "*~" (jurong, lotus flower) is a pun on "x'11" (husband's face); "~~"

(duan'ou, broken lotus root) is a pun on "~1~" (losing one's spouse); "f'f'xt.~"

(si 'nanjin, the fibers that connect a broken lotus root stay linked) is the pun on J~\xt~

(thinking endlessly of somebody); "3C1l" (wufu, no longer) is the pun on "3C~M" (no

luck/fortune); "JL\;R:" (xinbing) is a pun of "IL\(p;J" (love sickness).

Roger Ames points out that in classical Chinese, phonetically similar characters may

also be semantically similar or cognate, and this is not accidental. For example, "jJ&"

(zheng, good governance) and "IE" (zheng, proper) are homophones, and they are also

semantically associated: to govern effectively means to govern properly. The same is true

with "m" (dao, the way) and "m" (dao, tread): the way is made by walking, and "tt"

150 Gai 2001: 292.
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(jun, lord, exemplary person) and "ff:" (qun, crowds, gathering): an exemplary person

often attracts crowds. ISI "x'$" (husband's face) and "~~" (lotus flower) in the above

poem are even better examples, because they not only share the same sound, the former is

actually hides in the latter, implying the sense that the lotus flower reminds the woman of

her husband both phonetically and visually.

II. Poems Manipulating Unusual Sound Effects (XXFiiftil, ifFi~, iftil~, i(!.if~)

1. Poems Employing Alliterative Doublets and Alliterative Lines

Alliterative doublets (shuangsheng ~FiiPJ) and rhyming doublets (dieyun 1ftgiPJ)

are very common in Chinese poetry. The former are disyllabic words in which the two

syllables share the same initial sound element; for example, in the word chouchang ('tffiJ

'HE), both characters phonetically start with "ch." The latter are disyllabic words in which

both syllables share the same rhyme, such as menglong (~tt, "eng" and "ong" are

considered rhyming). In mainstream poetry, alliterative and rhyming words are quite

common, while in MFP, alliteration may be expanded to a whole line or a whole poem.

See the following poem by the Tang poet Yao He (tz#~il) entitled "Grape Vines" (lirli

:ni=t) .1S2
7f<: •

%jJi11PJ~~, daw d~IJ daWIJ dEjIJ d~w (Grape vines at the end of the Dongting Lake)
'11 nt~~Jf§. jinjiap jiaI] jiajIJ jiaw (Are reflected on the water as they shake the leaves.)
Bj:¥af1J~tt, kEw kEt k~w kaw kwaij (When the clear moon hangs high in the sky,)
ftf1t~~~. IEjIJ I~WIJ ?iajp lak lEW (Their exquisite shadows are cast on the house.)
WHmlli~~, ?im?m ?aip ?jiw ?~wk (Like dark smoke pressing the house in shade,)

151 Ames 2004: 2-4.
152 The romanization used in this and the poems below is of E. G. Pulleyblank's Early Middle Chinese
pronunciation, see Pulleyblank 1991.
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~W~~B3. m~WlJ mit muWlJ mEjIJ muaw (Their hazily dense shoots are like a dream.)
fr1ftkflf~¥, tsiajIJ tsuw tSEjIJ tSEjIJ tswi (In clear autumn, they are green and fresh,)
q:.~U~1'f~iJj!fJ. tawIJ taw t~WlJ tJ tEW (And when winter arrives, all their leaves fall.)

This poem is often improperly called an "alliterative doublet poem" (,XX F i'¥ ),

because shuangsheng refers only to a doublet, while in this poem, every line is composed

of characters with the same initial sound (except the character "~" in the fourth line),

therefore it is better labeled an "alliterative poem" (diesheng ~Fi,¥).153 Alliterative

poems are often used for creating what Yan calls the "literati tongue twisters,,,154 see the

following poem by Su Shi:

~i!i'¥ ~~OiE$Iij~,¥~

Tongue twister Poem - To Match the Mono-Rhyme Poem of Zhengfu for Fun

iOI:g:&uliJ~~'fmg,kJ ki~ kiam kat bijk kim kwan,

fit*.~3t*tl'i. kam kwa kiaIJ kuat h:w kiajIJ kain.
~JJI1i=t11i&r5~!, ki kJ kam kwaij kip kJ' h:jIJ',
{f8~]AA:lIt~~~.h:w' ki kam kiat bw kim kan.
c.Y3*jj:fa~Jif"i'i, ki kul h:jIJ kai kuaWlJ kaw bit,
0:m--T:fii~rfJ m. bWlJ kuj kan kJ' kaw kin kwan.
E&£iDm~¥~, k~j' h:jIJ kue kaijk kak kian hj,
-M1E*~1JofEi]~.kJ kJ kc:w kwaj kai h:n kwain.

In this poem, every syllable starts with the sound "k" (in Medieval Chinese

pronunciation), and these sounds make combinations that are awkward to pronounce.

The meaning of the poem is just as difficult as its pronouciation, but we could take it as

an impressionistic poem that is not intended to be clear.

153 See Shi 1996: 115-116, and Gai 2001: 119.
154Yan2001: 297.
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2. Poems Employing Rhyming Doublets and Rhyming Lines (~tfgi:if)

Just like alliterative doublets, rhyming doublets are also very common in mainstream

poetry. For instance, in the line ?;}J~~~ (The slim beautiful girl) from Book ofSongs,

?;}J~ (yaotiao) is a rhyming doublet. The line )§Jlj~:fJt9P (hou you you xiu liu - There

is a rotten willow outside of the rear window), written by the Martial Emperor of the

Liang dynasty (~ftt*), is widely recognized as one of the earliest experiments with

line-level rhyming (i:rB). The following poem, which is one of the "Two Sharing-

rhyme Palace Poems" (1frB'8i,PJ=lfr), by Lu Guimeng (Mrig~) of Tang, is frequently

quoted as an example of line-level rhyming poems. Since the characters in each line

rhyme well in modem Mandarin, I will provide the pinyin instead of the Romanization

for Middle Ages Chinese:

JJ;;ldfrr!J"tfflH6/(,ju yu wu du shu (The Wu palace girls are beautiful,)
w~1f~~.juan lian bian dian yan (And they indulge in the King's banquet hall.)
~~~lfA, qun xun xin chun ren (While they are enjoying the spring,)
~OO~~~. zhuan mianjian zhanjian (Suddenly they see the enemy's warship coming.)

The poem is about the King of Wu indulging in women and thus losing his Kingdom

to the Yue in the Warring States Period.

The following is a line level rhyming antithetic couplet: 155

~~~m~!km, ?~wk p~k l~wk d~wk suwk (To the north ofthe hut a deer sleeps alone)
y$: lffix~*~. kEj sEj kEj dZEj dEj (To the west of the creek roosters crow together)

In this couplet, all syllables in the first line have the "~wk" (or "uwk") rhyme sound,

and the syllables in the second line all have "Ej." "Ej" is often used as an onomatopoeia

for birds, and the continuous use of it in the second line highlights the roosters' crow. In

155 The couplet is attributed to a Ming dynasty scholar official Xu Xi (1*B:ffi). See Liu 1996: 203.
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addition, because the syllables in the first line all have a lower pitched sound "gwk" and

an "oblique tone" (lJC"F), and those in the second line all have a higher pitched sound

"ej" and "level tone" (Sf"F), 156 therefore, there is a phonetic contrast between the two

lines that is parallel to their semantic contrast: the first line presents a quiet scene, while

the second a noisy one.

In the end of Qing dynasty, a group of scholars in Beijing had a poetry party, during

which everybody composed a poem with the title "Boudoir Sentiments" (1I1?~ guiyuan),

and with the prerequisites that numbers "-=-=!m11/\-t)\.7L+s -=f7J" be included,

and that the rhyming characters must include "~~lffixJlb*Il\'1f." This is a matching poem

activity. The following one is attributed to a scholar named Wu Bingli (fliwg ~), which is

considered by some to be among the best.

~I~S R 1Jff¥iIJ}~, The red mansion is one hundred-chi tall and overlooks a clear creek,
-=+/\#fJi Blffi. The moon over thirty-six bridges is already setting in the west.
=)\.'%ffJfffXJ..m~, The shy sixteen-year-old girl secretly watches a pair of swallows.
7J't~-=ffD!k11£xJlb. And the crow of the rooster at five stirs thousands of sentiments.
!mmJ-mm~5Jj,:@, Looking around, her sentiments spread even further,
m1i-*-tJJj,llID::f*. And she is unable to paint her half-frowning eyebrows evenly.
-t5!:tlG~$j7LWT, Playing the seven-stringed instrument breaks her heart nine times,
:stAili!)tH~ ~1l\'1f. Beyond the Father-in-Law Peak, a crow caws.

The measure words ":st," "R," "'f," "~" and "-*-" are also assigned characters. We

can see this poem has the features of an assigned-character poem, a number poem, and an

assigned line poem (with "~~lffixJlb*Il\'1f" being the assigned line), and an assigned rhyme.

156 For more information about the poetic tones, see Liu 1962:20-38.
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3. Mono-Sound Poems

A mono-sound poem (lPJili~) is one which all the characters have the same sound.

See the following example: i57

PRPPRPx~, x~PRPPRP, jljljI,jljljI (The ''jiji'' chickens make ''jiji'' sound,)
JLX~1jf1jf~I~:1iJt1f. JI j I ji ji j ij j I (Several chickens cram on a rock by a creek.)
j~PtltJ*, jljijI (Crucian carps are extremely fast,)
x~tJlt1k, jljlji (And the chickens are extremely hungry,)
~aeAxi1r JLj~P. jljlj jljlj jI (Chickens use their skills to attack crucian carps.)
x~*t1k, jljlji (Chickens are extremely quick,)
j~t1k1f, jljijl (And crucian carps are extremely scared,)
;g;g#f~liJt~~i. Ji jijiji jI ji ji (So they hurriedly hide below the rock.)
m~pj~p~t1k~~,jijijljijijiji (Then the crucian carps are extremely quiet,)
~l*~PJLx~tJL jijijijljI (Afterwards several chickens are still hungry,)
~PPRPPRPo JijljI (So they make ''jiji'' sound.)

This poem is composed of just one soundji, and the tonal variation become crucial

for identifying the meaning. The Chinese, ji is also an onomatopoeia, resembling the

sound of a bird, therefore, the poem is also a "bird language poem" ("HH~ or .. § i~),

which is one of the miscellaneous forms of poetry that involve sound that imitates a

bird. i58

Characters with multiple pronunciations (~il~), and different characters with the

same meaning and pronunciation (Jl1~~), are also good materials for creating unusual

sound effects. See the following well-known couplet in Lady Mengjiang's Temple (jfu:~

157 Anonymous. The poem is in Yan's book, and it is also seen on a website, but both have some characters
that do not make sense. The poem printed here is slightly adapted by the author of this dissertation. See
Yan 2001: 393-394, and http://www.6753.con1Jscyy.htm#.
158 For more information regarding Bird Language Poems, refer to Xu 2002.
159 According to legends, Mengjiang's husband was sent by the Qin Emperor to build the Great Wall far
away from home. She traveled for a long time to look for him, only to find that he had died ofhard labor

87



In the first line, some "*jj" are pronounced as zhao (morning), some are pronounced

as chao, which is the homophone of "~" (tide); in the second line, some "*" are

pronounced as zhang (grow), while some are chang, the homophone of "1%" (often).

Therefore, the couplet is usually considered to mean the following: 16o

~7.k~, *jj*jj~, *Jj~*jj;1t Haishui chao, zhaozhao chao, zhaochao zhaoluo;

¥¥~*, 1%1%*, ~*~ Fuyun zhang, changchang zhang, changzhang changxiao.

Ocean waters tide, and every morning tide; morning tides recede in the morning;
Floating clouds grow, and constantly grow; constantly grow and constantly vanish.

Sometimes, the graphic image of certain characters or elements may help produce a

sound effect. See the following couplet: 161

/\*~~: *g~~ttt8:fh;fgP; Six kinds oftrees grow densely: peaches, plums, pines,
cypresses, poplars, and willows;

}~ 0 HH: p~p!~~5'-E~ Eight mouths are noisy: "oohing," "Ahing," "Heying."
sighing, swearing, and cursing.

This couplet involves both character splitting-reassembling and common-classifiers,

which will be discussed in the next chapter. Notice that in the second line, "}~ 0" refers

to the fact that the two characters "HH" contains eight "mouths" (0) in total. "P!?JP!~

~5'-E~" are also characters that each contains a "mouth." In addition, "P!?J," "p!," "P~"

are onomatopoeia words, therefore, the graphic images of the "mouths" in the second line

and was buried under the Wall. Her weeping moved the Heavenly Emperor, who had eight hundred Ii of
the Wall demolished.
160 He 2000: 280-281.
161 Anonymous. See
http://www.abbs.com.cn/bbs/post/view?bid=7&id=2248220&sty=I&tpg=I&age=30&ppg=11

88



help graphically represent the noisy effect. 162

Liu Zhiji (xU~~) sees the sound structure of a character as a "sound block"

(composed of the initial and final), as compared with what he calls the graphic block

structure (~1*:fig~) of a character.163 The poems discussed above share similarities with

poems which manipulate the graphic block structure of characters discussed in Chapter

Four. For example, structurally, alliterative poems (i:pi#) and all-line rhyme poems

(~fi.1Ji#) are similar to the common-classifier poems (Jt*J1li#). The mono-syllabic and

mono-graphic features of the Chinese characters reinforce each other in the construction

of poems with unusual graphic and audial effects. Chinese has many characters, but the

pronunciations for these characters are very limited, therefore homophonic characters are

many. For example, Yan Huizhi points out that according to Lii Shuxiang's (§ mz#§)

statistics, in the Word Source Dictionary (iPJ¥m, 1979 edition), 203 characters share the

pronunciation zhi, and 241 characters share ji (ignoring tones).164 This means compared

with the English language, Chinese language has more phonetic "loopholes" for poetic

manipulation.

162 Graphic representation of audial effects in poetry is seen in the following line from a poem of Shen
Jiong (ttWiJ): "iUf;G IWl mt" (The road along the magnificent buildings is noisy). In this line, each
character contains one or more" 0" (mouth) elements.
163 Liu 1999: 151.
164 Van 2001: 394.
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Chapter Four Poems Manipulating the Images of Characters

I. Character Splitting-Reassembling Poems (.it~ and *jtW~)

A story has it that when the well-known Qing dynasty scholar Ji Xiaolan (~G~~)

was in jail, the jailer predicted his future by asking him to write a character. Ji wrote the

jailer's surname "j[" on the ground. The jailer then told Ji that he would be exiled to a

distant grass land, because the character contains the element "f" (qian - thousand), .m.

(Ii - distance measure unit), and a radical "*,, that means "grass." Ji later was indeed

exiled to Xinjiang, the grasslands in northwest China. This story reveals Chinese

people's long tradition of divining by interpreting various kinds of signs, including

characters. 165 This kind of character deconstruction is also common in MFP, called

character splitting and reassembling poems (~ it i'if). The following is a poem that

deconstructs the characters related to "IB" (tian land):166

-F7Jol~m*'I:5t, When flood comes, land and houses are gone,
m%1f'l§*OJ1(¥ilt. Peasants' tears will be flowing with the water.
R~mj;~,¥~, Only hoping m(land) is the foundation of~ (wealth),
Jj~;f~B1i:~'¥~. Who would know that it is also the head of~ (toil)?

ffEr)J!IJ*~'¥1t, When stretching down its foot, mbecomes the head of ~ (soldier),
1$ te ik*::f § E!3. When stretching up its head, it becomes E!3, but not § E!3 (freedom).
m:frIL,\L'/¥;}tt!'I5, When m is on IL,\ (heart), it means,~ (to think or wish),
m:frIL,\r:p It::ff*. And when m is in the heart one gets It (worry).

~V31aJ te:fr~9 m'l'X, 1aJ (tax) comes from men working in the land,
;fli1m'!kj;:!:Rmfrx. 1m (tenant) is actually a land slave.

165 Ye Mengde (rJt~1~ 1077-1148) pointed out in his Stone Woods Poetry Discussions (-P"1*iCifi:i5) that the
character splitting-reassembling poem started with Kong Rong aLI!! 153-208) in the Three-Kingdom era.
See Ye 1981 (vol. 1): 418.
166 Anonymous. See Gai 2001: 39.
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~mi~llt E8 ~tM, When you say "poems say E8 means tM (blessing),"
lliZ1Jo E8*~~~. You should also consider the layers (~~) of worries of the tenants.

In this poem, ten characters that contain "E8" (land) are interpreted: "~" (rich,

wealth), "~" (exhaustion, toil), "~" (soldier, army duty), "83" (freedom, as in "§ 83"),

"J~'" (to think), "l1:" (worried), "1ED" (tax), "1fB" (tenant), "tM" (blessing, fortune), "~"

(layers). The meaning of some of these characters is not related to "land" (E8), but the

poet related them to "E8" to serve the theme. Since each line in the poem contains the

character or element E8, it is also an assigned-character poem.

The following is a folk story related to the novel The Three Kingdoms (..=.OO~5(),

and it involves three splitting-reassembling poems. 167 One day, when Zhou Yu (]1!fJfIDI,

Prime Minister of the Kingdom of Wu, who was jealous of Zhuge Liang), Zhuge Liang

(~:!j~, Prime Minister of the kingdom of Shu) and Lu Su (~*, Zhou Yu's advisor,

who was sympathetic with Zhuge Liang) were playing chess by a creek, Zhou Yu

composed a poem that deconstructs the character "~$;" (xi, creek) to humiliate Zhuge

Liang:

1f*ill~~$;, With the water radical I:¥', the character~ is pronounced xi,
7C7j(ill~~. Without the water radical, the character~ is also pronounced xi.
"*f-!i!~$;:ii17.K, Removing the water radical i in ~,
~/~j'f!~~~. And adding the bird radical/~, ~$; becomes ~~ (chicken).

1~~1aUL1L:1E1bl.u'E. A cat in favorable times is as strong as a tiger,
~-=B~lII)G~o~~. A phoenix without feathers is inferior to a chicken.

167 Gai 2001: 40. A story published on the World Daily (ttteW B iR) (date unavailable) says the poems are
related to the Three Kingdoms, but Gai's book says the poems are wine games (¥IDJ4t). The origin of the
poem is unknown.
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In this poem, Zhou Yu compared himself to a powerful cat, and Zhuge Liang to a

featherless phoenix, because at that time Zhuge Liang just lost a war and had to rely on

Zhuyu's Kindom for support. Zhuge Liang came up with a similar poem that

deconstructs the character "m" (qi, chess):

:H*m~m, With the wood radical *, m is pronounced qi,
7G*m~;1.t. Without the wood radical, ;1.t is also pronounced qi.
~f!j!m:iiI*, Removing the wood radical * from m,
~Jz1I~~. And adding the radical Jz, mwill become Jjz (bully).
laWf~7.kilUf~)t, Fish swimming in shallow water may be harassed by shrimp,
m¥if~B*Bz~JK And a tiger trapped on the prairie can be bullied by a dog.

Here, Zhuge Liang fought back by referring himself to a fish and tiger, and Zhou Yu

to shrimp and dog. Fearing that the fight between them may spiral out of control, Lu Su

came up with the following poem that deconstructs the character "#§" (the name of a

river) to make peace:

:H7.km~#§, With the water radicalli, #§ is pronounced xiang,
7G7.km~ifll Without the water radical, if§ is also pronounced xiang.
~f!j!#§:iiI7.k, Removing the water radical ~ in #§,
1Joffi1I~m. And adding the rain radical ffi, #§ will become m (frost).
~A § 13 nlW,§" One should just clear the snow in front ofhis own door,
~:r1mApcJ:m. And not touch the frost on others' roofs.

In each of the three poems, the first four lines portray images, while the last two lines

express the intended message. This kind of poem is also like antithetic couplets because

they are strictly parallel to each other in structure.

Character deconstruction is commonly seen in the games of character riddle poems

(¥J2fSi~) among the literati in traditional China. The following is a Tang dynasty riddle
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poem written in the Darning Temple (7::. EJ3 ~) in which each line is a riddle for a

character, as explained in the parentheses: 168

- A¥:¥: (- + A = 7::.)
=arfPljt (=ar = B + Jj= E}j)
7~1-*R- (R - = - R-'f = +- 'f = ~169)

,~*171<# (il1< without the radical = 7.K)
=A;f§Ji (=A = ~170)

/Fx-:iiI (/FX-:iiI= r - "r" looks like "/F" with the left slash missing)
-=.~[9tt, ;7.!U(ffffr?& (= ~ has 4 vertical and 3 horizontal lines above fire radical)
~!PXX1;], W3B/F~ (= tt looks like two B together, each B is missing the top

and right sides)

If we put together all of riddle characters, we will get this line: "7::.~~7J<., ~r~

tt" (The fountain in the Darning Temple is matchless in the world).

The following is another riddle poem written by a scholar to curse the monks in a

temple who have bullied him: 171

~ft**~, The ft (dragon) in the ~ (shrine) has gone to the East Sea,
~ B~W*4. The B (sun) in ~ (time) disappears into the West.
fWCX4-/Fft, The)( (literature) in fi& (respect) no longer exists today,
W1iAi:i1[¥Y. And 1i (stone) in W(crushed) disappears in the flowing sand.

Each line in the poem is a riddle. The answer for the first line is the character "if,"

because when the "ft" element in the character "~" is gone, we will get "if" (he,

whole). Similarly, the answer to the second line is "~" (si, temple), for the third line is

"1:U" (gou, temporary), and to the fourth line is ".¥-" (zu, soldier). Therefore, the answer

168 Gai2001: 65.
169 Viewed top-down, "~" looks like "+,, + "-,, + "-t."
170 '''7;.'' looks like the combination of"=" and "A."
171Gai 2001: 77.

93



to the whole poem is "it-=¥1'ij$" (he si gou zu). Since "1'ij" is the homophone of "~ti]"

(dog), the line actually means "it~~ti]-$" - "The whole temple is full of dogs."

In the novel Dream ofthe Red Chamber (~I~~), there are some riddle poems that

involve character deconstruction. See the following one:

*Jj xtJi, Clear Moon is difficult to meet,
~E~~. Colorful clouds easily vanish.
IL.' ~tx~, Her ambition is higher than the sky,
~ JJr ¥~, Yet her position is too humble,
JXt.mt3ZJ5tBAf&. Her beauty and smartness only invite jealous.
*x$lEIi~H9J1:,And her life is shortened by slander-
$'t~0T~11*.The affectionate young master can only worry about her in vain.

In this poem, the first two lines is a riddle for ~3t: (Qingwen), one of Jia Baoyu's (M

~.-:E) favorite maids, because "*" (qi) means "a~" (qing, clear weather), "~A" (caiyun)

means "3t:" (clouds of colorful pattern).172 The poem appears in Chapter Four in the

novel to foretell Qingwen's tragic future - she will eventually commit suicide because of

slander.

The following is a number-assisted character splitting-reassembling poem attributed

to Qing dynasty female poet Gu Taiqing (J®t*~ 1799-1876):173

5GW1!{, 7G~lHJi1r.
fciJ1tX, AtEit~c
't~.-:E~~, ~~-~r5]~>L.'~,

n4:9XWc~/F~~~.

::g:4-~ D /F § itt!..
i{:3tjt~, ~/F&, 174

~1:*, xt~~ B85.

At the lantern festival night, I alone sit by the window light.
I want to ask Heaven: whose house is he in now?
I hate him, because he never tells me the truth.
I want to forget about him, but I just cannot.
Now I am not going to talk about him anymore.
As for our relationship, it used to be good.
[But now] in this mess, it's difficult to speak clearly.

172 Zheng & Zhu 1993: 289.
173 For Gu Taiqing's poem, see Lin 1998: 571. Also see Zhang 1999: 340-341 for both Gu Taiqing's poem
and Zhu Shuzhen's poem.
174 "::f~" is the pun of"::fX," as "X" means an X-shaped cross in the character "~."
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't~::f1~-JJ~WT7tW3~C I wish I could break the relation with a sword,
PJH'~X, -¥~7Gj]x1Ujrrf. But I do not have the strength to throw him away.
~Jt~W:-it, ~1m7G § PJ~. Now I will plan a trick to make him unable to answer.

The poem is attributed to Qing dynasty female poet Gu Taiqing (~j'(:m 1799-1876);

Zhang Dexin (5-1H-e~) points out this poem is one of the several imitations of the

Southern Song dynasty female poet Zhu Shuzhen's (*~:J5(") poem "Heart-broken

Riddle" (WT~l~), see below:

r~*, 1I}:9{@ ~1i;
1'iiJ1E~, Afr{PJ7J?
't~.:E11J\, -1l"*T,
.g~%, §"*xl \j.
'I'W~ f}], 11ff1:K Q ,

~L3t, 7Gr3t.
~B{PJ~N 1'iiJ ,
7t1f::fffl JJ .
}A~~:jE{fLA3,

T ll;f§ I~\-tl¥~.

(When " ~" in "r" is gone, what remains is "-.")
(When "A" is missing from "~," what remains is "=.")
(When the vertical line in ".:E" is gone, what remains is "_." )
(.g Ii: curse. When" §" leaves ".g," what remains is "[9.")
("11ff1:K Q" means "11" loses" Q, " what remains is "n.")
(When the "cross" in "3t" is missing, what remains is "1\ .")
(When" B" in "~" is gone," what remains is "t.")
(Take away' JJ' in '?J~,' what remains is "}\..")
(Take "A" away from "ifL," what remains is "fL.")
(Get rid of the top slash in "T," what remains is "+.")

In Gu Taiqing's poem, the narrator is a wife who is ignored at home by her husband.

The first line, the "lL" part in "5G" is sitting by the window alone, which implies the

stroke "-" (one) is gone. Similarly, the second line says when the "A" part is gone

from "~," what remains will be "=" (two). This way, we find that lines one through ten

respectively hides the numbers one (-) to ten (+). For this reason, this poem can also

be called a number poem. In this poem, every line suggests a sense of "missing," and

characters "7C" (have not), "::f~~" (be unable), "::f §" (not speaking), "::f~" (no bad),

"xlr~" (hard to say), "lW;j]" (no strength) and "7G §" (no words) suggest a sense of

being negative. These senses "coincide" with the fact that the negative husband is
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"missing" from the woman's life. The character splitting-reassembling (~il) style the

poetess uses also suggests that she wishes to split with her husband and "reassemble" a

family. I will call the translation above the "linguistic meaning," and character

deconstruction the "material meaning." These two terms will be further used for

. . d' . 175convemence III ISCUSSlOn.

Because split and reassembled characters can save strokes or elements, they are often

used in poems to be inscribed on objects, such as seals, ink stones, mirror backs and

porcelain. See the following three examples.

The above (left) is a seal read as "Pl~~Il)E" (Only I know what "to be content"

means). Because each of the four characters has the "[]" element, and "[]" is

respectively in the left, bottom, right, and top in the four characters, the seal maker

cleverly put "[]" in the middle to be shared by all the four characters, instead of

inscribing it four times (the right is a clearer illustration). Maybe we could call this kind

of text "condensed text." The following is a seal inscription called "Whirl Text Seal"

(huiwenyin [BJ)( Ep):176

175 The word "material" is borrowed from William Boltz, who divides the function of a script into linguistic
aspects and material aspects. See Boltz 1994: 9-10.
176 The seal text is found in Wan Shu's Xuanjisuijin (f}jjElJLWtliJ). There is a set of four texts of this kind
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L
r

~~{f~1-1~ iJ!
~ [qf MfP'J Ja; *E: F~
~ ~ :f:E. i~ iH+l .w 4fIE
7~, /f=ij ~ Ji.¥ f~ /' .... ~l \\

m~~ ~ 9J 1M< {PJ &:
115 WIf JJj( ~, JiJ[ JE
)7} • ~ ~ ft {w ~
~m~Jm~~4:

The text is to be read as a heptasyllabic regulated verse by starting with the character

"~ " in the middle, and then go down to "~ , " and then continue counter-clockwise, as

indicated by the arrows on the right.

~1*• .ffjJE9~:mr, In the Central Plain army drums raise fire and smoke,
f5lwj<OOfl~Jit;~. Therefore I recite poems about being happy with a simple life.
rr;fMH~~IPJM1P3,177 Among bamboo and trees I sleep soundly like a drunken monk,
~~~JHP)j~1LiJ. My clothes and hat are strange, like those of a slovenly immortal.
L1J~~JmlllfJt~,178 In the north side of the mountain we play chess in the chess hut,
!Jjrlit~~:;g71t And in the wilderness we often boil spring water to make tea.
S ~1£1:.$-ffiUt, Let gray hair grow in the mirror that used to reflect a young face,179
~r'~~JE.~:q::/80 At the Golden Gate, we have no dreams of filling out what remains

in our years.

We can see that from the second line on, the beginning character of each line is an

element of the last character in the previous line, and therefore it is a half-character

under the title huiwenyin. The character hui used in the original text is "fBJ" with "mIT" on top, which is a
character not found in modem Chinese dictionaries. Since the text is not a palindrome, huiwen here should
be translated as whirl-text, because it is read from the middle and spirals to the outside, like a whirlpool.
177 ":M" is the kasaya ofa monk, also refers to a monk. "g~ rfIi" is the inversion of "rfIiD~" - sleep soundly.
178 Here, the character "1Jl" (gamble) does not imply gambling, since "lJlm" simply means to play chess.
"lJlm" alludes to Tang poet Yao He's (J!:J5'8-) line "Playing chess may create an enemy" ( mftftt-HjJ&Cf).
QTS 5698.
179 ";1I-ffi," a third century handsome poet. ";1I-ffi~" therefore means the mirror that used to reflect the
poet's young face.
180 "~r~," Also known as "~.I1I n" (Golden Horse Gate) gate of the Emperor's palace, which symbolize
political success.
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thimble poem. This structure allows the seal maker to use forty-nine characters on the

seal to represent the poem of fifty-six characters in its normal layout. The following is a

similar poem, but because it uses a circular formation, only forty-eight characters are

needed to represent the fifty-six-character poem. The poem is attributed to the Tang poet

Bai Juyi (B!iS' JJ, 722-846), and is entitled Bai Letian Tours the Purple Heaven Palace

Conventional layout:

7j(¥Jt;~~ij!,*~, Water washes away the dust and I have tasted the flavor of the Way,
1:tT~fUpijffi~. Therefore I am content to have forgotten to pursue wealth or fame.
JI)I~/\WlIf}ft~, In my heart are the Morning Clouds Guests in the Six Caves,
~iffl-=:.~~m:ftI. Who each recite the Three Purity Purple Palace Scripture.
+.m*jiEJXiti!, For ten Ii, songs for picking lotus seeds are heard throughout the night,
-~~ JJ f1~W. And under a bright moon the sweet scent of osmanthus floats.
B~0T:ifffi.m, The sun is high but the young master is still searching,
}A!.~w ~wrw~. To find the good wine in the mountains.

181 The poem is found in Classified Palindromes (Sang 1987: 808), but not in Complete Tang Poetry.
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In this poem, the "7](" element in the character "3*." on the very top of the left picture

is used as the beginning of the poem, and the bottom radical of the ending character in

each line is used as the beginning of the next line. Because the poem is a circle, and that

the beginning character of a line is hiding in the last character of the previous line, it is

hard for one to find the beginning of the poem, therefore it can be called a "half-character

thimble hidden-head poem" (**Jm~tiJ~'t~i'if). The split characters in the poem all have

a top-bottom structure, and it is always the bottom element that is reused in the next line.

For this reason, I think the original poem was meant to be in a vertically arranged circular

formation (as shown in the picture on the right above).

On the literary level, the poem is obviously related to the Daoist religion. "Morning

Clouds Guests in the Six Caves" refers to Daoist masters or immortals. The girls who

harvest lotus seeds and the young searching master in the second half seem to be images

for a new theme (love), but in fact, they are religious metaphors. Harvesting lotus seeds

throughout the night represents meditation during the night for qigong (breathing exercise)

or religious practice, and the bright moon is a symbol of enlightenment. The young

searching master represents one who searches for the Dao, which is represented by the

wine in the mountains. The hidden-head feature of the poem cleverly echoes the hidden

Way. This is a convenient time to mention that circular formation poems are quite often

seen in MFP, as mentioned in Chapter One (see Classified Palindromes for more

examples). These circular poems can be linked to the concept of yuan (IQII circle) in

Chinese cultural tradition, as Qian Zhongshu discussed in his Tangyi LU. 182

182 Qian 1984: 111-114.
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Character splitting-reassembling is also very common in antithetic couplets; see the

following.

=A±L~ Two people sit on the earth,
- jj 8 JiJ.~ One moon shines by the sun.

One story attributes this couplet to the Southern Song Emperor Zhao Ji (~1j:!f) and his

favorite concubine. One evening when they were sitting on a mound in a garden, the

emperor said the first line, and the lady matched with the second line. I83 On the material

level, "=A±L~" refers to the fact that the character "~" (sit) looks like two "A"

(person) located on top of the character "±" (earth, dirt) and "- jj 8 JiJ.~" refers to the

fact that the character "~" (bright) looks like "jj" (the moon) stays beside "8" (the

sun). On the metaphorical level, since the sun often symbolizes the emperor, and the

moon a beautiful woman, the lady's line is indeed very appropriate: "Your Majesty's light

makes me bright."

Here are some similar examples. The material meaning is provided below each

couplet:

1J~~rrJiJ. ~
:§fjgXrER

2lKJ7~*fr
~J7~R~i8

The wild goose is the riverside bird,
The silkworm is the first under-Heaven worm. 184

1f~=rr+~; :§f=-R+ER

Divination means a shaman handling bamboo strips,
A turtle is a short-tailed fish.
iJX=fr+~; ~ looks like a short-tailed is

183 For the story, see Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 134. Another source (http://www.xwbs.com/2004/6
24/lIS047.html) attributes the couplet to Emperor Zhangzong in the Jin dynasty (~:!jf*) and his
concubine.
184 This couplet is widely cited by couplet anthologies and websites, and it is attributed to the Qing dynasty
official Lin Zexu (*JJltl~ 1785-1850): when the young Lin Zexu was walking with his teacher by the
ocean, his teacher said the fIrst line, and Lin matched with the second line. See
http://www.pupils.com.cn/qtgq/gI849.htm. Also see Zhang 1976: 130. For the other three couplets
following it, see http://chinaseek.cn/xq/printpage.asp?boardid=7&ID=200&replyID=200
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~£ElG1ft In A thief is an armed person robbing treasure,
1L1J~ ill~A An immortal is a person living by a mountain.

~= In+EIG; 1L1J=A +L1J

ftt£jG*J.t Martial artistry means when a weapon comes you can stop it
~~ B1f~Q Wisdom means every day gains some knowledge

ftt=J.t+jG; ~=~Q+ B

These couplets both play with the physical image of the characters and reveal some

kind of truth or wisdom. For example, the character "1J~" presents the image of a bird ( ~)

beside a river (rr), and "iif" a worm (ER) under sky/heaven (-X). In reality, wild geese

do often live by the water, and the silkworm was important to China's economy, so

calling it "the first worm under Heaven" is quite reasonable. These examples also point

out that many characters were created by combining others, and there is often a semantic

link between a character and the elements that make it up.

The following examples employ character splitting-reassembling with humor and wit:

1) .:E*:lr-~ ±~ Senior Wang is a bumpkin,
*5t1:#-tJGLf:~ Mr. Zhu's upper body looks like a bull.185

.:E, *, :lr all contain the ± part,
*, 5t, 1: all have the upper part of Lf:.

In the first line, .:E*:lr refers to both the three unrelated characters ".:E," "*," "1!f,"

and the word ".:E*:lr" (senior Wang). "±~" also means both the smell of soil and a

country bumpkin. The second line can be read similarly. The second line also implies

Mr. Wang is stubborn, since stubborn is another meaning of "Lf:" (bull). This couplet is

said to have been exchanged between a man with the surname Wang and one with the

surname Zhll to make fun of each other.

185 Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 160.
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2) A~~1~, A3t ~gJJJG1~. A man used to be a monk, but Man cannot become
Buddha,

-Y-~7J:tz&!, -y-xpnfJ\~x. A woman will be a maid if her position is humble, and
women can also be called "servants."

According to a story found in Liang Shi and Liang Dong's book, the first line was said

by Su Shi's younger sister to make fun of Monk Fo Yin (1~£P), SU Shi's good friend, and

the second line was Fo Yin's reply. "-Y-X PJ~fJ\~X" in the second line may also be

translated as "women can also refer to themselves as 'servants' (nu ~X)," because in

traditional China, women humbly refer to themselves as "nu" .186

3) lIt7/(~~wwill This wood is the firewood that every mountain produces,
~1<.JJJGWiI!5' !5' $ Because of fire it turns into smoke that is copious at each dusk.

.rJt + 7/( = ~; w+ w= ill
~ + 1<. = 11E1; !5' + !5' = $

This couplet is said to have been composed by scholar official Li Tiaoyuan (*ifi'iJ5G

1704-1803) and a woodcutter: when Li met a woodcutter on the road, he said the first line,

and the woodcutter matched with the second line.18
?

4) IlY p Fr1J II , I*J P ~1)£:>'~ p rg There are four squares in II, and the inner ones are
all within the outer one's control,

.n.A~:$:, IJ\A3'::1:t*A~188 When five people share an umbrella, small
people are all sheltered by the big person.

II has four P s, and the internal P s are all within the external P,
:$: has five A s, and the small A s are all under the big A.

186 "~X" may also be translated as "slave," however, in medieval China, it means servants. For the story,
see Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 131.
187 Liang Shi and Liang Dong 1995: 526. This couplet is also introduced in Marney's book. See Marney
1993: 199.
188See http://www.xwbs.com/2004/6-24/115047.html
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The couplet is attributed to the Ming dynasty official Yang Pu (rm1-W). When his

father was taken away to fulfill labor duty, the young boy went to the magistrate to

appeal for his release. The magistrate said the first line to him to let him know that

ordinary people are subject to the control of the officials. Yang Pu then matched with the

second line, to suggest that ordinary people should be under the protection of the officials.

The magistrate was impressed by the boy's wit and released his father.

5) ~~R~, )\A.:E-f.N:~ § The eight great kings on top of~~R~ all
have similar heads,

.ftli., RY/j\;t~J'J-JlifiJ The four small ghosts in.ftli. each has a
different stomach and intestines.

In the first line, the first four characters are three kinds of musical instruments (qin, se,

and pipa), each with a double ".:E" radical on top, and in total there are eight ".:E." In the

second line, the first four characters each has the character ";t" (ghost), and the phonetic

elements "7i&," "*," "I¥J," "rJ3" are viewed as the intestines (Jlif:ffi) of the radical ";t."

"~~R~" and ".ftli." are also common-classifier lines, which will be discussed in

Section II. Phonetically, "R~" (pipa) is an alliterative doublet, while ".ft" (chimei)

and "Ii." (wangliang) are rhyming doublets, and in medieval pronunciation, there is

assonance in "~~" (kiamsiat).

6) !Jt~!b, 5iH~ l:j, ~ztF5M)\A.:E, .:E.:EfrL, ¥ j(;fflG~t

1jjfJA, 1£11;:;&, .ftli.RY/j\;t, ;t;t3'BJil, il-¥ep~.

Riding an unusual horse, stretching a long bow, everyone of the eight great kings
(.:E) in ~~F5~ is high above, and can fight with a single spear;

Pretending to be people, wearing dragon gowns, the four small ghosts (;t) in.tt
,Ii. invade the border, and take away anything they can lay their hands on.
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This couplet is a combination of couplet 5) above and the following one: "OO-1tr ~, 5*

-If tj, ¥j(;JVG~; 17J7'1A, ~fti.<, 15--=fep$:." For this reason, it is an assembled couplet

(~1=iJI¥X). Notice that on the material level, "OO-=1tr+~, 5*=tj+-If, l\!~=¥+j(;; 173=A+

7'1, ~=ft+i.<, $:=15-+-=f." The term "3'11iil" has two meanings: invading the border, or

staying aside (which refers to the fact that the radical ";l" stays on the side in each of the

four characters ,\lilt JIl f!i). Couplet 5) is more like a character game, while this

assembled couplet sounds like an allegory about the Chinese Emperors and their invading

enemies on the borders.

7) J~AJli=f, PffPiliffiW1t)]l A bird enters a wind, throws out the worm, and becomes
a phoenix;

~*p 'fj, pZ;jG1j.tW JVGlkF A horse comes to the reeds, eats up the grass, and
becomes a donkey.

When J~ replaces the ffi element in Jl, Jl will become )]l;
When ~ combines with P without the -++- radical, we will get lkF.

Traditional China has a large number of anomalous stories, in which objects, animals,

and people transmogrify. 189 This couplet tells a similar story: some characters are viewed

as transformations of others, and there does not have to be a logical reason for such a

transformation.

189 The following is an example: "In the region of Huiji, the crabs suddenly all became rats. They were
numerous and all over the fields, eating crops and creating an catastrophe. At first, they had flesh and hair
but no bones, and could not cross the paddy dividers. A few days later, they all became female." For more
information regarding this story and anomalous transformation, see Li 1999: 14.
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8) M*,1-JiT, iltl19T~*mJnIG[g*190 When using date shrubs for firewood, chop up
the long and split the thick, then tie them up in
four bundles;

I~ njl]~, f$$f"d>~fFrJ3!,a] When the Palace builds houses, extra materials
are moved from one site to make up the
insufficiency of another, so that two even houses
can be built.

Chopping M in the middle, splitting *' into two halves, you will get four * s.
Taking one B out of I~ and putting it in n, you will get two !'a] s.

This couplet makes use of the three main forms of character structures: top-bottom

(M), side-by-side (U), and inside-outside (I~). Characters are treated like construction

materials, and they can be handled in the way a carpenter handles his material.

The last three couplets show that characters can be personified, animated,·

transformed, or reconstructed, and that some characters can be created through one of

these processes. Characters can also be materials for creating humorous or entertaining

stories.

Another kind of antithetic couplet game played among literati is the "wine poetry

games" (WI4-). One person speaks a line of certain structure, and others are expected to

come up with lines of a similar structure. The following Qing dynasty triplet was

composed at a farewell party to an official named Chen Xunwu (~*iljH'f) who was to be

exiled far away.191 The first two lines were composed by two friends of Xu, and the last

one is Xu's own match.

190 This couplet is attributed to the Qing Emperor Qianlong (!j!Z;J)i) and his mister Liu Yong C~IJ:IM).

191 Lang 1961: 746 (-t1~~~ vol. 1). Wine poems are quite common in traditional China, and couplets
and poems of this kind are quite abundant. For example, Chapter 557 in volume 34 of the Complete Books
o/the Four Libraries (1lY}$~.:j=5) is dedicated to wine poems.
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A* - 1'~; ~4*pjG#'t ~~~, jzLtJlt~ l1r:fl1£#'4-
The character A has three~ (chariots), and characters ~ and 4 make up the character
#'4 (slanting); carriage, carriage, carriage, climbs on the cold mountain on which the
rocky path is aslant.

~*-=.1'P, 7l\W*pjG~; P [J P, ~}];g£Jtt~;ff¥W.
The character ~ has three P (mouths), and characters 7l\ and Wmake up the character
~ (wine); Mouth, mouth, mouth, I advise that you drink one more cup.

.J>[.r-'-7-/,\"t5 ~t.l..Jr-'-7"*IW t5t5t5 .I:E:/.' -.fuX-!!!W?
~j[~-=. I l=L, md_.Lr~JJ)(;,,,,lIJ; l=Ll=Ll=L, };W1£IIIVI'-='",,1IJ.

The character 6 has three 1[ (upright), and characters ~ (blacken) and ill (out) make
the character ',.lli (exile). Upright, upright, upright, where should I go in order not to be
thrice exiled?

Notice that the end of each line is a quotation,l92 and in each line there is a connection

between the split character and the quotation. For example, in the first line, "~"

(carriage) is related to "jzLt~ l1r:fl1£#'4" in the sense that it is the carriage that can

climb the mountain. Thus "~" and ";@L~ III :fl1£#'4" indicates the exiled person's

forthcoming journey. In the second line, "P" (mouth) is mentioned because it is the

mouth that will drink the wine, and the character "~" (quality) suggests high moral

quality (~i~). In the third line, the leaving official uses "1[" (straight, upright) to say

that it is due to his upright character that he was "blackened out." At the first glance, this

triplet seems to be a pure word game playing with characters, but in fact the characters

and poetic lines are carefully selected and they fit the theme of the party very well.

Sometimes a couplet is not generated by a character game, but it has the features of

such a game. See the following: 193

192"JlliJ:~ w::P"~#4" is from a poem of Du Mu's (;f±ttX, QTS 5999), "~ttJ!*-;fJFlIm" is from Wang
Wei's (:=E£i, QTS 1307). "~1j:.iIDl' - J!!1Il" is from the Confucius' Analects (iti-B)
193Liang Yusheng 1993:764.
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B 8j1§'§¥~, ti¥OO7C~z.ffi Sun shines and snow melts - eaves drip cloudless rain,
)Xl0'l\~~, :J:-fu1:/fj(z.mI Wind blows and dust rises - earth makes fireless smoke.

In this couplet, since the character "~" contains the character "ffi ," and "mJ"

contains "j(," "7C~z.ffi"and "/fj(z.mI" give the impression of both the actual scenes

and the images of the characters. This effect may not be completely coincidental, if we

take into consideration the fact that the making of a character is often related to its

meaning. For example, the character "~" suggests "clouds means the rain stays in the

sky," and "mI" suggests "smoke is caused by fire."

Liang Yusheng points out that the Ming book Zhongzhou Caotang Yiji (~tHI1fi.1it~

~) has a story in which a scholar came up with the line "mJiJiUlliJm19P" (Mist locks the

pond willows) to describe a pond view, and he found the five characters in the line

happened to respectively contain "j(, ~, 7](, ±, *," the Five Primary Elements (niT)

in Nature. From Ming until now, many people have searched for a perfect match for this

line, but so far there has not been a perfect one yet. For example, "1$i~flk£¥~"

(Beacons burn down the flying geese in the remote frontier) and "1fIm~:WU~" (Cannons

secure the Ocean City Gatehouse) are formally good matches, but their war related

themes are not harmonious with the garden scenery in the matched line. "1T¥*H~'Mt"

(Lights deepen the peals from the village temple) is a relatively good thematic match, but

the order of the five elements in it is different from the matched line, and therefore it is

not good formally.194 "mJiJ}UmJm19P" is another example of "absolute couplet" (~fgxt),

194 Liang points out that "Hi'*if'1;Jf#" and "~m,j1l]~l~" are found in the Qing dynasty book Classified

Qing Unofficial Anecdotes (MW~f'Y). ";t-@~l&:fnU~" is attributed to Guo Moruo ($I)r;Klr) by a web site.
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just like "WA.::EAW" discussed in Chapter One. However, "WA.::EAW" is a pure

formal game without a serious meaning, while "~12HjIUtl!#!t9W' is the opposite - the author

chose these characters because he thought they were necessary for describing the scenery,

not because they contain the Five Elements. "m1iJfUtl!#!t9W' is probably as effective as

Xie Lingyun's (iJf3Z:iE) famous lines "1t!!#!1.:~1jl, Imt9P~P-%." (Pond grows spring

grass, garden willows become chirping birds) in terms of presenting a pond view with

simple images.

The effort of searching for a perfect match for "m1iJfi.1t!!#!f9P" is also comparable to

the Tang poet Jia Dao's (~lib) "bitter composition" CEfnt), when he tried to choose

between "1~1fEJi r 1'1" (A monk pushes the door under the moon) and "1~~Ji r 1'1" (A

monk knocks at the door under the moon). The difficult in matching "m1iJfi.1t!!#!t9P" lies

in the fact that people expect the matching line to be equally good in meaning, not just in

form. One legend says that the Qing Emperor Qianlong (~~) once used this line to

select the top Civil Service Exam candidate (~7G): two equal finalists were asked to

match this line. One candidate was shocked upon seeing it, and immediately

acknowledged that he could not do it, but the Emperor announced that he was the winner,

because the one who could instantly recognize a line to be unmatchable must be more

knowledgeable than the other. Yuan Mei (~~ 1716-1798) tells of a scholar who found

The following are a few more proposed matching lines Liang's collects, see Liang Yusheng 1993: 88-105: 1)
"tHMIMJliYBt' (Lamp hangs over the silky balustrade by the waves). 2) "ilm~1J~Hi" (Bell sound sinks
the lamp in the houses and pavilions). 3) "1t\1:lftl!l'&lffiliJHi" (Lake increases the number oflamps on the
splendid houses). 3) ~mYJE£~ (Swallow picks mud to build a nest). 4) "~,7.,~,l'liVR" (Tea is made with
the Chiseled Cliff Fountain). More matches are seen in contemporary antithetic couplets related web pages.
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two good lines but "did not want to mix them with mediocre lines" (:::Fh!~1tm~z..).195

Perhaps Emperor Qianlong and his top candidate were right: ";kffifJMt!!±!f~9P" should better

be left alone.

Character splitting antithetic couplets often need to be understood in the context in

which they were created. It is because many of the stories and contexts were forgotten

that these couplets are often viewed purely as the result of word games. For example,

it was the background story about the Emperor and his consort that makes "=A.±J:~,

~ Ji BJil!ljj" (Two people sit on the earth, One moon shines by the sun) an elegant

poetic lines about love. Yang Pu's line "1iA.~$:, /J\A.1t1:t*A.~" (When five people

share an umbrella, small people are all sheltered by the big person) reflects that in

traditional China, to have a good knowledge about the characters and being able to use

them poetically are practical skills. The stories behind these couplets are an essential part

of the aestheticism, just like the stories behind the Chinese idioms: without knowing the

story related to an idiom, we will not be able to understand and use it properly.

The super-witty poem (*,t9~), also called the "riddle picture poem" (lJ*1~~~), is a

unique type of poem especially based on the manipulation of the graphic images of

characters. This kind of poem gets the name because it requires the reader to interpret the

deconventionalized characters. The following story in Classified Palindromes attributes

the invention ofthis style to Su Shi:

195Yuan 1982: 9. The two lines are: "lHm::&a1t~~, 3§')XI.~}lIEH" (Clothes are still wet from the evening
rain; in the spring breeze the sail is being set up). Yuan also points out that The Complete Tang Poetry (~
ilfi'if) collects some individual lines or couplets (1'V) in addition to complete poems.
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*t,*~~*ra', Jf1tl;l,~~~fP'A, $tEl: "~~~ffiHJill, ft~~M¥ill !" ~1tt'
~H "Ilt~jt~~"l;l,~zo ...Jf1tftz, 't~~/F~QwrE, EL~/F~§ ~~ 0

During the Xining period in Emperor Shenzong's reign, an ambassador from Liao
tried to embarrass Su Shi with poetry topics. Su Shi said: "It is easy to write a
poem, but reading one is a difficult matter." He then wrote a super-witty poem,
"Looking into the Distant in the Evening," to show the ambassador, who, upon
seeing it, was frightened and confused and did not know what it was about. From
then on, he never talked about poetry again.

Su Shi's poem looks like the following: 196

llt!IJt - Looking into the Distance in the Evening

-R~m:Jj{7CA.., Long pavilion and short scenery - no one paints them,
~::ktjU~1.§llrrj'ff, Grown old, I drag my bamboo cane.
@]1':t1!JT~*,4 B~, Turning my head, I see broken clouds and the setting sun at dusk,
ltEuffHlf9W ill~. And the twisting river reflects upside-down riverside hills.

This reading is based on interpreting the physical images of the characters in the

original poem: ".y" (pavilion) looks long, therefore it is called "1f:.y" (long pavilion),

"Jj{" (scenery) looks short, therefore is read as "~.RJj{" (short scenery), "I:f" (to paint)

doesn't have the "A" element in the "box" ~. is a variation of =1= - paint), thus called

"]GAIA" (nobody paints it). "~" (grown old) looks big, therefore is called ~::k (the

oldest son). g is the reverse printing of "1':t" (head), therefore called "@]1':t" (turning

head). In:, mand "E" are far apart, therefore is called "I!JT"~ (broken clouds). In""

the bottom element B is slanting, therefore it is called *'4 B~ (slanting sun in the dusk).

196 This quatrain poem is recorded in Classified Palindromes, but without the estranged characters, see
Sang 1987: 812. Also see Gai 2001: 1 and Yan 2001: 315.
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In )3., the middle stroke in "I" is twisted, therefore it is called "aatI" (twisting river).

~ is the upside-down "8" (reflect in water), therefore is called "fftJ8" (reflected in the

river up-side-down). The ill radical on the left of «;'. is not upright (leaning toward the

right), therefore it is called "f~~ ill~" (hills on the riverside).

Below are two later super-witty poems:

Picture 1 on the left is entitled Country Spirit (!fj'{),197 and is read in the following

manner:

B1M! ill~~ rJ -If, The sun is round, the mountains are high, and the road is long,
~~~ffifi~~~B. Horizontal clouds and thin rain are in the slanting sun.
ffiQ:ffl-~1JlxA.~, A small boat lies by the ferry but no one crosses the river,
)x\'~fE~-* BW. Wind rolls, flowers are falling, half of the day is fragrant.

Picture 2 is a poem entitled Clear and Bright Spring (~IIJ3) by Li Zhiqi (*9;1l:jt):198

~ffiJt~1jt*w, Drizzle is continuous, grass and trees are fragrant,
~~fE~Ar'}I§. Double-headed flowers' shadows cross the gate and wall.
11ftS1¥.~A.ft, A fence encloses a white hut, where nobody lives,.m•• B;g[~. A curtain rolls, the wind flows, the days and nights are long.

197 Anonymous. See Yan 2001: 69 and Liu 1996: 201.
198 The picture here is found on a website: http://www.yasue888.net/sichui.html. The web page does not
provide infonnation about the author Li Zhiqi.
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The original form of the poem, as shown in picture 2, has three created characters:

"1]" with "~" inside, "F~" with "jj" inside, and the character composed of "-+1-," "*"
and ":;gf." The five skinny "rm]" in the upper-left corner of the picture suggests the sense

of "continuous small rain)" (*ffiffi:it#,~), and the two "jffi" suggests the sense of "double

headed." The poem also employs color to express meaning: the "§5." written in white

color means "white hut" (B§5.).

Technically, super-witty poems are similar to character splitting-reassembling poems,

because they both involve the separation and re-assembling of characters, and they both

have double meaning (linguistic and material). Of course, super-witty poems utilize the

physical images of characters to a larger extent. They make use of not only the character

elements, but also the shape, size and even color of the characters. To write a super-witty

poem, the poet has to create a picture of the strange characters first, and then write a

poem based on that picture. Since sometimes there are several ways to interpret the

picture, the poems can be slightly different. For example, in Su Shi's poem, "*~" (long

pavilion) may be replaced with "?l'67" (tall pavilion), "~4B." (slanting sun in the dusk)

may be replaced with ".B~4" (evening sun is slanting); in the Country Spirit poem, "B

Ii ill?l'6" (The sun is round, the mountains are high) can also be "Ii B?l'6 ill" (round sun

and high mountains), and Li Zhiqi's "*ffiffi:it*~" (drizzle is continuous) may also be

":it*~*ffiffi" (continuous drizzle). To find the best reading is part of the "super wit."

The character-reassembling technique is occasionally seen in mainstream poetry.

Secret Mansion of the Literary Mirror points out that "character-element parallelism"
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(xizidui tfT '¥M), or "partial parallelism" (f~~M), is one of the many types of parallelism.

As an example, it offers this: although "il?Jft33" and "fti¥!" (two place names) are not

parallel to each other, they can be used as parallel terms because "il?J" contains the radical

"Ib" (horse), which is matchable with the character "ft" (dragon) in"fti¥!," because they

are both "animals." Similarly, "ft33" contains "3]~" (feather), which is matchable with

"i¥!" (head), because they are both body parts. Another example is "7'R~1t" (creek flow)

and "$~" (red peak). These two terms do not have parallel features either, but the

element "B" (white) in "7'R" is matchable with "$" (red), and the water radical in "~1t"

is matchable with the mountain radical" ill" in "~." We may use an English analogy to

help further explain this kind of parallelism: China and the United States do not share

similar geographical features, but if a province in China and a state in the US are similar

geographically, then we will consider the two countries "partially parallel." Because the

parallel feature is hidden in the characters, partial parallelism may also be called "crypto

parallelism."

In Li Bai's ($ B) line 1ffiJX\.oxi! JL "i! Jj" may be read as "J!iJ1," the invading

minorities in the north frontier,199 thus giving the line a double meaning: "The west wind

blows the ancient moon" and "The west wind blows the Huns." In the Song dynasty poet

Wu Wenying's (:!k)(~) line "fPJ~itp)G~, ~AI~\ l:tk" (Where is sentiment produced?

- it is produced in the autumn on the heart of the left alone person), "I~\l:tk" in the

second line refers to the character ~ in the first line, because "~" is composed of "tk"

199 Wang 1992: 240. Also see Marney 1993: 193-194.
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and "1~\.,,200 In Qin Guan's (*~JJ) line "~~~~!z;]~jj W- lIt" (Beyond the sky the

hook-shaped moon is accompanied by three stars), the character "I~\" is disassembled

into a hook and three dots.2°1 From the title of the poem "To Tao Xin'er" (~~P@I~\)LiPJ),

we see the deconstructed character "I~\" refers to the name of the courtesan to which the

poem is written.

Character splitting-reassembling is the most important technique for the poems

discussed in this chapter. In fact, the technique of splitting-reassembling occurs not only

to characters. We can divide the splitting-reassembling technique into four categories:

1). Characters splitting-reassembling (*"1*~it), such as the couplets discussed in this

chapter.

2). Word splitting-reassembling (iPji:g.~it), such as the place name poem of Pi Rixiu,
and the idiomatic fonnation.

3). Sentence splitting-reassembling (1.5] -=f ~ it), such as the poem about "Lu Junyi
Rebels," in which the line"F 1~5<.BZ." is split and arranged in four lines.

4). Poem splitting-reassembling (i'¥~ ~it), such as the four poems of Liu Jia, whose

last lines fonn another poem.

Assembled poems also belong to "poem splitting-reassembling" verses, because they

are composed by splitting the original poems. This broad sense splitting-reassembling

shows that restructuring existing poetic materials (character, words, lines, poems) for new

poems or new meanings is an important part of the Chinese poetic creativity.

200 The two lines are from Wu Wenying's poem "Tangduoling" (r.tf$4-), See Jiang 2000: 36.
201 Bu Yinglin's (P,ijJ\iZM) Tiaoxi Yuyin Conghua (~¥JUfR~.M.i%, vol. 3) quotes this from another book
Gaozhai Shihua (i'A'i*¥i;fi%). Also see Zhang 2002: 92.
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II. Identical-Doublet Poems and Common-Classifier Poems (~~ff and ~:iiIff)

The graphic connotations of characters, phrases, and poetic lines have long been

noticed and frequently utilized by poets. For example, "common classifier doublets" (It*

Jili'il]) are words composed of two characters which share a common radical or element,

such as "~ff[" and ,,~~.,,202 and the common classifier often helps to portray a graphic

image or scene (~~), as Wang Li (::f. j]) pointed out.203 A special kind of twin-

character phrase is the identical doublet (~*i'il]). A poem that uses identical doublets in

each line is called an identical-character poem (~*i'¥). Because the two characters in

an identical doublet have the same pronunciation, an identical doublet is also called an

identical sound phrase (~~i'il]). This is to sayan identical-character poem also has a

special audio effect.

Identical doublets are already commonly seen in the Book of Songs (i'¥r.i), but the

earliest one that uses identical doublets consecutively in up to six lines is the following

poem from the Nineteen Ancient Songs C~i'¥+tLtt)?04

w,1r}iijIlIf1jt, Green green, riverside grass,

WWIm ~;f9P; Flourishing flourishing, willows in the garden.

:?¥d.:?¥d.~J:~, Gentle gentle, the girl in the house upstairs,

I35tI35t~ifAAi; Clear clear [as the moon], standing by a window.

~~rt~.H9:, Charming charming, her red and pink makeup,
HH ill~f. Delicate delicate, her hands out of her sleeves.

111 jg {l'fUll{~, In the past she was an entertainment girl,

.6J-jg~.:r~=i. Now she is the wife of a good-for-nothing man.

~.:r1T:::fY3, The good-for-nothing wanders without returning home,

~J*xtn!k~. It is difficult for her to stay alone in bed.

202 Zheng & Zhu 1993: 292.
203 Wang 1984: 386.
204 This poem is in New Songs from the Jade Terrace, vol. 1, see Xu 1985: 19-20.
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The following is a ci poem to the tune Sky Clear Sand (Xf1't9) by Qiao Ji (#15') of

the Yuan dynasty:

+t:+t:;fgp;fgp~Jt
JJJJJXLJXL~~.

MMt$t~'t

{'{'~~AA.

Oriole oriole swallow swallow spring spring,
Flower flower willow willow genuine and pure,
Thing thing pleasant pleasant harmonious harmonious.
Lovely lovely tender tender -
The perfect girl.

The first six lines all start with an identical doublet. Because the poem is about love,

the identical characters give the reader an impression of two lovers or double happiness.

"~~~~+t:+t:;fgp;fgp" also presents a graphic impression of many birds, flowers, and

willows. The poem can also be viewed as a physical combination of two identical poems:

(X+Y+Z) + (X+Y+Z) = 2X + 2Y+ 2Z. The following is the X+Y+Z poem:

+t:;fgp~,

JJJXL~,

Mt${'~A.

Orioles and swallows bring in spring
Flowers and willows are clear.
Everything is pleasant,
Lovely and tender: that perfect person.

The following is a Qing dynasty poem entitled Looking into the Distance at the

Riverside (rlfurr~!I;!E),205 in which every line has two identical couplets.

IPlPrtrt:1l~x, Boundless ink is dumped on the sky,
$~~'Ujlrffi~Mfl;I. Continuous and swaying rain mixes with mist.
1t1t~~w:mh-;J:, Dark green mountains hide the temple,
E3 E3~Ih+t:~wr. White and red flowers are everywhere in the front.
mm1F1f¥YLJri, In neat formation are the geese on sand,
7Iol~1111¥1t:~Jill. Coming and going are the boats in the ferry.
qTqT~~:W7G~, I walk and sit to view the endless world,
tlttlt1:1:fpi!11¥. Which is the topic of generation after generation.

205 This introduction is found on a web page. The poem is also seen in Gai's book, but is attributed to a
different poet, and the text is slightly different. See Gai 2001: 48.
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The two middle couplets emphasize the plurality of things - layers of green

mountains, all kinds of colorful flowers, many geese and boats. "7Ie*1111¥1~LYdlj{}"

portrays the boats moving on the river against the geese formation on the riverbank.

Repeated characters are not always identical doublets; see the following poem entitled

"Passing by the West Lake" (:i1[ffi$)j):206

(identical columns)

~WY7.k~}J! ,Sky connects the Si River, and water connects sky,
:mJ~JJHJJ1.;ft~1~JJi:mJ. Smoke locks the lonely village, village locks smoke.
~~Je.~~~Je~, Trees surround vines, vines wind around trees,
)lliI~~~iI)lI. The River goes into the Wu Gorge, the Gorge joins the River.
m~M~~~m, Wine attracts drunken guests, guests attract wine,
mi;i!1TAA;i!mi. Boats send people away, people send away boats.
Jlt~@xlxl~Jlt, This meeting is hard to bear, and it will be difficult to meet here again,
1t-4-il5~~-4-1t. Comments on history and the present have existed in history and the

present.

Zhao Yi put this poem in the category of identical-character poems (i:.<fi=lf), because

each line includes three pairs of identical characters, even though the identical characters

are not always next to each other. Yan Huazhi considers this poem a variation of the

symmetric-line palindrome (as discussed in Chapter One), because if the positions of

column three and column four (counting from the left) are switched, the text will become

a self-symmetric poem. However, since switching these two columns only enables the

last three characters in each line to be palindromic, it can only be called a partial

palindrome (:$iU@1)(). The poem may be better viewed as a line-level thimble poem: in

a normal thimble poem each line reuses the ending character or characters of the previous

206 This poem is seen in Zhao Vi's Gaiyu Congkao (~~.M.~) 1975 (vol. 23). It attributes the poem to a
Japanese traveler in China. The poem is also mentioned in Van's book, but with two characters printed
differently. See Van 2001: 353.
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line, while in a line-level thimble poem, in each line the second half (in this case, the last

three characters) starts with the ending character or characters of the first half, as in ~Jt

~7.K-J](Jt~ (for line-level thimble poem, see the ci name poem of Wan Shu discussed

in Chapter Two). This means the two connected identical characters (such as J](7.K) in

each line do not form a word. This poem demonstrates that a poem can involve different

kinds of linguistic manipulation at once, and can be multiply categorized.

Chapter Three, is also a special kind of identical-characters poem in which "ljl,Ij~)jljl,ljljl,lj~)j

~Jjljl,lj" and "*******" presents the graphic effect of "being long." "~Jj~Jj~Jj~Jjljl,lj

~Jj~Jj" suggests numerous mornings (when ~ is pronounced as zhao), which in tum

represents the eternity of time, while "*******" suggests the clouds in the sky

stretching very far, which represents the vastness of the universe.

Repeated character phrases may not always be consecutive, and they can be in "ABA"

structure. For example, a poem of the Song dynasty poet Dai Fugu (~~-S, born in

1167) contains two well-known lines of this structure: ";y:J](1lt{~1lt, 3 ~B W:9hlr" (By

the spring water, ferries are next to each other; in the twilight, mountains are beyond

mountains).207 The following poem by the Ming dynasty poet Huang E C~·~ 1498-1567)

h . l' 208uses t e structure m every me:

207 QSS 33531.

208 Yan 2001: 276. This is a dramatic style poem to the tune A Flower in the Southern Mode (~ § -ttlt).
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:t6'-J~l'tW::tEJ:::tE, True love is like a flower on top of flowers,
~t~1t~r:p~. Which is turned into a dream in a dream.
~~ff7j(¥1{%'¥lt The two ferries next to each other across the spring water,
Jfi~~~~~. Are better than the summers and winters on the Penglai Island?09

Yan calls this kind of "ABA" structure "split identical character phrases" as] ~~~*
1*), but in fact, this structure does not have anything to do with identical doublets,

because if we take away the splitting character, the remaining repeated characters do not

form a word. A suitable name for this kind of structure should be "non-consecutive

repeated characters phrases." Examples of this kind of words are many, such as "AJ:

A" (a person above others), "x)trx" (the sky beyond sky).

There are also poems using the "ABAC" structure. See the following two poems?lO

***illilf:ft1P, Half a river and half a mountain are covered with willows,
*Jl*m~::tE. Half wind and half rain urge the flowers to open.
*$'9.*¥¥~Jm, Half submerged and half floating is a the fishing boat,
*~$5!A%. Half hiding and half showing is a household.

~ ill~*~~, Looking at mountains and looking at waters, I sit alone,
.Jl.m~~~. Listening to wind and listening to rain, I sleep alone.

~"*~*BB, Guests corne and guests go, day after day,
::tE1m::tE~i.Fi.F. Flowers open and flowers fall, year after year.

The first poem is about a landscape painting. It focuses on four pairs of half images,

making them appear doubled. The evenly divided images also bring forth a symmetric

impression. The second poem has a similar effect, except that it has repeated actions

(rather than still images), which is to show the poet enjoys a hermit's simple life.

209 Peng1ai is a legendary island in the Eastern Sea on which immortals live.
210 These two poems are found in Lin 1977: 129. The fIrst is by Mei Dingzuo (m~~:fF 1553-1619), and
the second is by Xu Ben (t~ 'lif, 18th century).
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The poems discussed above all contain repeated characters. As mentioned previously,

the identical doublet is a special kind of the twin-character phrase (~mi¥fJ) in which two

characters share a common classifier or radical. In poetry, the graphic effect of common

classifier doublets may be expanded to make a common-classifier line (JtJf::ii1iiJ), in which

all the characters in a line share a common radical. A poem that is entirely composed of

common-classifier lines is called a common-classifier poem (JtJf::ii1 i'if or [P] '!Jj i'if). See the

following poem of Huang Tingjian (jJt£g.'1£), the one best known?!!

Foreword: {9:tm~7Jtl(;, :i1!~1~;lii~xJiL ~1tm, )(~~

On the way to Wanzai in rain, we passed by "Free Wandering Temple," so we
lodged there, and I wrote this poem for fun.

;lii~:Jli:i1!:ii1, The Free Wandering Temple is on the roadside,
flEUffi,fffit.jJ~. So we rest in it to recover from exhaustion and distress.
atB!-IHI~~fljj, The sky switches between cloudiness and clearness,
~i'8-iitli~. And the local dialect mixes with our official language.
1jt3lryfL~H, Desolate grass is all over the yard,
~g~~tt. And the rooms are covered with dust.
1Hl1¥fJ1~f~~, Servants are busy round in this cramped space,2!2
¥:£r~¥i'ir$.r~. And on the ground clear water and muddy water merge.213

The common classifier in each line helps visualize the idea expressed in that line:

line l:joumey; line 2: feelings; line 3: weather; line 4: speech; line 5: yard surroundings;

line 6: interior; line 7: people; line 8: waters on ground. Line 8 may suggest that in this

small temple, different elements - languages, people, changing weather, and moods of the

poet - are mixed together.

211 See Gai 2002: 12.
212 "1i(bi}fJlU" means a cramped space. In medieval sound, the word is also a rhyming doublet. Servants
may refer to those who accompany the poet official in the journey.
213 Jing is a clear river that flows into the muddy Wei River, which is the largest branch of the Yellow River.
At the meeting place of Jing and Wei there is a clear division between the clear and muddy waters, and this
is base of the idiom "¥£¥I!J7t~" - Jing and Wei are clearly different.
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The common-classifier technique can also be found in antithetic couplets. For

example, the following is a current poetic line posted on a web page that is waiting for a

h· l' 214matc mg me:

¥~ ¥~¥$;~1E, ~~¥31H*¥~1~m1jf¥[ rr~.

The trickling creek grows from shallow to deep, and surges into a great river and enters
the sea.

The common classifier in this line makes the impression of a long river. The

following couplet was often seen on boats in traditional China:

rr¥ijJ1tA~1f1t~¥~, On the clear waves of rivers, lakes and oceans,
Ji:it:UiJ*Jlli:lli;@f. I can tour freely everywhere.

This couplet cleverly combines the water classifier and the boat classifier together to

indicate the water-boat relationship. Common-classifier lines are also seen in mainstream

poems. The following is a common-classifier line from a poem of the Tang poet Yuan

m~¥~~~1E Clear cold shallow water flows at ease.

The poems discussed in this chapter all involve the image of characters and character

elements, and thus can all be classified into the character splitting-reassembling family,

with the distinguishing feature of manipulating materials together with the linguistic

SIgns.

In an alphabetic script, it is also possible to split and reassemble a word. For example,

we may make a double meaning statement based on the word "seagull": "Seagulls are

gulls by the sea," which is similar to the Chinese statement "1JJg~rr:itI ~" (A wild goose

is a riverside bird). It is also possible to playa "super-witty" game in English. For

214 Anonymous, see http://ww\v2.beareves.com.cn/bbsllh/2004/02/24156945.htm
215 QTS 3775 and 4635.
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example, we could write the word "river" in a long shape to suggest the sense of "long

river," or read the word "Hold" as "old bridge across a river," because Hold = H + old,

and "H" looks like a bridge over a river (with the two vertical lines representing river

banks and the horizontal line abridge), or by interpreting "hold" as "old chair," because

hold = h+old, and "h" looks like a chair. Another example is Lu Xun's use of "Q" in his

story ~iiJ Q IE{1(, which has been interpreted by some people to be the head with a queue

of a Qing dynasty Chinese. However, it is not the English convention to view the word

"Hold" as being composed of "H" and "old," and "H" and "OLD" are not equivalent to

Chinese classifiers. Due to this and many other reasons, it is much less possible to

manipulate the English script as materials than in Chinese.
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Chapter Five Poems of Unusual Textual Formation

I. Historical Development of Poems of Unusual Textual Formation

Poems with unusual textual formation have already appeared in previous discussions.

We see this in the circular palindrome, multiple-way palindrome and the cross

palindrome in Chapter One; the whirl text seal poem and the circular hidden-head poem

of Bai Juyi in Chapter Four. This section will introduce the more influential poems of

this type as they developed.

As mentioned in Chapter One, the Tray Poem (1l~i~) in the Latter Han dynasty

(25-220 C. E.) is the earliest extant poem with an unusual textual formation. The normal

text of the poem is first recorded in Xu Ling's (T~~ 507- 583) Songs from the Jade

Terrace (~'§'~!l;j(), and the earliest circular arrangement of the poem (below left) is in

Classified Palindromes.216 In 1961, Guo Moruo ($B~*;ff) argued that since the poem

itself mentions that it should be "read from the center to the four comers," the formation

should be square rather than circular, and he thus presented a square formation.

216 For the circularfonnation, see Sang 1987: 804. Also see Yan 2001: 182. The text here is based on the
New Songs from the Jade Terrace, See Xu 1985: 406-407. This poem dates to the latter Han or the early
Jin (1f), and it is believed to have been written by a wife to her husband who was assigned to work in a
distant place.
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Guo's formation is certainly more reasonable (above, right).217 In both arrangements,

the reader needs to turn the "tray" around in order to read the poem. When reading the

circular formation, one needs to turn the tray counter-clockwise and clockwise

alternatively, while when reading the square formation, one only needs to turn the tray

clockwise (notice some characters in the square formation are rotated). The text of the

poem IS:

w~~, ~p~$, Mountain trees are tall, bird cries are sad.
JR7.k¥*, ~1i8 B~. The fountain water is deep, and carps are fat.
~-ft~, 1It:grtJ1, Birds in the empty storehouse often suffer from hunger,
~A"!8, ~xfffl. An official's wife rarely gets a chance to see her husband.
ttl f1m, ~ 8::&, I go out of the door to look and see a man dressed in white,
i~ ~~, ffij£~F. I thought he was my husband, but he actually is not.
~Af1, 9=t/~\$, I step into the house again with grief in heart,
~~¥:L, IffiAIlfl'. I go to the north hall, and then ascend the west stairs.
;@m~, HFr-fr, I weave at a fast pace, and the shuttle's sound is pressing,
-K1!X,m, ~ilHt. I sigh on and one, but who will hear me?
tt:ff1r, :i'~z; You travel away, I miss you,
ttl:ff B, ~JG:M. You have a date to leave, but no date to return.
~ rfJ *, -KtI:J I~" I tied up a ribbon for you to remember my endless yeaming,
tt~:i', *%lZ. But maybe you already forgot me, who knows.
:i'~tt, lW~¥a. If! forget you, I will deserve punishment,
:i':ff1r, 'ft%lZ: If! travel away, I always know:

217 Van points out that Guo's article on this issue appeared in the Bright Daily (J't'!ij B1R) on March 24,
1961. See Yan 2001: 183.
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.~~, S~3S., What's yellow is gold, and what's white is jade,
~~w, r ~~. What's tall is the mountain, what's low is the valley.
~~$, *{133S., His surname is Su, and his given name Boyu,
A/t$, ~WJE.He is talented, wise, and intelligent.
*m*~~:frlj, His family is in Chang'an but he is in Sichuan,
{pHi I=b~WY3/F~. Why does he treasure his horse's feet so much instead of returning?
.:+~T JT¥W13JD'}, [If you come home] there will be plenty of lamb and wine for you,
4-;g I=b~E£loj~. And wheat and grain to fatten your horse.
/l;-zA, ~/FJE; Today's people are not smart;
lojjt45, /F~~~, Give them a letter, they will be unable to read -
§ fA r:p ~jtfJ !lY fij. It should be read from the center to the four comers.

Because the poem was collected in Classified Palindromes, it is often called a

palindrome, but actually only a few phrases like" ~~~;m," "jR7k~," "A/t$" can be

read regressively, and these lines are most likely accidental palindromes. What Sang

Shichang called huiwen (;@tX) does not always mean "palindrome," because hui (;@t)

also means to move in a circular manner, as in the word huixuan (;@tJiJE, to whirl). Thus

the Tray Poem is called a huiwen mostly likely because the text is arranged in a whirl.

This poem is the primitive form of pictorial poems because its pictorial form has nothing

to do with the internal structure of the poem, that is, any poem can be arranged in this

form. The poem was very likely to have been engraved in a wooden tray,218 as engraving

texts on utensils for decoration was an old tradition. For example, Classified

Palindromes mentions that Cao Zhi C~,f1l192-232) wrote a "wine tray inscription poem"

(¥Wff!~).

218 The text here is based on New Songs from the Jade Terrace, see Xu 1985: 406-407. The character "~"
means either a porcelain dish or a wooden tray (usually ofwood) that is used for carrying smaller dishes.
The Tray Poem is more likely to have been engraved on a wooden tray rather than written on a porcelain
dish.
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The Star Formation Poem (xuanjitu shi !NOJl 00 i=if) was the first and the most

influential poem of unusual textual formation that involves structural manipulation. It

was created by a Jin dynasty (fi" 265-420 C. E.) woman named Su Hui (9t~). The

poem is in a square formation, with twenty-nine characters in each row and column. The

version in Classified Palindromes has 841 characters, as shown below.

There are two explanations for the creation of this poem: one is that Su Hui's husband

went away with another woman, and the other is her husband was exiled to a distant
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place?19 In either case, the poem expresses the grief of separation. The word xuanji (JlifE

:EJl) first appears in the Yaodian (58~) Chapter One in the Book ofDocuments (~-=t5),

which refers to the first four stars in the Big Dipper. The Song dynasty painter Li

Gonglin (*0.) argued that since xuanji means the motion ofthe stars in the sky, in the

poem it implies a particular way of reading the poem - from the center to the edge, and

from one side to the other.22o Though xuanji can mean "sky signs" (*~), its use in the

title of this poem is not to suggest the direction in which the poem is read, but rather to

suggest that the ways to read it are as "numerous" as stars. Xuanji is the homophone of

"~*Jl," "hidden message," and it can also be related to the neo-Daoism metaphysics

(xuanxue ~~), which emerged in the poetess's age.

The character "I~\" (heart) in the center of the text is likely to suggest "this poem

represents my heart." The eight characters surrounding I~\ comprise the signature of the

author: "The Xuanjtu Poem, by Su, a native of Shiping" (~i1fvt ~JlifEm 00 i'if)?21 Yan's

book also provides an 840-character version of the poem hand copied by the Song

dynasty poetess Zhu Shuzhen (*~Y! fl. 1095-1131), which does not have I~\ in the

center222 - I~\ in the center may have been purposefully omitted to suggest the sense that

"my heart is broken." According to the preface attributed to the Tang Empress Wu Zetian

219 The fIrst explanation is seen in Fang Xuan1ing's (m~~ 578-648) Biographies ofOutstanding Women

in the Book ofJin (-j!!f-t5 ;f!~3d~ ~1~~m:lxA~). The second explanation is seen in a preface to the poem

attributed to the Tang Empress Wu Zetian in Classified Palindromes (@])(~~), see Sang 1987: 796.
22°For more information on the meaning ofxuanji, see Yan 2001: 190.
221 See Fang Xuanling's biography on Su Hui says "Dou Tao's wife Su is a native of Shiping" (~1~~JjJ,fE;,

~i:l5fAill).
222 Yan 2001: 186-187.
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(fEtJJ!!J-X), the poem was originally on a piece of square silk cloth designed with silk of

different colors, but the version was lost later.

The following is a poem based on reading from left to right, the first row in the

picture:

~m~i'TEJ!1:l~~jfJj, On the instrument, clear-flowing music strikes the strings,
~ EliLDtJ5WjlJjit The Music of the Qin Kingdom is sad and can destroy one's heart.
tf~OlJj.k}~:t1E~'£, The sound matches my reciting and thinking in the empty hall,
IL"b't~~'~/~1jJ. My heart worries about the increasing longing and is full of grief.

For most people, the most striking feature of the poem is the large number of poems

that can be found within it. The preface in Kang Wanmin's book says that a Buddhist

monk Qi Zong (J§ *), whose identity is unknown, found 3,752 poems from the text, and

Kang Wanmin increased the number to 7,958. Yan Huazhi points out that in 1996, Li Wei

(~m:) divided the text with computer technology and increased the poem number to

14,005.223 However, most of the discovered poems are "only concerned about rhyme and

grammar, without worrying about the meaning" ({S 3JHJ}fi)Jfflt1=D, /G fQ])(~z __tlOfilJ).224

The significance of this poem lies in the fact that it is the first experiment with multiple

textual structures, and it has great influence over the later development of this style.

From Tang on, it was alluded to constantly in poetry.

The following is a Tang poem called "Spinning Wheel Linked Branch Eight-Flower

Mirror Back Decoration" (~~~tt)\:tE1i~rn,hereafter the Mirror Poem). Classified

223 Yan 2001 189.
224 From the same preface in Kang's book, see Kang 1972: 3b
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Palindromes has a preface to this poem attributed to the famous Tang poet Wang Bo (.3:.

~ 650-675), which says it was designed by a woman.225 See the image below:

i···~-·~·-···~--···-····-·-·------·"'·-·!

Characters on the j
. I

i intersections are used !
I twice. i
L .__ __..__1

r-Th~··Ei~h;Tri·;~;_····-·--l

! U\#1ff%) I
! II ,
l. •• ••••••••_.~••••• •••••.•••••_ ..................__..._ •••_'

This picture contains three parts: the eight characters in the flower-shaped design in

the center: "m, ~, fBt, ~, 11, i"iiJ, QfE, Ji," the curving and knotted "belt" which has 176

characters, and the eight larger characters separately encircled by the "belt": "m, ~, 1m,

7J, ~, B, fl, ft." Each part is a circular text. The characters in each circle form a

hidden-head four-syllable palindrome poem (M!k@]X), that is, one can start reading

with any character on the circle and get a four-syllable poem?26 Of course, the "knotted

225 Sang 1987: 793. The picture is also found in Sancai Tuhui (-=;;too~). SeeXzaiu Siku Quanshu (~.
lm$~4S vol. 1235: 510). Yan also mentions this poem in his book, see Yan 2001: 321-322. Yan points
out that "m:~" in the title is a decorative mirror on a belt buckle.
226 Hidden-head palindrome is also called character-by-character palindrome (~"*@]X), see Section I in
Chapter One.
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belt" is the largest circle, on which there are 176 characters, fonning a long four-syllable

poem that allows one to read from any character. See the following six lines:

tm~~~, The pool is so clear that shadows fall through it.
3FJ¥~~. The feathers [of birds] are light green with freshness.
:@¥:*$~, Respect both the noble and the humble,
;tlJWT~. Remain integrated in both commitment and morality.
J§*~t9P, Eyebrows are clearly divided like two green willow leaves,
~~~.t2~. Hair on temples are as light as the wings of a cicada.

The meaning of these lines is related to the symbolic mirror: it reflects beautiful

images such as the pool and the birds, it helps one to beautify one's brows and hair, and it

also reflects one's moral quality.

The following poem is entitled "Picture for Keeping out the Cold" Of!j~OO). The

right illustration indicates the reading direction:227

~

B

The picture contains big characters in the rhombi and the characters that form the

borders. Starting with fE on the upper right comer by adding "Wf" before "fE," the forty-

227This poem is a private letter fund in the Ming and Qing Miscellaneous Records in the Huizhou area of
Anhui Province (~~~t)( f£). See Wang 2002: 324-325.
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two big characters (including "iffF," which is probably among the small characters on the

border) form the following poem:

iffF:relU~*Ntt*, The lovely flower and fresh stamen was plucked by you,
!J&ut~fxi1t-F3L&. Now it's withering and who would want it?
Jl1i~ID~~ fg~J1~, Time is flying away and how much is remaining?

E8 1mJ[36fB.*f*. Our land is wasted and our ancestors forgotten.
'J'it.t.XX:*m B'it, Our parents' hair is graying,
fIf!£frXJ~\ B~117t. I can only worry day and night in vain.

The small-character text on the borders is the wife's narrative, which explains that her

husband has been doing business away from home for six years. At the end of the

narrative there is another poem:

~~~~f)Ja~fJt,The quilt is cold, and every night I sleep alone with the pillow,
TIfi1§lfiji)j.!~)H~~IJ.I.!J)§. My face is thin and I don't bother to make up in the morning.

f4f~'Bfx~*:li, I think my decent husband is enjoying a happy land,
/F/~d>fr=l~~llJ. Not thinking of his young wife waiting in the empty room.
TIfi~mL)ff~WT, My heart is broken on the Mianliang Bridge,
i,¥~;f§:)tJi/FJJi!.Y3. And the poems I sent are never answered.

BB~fr~trfrX §~, Every day I look in front of the gate stairs,
:iji)j.!jfJjJi!7,*1~fii1¥t~. And the grass I walk on every morning is withered.
~~ill~§] !9~, Even the flying birds return to their original place,

'Bfx1PJ/F1f!/~,Y3. Why is my decent husband not thinking of coming back?
-t5t-JJU B~J~,f~, When you receive this letter, don't hesitate,
B~7CJ~\~~~.And don't be attracted by the delicious things where you are.
~ § W;ff{PJJEit, It doesn't matter that my young years are wasted,
XX:*~1f~fflp)G~.But don't forget the parents who raised you.
aER{*fJR1TPJ31§~1t, The lonely lamp is accompanying my tears,

J1::;:;ff"*J1::;:tt How many springs and autumns have passed by?

Wang Zhenzhong (.::E1i9=t) points out that the graphic design of this poem resembles

a game called "Nine Linked-Rings" (11:l! fF) played by girls, which involves

complicated rings, thus the image of this poem expresses the poetess' complicated
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feelings.228 However, the text does not mention anything about the "Nine Linked-Rings"

game. This poem is an imitation of two poems of similar design found in Classified

Palindromes,229 except that the poem here involves character rotation. Since the text

mentions"lE 1mJf'L~fllljH*" (Our land is wasted and ancestors forgotten), the rotated

characters may represent the crops growing in bad shape in the field C*f~u1&-ffi -leaning

this way that that way). The small characters that form the border remind the reader of

the small ridges that divide the field; furthermore, they look like grass growing on the

ridges, which is another sign of poor cultivation.

The following is a "quilt poem" with a similar theme.

End Beginning

ill

-*
'Il ~

J$ m
~ JfI f§
~ jg 1! 1~

Jr ~ JJ3 ~

Ji £ * 1'F
3 1& ;f§ -tJ Wi ttJ~"

L:j::. ~ ;f§ ~ L WJ~"

J§ * XX 1§ r:p ~ b~11-

228 Yan 2001: 82-84.

229 Both poems in Classified Palindromes are entitled "Imitation of the Star Formation Silk Picture" (1tW~

'ffl!OO). See Sang 1987: 809.
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Liu Yulin's book indicates that the original text was embroidered on a quilt, which

was to be sent from the poetess to her distant husband?30 The poem contains fourteen

columns and twelve rows, and it is read by starting with the character "x" (husband),

then going diagonally to the right: "x~=l,~¥*~J.1tl~;" then it starts with the character

"~" under "~" and heads diagonally to the left, "bouncing" up when it reaches the

border ofthe "quilt": "~:itttJ::'¥§XZ~." In this way, the poem eventually ends with the

character "~" (wife):

x~,'t!\¥*~J.1tl ~, We, loving husband and wife, have been separated for so long,
~:itttJ::mxz~. On the double-duck pillow my tears double-flow.
3f}]~~~1~~, When we got married we were to grow old together,
il3;04'- B~mlf~. Who would know that today I suffer in loneliness.
~JHHt(4SIZ9*1J!, It is not easy to have the migrating geese pass a letter to you,
~~.J'HfH~w\Y3:iE. And it is too late to have the pigeons bring a message.
~*:l-1.t1IA~, Winters and summers come and go, making people old,
~~W~jj(/F*. My beauty and youth will never return.
£1'!~9=J~}t*, While I am worrying about food for the family,
XIZ9~J::d>~~. I realize that I also need winter clothes.
W:ii£4t:Qf;ltl'fxt~, The mountainous road is long, and my feelings are endless,
{t¥i~)JHl!ill!JJj§. Left behind in this empty room, I don't bother to paint my brows.
*1'.It~xlPJft~, I had hoped to go with you,
0~if~xtfJrJlil'i. But our parents were old and hard to leave behind.
~Bt~rIf;t~!tl'fi13-, When you were leaving, I reminded you ofmy true love,
~*·ltzo4'-~#IJi. But I didn't know that you would be gone for so long.
~.m;t§}~\lPJ:tJtIW;, In dreams I often think of you, sleeping with you on the same pillow,
M.*::f~mm¥~. But when I wake up and do not see you, my tears flow.
:w: ~xzxz~ IBm, At night, paired birds look for their old nesting place,
~B~xtxtA~$. During the day, birds enter their nests in pairs.
fS r'ciJ xi-m lPJ BJi, I just want to ask the sky, earth, sun and moon:
A1:Mi&~*1ffi. Why should people be separated in life?
tj::~~~R::9:JE~Jj~, Even the Herdboy and the Weaving Girl meet regularly,
1f.1fl1Brt~rej;~. I hope you come soon to accompany your "forsaken" wife.

230 Liu 1996: 219-221. Liu did not indicate where the poem was originally found, but its style is similar to
the "Keeping out Cold Picture," so it is likely to be another Ming or Qing dynasty poem.
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In the original text, arranging characters "7;:" (husband) and "~" (wife) side by side

in the middle of the upper side presents an image of the husband and wife staying

together, or even lying side by side under the quilt, which is the wife's dream when she is

under the quilt. On the other hand, when the poem is printed in a standard layout, the

character "7;:" is in the top-left corner, and the character "~" is in the bottom-right

corner, creating the impression that the husband and wife are far away from each other,

which is the wife's reality when she leaves the quilt in the morning. The intricate method

for reading the quilt text suggests that it is difficult for the wife to find her husband - it is

as if she was searching for him in a maze.

In fact, the unusual textual formations of the above five pictorial poems all employ

"mazes" of sorts to highlight the women's entangled feelings - the difficulty in finding

their husbands and related anxieties. "R::J:~7Jd:~ s'11." (Our parents' hair is graying),

"~**1f~9lPX;:Y<" (But don't forget the parents who raised you), "*;f&!~7;:IPJ#*, -0

~if~x1EtM~" (I had hoped to go with you, But our parents were old and hard to leave

behind) express the concern of serving parents-in-Iaws; EEl 1m JiEJ6fB.7.%1* (Our land is

wasted and our ancestors forgotten), "£;f&!*~~lD*, XIZ9~ J:d>~:;&" (While I am

worrying about food for the family, I realize that I also need winter clothes) indicate

economic hardship. The following lines imply sexual frustration ~1t!i, ~=a=tJL (Birds

in the empty storehouse often suffer from hunger), "~~~~1J1lB~tt" (Every night I

sleep alone with the pillow), "~~ttJ:m~~" (On the double-duck pillow my tears

double-flow), "~~~~~ISm, ~B!ixtxtA~ltl$" (At night, paired birds look for their

old nesting place, During the day, birds enter their nests in pairs). In traditional China, it
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was very common for men to travel away from home to take civil service exams, do

business, or fulfill labor or military duties, creating many separated families. For the

women left at home, marriage often just made their life worse, because if not married,

they would still have a chance to marry somebody else, but now they are just forsaken

wives (notice in the end of the Quilt poem the poetess refers to herself as "JJ;~" -

forsaken wife).

Women were more likely to design this kind of poem, because embroidering, sewing,

and weaving were women's daily work. The above wives impress the intended readers

(the husbands) with how much time and labor they spent in creating these poems; the

"husbandless" time has been long enough to create these poems. The "Star Formation

Poem" is said to have been woven with silk of different colors, and to engrave a poem in

a tray or embroider one on a quilt were probably just as time-consuming. The materials

are also meaningful: the tray may suggest "don't forget me when you eat," and the quilt

suggests "don't forget me when you sleep."

II. Wan Shu Of;W) and His Pictorial Poem (m~lif) Anthology Small Pieces of the
Star Formation Silk (l1$flJUi$lIU )

According to The Grand Dictionary of Chinese Literature (~OOX~AM.),231

Wan Shu (16307-1688) was a native of Yixing ('§:~) in Jiangsu Province. He was

styled ('¥) Red Friend (~Itt) and Flower Farmer ctE:R), and was also nicknamed (%)

231The dictionary here refers to the one published by Shanghai Dictionary Press and the one jointly
published by Taiwan Hundred River Cs )11) Press with Tianjiil People's Press. They both have an
introduction to Wan Shu, with slight differences. The information in this dictionary about Wan Shu is based
on Records of the Region Yixing in the Jiaqing Reign (.)}(1r~IS;t;) and the preface of Small Pieces of
the Star Formation Silk.
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Mountain Man (L1J~) and Mountain Farmer (L1J;&). Additionally, he was a nephew of

the well-known late Ming official and dramatist Wu Bing c~m 1595-1648). Influenced

by his uncle, Wan also wrote some plays. His writings include four poetry anthologies,

one poetry commentary, and several plays.232 Wan Shu's best-known book is Regulations

ofCi Poetry (iilJ1$). Surprisingly, his Small Pieces ofthe Star Formation Silk, a unique

contribution to the history of Chinese poetry, is largely overlooked.

Background information about Small Pieces of the Star Formation Silk is found in a

preface written by Wan Shu's close friend, Honglun (;RiB, who also referred to himself

as the "Clinging Bonze" - ¥~~:iltA.).233 The preface says that when Wan Shu first

showed his one hundred pictorial poems to some influential scholars in his hometown,

everybody was greatly surprised and impressed:

~t~U1i3&, ~Jkt~IfJ(~~1!f, 1J?J1!f/f~~i~, i~J]\/f~~~, rJl1fPfftPJ!{I~rmB.

The poems were finely designed and beautifully decorated. The characters in the
textual formations were linked to each other in various directions, and the readers
could hardly read; and even if they could, they were unable to finish all the
possibilities, and they could only exclaim with admiration.

But one day, when Wan Shu opened his box, the poems were all missing. Luckily

there were fifty copied ones kept in Honglun's home, so Wan Shu reproduced the lost

poems, based on his earlier drafts. Then Wan Shu's wife died, and in his despair and

poverty, he moved to Guangdong Province, where, under the patron of the Guangduang

Mayor, he wrote several plays. Several years later, when Wan Shu fell ill, Honglun

accompanied him on the return to his hometown, Wan Shu died on the way. Later, most

232 The poetry anthologies are: Duixuyuan Ji (:Lt~Im~), Huanong Ji (1-E~~),Xiangdan Ji (WHf[~), and
Xuanji Suijin (JlJtffJ1Ji$!ffll). Of these only the last two are extant. The three extant plays are collectively
called Yong Shuangyan Sanzhong Qu (W~f@ - ~~ J±B). The poetry commentary book is Cilii (iR]}l!).
233 The preface is in Wan 1989: 729-730.
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of the fifty copied poems Honglun had were taken away by a monk, but Honglun

managed to gather sixty poems in total from Wan Shu's friends. He gave them to a friend

named Xu Ruohui (T~~~) to copy, but when the copying was done, a certain Chen

Cishan (~*{XLlJ) borrowed the copies and never returned them, making the excuse that

they were lost in an inn in Chang'an. Xu Ruohui, who had the original set, was killed by

bandits when traveling in mountains alone. By then Honglun thought the poems had

been lost forever. However, many years later Honglun's grandson found the sixty

original poems in Xu Ruohui's home. Thrilled, Honglun sent these sixty pictures to a

printing house.

The unfortunate fate of Small Pieces ofthe Star Formation Silk resembles that of the

manuscripts of Cao Xueqin's (l!r~Jf 1717-1763) novel Dream ofthe Red Chamber (n

~~). In fact, with the ingenious designs of these poems, Small Pieces of the Star

Formation Silk's position in Chinese MFP is equivalent to Dream ofthe Red Chamber's

position in Chinese fiction - both were unmatched by those before and after them. It is

also unfortunate that since its printing, the book has not caught the attention of any major

literary commentators. One may say that this may be because of the fact that MFP has

not received enough attention in general (as explained in the introduction), yet at least

MFP has been recognized as an important poetic genre. For example, the "Tray Poem"

and the "Star Formation Poem" have been recognized as important poems by poetry

scholars, and are mentioned in some modern books on poetry history. Small Pieces ofthe

Star Formation Silk has never been printed independently in mainland China or Taiwan
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since 1888,234 and none of the anthologies ofMFP published in the past two decades that

I have seen include any poems from Wan Shu's anthology. Yan Huazhi's book (2001) is

the first to introduce Wan Shu and several of his poems, but Yan fails to give adequate

recognition. Since many of the techniques Wan Shu used in designing his pictorial

poems are unique, and these poems represent one of the most sophisticated uses of the

Chinese character system for linguistic and graphic effect, this section will be dedicated

specially to the Small Pieces of the Star Formation Silk. For the convenience of

discussion, selected poems will be put into four categories. These categories are rough

classifications according to graphic design technique, since most of the poems are

mixture of different techniques.

1. Poems with Character Slitting-Reassembling Techniques (~.g.~OO%llf)

Each poem in Wan Shu's anthology has two titles, one for the picture and one for the

poem. There is also a brief reading instruction for how to read the pictorial text. The

following poem's picture title is "Window with Layers of Linked Curtains" (11!JIH'titttr

$), and its poem title is "Boudoir Sentiments" (1IJ't~).235 The picture below (left) is the

original picture, in which the characters in the seal script (~4$) are carved on a window

234 In my online research, I found that only Beijing University's library, the China National Library, and the
Harvard-Yenching Library have them. The earliest edition of the book was printed by the Baixiangtang (tEl
W,¥:) in 1741; in 1876 Shikaitang (tlU~'¥:) printed an edition that contains thirty-four pictures. In 1888
Sijingzhai (fl;).~1ffi) printed the sixty-picture edition. In 1974, Hong Kong published a book calledXuanji
Suijin Forty-Eight Pictures (f%ElfLWt!lJ[g+J\.OO), the only modem independent printing of Xuanjisuijin
since 1888, but this is a coarsely and incompletely printed book not widely known. Congshu Jicheng
Xubian (£-=tS~JJX.~~, containing 280 volumes in all), published in Taiwan in 1989, contains the thirty
four picture version based on Shikaitang's edition. Siku Quanshu Cunmu Congshu ([gJf~-=tSff § £1=5,
containing 1200 volumes in all), published in China in 1997, contains the minimized Baixiangtang edition.
235 The term "m~ifW" (Window of linked Curtains) in the title alludes to the line "5tWitm~W" in the
poem "There is a Tall House in the Northwest" (gtfit:ff r'i"J~), one of the Nineteen Ancient Songs. See
New Songs from the Jade Terrace, vol. 1 (Xu 1985: 17).
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as a decoration. The text on the right is the reprinting. The two tables, separated by the

vertical space, represent the two halves of the window.
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~ R~ F'!lTJL~, In the end of the day I stand by the door and look,
~f.-HIJl\.i.1l!.jJ,•. What I see are small boats, river water, and the Carp Beach.
1L.\'t¥H~:Jt-& § ~flJ'i5, My feelings have long been down and my words are bitter,
fE.Ji!j[~f$ § m~. My feet move too much and my tears grow sour.

}t!LMJX\.1J;k8ti, When I lean on the tea table, cool wind darkens the lamp light,
~~~ Jj ~JJ~. When I tailor clothes under the moon, the scissors are cold.
-f-£ willA1iiJfr, Thousands of mountains - where is he?
w~l1~"~~~. My evening dream fades away by the fragrant gold incense burner.

~1it)]H~~ ~i~f¥, In front of the stone stairs, trees are dense and birds gather,
~Jf~cWlIJl\.m~. Hands rub the gold bracelets, and aloes wood incense bums.
• !iJEWl-=f~IL.\iJJ, Suspicious of the wanderer, I am intensely worried,
t1 ~ itt -~:r ffi D II{]. The fortunetellers' words and rumors fill my ears:
3J~m*~A1PA;ro, [You must be among] feather fans, carriage wheels, and pink women,
*#~.3sJ&:3(~rt-zi'. Peach and jade colored women must be surrounding you like clouds.
~~fE~~B1!:l.t, Being among fancy clothes, flowers and grass must be nice,236
f/iHftH*tt~~.237 [But don't forget] The person in common red clothes is waiting for

you year after year.

236 Fancy clothes, flowers, and grass (qianyi huacao ~;&:tt:~~), as well as the jade like women in the line
before, refer to entertaining women, such as courtesans.
237 "U~ (sl)" is the same as "~,Hv*" - red silk threads or clothes, here referring to the female speaker.
"~" (r/?n) means crops. Zhang Zilie's book Zhengzitong (IE-'¥J!) says "Ancient people call a year a ren,
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In the picture, characters with the small character "=" below them should be read as

a two-character phrase.238 For example, "~" should be read as "~B ," and "~j" should

be read as "~jF5," etc. In this way, the first column of the window (on the right side) is

read as the following two lines: "~B MF5itT.lr~, .fit~I*ilt~J{t" The reading

instruction calls this "half-character borrowing reading" (*--*1-M'-w;), which is similar to

the half-character thimble technique (*- -* JYY #). We can perhaps also call them

"divisible characters" or "monographic doublets," because each character represents a

two-character word. This saves the carpenter much labor in carving.

The character Min the fifth line in the first poem is composed of"JXt." and "Et" - it is

not a real character (in the dictionary sense). Based on this context, it should be a

substitute for the character "m" (cool). We can assume that because the poet needed

such a character to make a monograph doublet, he combined"JXt." and "Et" to create this

character. Created characters are also seen in some super-witty poems (see picture 2 in

the super-witty poem section in Chapter Four).239

The following poem's picture title is "Sharing Heart Cape-Jasmine Flower" (fp.H);f}B

-=f), and the poem title is "Autumn Boudoir Recitation" (tlclIJllt):

because crops ripen once a year" (~Ai\il-~~-~, ItJl.~-~~m). See Zhang 1996.
238 The use of a small ".=" in this manner is a common practice in traditional China for abbreviating
repeated characters. E. g., "B=~ tlJ B=ff" is the short form of" B B~ tlJ B Bff" (The lakes and
mountains are in spring everyday). See Shi 1992: 1205. The shortening is for the convenience of seal
inscription - to avoid engraving the same character twice. In the window poem here, "=" is used slightly
differently: it means the character and an element of it form a word.
239 Maybe we could call this "creative spelling." The seal text of "P1E:gj;oJE" discussed in Chapter Four is
also an example. Liu Zhiji (1998) points out that creative spelling is still occasionally seen today as
decorative images.
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The character~ is used as both
Jj and ~. Characters in
equivalent positions ( 7i, ::m:,
iff,:, ~, #If) are used similarly.

Characters on the inner circle
form another hexasyllabic
poem.

The character $i in the center
of the picture is read as six
separate characters: [9, ~, 7.K,
Jj, -J;:. and fL.

The picture is composed of a center "." (a created character), six rhombus-shaped

"petals," and two circles - the outer circle in the shape of a cape jasmine (white-edged

morning glory), and the inner hexagon. The character '~I\" in the center of the picture is

read as six separate characters: "[9," "~," "7](," "Jj," "-J;:.," "fL." These characters and

the characters that form the rhombus-shaped petals make up the following poem (~Pf.lt):

[9 ili~::tE~Jj~, Golden flowers are everywhere, shining under the moon,
IWiIU1JX1"iJtfk7i. Across the curtain she enjoys the beautiful fall scenery.

~~tB1':t9:1fmt, Her cloud-shaped hair and her makeup are just finished,
~lt~*~~::m:. And even her reflection in the mirror is fragrant.
7.KW1i1f~#JI. B~, By the waterside pavilion, lotus leaves remain, the slanting sun is far,
LUmt'r~Ilt)X\.iff,:. By the mountain window, bamboos are green, evening breeze is cool.
Jj fEff~"J~J?:¥-it, He promised to return to the capital when the moon is full,
~IHt7C45~f$~.240 But now frost has fallen, he hasn't even sent a letter home.

-J;:.~*~tiE*Ilt,241 She is ashamed of being unable to march to Muye like Mulan,
~~~@)ff:iS@#If. He fails to return like the white migrating geese returning to the pond.

fL1:ff=~!lmm, Those who have read the Star Formation Brocade,
$ fJ m:~- WInm. Are all deeply sympathetic with Su Lan.242

240."f¥~" (zisong) means one's homeland. See HYDCD 4-1058A.
241 "t!!i" (kui) is the same as "1l" (kui). In this poem, "*Jlt" refers to the Muye Mountain (*Jlt ill) in
today's Liaoning, where Hua Mulan is said to have fought the war. See HYDCD 4-674B.
242 "1=~~mm" is quoted from "Star Formation Poem," since it contains the line "f=~'tftt:¥:~m."

141



The first half of the poem describes a well-dressed and well made-up lady enjoying a

beautiful sunset from behind the bamboo curtain. The second half indicates that now it is

frost time (fall), but her lover (husband) still has not returned. This poem can also be

viewed as an assigned-character poem (*~i'ij:), with six characters"[J]," "~," "7.K,"

"}j ," "-Jx.," "fL" assigned respectively as the first characters of lines 1, 3, 5, 7, and 9 and

11. Notice the six characters located on the meeting points of the spokes and the outer

circle ('7J, W, ~, ~, :Jm, ~), are all splittable characters. For example, the phonetic

element "jj" in the character "'7J" (in the first line) reappears in the third line. This is

also the "half-character borrowing technique," but it is not the monograph doublet,

because "'7J" and "jj" do not form a word.

The characters on the inner circle (starting with :tt; on the upper right side) form

another hexasyllabic quatrain (/\ § ~'§."PJ):

:tt;lE~tt1~ffi,
;fYp~~~~ MIJX\..
£~1~~i~~ 1'00],243

¥iftflf1!r'*it [RJ .

Flowers bloom all over the branches, and they receive the rain,
Willows let the remaining catkins follow the wind.
The expected letter has never arrived to the boudoir.
Who can match his heartlessness!

The six characters at the crossing points of the spokes and the inner hexagon (:tt;, 1~,

~, £~, ~, 1!r') are shared by both poems. Since shared characters are so common in Wan

Shu's designs, perhaps we can call this the "sharing-character technique" (~~1t).

Shared characters are already seen in the Tang "Mirror Poem" presented above (in that

design, the characters on the intersections are all used twice). The monograph doublets,

"Jjj;~" (Su Lan) in the next line refers to Jjj;~~ (Su Ruolan), another name for Jjj;f.F; (Su Hui), the author
of"Star Formation Poem."
243 "lmJ"(kun) is the women's chamber in traditional China.
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the splittable characters, and the shared characters are all necessary for using the

minimum number of characters to form a poem. Thus the sharing-character technique is

very important for the design of special textual formations.

2. Poems with Emphasis on Character, Words, and Line Images CBt~, ~~, ltkJiI)

The following poem is a special type of identical doublet poem. The design is entitled

"Repeated 'Yang Pass'" (~B=*~), and the poem title is "To Hua Xiaoxing, Who Is

Traveling to Yan - Uneven Lines of Two Hundred Characters" (*$/J'$~WJ, -\~J.Rt]

=13"*):

19P19P ~~
:=E;:=E; ww m¥~ :9JJZ:9JJZ mimi ffiffi 1i1i 7't7'tF3F3 ... , ... "

** J&J& 1T1T :tt:tt rPJrPJ 'IME'IME WW ~4H!
--'L.--'L.

~~J\\'\ J\\'1 I'WI'JU
:h1t:h1t ~? 7i7i 1jt1jt WW xx ~~ WW ~~ *?K
~~ 1f1f 1T1T ~!n xixi atat 1111 ~~ ~~ ~~
;g;g ;!:m;!:m ~~ 1T1T ;g;g 1'1' i~i~ WW 7JO.]( f~f~

TT 1313 AA @@ 7i7i 1i1i ::f::f {PJ{PJ :tt:tt **:ff:ff ~~ ** ** 1~1~ nn ~~ :tt:tt IbIb tUtU
~~ b.b. rr tttt fEfE WW 1~JR

-i:I--Er' '¥:'¥: lElEI=ll=l fPlfPl

JI!lJl!l ~~ ~~ 1#1# 1i1i ~¥w iliili :tt:tt :t<:t< 'fif!fftJ
f@If@I ~~ 44 ¥t.¥t. 1i1i )Xl.)Xl. AA ±t±t mm iI!iI!/,,/"

The following is the conventional reading for the above text:

19P~W, Willows are green,

19P~wwwm:9JJZ. Willows are green, and green fills the whole town.
m:9JJZmlffi1i7't*, The town's misty rain is sent by spring,
mlffi1i7't:i!J&1T. Misty rain and spring see [you] off to travel far away.
J&1T:tt rPJ~WN1!, Traveling to the distance, you head to the road in the Yan Mountains,
:ttrPJ~WN1!1W~.You are going to the road in the Yan Mountains ahead.
1W~:h1t?7i1jtw, On your way there will be messenger posts and green grass,

:h1t~7i1jtWX~. Messenger posts and green grass will be numerous.
X~ ill , Numerous mountains,

W~*~1f. Mountains are green and waters flow with ease.
~*~1f1TN1!xi, Green waters flow with ease but the road is difficult to travel,

1T~!xiatat11~.And when the road is difficult to travel, people often come and go.
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1iiE$~iSfm~, Those who come and go are mostly those who seek fame,
$~iSfm~1T~. Because they are fame-seekers, they travel in a hurry.
1T~'Ti~ ill7.Kf¥, In a hurry, no one cares about the scenery and distance,
'Ti~ ill 7.Kf¥fs? Or care whether the distance is thousands or hundreds of miles.
f SA, ~7f'ftf, Thousands of people love the beautiful spring,
A~7j'ftf/F1lJ,tt. People love spring, but they are unlike you.
/F1lJ,tt%:ff~*, [They] are unlike you who has old parents at home,

%:ff~**1* n. And at home old parents often wait at the gate.
*1*n, ~tt :I=b, Waiting at the gate and expecting your horse,
~tt :I=b to~ J3' r. Expecting your horse to arrive at the golden stairs.
tU~J3' rtt::tt:l!f, You arrive at the golden stairs, osmanthus flowers are sweet,
tt::tt:w1IH~~-g. The sweet scent of osmanthus tells your old parents of your arrival.
~-giEJliifffl~~, Old parents are celebrating an old age birthday,
iEJliifffl~~'ftf¥1N. They are of old age and drinking the spring birthday wine.
'ftf~W:i8.tt::&fAj10!, The spring wine detains you in the silk official's robe,
:i8.tt::&fAj10!~4-. Detaining you in the silk robe, you bottom-up the gold cup.
~4-¥Z.., ¥Z..'ftfR. The gold cup is shining, shining in the spring breeze,
1fRA~Wf, In spring breeze and people get drunk together,
A~WfrM!rM!. And get drunk together happily.

This reading is based on the thimble technique, but it is an irregular thimble poem,

because different numbers of ending characters in a line are reused in the next line. The

poem has the strong oral style of folk poems. The title suggests it is a farewell poem to a

friend who is returning to his hometown, and the term "::&fAj" in the ending lines suggests

the friend has successfully acquired an official post, and now is returning to his home to

honor his family,z44 The picture title "~B ~1f" refers both to the ancient vocal song "~B

~-==..1f" (Thrice Repeated "Yang Pass"), whose lyrics comes from a poem by Wang Wei:

¥~~¥)Hm¥~$£~, The Wei town's morning rain washes away light dust,
~~ww:t9P~¥k Around the inn green willows are fresh.
)(}]tt£Jtt-tf~W, I advise you to drink one more cup of wine,
1ffi ttl ~B ~7C"tj(A. Because once you go out of the Yang Pass in the west you will have no

acquaintances.

244 "::&m" alludes to the idiom "::&fllH:E3t" - "Returning to one's hometown in the silk robe of an official."
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Notice "-f9P," "~," "W," ":InX," "-m," w~," "ti," "¥@" in this poem are also the main

images repeated in Wan's poem. There are other ways to read the original text. For

example, by reading the twin-characters as one character, and without using the thimble

technique, the first few lines in the original text can be read in the following two ways:

The willows are green,
The town is full of misty rain,
And the spring scenery sees you off for a distant travel.
You are traveling toward the road in the Yan Mountains,
Along which messenger posts and green grasses are numerous.

2.
-f9P~WW(N)m:InX, The willows are green, and green fills the whole town,
;It!;Iffi:tf7t:i!:i&1r. Misty rain and the spring scenery see you off for a distant travel.
ti rPJ~ L1J~1W"*, You are traveling toward the road in the Yan Mountains,
1Jl77J1jlW7C~. Along which messenger posts and green grasses are numerous.

The following poem manipulates common classifier doublets (:i!mi~).

The four outer layers are
made of eight "bottle-shaped"
parts like this. Each "bottle"
has two lines: flfta)HfHut~
ft, mHrn~7¥@-m:.

~e twin-character phrases on
~_'-;;'r 'lIIL"'\H.",t"'''\~~l tlu:"'0l:!.ter layer and the

characteJ;:s n the inner layer
~·ftj::iff:oon~·•.

The three inner layers form a
pentasyUabic regulated verse:
Mfif$ ~ ~Ji~)(~.

~~ -Att ~ff~ JL;.

$rLJI~/~~~ ~tt= S ~flIf.

~ {J;A~ .:u.~ !fttu1mtiff*if.
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,f_EJjiJHtW£f1,245 The carriage's bright mirror hangs among pine branches,

~11&~7~- m:. And it shines through the clear wine cup in the farewell pavilion.
$M~~~~:it~,246 The traveler is speaking of his great ambition,
QT!f$)JJIJ&~~~M. The lady is giving him cautionary words.
• "~:ftWri11~1f.,247 On the windlass by the golden well, crows caw early,
RtJItfi~fJ(LJ~~?48 By the silvery saddle, the traveler hesitates in getting on the horse.
J\ij~a'FW~~~R,249 The dream in the bed-curtain last night was too short,
~Vl"'7-~~~3;Q. And the traveler should know tonight's loneliness.
~,Jt-=fl.I!:li:tE B ,250 While the traveler enjoys flowers for a thousand Ii,
tt.-=:.£1.lrt3 ff-j:.251 Somebody will be crying on a pillow under the midnight moon.
$:titt~~ilRM, You will be writing essays like the talented Su Shi and Su Zhe,
IfnUN£~JH[~rIJ?52 And I will be writing poems like the devoted Star Poem Lady.
,)VIi)[ff{~~9i1W~~,253 Ifyou have a promise, please make it now in front of the carriage,
f@.pJ~ttN:m~j§JtJ.J?54 And send me letters frequently, without delay.
~fiIT15*1jf'X*,255 Let the difficult wandering end soon,
1*~A.PJC=&~~. And do not make me sigh that my young face is growing old.

The title for the above design is "Carriage Wheel" (.:iji~), and the poem title is

"Farewell Feelings" C'ttjJU). This poem presents a scene in a farewell pavilion, where,

among other parting people, a woman is saying goodbye to her traveling husband. The

245 ff~ (xuanyuan): Carriage. The "bright mirror" refers to the moon, which functions as the light for the
carriage traveling at night. Xuanyuan is also the name of the Yellow Emperor, so this line may also mean
the moon that shone in the Yellow Emperor's time is still hanging among the pine branches.
246 "$I~" (jzJcou) is often used as metaphor for many people gathering in a central place, like spokes
around the wheel center.
247 •• (lulu): Windlass. "~j:f:" refers to the well with golden railings around it, indicating a rich
household or the royal palace. "••~j:f:" often represents a boudoir or palace women.
248 Jj!l~ (diexie): Walk in small steps; walk back and forth: lingering.

249 "Jj!)U~" (zhanzhuan) means tossing and turning.

250 i!ifiJf (zIpfng): Covered carriage. See HYDCD 9-1297.

251 "if" (dian): Bamboo mat.

252 "JiJl" (xuanj I) is the same as "J%UJL," refers to "Star Formation Poem."

253 ilYlJJl (yuenf): Here refers to wagon or carriage, as Tang poet Xue Neng (~f,f~) means by it in the

following lines: "+.J1!MU~§~., ~$*Jl$tjHJ1lM" (A hundred thousand army flags move big town;
numerous wagons are as if carrying a village). See QTS 6484.
254"~PJ~" here means messenger or letter. "~" (fish scale) here refers to fish, which alludes to the poem
"Yinma Changcheng Ku" (tx.Ib*~JIi'n, one of the Nineteen Ancient Songs, in which a letter was found in
a carp's belly. See New Songs from the Jade Terrace, vol. 1 (Xu 1985: 35). ")j~" (feather) refers to the
migrating geese, which also represent messengers.
255 "~~" (klink ) is the same as ":lj\jjlJ" - uneven road or difficulties in life.
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wheel-shaped design and the words with the radical ''If!'' (carriage) are consistent with

the travel or wandering theme in the poem. Lines three through twelve alternatively talk

about the man and the woman. The narrator in the first ten lines is a third person who

observes the farewell scene, while the last six lines are obviously narrated by the woman,

who refers the traveler as "t5" (Sir, lord) and refers herself humbly as "~" (concubine).

Besides the common classifier doublets that all contain ''If!,'' there are also the

following common classifier doublets: "Urn"" "~t~," "~m," "lllll." Among these

doublets "_JifiiJ" (kiinke) is an alliterative pair, while "$f." (xuanyuan), "Urn,,, (dlngni

ng) and "~t~" (diexie) are rhyming doublets. ",)lUI" (lulu) is an identical sound term

(j:ifif1J). These doublets highlight the sense of "pair," since the poem is about two

lovers.

Below on the right is a geometrical poem entitled "Mixture of Five" (E~fd.El.),256

which contains a series of five triangle-shaped common-classifier poems, under the

general title "Boudoir Sentiments" (IIjf~). In each triangle poem, an edge is composed

of one of the Five Elements: "~," "*," "71<.," "'k," "±." Illustrated below on the left is

the "wood (*)-edged triangle" poem (in the lower left comer of the original design).

The arrow diagram indicates the reading direction. Other triangles can be read in the

same way.

256 "m" was a kind of food container in pre-Qin times. Later," 5k ~1i" refers to a collection of
miscellaneous things. "1i5k~1i" is also a form of poem in the Han. The title here represents mixed feelings
in the boudoir.
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*(title)

*~
*~Jj

*lIiiiliL
*~:ii~t9:

*JhPm3~1J* 9P JJO * /J;- fbi- m**' rJf ~ ~ fpJ §;o /f'+---------"

\t
These two separate columns are of the
same column of characters. For example,**' should be read as m.

In this triangle text, the characters on the left edge all share the radical "'*" (tree or

wood). Below is the conventional format of the poem:

:f~Hl'ojJj Lill!JtfJf, The moon on top ofthe wutong rises above the painted-railing bridge,
1~:iit9:~~3Pm. I've been looking at the evening tide from everywhere in the house.
fh;fJIPJJO*/J;-fbl-1Jt, Willows have become as thick as rafters since his departure,
~~Q fpJ~"* ~m. And I wonder where the harbor for my little orchid boat will be.

The word "t9:~" (boudoir in a tower house) in the second line indicates it is a

boudoir poem. "JJIJ" in the third line suggests the departure of somebody (possibly the

woman's lover). The harborless orchid boat symbolizes the uncertainty of the woman's

marriage. The *on the very top also gives the reader the impression that the trees in the

poem are taller than the house. The triangle shape of the poem resembles the triangle-

shaped rooftop of the house. The triangle's leaning toward the left coincides with the

poet's leaning against (1~) the wall of the house looking at the evening tides. Notice that

characters "m," ":Wi," "t," "fJf," "m," ";fJIP," "m" are respectively printed as '* ~,"

"* ~ ," '* ~ ," "* 1f," "* Jh," "* 9P," "* %;" this printing allows "'*" to become
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a separate column on the left, and therefore more visible, because wood (7\() is the central

image in the poem (trees, house, boat are all related to wood). The line of "7\(" on the

left also gives the reader an impression of a tall tree.

The following design is entitled "Sundial's Shadow under the Moon" (±Ijj ~), and

the poem title is "Moon Poem" (lJ;j(jj i~):

jj (title)

¥tIjjJ:
~~jjj!JJl

~j{;B jj %fltt~
iH¥ B rtJ jj ~~~~t'c:K

~"J I.iI~ /i;-Jt jj ~3sJ*Dfi~
L&~'fJl~ ili Jt1E jj~1tj~~7Jf£

JEt~f![:lijM ~ jj {i:iJ!it~UH/FWtWf
/

/

/

\.

The sundial (±I) is a device used in ancient times for measuring the motion of the

shadow of the sun, while in this design, it is night and the sundial stands under the moon

with its shadow. In this triangle formation, "jj" on the top is the title of the poem. From

the second line on, the "jj" in the middle column combines alternatively with the

character on the left and right, as indicated by the underlining. For example, "1t"

combines with "jj" to make "~," and in the next line "jj" combines with "j!" to make

"JJl." Reading in the direction indicated by the arrow illustration, the triangle formation

can be rearranged in the following manner:
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~)t.t.HiHi~Mltml, Above the hazy lake, the spirit of the Rabbit is solitary and dim,257
:J'ta)j~r~-*tk. But suddenly it gives out light in the sky of autumn.
g~nJErPJ B:i;tIH"J, It used to hang like a silver hook,258

1II~~:WH*.3S.~. But today it is full and like a floating jade ball.
~ff~tE~~5'Hi, A sweet osmanthus scent falls from beyond the clouds,259
~ttw~cm~L&. And blurry mountains are reflected in the mirror.26o

:5tt~*~~:iM~)j, By a railing at late night, the more I stare at it, the clearer it becomes,
M!it~~1tfl1WJ. And I also wonder: where is the flute music from?

By comparing the original triangle text to the regular poem formation, we can see that

in the triangle, the seven" jj" are arranged in the middle column and therefore stand out,

while in the regular textual formation, they are hiding in different characters in the poem.

This highlighting is important for the moon related theme.

Yan calls the above two poems "character splitting-reassembling common-classifier

poems" (~itJf:KJiIi=¥),261 but in fact they only involve printing the two elements of a

character apart, such as printing "fg" as "* cg.," and ":1tA" as "1t jj." The separately

printed elements are not independent characters, nor do these elements combine with

other characters. Therefore, the above two poems are common-classifier poems in the

pictorial designs, but not character splitting-reassembling poems.

The following design is entitled "Silk Brocade Mud-Shield" (t~~~Jt.), and the poem

title is "Farewell to a Friend Traveling to the North in Late Spring" (~":i!1lt~tL):

257 "Spirit ofthe Rabbit" (~(jt) refers to the moon.

258 "H~W~" (niltiao) refers to the crescent moon in the beginning ofa lunar month, see HYDCD 6-1245.
259 The Chinese myth has it that there is an osmanthus tree (and a rabbit) on the moon.
260 "Mirror" in this line refers to the moon.
261 Van 2001: 361.
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!jjB1fpj~~~~~m, Beautiful horses and carriages used to come often,
Ni!iW9M~Mm:j1j.262 Parties used to be merry with good wine drinking.
1f.fr-f:t(1!1);}.{j,f18,263 The master used to be surrounded by loyal servants,
i~iPJi~iii.f.~~iI3:. And there used to be happy times of poetry reading and singing.
~ft~~::tE~Ht, But roseleaf raspberry and herbaceous peony flowers withered,
¥PJn¥I:rl¥&¥tiJit. And waves in Yellow, Bian, Yangtze and Huai Rivers fast flew away.
*¥a~:§:~*, The house has declined, and it's time to leave,
:i1i:iiimJiJ21~~. To wander far and near at will.

This poem is an imitation of Huang Tingjian's common-classifier poem discussed in

Chapter Four. A mud-shield is usually made of leather or cloth, hanging over the belly

of a horse to shield the rider from mud. The use of silk brocade as a mud-shield is

parallel to the degrading ofthe man in the poem: he used to be a rich noble man, but now

he is just a muddy wanderer.

Below is a design entitled "Eight-line Letter Paper" (}\1j~ bahangjian), and the

poem title is "Drinking under the Moon" ctxfj 5*). In the picture, every character is

262 M:M (zu6ch6u): to toast.
263 f1f1g(ch6ultl): companions.
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printed in reverse, which is to suggest that each character should be read as its antonym:

"tf" (spring) should be read as "tk" (fall), "Hff" (clear) as "f:m" (raining), and so on. This

way, we find the following three poems:

tkf:m~{,\iUlf., Autumn rain makes it cold early,
3!~¥i.[I1J. The continuous cloudiness is like dusk.
-6i-*7'f;~M, Now let me get drunk first,
~ Ji ~¥¥-3::. The bright moon is floating in the

distant sky.

Poem 1:

Poem 2:
j(~~Ji I!/j,

~A:&~*.

$tt*L1JJ:,
f!f7f~¥WW.

Poem 3:
~ft7G1m:Qt,

m_ [Q] llttt.
:g:~4m)t~.,

Ji~~pX;)(.

The sky is high and the round moon is bright,
I sit for a long time, and the night is deep.
I raise my head to look at the top of the East Mountain,
And the newly opened green wine is fragrant.

Aging, I have no other hobbies,
Except for turning to this gentleman with a clear cup.264

I am glad I have this heavenly blessing,
Which will eventually turn into poetry under the moon.

This kind of poem is called a "replacing character poem" (~*iif), because each

character in the original poem needs to be replaced with a different one according to

certain rules. Seven TImes Revised Classified Drafts (-t11i~fi{;'j) has another example of

this kind, and in that case, a poem of Vue Fei (-ffi~) is changed into another poem by

replacing each character with its synonym.265

264 "This gentleman" (llttt) refers to wine.
265 Lang 1961 (vol. 2): 725.
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3. Poems Featuring Assigned-Characters and Thimble Techniques (bX~, i!XiD, ~~)

Section 1:

M iF
~ ;;;..

-*
;It

;It 1If
rIlJ /ffi!
~ M

.'If

.'If
m
~

* iff
$ IJ/J
d> !J{J

*3i
A II
~ ;g

Section 2:
fA*tt3z:M@tt
tt Ilf {ffiQ ~~ IJ\ -'¥I
iG~)L*A1b1..3i
)L**fr.3i~~

The above design is entitled "A Stone Tablet for Many Beautiful Women" (~IiJI9~),

and the poem title is "To the Beautiful Women in Ancient Times" (l9j(l1~A). The text

in the picture is divided into ten sections (the two boxes formed by the line of dashes

contain the first two sections, while other sections can be identified in the same manner).

Each section forms a heptasyllabic quatrain. In the reprinted text for the first section (as

shown in the vertical box on the right side of the tablet), the italicized characters form the
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first two lines of the quatrain, and other characters form lines three and four. Texts in the

other sections are to be read in the same way. The following is the first poem:

ff&!;icillllJtfifJjf, In late spring at the Royal Lake, orioles are heard in the morning,

Jfilf/s]:k#f#'m. And their chirping is musical and pleasant.
fH¥~1t1t rPJi1tit!, They sound like talking, but to whom are they speaking?
gg15$d>.::ttA~? And how many beautiful women's names are mentioned?

In the reprinting of the first section above (the vertical box to the right of the picture),

the characters in the middle column are four personal names: "j;:1t," "~~," "i![gg,"

and "*,.::tt.,,266 Notice that while in the picture the name characters stay together, in the

poem they are separated. For example, in the above poem formation, the two characters

in "~~" are placed in two separate lines (so is i![gg). This design is a special type of

assigned-character poem (*~i~), and it also involves the re-assembling technique (l§!j

it), not on the character radical level, but on the word level - that is, it separates the

characters in a name so that they appear in different lines. This technique was used by Pi

Rixiu (El. B1*) in "Two Reassembling Poems in Memory of Deer Gate County" ('15F~n

.g.~~it=~), as discussed in the name poems section in Chapter Two. However, in

this poem by Wan Shu, the assigned character and splitting-reassembling techniques are

used more subtly:

I
~~*j;:~aJe~Wi1fr8]~:ft~~.

266"-*-.,, (Taizhen) is Lady Yang (~~frc.), "'1g'1g" (Yingying) is the heroine in Wang Shifu's (.:E~1i)

drama Romance of the Western Chamber (1LEfIfIll-C.). *.3S. (Nongyu) was a daughter of Duke Mu of Qing
(~~0). According to legend, she married a young man from a Xiao family who was good at playing the
vertical flute, and the couple eventually rode on a phoenix and flew to Heaven. "jJ[~" (Daoyun) refers to
the fifth century poetess Xie Daoyun (iMjJ[~).
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The above illustration shows that each linked pair of characters w1.*::k~&eIJg1¢,

1¢i! rBJ~*~m.
forms a name. We can see that the splitting of "'l;'l;" and "i11!m" M~•• rtJ -j,li11!,

li*$d>3iA~.
employs the same technique as Pi Rixiu's, but the splitting of "::k

Jt" and "*3i" is different. These name characters are evenly

distributed in the poem when printed in normal formation, see the

right (name characters are bold).

The poem starts with the Royal Lake (::k~), which was a pool in a royal garden

outside of Chang'an (-&~), the Tang capital. Lady Yang Cfh:!5r~c, or j(Jt, consort of a

Tang Emperor) often visited there. The orioles are witnesses of the women who wasted

their lives in the palace generation after generation. The second poem (in the lower box

on the right of the tablet - translation is omitted) shares a similar theme by alluding to the

leaf poem story.267 The stone tablet (1i~) is a monument to commemorate the women it

mentions, as the idiom ";j%J~j'[1~" (set up a tablet as a biography) indicates. It also

symbolizes the tragic death of many beautiful women in history, as another idiom "~I~

1tiIJ" says - "Pretty faces are all ill-fated."

The following design is entitled "Upside-down Mandarin Ducks" O~9WWi.), and

the poem title is "Boudoir Feelings" (IiJ'tg):

267 The leaf poem story is in Meng Qi's (:,fu~) book True Story Poems pjs:¥i~). In the story a woman in
the Emperor's palace in the Tang dynasty wrote a poem on a big wutong leaf and let the leaf flow out on a
creek that runs through the palace. Gu Kuang (J®Ii£), a scholar and poet, found the leaf and the poem, and
he wrote a poem on anther leaf and let it flow into the palace on the other side of the palace. See Meng
2001: 6.
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r--------------------------------.. -'i The two linked "flat-topped :
: pyramids" in this part form the :

- I I

':' '-firsUwo poems. :
....... ~ ---- - -"~'::~'::::-"""'I.:-- - --- - ----- - - - - - -_:

....... ................
~----------------- ~------------

i"The first poem starts ;ith"ll,
i ande,J1ds 'Yith~. The second
: poem 'st~Iis with~ and ends

•••1-' "

~~ : with Jit. -.",
1 '•.1- ":':"~ _

.- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - ~.~ ------ -------- ~

: In the first poem, '~ (top right :
: comer) is used twice. :
~~~.~._-,--------------------------~
I----------~--~~~----------------~

: In the second poem, ~ is used :
: twice. :
~-------------------------------~

Below is a reprinting of the characters surrounding the central square in the picture.

These characters form the following
phrases that are used by each of the
eight poems respectively:

-.~-i1.tt
:I.rr~if~

7tl!:r :m:r
1:~ 1: at
•• m-i1-.
~~f-r~ ••

~~¥tltL~~

~~)JLI:.~

~~tt.L~~

~~fE.L~~

~~fl.Lg.

~.it.L~.

.~m.L~.

••ff~.L••

The original picture contains eight pentasyllabic quatrains, which are divided into four

pairs, with each pair linked in a thimble manner. See the first pair:

xtrtJft~~AAft, It is difficult to ask the parrot in the cage to pass words along,
ftg~t~.3S.~lW. For it cannot deliver the words to the Jade Pass.
~.tt.L'i.~, On the double-duck pillow is the double-duck dream,
~wr~1f B~~~. When the dream breaks in a cold night, one year has passed.

~-t:~*~:ffiI~, Year comes and year goes, colored sleeves have become worn-out,
~fE~m1~~~. By the railing, I cannot bear to see the withered flowers.
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~~:fJL.t~1HIfi, On the double-duck loom is a piece of double-duck silk
llfi~,gp)G*WC~xt. The silk is ready, but mailing it out is difficult.

Like the rest of the eight poems, these two poems portray a young wife missing her

soldier husband at the distant Jade Pass. Notice the last character of the first poem (::q::) is

also the first character of the second one, linking the two poems in a thimble manner. In

each quatrain, the first two lines and the second two lines each also form a thimble

structure. For example, in the first poem, the first two lines are linked by the character

"it," and second two lines are linked by the character "~." The reprinted picture shows

that the "~" (the male duck) and "~" (the female duck) are always printed in different

directions, which is what the title "Upside-down Mandarin Ducks" (;iji1i~~~) means.

This symbolizes the displacement of the husband and wife.268 The series of eight poems

in this design are also special assigned-line poems (wci1Ji=¥), with "•• A 1:•• B" as

the assigned line.

4. Poems Featuring the "Weaving Technique" (~~~i1])

Any poem can be rearranged into a single line by omitting the punctuation marks and

placing the lines one after another, just as a hand-knitted garment can be changed back

into a single thread. In other words, any poem can be viewed as the rearrangement of a

single line - by "cutting the line into pieces" and adding punctuation marks. This is

indeed one of the most common techniques of Wan Shu, which may be called the

"weaving technique." Of course, Wan Shu's weaving is usually more complicated - he

often manages to put certain characters in certain positions. The design below is entitled

268 This poem alludes to two pictorial poems in Classified Palindromes, which are both long poems about a
wife weaving a piece of silk to send to her distant soldier husband. See Sang 1987: 809.
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"Taiji Picture" (j(:flOO), and the poem title is "Traveler's Feeling" (~ff).

The characters on the white background form the

first poem, and those on the black background

form the second. Notice that the four pairs of

antonyms are arranged symmetrically on the

horizontal diameter that goes through the center

of the circle: "~*ft~B ~J1kJfffim:" (solid-east-

left-yang-yin-right-west-Ioose), as indicated by

the dashes. This arrangement highlights the

contrast between the yin and yang.

Poem 1 (black characters):

~B 1:tlkJ~~{!i, Sunlight appears to the west of the eaves, but the snow is still frozen,
tk!JtQJ~*WiJJ<. The wind bells tinkle like horses stepping on broken ice.269

:fi~/FD~Pl1ffl., The traveler is unable to sleep, and he can only recite a poem,
m:m£~IJ~~n. By the dim window he again trims the dying lamp.

Poem 2 (white characters):

~J1}X\.rrftJ1ta1~, At this time, East of the River, the wind must be chilly,
mtEmfffi1E~)(X. But at the west side of the window, mume must be blooming, and

people must be drinking merrily.
ht~7C~9P~~affi, It is now that I start to believe traveling is tiresome,
~~~~§::tE~. And I can only pretend that the remaining snow is flowers.

From the different rhyme we can see these are two poems, but they are closely related,

both semantically and graphically, as the taiji picture is a symbol in which its yin and

269 "l!kJ}ffl-" (iron horse) is another name for a wind bell. "W"" in the next line literally means "covering
ones nose" (with a hand), but in poetry it is an allusion, referring to the story that in the Jin dynasty, there
were scholars who covered their noses when reciting poems so as to imitate the famous poet Xie An's (1M
*) recitation. Xie An had a nose illness and his voice narually had a nasal sound. See HYDen 6-930.
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yang aspects are mutually related. The first poem indicates the poet is a traveler staying

in an inn or a temple, where wind bells tinkle. The first two lines of the second poem talk

about a place far away, the lower region along the Yangtze River, possibly where the

traveler is from. In the first poem, "sunlight" (~B) is a positive image, yet the traveler's

lodging is cold. In the second poem, "cold wind" is a negative image, yet the scene in

which people drink wine and enjoy winter mume is cheerful. This is to say there is yin

within yang, and there is yang within yin, which is what the taiji picture symbolizes.

The following design is entitled "Mulberry Leaves Basket" (~1[gi):

;--"----~···-·------·--·--·-···--~·-~···~--··-····l

~ i! The basket handle i formed by I
i two heptasyllabic poems. I

I ~~~::~~::~~~:·r~:ro~:er, I
! and ends witpJit, which is the I
! fi h t'" f h d !

i"""", lrst c arac.et 0 t e secon li,:'!poem./fh~ second poem goes
cpuhte{clockwise along the ~

/( ~lJte; layer, and ends vv,ithtk (to ~
// i/ the left of frO). /,/ I

,/ /' ;;.:.. :::.;.:.~.''':: ...J

/' --::::.:-: ,;.... _---_ __ __._._.._--~..,.
.," i

...- I Starting with the character frlJ !
I and reading counter-clockwise !

1~~~~~~~~~~"".~ along the "edge" and the outline It 1 of the basket body, we can get a i
i i
! ci poem to the tune "Going I
I Along the Royal Street" (1ffIl1!J i
i /._ :l=~ i

.....!.....iT};-Starting..with..1ih, the !
! i
i crossing lines on the body of I
I the basket form another ci poem !

,.. J to the tune "Road full of !,i

I Flowers" O~~1t). !

I I
~__.. .._ __.._ _._. _ __ _ _ ..I
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The title for the poem is "Mulberry Leaves Pickers" (*~A):

iJij:i:}(#;t!;;f§~~, The silkworm girls walk together,
~iU[5i:~I*i~1jOC7'J. And step on the fresh grass field in the suburb.
~%~JXt@]:tfBSl, Cuckoos sing, the breeze returns, and the spring day is warm,
~1)jlL\'jUW1f)(:W. Butterflies follow the girls because their hairpins are fragrant.
*ffi1JV(~f.Jllw*3/J\, The sleeves oftheir small blue shirts are rolled up to bracelets,
m.!JlJlIz;J ¥.w*. And the skirts that cover their lotus feet trail long ribbons.
~itY3tJ':tfX,*,270 After the Cold Food Festival homecoming, spring is gone,
*~VJ\~3 ~;;1Jit_.271 And it is time for the young wife next door to weave yellow silk.

This is one of the two poems that form the handle of the basket. The body of the

basket forms two ci poems. This design allows us to see how the poet works as a

craftsman: 1) arranging heptasyllabic regulated poems into two single lines; 2) placing

them side-by-side in opposite directions, then "tying" them up at eight spots (~~, 7'J, al,

i'f, /J\ *, ,*, _, which are shared by both lines); 3) "bending" the two tied lines into a

V-shape; 4) "wedging" both ends into the edge of the basket (which is another circular

poem). Characters at the intersections on the body of the basket are shared by both lines.

Regarding meaning, in the above poem, since it is about several girls going out to pick

mulberry leaves (to feed their silkworms) in spring, the handle of the basket looks like the

road, and the body of the basket looks like a field with crossing paths.

There are several issues that we can talk about concerning Wan Shu's pictorial poems.

Regarding the technique, sometimes Wan Shu is like a craftsman, sometimes a

calligrapher, sometimes a painter, sometimes a carpenter, and sometimes a weaver. The

designs discussed in Section I of this chapter are the most sophisticated pictures seen

270 "Y3'T" means a married woman's homecoming. See HYDCD 5-378A.
271 "mt~" (liuhuang) is a kind of yellow silk cloth. Han Yuefu poem "Meeting on a Narrow Road" (;f§:il

~*~f8]) has the following lines: "Older women weave luyi silk, middle women weave liuhuang silk" (A
~~R~~~, ~~~Rmt~). See New Songs from the Jade Terrace (Xu 1985: 10).
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outside of Wan Shu's book, but the techniques involved in them are still much simpler

than Wan's. Of the five pictures discussed in Section I, the "Tray Poem," the "Keeping

out Cold Poem," and the "Quilt Poem" are just regular poems arranged in different

formations. The "Star Formation Poem" is more an experiment with rhyming characters

than a carefully planned text in terms of meaning. The "Mirror Poem" design is more

sophisticated than the others discussed in Section I, but it cannot match the sophistication

in Wan Shu's design. Of course, Wan is largely influenced by the "Star Formation Poem"

on the strategic level, which is why he named his anthology Smaller Pieces of the Star

Picture. He also alluded to the "Star Formation Poem" several times in his poems. Wan

Shu's anthology stands among the Chinese MFP like "a crane standing among chickens"

(~j'[x~~), as the idiom says. See Yang Lingxiao C1%i~'Jt) comments in another

preface:272

~:Bt~rm/F:Bt$. ~;HIfi@]}(, ¥fll:t1*z;f£~m, .Iii~1t3iT~1t, frij)($$ ...
J§:c!~, 19%~*U, ...1L1J*A~xIm. § 1~~IR5tj:J%i:JJlWflfi--tS, .7l1f:f'
I, tB:f'A1t, Jj~tt~ll:tfxJItLlt*.
As for soldiers, skill is more important than numbers. "The Star Formation
Poem" is the origin of this style [of pictorial poems], but although it can be read
into thousands of poems, their meaning is not clear. The "Spinning Wheel Mirror
Back Poem" and the "Turtle Poem" that appeared afterwards were not impressive
technically either. But when 1 received Red Friend's Small Pieces of the Star
Formation Silk, [I could see that the designs] were as if done with "the axe of a
ghost and craft of an immortal," and have gone beyond the superior and entered
perfection. Therefore 1 have to exclaim that since Wan Shu's techniques have
reached such a level, 1will not expect anybody else to do better.

272 The preface indicates that Yang Lingxiao seems to have lived not long after Wan Shu, and he edited Wan
Shu's anthology for printing. See Congshu Jicheng Xubian (}!·:tH~pJG~~) vol. 218, pp. 746-747. "The
Mirror Back Poem" mentioned here has been discussed in section I of this chapter. The Turtle Poem's text
is seen in the Complete Tang Poetry, p. 8992, with the title "Embroidered Turtle-Shaped Poem" (~ig%i'if)

by "House Wife Hou" (1~f€;). The poet's husband was a military general and had been staying away from
home for a long time, so she presented the poem to the emperor to appeal the return ofher husband, and the
poem was arranged in a turtle shaped formation to indicate the sense of "return," as "ig'" (gui, turtle) was
the homophone of"Y3" (gui, to return).
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Wan Shu's poems are apparently an accumulation of what he designed over a long

period of time. For example, "~8~1f *$ /j',JfItz_~" suggests it is dedicated to a

friend named Hua Xiaoxing, who was going to the Yan area; "m~.¥JE. ~tf*bt)dt

L" is for sending off a friend to the North; "82~ §~" is written on Wan Shu's

own birthday; and "~"* ~~~A L!ID" is written upon viewing the painting of a

beautiful woman. The pictures are usually relevant to the theme of the poem. This helps

to answer the question Yang Lingxiao raised in his preface about whether there were

poems first or pictures first: they seem to have been created simultaneously.

Wan Shu's poems have various themes, but boudoir subjects are the main topics. The

poems in Section I were all created by women, while Wan Shu is a man who speaks for

women, and sometimes in a woman's voice. Maybe we can summarize Wan Shu's

compassion for women with the following

poem, with the picture title "Changing

Mind Tear Necklace" (@]I~,~m), and

the poem title is "Written after

Reading Burning Pepper Records - to

the tune "Changing Mind Courtyard"

~'tf&, Born ill-fated,
fl~~19~. The Falling moon is like a slanting jade hook.
~tlt~IEJAIl~, Life is like the jail for the Human Pig,
~@]~AWJ:~C This time I mistakenly entered the Emperor's house.
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l~iHf~,273

§I$BZYMt274
Born ill-fated,
The Returning Waves song lasts.

The "Changing Mind Courtyard" is a quarter in the Tang royal palace, where a queen

was jailed,275 and the term later became a ci tune. "~~:5R" (Burning Pepper Records) is

a book written by Wang Ding (.:f.~) about tragic queens and consorts in history?76 Wan

Shu's title ".!I~~:5R" (Written after Reading Burning Pepper Records) indicates this

series of poems were written to express his feelings after reading the book. In this poem,

"human pig" (renzhi Ait) refers to Lady Qi (i1GxA), the First Emperor of Han's

favored consort who was cruelly tortured to death by Queen Lu (g J§) after the death of

the Emperor.277 While the book Burning Pepper Records is about particular women's

tragedies that happened in particular Emperor's homes, in this poem, the speaker is a

woman in any palace, and the line "~§1~A ffl.:f.%" (This time I mistakenly entered

the Emperor's home) is about any Emperor's home, this poem concludes that in general,

entering any emperor's home is a severe tragedy, which makes the poem likely to be the

boldest one among the poems that show sympathy to palace women - because poets

usually all avoid commenting on the emperor's private life. The privacy of the palace is a

very sensitive issue. Gao Qi (~18), an early Ming scholar, was beheaded because he

273 ~H: to reincarnate. The Buddhist book Jingtu Shengxian Lu (i$±:¥:'bblt) has the following line: "tIJ:
~ B l~fHfrm1:ijj" (Qi's mother dreamed a sun fell into her bosom and then gave birth to him).
274 "@]~" means shining water surface, and it is also the title of a poem and a music tune, composed during
the Middle Emperor ofTang (mr:rlR). See Yuefu Shiji, vol. 80 (*!Mi~~:tf: 80), see HYDCD 3-611.
275 HYDCD 3- 609 A.
276 See HYDCD 7-90A. ";j$J(" (jiao) is Chinese brown pepper, pasted on the wall in women's chambers in
the royal palace, because its scent can keep away mosquito and other insects. Therefore, women's
chambers in the royal palace are also called ";j$J(m" (pepper rooms).
277 Queen Lii had her hands, feet, nose, ears, and eyes cut ofT, jailed her in the toilet, and called a "human
pig." See the chapter on the biography of Queen Lii in Sima Qian's Records ofHistory (51:. lB § .:t.:JB*lB).
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was accused of "exposing the privacy of the palace" in a poem, though the poem was

quite "mild" compared with Wan Shu's.278 Fortunately, Wan Shu had the picture to hide

his poem. This poem lets us see that of all the men who caused women to suffer, the

emperor was the worst.

278 For Gao Qi's poem and the story, see Liu 1996: 234.
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Conclusion

The relationship between language and meanmg is an important philosophical

question. When Zhuangzi made the analogy that language is the bamboo trap and

meaning is the fish - once one catches the fish he can forget about the trap,279 his

implication is that the trap is reliable, and language is capable of conveying meaning. As

far as communication for practical purpose is concerned, this is usually true. However,

when language is used for artistic purposes, such as in poetry, the situation is often

different: ambiguity or multiple meaning is likely to happen. W. Empson's Seven Types

ofAmbiguity (1931) is one of the most important books that address this issue concerning

English literature. Classical Chinese literature is even more likely to generate ambiguity

and multiple meaning; see the following comment ofYe Jiaying (I1tJHt)?80

~~m§~ffi~~x~~~~~§rn~,~~tt~,~~~**¥~~~*,

~~~~~.~~m~,&~~mtt~~ttR ••~~.~~*,WHM~
@~~*~~~m~~~~,~~~,*~~~~~&~~~m~,-m~~

:tH1gA~§ rn. \2SIl1:t~~1l.~-iDi~ll1, 3=.m, i£i~~~HH?AR%~iPjE!X:iIHPj~
~~~t§li~jjHi~E!X:~$5G~~'~.

The grammatical arrangement of [classical Chinese] is very flexible. It does not
have past, present, or future tense; it does not have the active or passive mode,
neither does it have gender or number. In addition, it does not take auxiliary
words like prefixes, conjunctions, and relative pronouns seriously. There is
tremendous freedom. For these reasons, when making a sentence, the subject,
predicate and object, as well as adjectives, adverbs, etc. may all be switched
around or even omitted.

279 "The purpose of the trap lies in the fish; once you get the fish, you forget the trap...The purpose of
words lies in the meaning: when you get the meaning, you forget the words." See Liu 1988: 11. Ofcourse,
Zhuangzi's discussion on language is not limited to this statement.
280 Ye 2000: 184.
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The factors Ye mentions are very important for the linguistic manipulation in MFP as

discussed in the first three chapters, and maybe we could call them "linguistic loopholes."

"Linguistic loopholes" are not unique to MFP, but are also common in mainstream

Chinese poetry. For example, Wang Wei's line "t~Rl:!XfH~w,,281 has been noticed by

many scholars as having a double structure: "M" may either go with "I:!X" to form a verb-

complement structure to mean "blow loose," or it can combine with "w" to form an

adjective-noun structure meaning "untied sash." There are many other poetic lines whose

linguistic based hidden meanings remain unnoticed. The following are some examples

involving multiple meanings generated by flexible grammatical structures and parts of

speech.

1. Words That Can Be both Nouns and Adverbs

Using nouns as adverbs is an important feature in classical Chinese. This usage of

nouns is more obvious in prose text than in poetry. "dJt,m~JJlWT, 1$:i:E~ft§*,,282 is a

case in which the adverbial use of nouns is obvious: "~JJI" (bee waist) is a noun that

modifies the verb "WT" (break): "1~~JJI~#WT7f" means "[The mountain range

suddenly] narrows like the waist of a bee"); "~ft§*" means "1~~ft§~#5J'-7f" - "[The

creek] splits like the tail of a swallow." "19P-@..~~, ~1t 1~:r§W,,283 means "Willow

color is as tender as gold; pear flowers are as fragrant as white snow." In many other

cases, the noun may have a double sense - it functions either as a noun or an adverb. For

281 QTS 1267.
282 Also see Qian 1984: 496 for more discussion on this couplet.
283 QTS 408 and 1702.
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example, concerning the line "1~1ffi¥JltJJ<.[/.I.[J,ijfI£l£l,,,284 if we read "[/.I.[J,ijf" as a noun, the line

means "With the light mist, and flowing water, the painted screen is still." Ifwe read "[/.I.[J

,ijf" as an adverb, the line means "The light mist and flowing water [outside of the

window] appear as still as a painted screen" (~[/.I.[J,ijf~:tfI£l£l). In fact, many poetic lines

that have the structure of "noun phrase 1 (NPl) + noun phrase 2 (NP2) + verb" can be

read in two ways: either as a topic-comment sentence, with NPI as the topic (object), and

NP2 + verb as the comment or description, or as a line that using NP2 as an adverb.

2. Words That Can Be both Adjectives and Verbs

In the couplet "MEf~1N liNJi, I£I£I:1tDfE '§' ,,,285 "1N" and "D" may either be adjectives

or verbs. Here are two possible translations:

a) Sparse bell sound is heard in the clear hall moonlight; soft Buddhist chanting is around
the quiet flowery terrace.

b) Sparse bell sound clears the hall moonlight; soft Buddhist chanting quiets the flowery
terrace.

In Zhang Zhihe' s lines "1ffi* Llr~tr S ..~, ~~fE ¥Jlt 7]( ill~~E." (see the section on

adapted poems in Chapter Two), ":t~~fE¥JltJJ<." can be read either as two nouns (peach

flowers and flowing water), or "~~fE¥JrtT7](L" (peach flowers flow on water).286

Adjectival readings make these verses static and often passive; verbal readings make

them active and lively with unique turns of phrase.

284 QSC 461.
285 QTS 1411.
286 For the whole poem and its translation, see the adaptable poems section in Chapter Two.
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3. Words that Can Be both Nouns and Verbs

In his Hanyu Shilu Xue, Wang Li provides two examples that involve the use of nouns

as verbs (The bold characters are nouns used as verbs)?87 "+~~~~~, ::gJf¥'Hm7'R"

(You can make a dike with small pebbles, I can also make a pond with clear fountain

water), and "? fiij ~~~![, itH4' 1ffi1l*" (People often ask when spring will become

summer, but who would care for these who travel to the west and then east?). "%"

(sound) and "-@." (color), which usually are read as nouns, can also function as verbs. In

the idiom "%**1ffi" (Make a sound on the east while attack from the west), "%" is a

verb, and in "ffi~~~££-@', JXl,*~I~lltllt%," "-@." and "%" are also more likely to

be verbs:288

Rain evenly drops on the each of the purple chrysanthemums and they all color;
Wind plays with the red canna and each leaf makes a sound."

In the Tang poet Meng Haoran's famous lines "~*JXl,ffi%, 1t¥i~ll$d>," "JXl,ffi%"

is usually considered a line of noun phrase (Last night I heard the sound of the wind and

rain, and I wonder how many flowers fell), but if we read it as a verb, it also works: "Last

night wind and rain sounded, and I wonder how many flowers fell." The following are

more examples in which "%" and "-@." can be either nouns or verbs?89

a) Sun shines on the colors of hundreds of flowers;
Wind moves the greenness of thousands of trees.

287 Wang 1989: 309-310. The couplets discussed here are respectively from QTS 2502 and QTS 1281.
288 This couplet and Meng Hao ran's couplet below are respectively from QTS 7978 and QTS 1667.
289 The following four couplets are respectively from QTS 8, QTS 1318, QTS 7930 and QTS 1279.
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b) When the sun shines, hundreds of flowers color; ("color" is a verb)
When wind moves, thousands of trees green. ("green" is a verb)

In this line, the character "~" also has a double function - it can be either a noun or

an adjective. As Kao and Mei point out, traditional Chinese poetry often separates the

quality (such as the color red, green, etc.) from the object it belongs to and treats it as a

noun.290

a) The grass color is in the new rain; the pine sound comes into the evening window.
b) Grass colors in the new rain; pines sound in the evening window.

a) A rain and the scene of the third phase of autumn, desolate in the ancient temple;
b) After a rain, the third phase of fall changes color, and the ancient temple is desolate.

a) The river's flow is beyond heaven and earth;
The mountain's color is between the visible and the invisible.,,291

b) The river flows outside of heaven and earth;
Mountains change color between being and nonbeing."

4. Words That Can Be both Intransitive Verbs and Causative Verbs:

JXl~-%p.Jjft¥IJf: JXl~-%[r]p.Jjft¥:tx1292 Wind makes a sound on trees on both sides of the river.
JXl1tp.Jjft¥:tx1~-% Wind causes the trees on both sides of river to sound.

p.Jj1-ji!f~~-%~fYP: p.Jj1-ji!f~~-%[r]~T9P Two yellow orioles chirp in the willow tree.
p.Jj1-ji!f~1t~fYP~-% Two yellow orioles cause the willow tree to chirp.

tltfEa)j!jfti: tltfEa)j[r]!jfti Orange flowers are bright by the wall of the courier post.
TltfE1t!jf:lla)j Orange flowers brighten the wall of the courier post.

290 See Kao & Mei 1971: 78.
291 This is the translation ofKao and Mei, see 1971: 108.
292 This and the two examples below are respectively from QTS 1635,2487 and 6741.
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Multiple meanings based on the linguistic loopholes in the examples above are very

important for the structural manipulation discussed in Chapter One, especially for

palindromes and restructurable poems. In contrast, the content manipulation discussed in

Chapter Two mainly derives from semantic aspect, that is, the different meanings of a

word can all be accepted in a poem's context. For example, in Wan Shu's line "~~OJ~

i..trWi7.!<," "~~" does not mean "iron horse" as it appears to be, but is another name for a

wind bell that hangs under an eave. Tang poet Zhang Ji's (5*~EjO wrote a famous poem

that contains the lines"Jj g. ~~mm::R... IT:f}Xt$i*m~6W' (When the moon fell, crow

cries, and frost fills the sky...Face to face in worries, the river maples and the fires on the

fishermen's boats fall asleep) .293 There is evidence to prove that" ~~," "IT" and ":f}Xt"

are the names of three bridges (~~:f1f, IT;fJ:f1f and :f}Xt:f1f), and f~6~ is the name of

mountain (~~6~ LlJ). This means the lines can mean "When the moon fell behind the

Crow Cry Bridge, The fires on the fishing boats by the Riverside Village Bridge and the

Maple Bridge are faced with the Worried Sleep Mountain.,,294 Sometimes a word can be

read as both a name and an image. For example, in Mao Zedong's lines "~ffi~1E1E, 19

9rttffi.:*IT," "1g" (turtle) and "!l!t" (snake) refer to two hills along the Yangtze River - "In

the dark mist and rain, the Turtle Hill and the Snake Hill lock the Great River." Without

knowing this, one may also take the turtle and snake as two mythical or legendary

creatures, which is not contradictory to the first reading, since the two hills are very likely

to have gained the names from a myth or legend in the first place.

293 QTS 2721.
294 For Zhang Ji's poem, see QTS. For information regarding the historical disagreement over this poem,
refer to Zhang Tianjian 1990: 115-123.
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The content based manipulation in Chapter Two sometimes also involves structural

manipulation that Chapter One features. In an assigned-line poem, the assigned

characters may determine both the structure and the content of the poem. For example,

"F1~x&" (Lu Junyi rebels, see Chapter Two) and "-Jl~~tt1IWJn"(A wisp of cloud

covers the cave's entrance, see Chapter Two) are lines that determines both the content

and structure, because on the one hand, they are the assigned lines, and on the other hand,

function on the structural level.

Chinese MFP collect all kinds of "leaking traps" which allow "fish" to slip in and out.

This is related to the notion of"~Jt~s" (producing meaning out of the text) raised by

Ma Jianzhong (IhJt,ffi 1844-1900) in his Mashi Wentong (Ih fE;Jt:lil), the first Chinese

work on Chinese grammar:

*~:ffx, ffij-*:ff/Flt-X~. ~A?Jfi~ "~Jt~X"~J1:t*.
Characters have different meanings, and each character may have more than one
meaning. This is why the ancient people say "producing meaning by looking at
the text."

"~Jt~x" was first used by Zhu Xi in the Song dynasty to mean reading a literature

superficially without understanding what the author originally intended to mean?95 The

different attitudes that Ma and Zhu had toward this term are parallel to text-based literary

interpretation versus biography-based interpretation. We cannot say that one is

completely right and the other is completely wrong, because in practice, both historical

and textual factors should be taken into consideration. However, in Chinese MFP, "~Jt

~x" often plays a dominant role.

295 See Zhu Wengong Wenji (*X-0X~), vol. 48, in the article "Letter for Replying to Lu Ziyue" (~I§

~£1).

171



Closely related to the multiple meanmgs demonstrated in MFP is the search for

hidden meaning in the Chinese tradition, such as interpreting the Eight Trigrams and

inscriptions on oracle bones. Multiple meanings and hidden meanings are also connected

to the "concept games" played by the "school of logicians" (1'5 *), such as claiming "a

hard white stone is two things" (.'1£ B15=) because it contains the attributes "white" and

"hard." Allusion is also a kind of hidden meaning.

Chapters Four and Five discuss various kinds of graphic maneuvers in MFP. T. E.

Hulme (1883-1917) said that poetry "is not a counter language, but a graphic concrete

one" which "makes you continuously see a physical thing." Hulme was comparing

poetry and prose when he made this remark, and what he meant is that poetry relies on

imagery and metaphors more than prose does?96 Hulme also said that "images in verse

are not mere decoration, but the very essence of an intuitive language," and what he

meant by "images" were the images words bring into the reader's mind. However, in the

case of Chinese MFP, images can mean the physical shape of characters, phrases, and text

formations. For our purposes, we may adapt Hulme's logic as follows: In Chinese MFP,

the graphic or physical images presented in the characters themselves are not only

linguistic signs that introduce intuitive images in one's mind, but part of the very essence

of the poem.

296 Hulme 1936: 134-135. "In prose as in algebra concrete things are embodied in signs or counters which
are moved about according to rules, without being visualized at all in the process... Poetry, in one aspect at
any rate, may be considered as an effort to avoid this characteristic of prose. It is not a counter language,
but a graphic concrete one. It always makes you continuously see a physical thing. Graphic meanings can
only be transferred by the new bowl of metaphor; prose is an old pot that lets them leak out. Images in
verse are not mere decoration, but the very essence of an intuitive language. Verse is a pedestrian taking
you over the ground, prose - a train which delivers you at a destination."
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The notion of "graphic (or physical) images" here is different from the concept of a

"pictographic language," the latter implying that characters physically resemble the

objects or action they represent. Let's look at three important historical commentaries

regarding the relationship between characters and the concepts they represent. Xu Shen

(ift~, around 120), the author of Explaining the Primary Graphs and Analyzing the

Compound Graphs (ill.J[~~-,¥), said "to write is to be similar" (151'f~Qill), but he did not

indicate to be similar to what. Duan Chengshi (~pjtr\; ?-863) in the Tang dynasty

thought what Xu Shen meant is "to be similar to what things look like" (~Q:Jt¥4o/JzAf\).

In the Song dynasty, Zheng Qiao (~-m 1104-1162) further elaborated that:

15 UID [PJ~: 15~ UID [PJ tI:L .. }L~J~1'f, ~PI UID ill. /fPI UID JJlIj 7C:Jt15~, /\ 151'f, ~
~%z5till.297

Script and pictures have the same origin; writing and drawing emerged at the
same time. All images can be drawn. Undrawable things will be unwritable. The
six forms of characters are all variations of pictographs.

These ideas of Duan Chengshi and Zheng Qiao make many people (both within and

outside of China) believe that Chinese characters are pictographic.298 Ernest F. Fenollosa

(1853-1908) was among the earliest Western scholars who followed the pictographic

point of view and applied it in reading Chinese poetry. See the following passage from

his booklet The Chinese Written Character as a Mediumfor Poetry:

But the Chinese notion is something much more than arbitrary symbols. It is
based on a vivid shorthand picture of the operations of nature. In the algebraic
figure and in the spoken word there is no natural connection between thing and
sign: all depends upon sheer convention. But the Chinese method follows natural
suggestions... Chinese poetry has the unique advantage of combining both

297 Lin 1998: 571.
298 For example, Francis Bacon said in 1605 that "Chinese... expresses neither letters nor words in gross,
but things or notions." See Boltz 1994: 4.
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elements. It speaks at once with the vividness of painting, and with the mobility
of sounds ... In reading Chinese we do not seem to be juggling mental counters,
but to be watching things work out their own fate.299

Fenollosa compared the following two poetic lines to demonstrate his idea:

The curfew tolls the knell of parting day.
jj~~rHlj'§

Fenollosa pointed out that the first English poetic line is more like music, "weaving

its unities out of successive impressions of sound," while the second Chinese line is both

musical and graphic - "The character may be seen and read, silently by the eye, one after

another: Moon rays like pure snow."

There were also scholars who challenged the pictographic and ideographic ideas

regarding Chinese characters. See S. Du Ponceau's remarks from 1838:

The letters of our alphabet separately represent sounds to which no meaning is
attached, and are therefore only the elements of our graphic system; but, when
combined together in groups, they represent the words of our languages, and those
words represent or recall ideas to the mind of the reader. I contend that the
Chinese characters, though formed of different elements, do no more.300

In the field of literary criticism, Fenollosa's idea was supported by some and criticized

by others. Among the former was Ezra Pound, and among the latter were William Huang

and James Liu. Here is one of Liu's comments on the issue:

While one has no wish to deny the additional aesthetic enjoyment afforded by the
form of the characters in Chinese poetry, the fact remains that a line of poetry
written in Chinese characters is not a mere sequence of images like a film in slow
motion, as Fenollosa thought, but a highly complex organic development of sense
and sound (like poetry in any other language), with not a little suggestion, but
little more than a suggestion, of the graphic aspect of what is being described.30l

299 Fenollosa 1936: 8.
300 See Boltz 1996: 3-9 for Boltz's discussions mentioned on this page.
301 Liu 1962: 18-19.
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To Liu, the literary value of Chinese poetry is based on its linguistic aspect, not its

graphic aspect. Liu is worried that Fenollosa may mislead people to think Chinese poetry

is different from poetry of other languages and can be read "graphically" without going

deep into the literary meanings represented by characters as normal linguistic signs, and

his worry parallels the linguists' concern that characters are viewed as pictographs.

Liu's "additional aesthetic enjoyment" would belong to the material aspect of the Chinese

characters, not the linguistic aspect on which literary meanings are based. Fenollosa

overlooked the difference between linguistic signs and graphic signs, thinking that

Chinese characters are the latter. The difference between a linguistic sign and a picture is

that the former can only be understood through learning. Chinese characters are

conventionalized signs, not real images or signs (such as a skeleton that indicates danger).

Du Ponceau was correct in saying that characters do not reveal meaning themselves -

one can not determine the meaning a character just by looking at it without knowing the

Chinese language. However, he was wrong in saying that Chinese characters "do no

more" than Western languages - he failed to recognize the functions of the material

aspects of the characters. Studies have shown that characters do have graphic functions

that alphabetic languages lack; see the following remarks ofLiu Zhiji ()(IJ;t;~):

An important aspect of the Chinese character's physical shape is its square
structure: each character can form an independent "picture"... The square shape
of an independent and unified character has the effect of a graphic artwork.
Besides, there are various number of elements in a character, and these elements
have various ways to combine with each other, making it possible for one to
produce artistic effects both within a character and between characters.3°2

302Liu 1999: 149.
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For example, the character "*." (sky, universe) may suggest the Chinese perception

of the world, "*.A-fr~" (Universe and Man are one), since "A" (Man) is part of "*.."

One may even go a step further with "*,": the first horizontal line represents the sky, the

second represents the earth; man exists between the sky and the earth, and he is more

related to the earth - he grows of out the earth and cannot go beyond the sky, which is

indeed what the Daodejing (i!'! tt\ ~) says: "A ~:!if!, :\:-fu ¥! *." (Man observes the

principles ofthe earth, and Earth observes the principles ofthe sky).

Liu also reminds us of the "montage effect" in Chinese characters, which means a

reader can see the elements of a character simultaneously. The arrangement of the

elements in a character is dimensional - some are above others, some are within others,

etc. In pictorial poems, montage is applied on the text level, not just the character level.

For example, in the "Sharing-Heart Cape-Jasmine Poem" of Wan Shu discussed above,

the character "lilIl" in the center of the picture is meant to be read not as one character, but

as a unit of six characters (7](, -E, [9,]i, 3J:., }L), each of which leads to a line in the

poem. The poem is not arranged linearly, but in a flower shape, with petals coming out

from the center JilIl), thus simultaneously presenting the lines of the poem to the reader,

and forcing the reader to first look at the design as a whole before he or she figures out

how to read the poem line by line. The montage effect can also be seen in an alphabetic

word; for example, the word "seagull" may be viewed as two images ("sea" and "gull")

arranged side-by-side. Therefore, the montage effect is quite limited.

The use of characters as materials for poetry is different from the etymological study

of characters. For example, Qian Zhongshu (f3Httt-1S) pointed out that in the Song
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dynasty, Wang Anshi explained the meaning of characters from the ideographic approach

(M-,=¥), and Xie Shi (i~j~) physiognomized characters (f§-'=¥):303

:ft*IJ!UJ)fffT~,ij~:fEE~~Z "M-,=¥," ~Tff~:ffi~j~Z"f§-'=¥." I,+/F~tlt

rm $JT, N~1k~, rmi~j*WTj(1~*--t}\B~, mJA1CPi~~:fM, ~J'i~~12tm~it.

In the Song dynasty, in the court, there was Wang Anshi's "explaining
characters," and outside of the court there was Xie Shi's "physiognomizing
characters." Wang's study diminished after only a few years, while Xie's practice
was carried on over seven or eight hundred years, on which foolish people relied
to head to good fortune and avoid bad luck, and with which smart ones make a
living.

This passage says that Wang Anshi's intention of drawing senous etymological

conclusions from characters failed, while those who used characters in less serious

manners, such as for divination, lasted longer. The antithetic couplets that deconstruct

characters discussed in Chapter Four mostly belong to Xie Shi's practice, with the

purpose of creating artistic effects rather than demonstrating the ideographic function of

the characters. For example, the above comment on the character "X" uses the character

as a material for artistic effect or philosophical ideas; whether these effects and ideas

were the intention of the ancients who created "X" is not important. Similarly, whether

"¥Bt.:tJ7.kZBC (¥Bt.4Ez: Waves are the skin of water) and "1J~~rr:iiI ~" OJ~=rr+ ~: A

swan is riverside bird) reflect that the original meaning of "¥Bt." and "1~" is not important

either. What matters is the fact that characters allow us more space for artistic and

philosophical imagination, just like Zhou Gongliang (mJ 0':ffi) said in his Characters That

Strike the Eye (-'=¥~!I!):

303 For the quotation here and below, see Qian Zhongshu 1996 (vol. 3): 978-979.

177



/\-t5z?¥:~:tlYf~~, ... B7ff§A.7~-g.t§'¥Zn~ ... "fD!!!"1lf531l~?JffM!, iJlW
¥*z, /G16'1t'¥*5<.-ili..
Among the Six Functions of characters, "ideograph" is the most interesting...
[and it] already opened a door for character splitting-reassembly and character
physiognomy. .. [which means] people can interpret a character as they wish
whenever it strikes their eyes, without having to worry about the character's
original meaning.

Thus, we can add one more line to the above remarks of Qian Zhongshu: "JeAffl

~ 11:~ -g. i%''' (With Xie Shi' s practice, literati can compose character splitting-

reassembling poems). Zhou Gongliang's notion of "eye-touching the character" (fD!!!

'¥) is also parallel to Ma Jianzhong's "producing meaning out of the text" (~Je1:

~).

Zhou Youguang says: "Literature that uses the physical forms of characters as

materials can be called 'literature of the character forms'" (~'¥%A~~4I¥JJe~, PJ~

~$A "'¥%Je~").304 In poems that use the graphic images of characters, characters are

often not only materials (in Boltz' words) for constructing a literary work, but also

images, just like mountains and rivers. In Chinese poetry, it is very common that the poet

first portrays scenery or images and then expresses feelings (1tf1lff'tw). For example, in

the Tray Poem discussed in Chapter Five, the first three lines ("L1J;J%Jit6, ~p~;m." "iRlk

1*, j!1B ~~." "~11;-li, 'rt=a=tJL") are all images, and from the fourth line the poet starts

to express her feelings: "~A~=l, ~~=lWff." This is the common practice of "stirring"

(xing ~), one of the three fundamental poetic techniques established since the Book of

304 Zhou 1995: 20.

178



Songs (i;'f~~),305 which means to use scenery or images to arouse what one wants to

express. In the poems that manipulate the images of characters, instead of starting a

poem with actual scenery or imagery, the poet can use characters as "arousers" for feeling,

or for meaning expression (f{§'*":tftltf). In each of the three poems attributed to Zhuge

Liang, Zhou Yu and Lu Su discussed in Chapter Four, the first four lines do this (e. g. "~

in the farewell party has the same pattern ("JI'r*"~1-IJ, 7.KW*"px:~,,).306 Common-

classifier poems, repeated character poems, and pictorial poems rely on the formation of

character arrangement to create a visual effect, so they also involve various forms of

character scenery or text scenery. These poems show that in traditional Chinese poetry,

in addition to "}X\,~" (landscape scenery), there can also be "*")J" (character scenery or

imagery). ,,*"~" should be recognized as an important poetic technique in MFP.

Su Shi's line "i;'f4t~l!!!J, l!!!J 4t~i;'f" (There are pictures in a poem and poems in a

picture) is also related to "*"~." This line is usually read on the linguistic level: a reader

can mentally visualize the scenes represented in a poem. With the recognition of "*")J,"

we can say that certain characters and character formation can be interpreted graphically.

The manipulation of "*"~" is also comparable to calligraphy. Calligraphy is an art that

typically focuses on how to write or "paint" characters as graphic images. Of course,

calligraphy is not purely a graphic art, because the content of a calligraphy work is most

often a meaningful linguistic structure, such as a word or a poem. Therefore, calligraphy

305 The other two techniques beingfu (M exposition) and bi (t~ comparison).
306 See Chapter Four.
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is a combination of graphic art and literary art, with emphasis on the graphic aspect.

Poems involving "-'¥~" are also a combination of graphic art and linguistic structure,

with emphasis on the latter. One who views calligraphy without any knowledge of the

meaning of the characters will fail to understand the literary aspect of the art; conversely,

one who reads MFP only as poetry will fail to recognize its graphic artistic merit.

The following quotation from Wenxin Diaolong also suggests that, at least in certain

periods in history, the images of characters played beyongd-linguistic role:

~lJ-~-'¥~~, &:,~:m~*~. ~JMif~Jf, =~IfXJiI, ~~JZ.:m:ill, lIYi)WJiji~, if~Jf1!r,

-'¥%~tI 1!rill... IfXJiI1!r, ¥--'¥ IRJx1!rill... :m: ill 1!r, IRJ-'¥~§aB1!rill ... iji~1!r,
-'¥%~E1t1!rill. m-'¥~t:o, JnUHifAErmtf~; ~E-'¥t,RX, JnU~~t"trm~B1l. ~j(~!¥J-'¥

1!r, ~1iiiji~~~:tUH*~ .
. . .when arranging characters into a text, one must be selective. One needs to 1)
avoid tricky and strange characters; .. .4) balance the simple and the complicated
characters... "tricky and strange characters" refer to characters with unclear
meaning and unhandsome shapes ... "Simplified and complicated" refers to
whether a character looks fat or thin. If a sentence is full of thin characters, then
it will appear skinny and poor; if a passage is full of fat characters, then it will
appear dark. Therefore those who are good at selecting characters are able to
keep a balance between the simple and the complicated, and make them look as
clear as strings of pearls.3°7

Liu's expression "arranging characters into a text" (~-'¥~~), rather than "writing,"

indicates that the beauty of a literary work not only lies in its meaning, but also in its

physical form (the character "~" also means "to decorate"). This idea of Liu Xie is

consistent with his interpretation of wen (X writing) in the same book: the literature of

human beings is part of the cosmological patterns (~, also pronounced "wen"), such as

the sun, the moon, mountains and rivers.3°8 This sense of "wen" is the foundation for the

307 See the II Selecting Character II (1,**) chapter in Liu Xie's Wenxin Diaolong C~.A>'tttt;).

308 Liu Xie's connection between human writings and the patterns in nature is well recognized. For more
discussion on this issue, refer to Owen 1985: 18-19.
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important concept of xingshen (%1$ form-spirit) in Chinese aestheticism.309 Xing refers

to the visible form of whatever is portrayed or presented, and shen refers to the invisible

effect the art brings forth. A balance between the xing and shen (%1$~~) is often the

ideal of artistic creation. The graphic image of the characters and the poetic text

demonstrate that of the three properties of the Chinese characters "%" (graph, form),

""F" (pronunciation), and "5C' (meaning), "%" plays an especially important role.

The separate discussion on the linguistic and graphic techniques above does not mean

they are completely different. In fact, these modalities share much in common, for

example, the symmetric structure in some palindromes (such as "Ll.rkIA LlJ "), and the

regularly overlapping structure in a thimble poem (such as ...A, A...B, Boo.C, Coo.D), are

examples that involve both structural and graphic play. Many of Wan Shu's pictorial

poems also demonstrate both manipulations.

The linguistic and graphic significances of MFP make us rethink the definition of shiti

(i~1*). Shiti is usually defined as "poetic form," but this definition is a little problematic,

because "form" is more an equivalent ofxing (% form), which means mainly the external

form. Ti (body 1*), on the other hand, is associated with both the internal components,

structure and the external form, such as in words like shenti (~1* human body) and wuti

(40/11* object). This means in Chinese, a poetic structure is not just a matter of external

form related to line numbers and syllable numbers, but can also involve intralinear and

intra-character play, such as with parallelism, balanced tonal patterns, the manipulation of

309 Han 1995: 27-35. Han points out that xingshen OM$~) is one of a dozen most important notions in
traditional Chinese aesthetics.
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content words, and the structure of characters. For this reason, the word "poetic

structure" (i=if1*) is indeed more fitting than "poetic form." Let us use an example to

further illustrate this issue:

~:J;l.~1£:ff~*'4, Gold hairpins' shadows move, spring swallows fly/IO
**,y j:::ffpt. On the tips of the tree branches, spring leaves grow.
7k:!j:ffPil~, The spring pond surface begins to wave,
)(1,*:fft}]~, The temperature in the start of spring begins to warm,
±L:f:JL~~:ij::ffJtlm. And the earth ox has carried spring here.

This is a drama style poem with the title "Spring Beginning Day" (JL:ff), sung to the

tune "Clear River, A Prelude" o~rriJl) by the Yuan dynasty Dramatist Guan Yunshi (m-

E1i 1286-1324). In the first line, "~$;l." (gold hairpin) implies a well made-up and

dressed-up woman; "~" implies it is a sunny day, "1£" implies the woman is walking.

Therefore the first line presents a woman on an excursion in early spring, when the

swallows have come. The second line talks about trees, the third line ponds, lakes, or

rivers" the fourth line about temperature, the fifth about insects31l
. One can certainly treat

"~$;l.," "/1'(;f~" (tree branch tips), "7j(:!j" (pond), ")(1'*" (climate), "±L:f:JL" (earth ox)

as five individual images in the poem; however, the fact that "~*7j()(±" (metal, wood,

water, fire, and earth) are respectively assigned at the beginning of each line indicates the

poet has another intention. These are the Five Elements (liiT), representing the functions

of certain primary natural elements in the objects they modify (the same is true with the

five internal organs, the heart, liver, spleen, lung and kidneys of a human body in Chinese

310 "3f~" may also mean the paper-cut swallow that women wore as hair ornament for the for the
celebration of the Spring Beginning Day in ancient times. "±L:j::" is an ox made of earth for the same
celebration.
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medicine). In this poem, the assigned character "t!" (which appears in every line) and

the Five Elements (~*7l<.j(±) both determine the structure of the poem and contribute

to the meaning of it. MFP make us rediscover the significance of the form.

From the above example, we can see that in MFP, the form can be an essential part of

the value of the poem, rather than just serve the content or theme of the poem. This is

related to the view of the human body in Chinese medicine. For example, in Chinese

medicine, xin (IL,\, heart) refers to the broader function of the heart rather than the

physical heart. We have to understand the concept of xin in terms of its relation to other

organs. Similarly, qi (""l:) may not be the air we breathe, but a function related to it. The

Chinese writing system should not be viewed only as a system that for communicating

meaning, but a system that has a broader function. The structurally generated multiple

meanings in palindromes, restructurable poems, name poems, hidden-head circular

poems, as well as the lines involving flexible parts of speech listed above, demonstrate

the senses of being flexible or adaptable, which are also important skills in social

interaction between individuals (~i!l, [Q]]i!l, l~fHJLM~, etc.). This, coupled with the

flexibility and preference for evoking multiple meanings in literary Chinese, also runs

parallel with the fact that the relationship between Chinese individuals is more governed

by personal coordination. "1=" (ren), "the central virtue of Confucianism, [which]

asserts the relationality and interdependence of human beings,,,312 has always been more

important than "1t" (law) in the Chinese tradition. Perhaps not coincidentally, the

312 Ames 1998: 84.
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character "1=" is composed of the element "A." (person) and "=" (two) to emphasize the

inter-personal relationship.

Chinese MFP allow us to see that poetry is linguistic art, and it can also be a visual art,

as well as an efficient practical tool for information recording and memory aid. In MFP,

the relation between the signifiers and the signified, and the relation between the

form/structure and the content, are redefined. MFP demonstrate that when evaluating the

role of the Chinese writing system in Chinese culture, every aspect needs to be taken into

consideration. Chinese MFP is an example in which the linguistic aspect and the material

aspect combine artistically and meaninfully. MFP are indeed as an unique and valuable

treasure in Chinese literary history, and they are also an important contribution to world

literature.
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