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Abstract

This article takes as its point of departure the Great Preface of the Mao Shi, which outlines the
overarching principles of the Shijing, the earliest extant poetry anthology in China, and
examines how the notion that poetry allegorically represents society was inherited and
transformed in later poetic traditions. Chapter 2 refers to both the text of the Great Preface of
the Mao Shi and the commentary by Kong Yingda, confirming that poetry composed by the
people was understood to reflect the goodness or badness of politics in its own time, and that
poetry was interpreted as mirroring political conditions and broader social trends. Chapter 3
investigates how poetic terms and motifs found in the Shijing were employed in later poetry. It
points out, for example, that in cases such as “wolves and tigers”, terms or motifs that
originally appeared merely as elements surrounding evil figures came, in later usage, to
function as allegorical expressions directly representing such figures themselves. It also
highlights cases such as “bamboo”, in which the same motif is used allegorically across
periods while signifying entirely different states or conditions. It has often been assumed that
the language of the Shijing can be interpreted wholesale in terms of allegory. However, rather
than treating the allegorical vocabulary of the Shijing and that of later periods as forming an
undifferentiated continuum, it is necessary to examine the characteristics and transformations
of individual terms with greater precision. This article represents one attempt to clarify that

point.

Keywords: Chinese poetry, Shijing, the “Great Preface” of the Mao Shi, the allegorical nature
of poetry, poetic diction
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1. Introduction

The Shijing (Book of Songs ##£%) is the oldest anthology of poetry in China and one of the
Five Classics FL.#&, alongside the Shujing (Book of Documents FH#K), Yijing (Book of
Changes % #%), Chungiu (Spring and Autumn Annals %&#K), and Liji (Book of Rites T&aLC).
Although traditionally attributed to Confucius (Kong Zi fL¥), its compiler remains unknown.
The anthology contains 305 poems composed from the early Western Zhou P4 JiE period
(around the 11th century BCE) through the Eastern Zhou 5 )& and Spring and Autumn ZFK
periods (around the 7th century BCE), most of which are anonymous.

In the early Han i period, three schools of interpretation—Qi Shi 77 a+f, Lu Shi &+, and Han
Shi §5F—collectively known as the "Three Schools of the Shi" (Sanjia Shi =5 5+%), emerged
to study the Shijing. In addition to these, the Mao Shi “E&+F version, compiled by Mao Heng

£ and Mao Chang & E, later became dominant. Among these four traditions, only the Mao

Shi has survived in its entirety; therefore, the Shijing today is often referred to as the Mao Shi.

A distinctive feature of the Mao Shi is that each poem is preceded by a preface. The long

preface attached to the first poem “Guanju” BAHf is known as the “Great Preface” (Daxu K

J¥), which outlines the fundamental philosophy of the entire Shijing. According to the Daxu,
poetry reflects politics and social customs, serving as a mirror of the world. This conception of

poetry profoundly influenced later Chinese views of literature and its social role.

This article explores the relationship between Chinese classical poetry and society, starting
from the Daxu of the Mao Shi, and examines how the allegorical nature of poetry was inherited

in later poetry.
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2. How the “Great Preface” Explains Poetry

How is poetry explained in the “Great Preface” of the Mao Shi? To examine this question, I

will focus on the following passage':

Rtz & ZOHLEEQR). HBAHIEB).

(The style of such pieces in an age of good order is quiet, going on to be joyful, —the
government is then a harmony.)

Lt 2B, B@)LARGS). HIKAE®6).

(Their style in an age of disorder is resentful, going on to the expression of anger; —the
government is then a discord.)

CHEZE. BUER). HRE©),

(Their style, when a State is going to ruin, is mournful, with the expression of
[retrospective] thought; —the people are then in distress.)

MOEFIG, BiRHE, JORM, BTG,
(Therefore, correctly to set forth the successes and failures [of government], to move
Heaven and Earth, and to excite spiritual Beings to action, there is no readier instrument

than poetry.)

Regarding this passage, the commentary Mao Shi zhenyi E&F1-5% by the early-Tang literati
Kong Yingda fLFHE (574-648) states that “Poetry expresses the thoughts of the people, and
music sings the poetry of the people; therefore, the goodness or badness of the politics of an
age is manifested in musical pieces”?, thereby indicating that the goodness or badness of

politics in a given age is reflected in the poetry of the people.

Moreover, in explaining the previously cited passage of the Great Preface, Kong Yingda
adduces concrete examples from within the Shijing: the corresponding passages from the

zhenyi for items (1) — (9) in the above-cited section of the Great Preface are as follows?>.

' Legge, 1960, p.34
2 The text of Mao Shi zhenyi is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 564). The English translation was prepared with
reference to Okamura (1986, p. 128).

3 The text of Mao Shi zhenyi is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 564). The English translation was prepared with
reference to Okamura (1986, p. 127,128) and Legge (1960).
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(1) Bfaim, AR, ek, R,

(That Liang si states “Those hundred houses being full, The wives and children have a

feeling of repose”, indicates the utmost state of peacefulness.)
(2) I, BBGER, AR, L2 M,

(That Zhan lu states “Happily and long into the night we drink; —Till all are drunk, there

is no retiring”>, indicates an extreme state of enjoyment.)
(3) KA., RZHEZR., HHfE., ZEHEBRIH,

(That Tian bao states “The people are simple and honest, Daily enjoying their meat and

drink”®, refers to the actual condition in which political governance is well ordered.)

(4) BHE, RERR. RWAE, RLED,

(That Liao e states “People all are happy; —Why am I alone thus miserable? 7, indicates

an extreme degree of resentment.)
(5) BA=. BBGEAN. &R, R,

(That Xiang bo states “I would take those slanderers, and throw them to wolves and

tigers”®, indicates an extremely intense expression of anger.)
(6) TH=. HEkEE. HasTR, BHEBGRT,

(That Shiyue states “He has removed our walls and roofs, And our fields are all either a

marsh or a moor””, indicates the concrete reality of a disordered political condition.)
(7) BZIER. MU, AL =z,

(That Tiao zhi hua states “If I had known it would be thus with me,I had better not have

» 10

been born”"", refers to an extremely intense expression of sorrow.)

(8) K=, WEEH . HEHEE, B2Et,

Legge, 1960, p.605
Legge, 1960, p.276
Legge, 1960, p.257
Legge, 1960, p.352
Legge, 1960, p.348
Legge, 1960, p.323
10 Legge, 1960, p.423

© 9 o »n A
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11

5

(That Da dong states “When I look back and think of it, My tears run down in streams
refers to an intense and earnest depth of feeling.)

(@) EAZ, ROZMR, FRZE, RILRHEE,

(That Zheng yue states “But the people now have no maintenance. For Heaven is Pounding

912

them with its calamitics™ ' “, refers to the actual condition in which the people are

suffering.)

With the exception of Liang si EFh, all works listed above are classified under the Xiaoya />
HE. According to the “Great Preface” to the Mao Shi, poetry can be broadly classified into six
categories'®, and the Xiaoya corresponds to the Ya among these six classes /~F—the Feng
J&\, the Fu Hi&, the Bi Lk, the Xing i, the Ya H, and the Song 28 '*. Moreover, regarding the
Ya, the Great Preface states “Ya means correct. They tell the causes why royal government
decays or flourishes. In government there are great matters and small, and hence there are the

small Ya and the great Ya'>”

, indicating that the Ya is treated as a political designation. From
this, it can be said that Kong Yingda, having understood the Xiaoya poems of the Shijing within
a political context, reinforces the previously cited passage from the “Great Preface” of the Mao
Shi through concrete examples, thereby elucidating the social nature of poetry as something

that reflects political conditions and social trends.
3. Poetry and Society in Later Periods

As has already been confirmed through the Great Preface of the Mao Shi and concrete
examples from within the Shijing, poetry has been understood as possessing the capacity to
reflect social conditions. The idea that poetry mirrors political circumstances and social trends,

and can thus serve as a reflection of society, continued to be inherited in later periods.

For example, in the history of Chinese literature, the well-known Tang-dynasty poets Du Fu
¥ Hi (712-770) and Bai Juyi H & %) (772-846) composed poems that gave voice to the

dissatisfaction of the people in response to corrupt social conditions. Such poems are known
as New Yuefu F125)F. Although New Yuefu gradually declined, the notion that poetry responds
to social and political conditions and possesses an allegorical nature became a fundamental
principle of Chinese classical poetry.

1 Legge, 1960, p.353

12 Legge, 1960, p.320

13 Ruan Yuan,1989, p. 565
4 Ruan Yuan,1989, p. 568
15 Legge, 1960, p.36
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To say that poetry has the capacity of reflecting social conditions also implies, conversely, that
poets are able to express the state of society through their own poetry and to convey their views
to those in power through poetic expression. This aspect as well was inherited by later poets.

Here, I would like to examine how poetic terms found in the Shijing were employed in later
poetry.

3.1. "wolves and tigers" [3f% ]

The earliest example of the term “wolves and tigers” can be found in "Xiang bo" 1A, a

poem included in the Xiaoya /Nt section of the Shijing. The relevant passage is as follows.

Wl A, HOEEA, WOGEEA. BERSE, SUETE. BEAl, HlR2, &
HS,

(Those slanderers! Who devised their schemes for them? I would take those slanderers,
And throw them to wolves and tigers. If these refused to devour them, I would cast them
into the north. If the north refused to receive them, I would throw them into the hands of

great [Heaven] .)'°

Xiang bo is one of the ten poems that constitute the Jie Nanshan zhi shi #irg L2 11, all of
which are said to be “sharp satirical songs composed by scholar-officials who, living in a time
of disorder, grieve over and resent the state of the world.!”” The Poem Preface (xiaoxu /INF)
attached to this poem states, “Xiang bo satirizes King You. A eunuch, injured by slander,
therefore composed this poem”!'8, while the Shi ji zhuan FFHEAR records, “At the time, there
was a person who, having encountered slander and been subjected to castration, became a
xiangbo and composed this poem”!. Although the objects of interpretation differ, both

commentaries agree that the poem expresses anger at having suffered from slander.

In this poem, “wolves and tigers” is depicted as a ferocious wild beast to which evildoers should
be fed, and in Kong Yingda’s zhenyi it is explained as “That wolves and tigers devour humans,
and that the cold regions freeze things, are not actions carried out with discrimination.
Therefore, to say that they do not devour or accept them indicates that the degree of evil is
exceedingly severe”?’. In other words, although “wolves and tigers” originally refers to a fierce

beast that devours humans without distinguishing between good and evil, it is used here to

¢ Legge, 1960, p.348

17 Mekada,1991, p. 99

18 The text of xiaoxu is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 978).

19 The text of the Shi ji zhuan is based on Shi ji zhuan (compiled by Zhu Xi; ed. Zhao Changzheng, 2017),
p.224.

20 The text of Mao Shi zhenyi is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 979).
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express the extreme hatred toward slanderers—that is, evildoers—by suggesting that they are

so detestable that even such “wolves and tigers” would refuse to consume them.

This poetic expression, “wolves and tigers,” can also be found in later works. As relatively

early examples of its usage, I would like to cite the following poems?'.

"Two Poems on the Seven Sorrows L =#F - E" No. 2 by Wang Zhongxuan F{fE
P ALIESR  The western capital Chang’an is thrown into chaos and disorder

AR F7# . Wolves and tigers—evil men—Ilie in wait, poised to unleash disaster

"Two Poems on the Seven Sorrows L& aF - E" No. 1 by Zhang Zai fR#
ZEHEHEELE At the end of the Later Han, the realm fell into turmoil
BRI an31 % Rebels and bandits raged like wolves and tigers

Both of these poems are included in the “Aishang” 25 section of volume 23 of the Wen xuan
SC3EE, and they depict a world in turmoil at the end of the Later Han #4{, in which vicious
individuals run rampant. In the annotation by Li Shan Z%3 (7-690) attached to Wang
Zhongxuan’s poem cited above, a passage from the “Xu zhuan" Uz, the lower part of 70 of
the Han shu 13— “Seizing control of states and contending for power, they in turn become
wolves and tigers”—is quoted. Considering that this phrase is used together with the character
" disorder" #L, which indicates social disorder, it can be said that “wolves and tigers” here
functions as a metaphor for fierce and wicked individuals. By contrast, in the earlier case of
“Xiang bo” from the Shijing, “wolves and tigers” were employed merely as representative
images of ferocious animals, with moral evil attributed solely to the slanderers themselves. In
these later examples, however, “wolves and tigers” has itself become a poetic expression

endowed with allegorical significance, a development that is particularly noteworthy.

Moreover, when one surveys other occurrences of the term and motif “wolves and tigers,” it
becomes apparent that they are relatively often used together with words such as “disorder”
and “warfare” It suggesting that they function within a broader context of social turmoil. This

tendency can also be observed in the following poem by Du Fu?2.

"On Departing Langzhou [E]/I|" by Du Fu
HIE I RRIE

2! The Chinese text follows Liu Yuejin (Ed.) and Xu Hua (Rev.), Wenxuan jiu zhu jicun, p. 4340-4348. The
English translation was prepared with reference to Uchida Izunosuke and Ami Yuji, Shinshaku Kanbun Taikei,
vol. 14, p. 227-233.

22 For the cited text and the English translation, I consulted Shimoda and Matsubara (Eds.), Du Fu quan shi

vizhu, vol. 2, p. 684. The Japanese translation of the relevant poem is by Kato Satoshi.
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(Before me lie venomous snakes, behind me prowl fierce tigers.)

AT H RS

(After a whole day moving through mountain streams, no village where people dwell
comes into sight.)

VLR A = b

(Cold and desolate is the wind that crosses the river, clouds hang low, sweeping close to
the earth.)

ILIARBB KK

(The mountain woods grow dim; rain seems ready to fall.)

LS E-2 3 Hs)

(With my daughter ill and my wife weighed down by worry, my heart urges me to hasten
back.)

AL # A RERERX

(How can I pause to count autumn flowers or patterned stones on the road home?)

AR =H—3FkK

(Three months have passed since I left my home—at last, a single letter has come from my
family.)

RE AR R S R

(When, at last, will I escape the suffering of this life in flight?)

In this poem, the expression “wolves and tigers” does not appear; however, the “fierce tiger”
J&J%E in the first line likewise denotes a ferocious beast, and in this respect the usage can be
regarded as comparable. When we consult the Commentaries of the Nine Schools (Jiujia zhu
JUZ{E) regarding this line in Du Fu’s poem, it states: “At that time, bandits were rampant
throughout the land, official labor obligations and levies were heavy, and the people could not
live in peace”?*. In other words, the depiction in the opening line of being surrounded before
and behind by ferocious beasts is interpreted as an allegorical expression that intimates a

situation in which evildoers were rampant and the people was unable to live in security?*.

23 For a discussion of this point, see Shimoda and Matsubara’s commentary, Du Fu quan shi yizhu (vol. 2, p. 685).
The relevant annotation can be found in Jiujia zhu (vol.9), included in the Wenyuan Pavilion Siku Quanshu edition.
24 Incidentally, in "Twenty-one Poems on the Li Ling lu bie Z=BEEkAIFF "+ —&", poem no. 9—generally
regarded as a work from the period after the Eastern Han—there also appears the line, “SAARMS 45, [R5 il
JZ£” (“Wolves howl in the rear garden; tigers and leopards pace the front courtyard”)[Lu, 1983, p. 339]. In
depicting a situation in which one is surrounded on all sides by ferocious beasts such as jackals and tigers amid
an age of warfare and displacement, this poem shares a clear affinity with the Du Fu poem discussed above.
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Moreover, as a work that takes into account the first line of the Du Fu poem cited above, one
may also point to the following poem by Wang Yuyang E7f7¥(1634-1711) of the late Ming
BH—early Qing 1% period?.

"A Short Poem on Arriving at Huangba #3#i Post Station at Night" by Wang Yuyang

FOERITT H M

(The Di Road is thick with trees and dim with shade, for ten long days the rain has
continued to fall.)

A EEETAR

(Steep rocks crowd together and rise in jagged ranks, the darkness all around makes
passage hard.)

P B b Ly

(Raging currents thunder against the ground, the surrounding mountains quake on every
side,)

BT i RS

(layer upon layer of swirling eddies twist, leaving the mouth involuntarily agape.)
il WG 31 IR

(Before me are venomous serpents, behind me wolves and tigers,)
FLES R E T

(ibises cry mournfully, their feathers trembling.)

T A AR T

(Why did I ever draw myself so close to such danger,)

AN B

(when life is as light as a single thread?)

FEETRIA T A

(My wife and child wander, lodging in the capital,)

AR EHASER AL AT P

(Longing to return, yet unable to do so—where does this journey lead?)

HRBRE YT

(Turning back toward my native land, I see it lies four thousand away,)

e R K

(Even if there is suffering and hardship, who will ever tell you of it?)

This poem was composed by Wang Yuyang at Huangba Post Station, in what is now Hanzhong
#H, Shaanxi BEPH Province, when he was traveling to Sichuan PUJI| to take the provincial

examination in the eleventh year of the Kangxi HER reign. It depicts the harshness of

25 The Chinese text follows Yuyang jinghua lu jishi (ed. Li Yufu, Mou Tong, and Li Maosu), p. 821.
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nighttime travel in the Shu #j region, separation from family and hometown, and the
melancholy of journeying. In Hui Dong A## (1697-1758)’s annotation to the fifth line, the
first line of the Du Fu poem cited above is quoted; in light of this, the phrase “wolves and tigers”
here may therefore be interpreted as carrying an allegorical meaning rather than functioning

solely as a description of the landscape.

Thus, as shown above, at the stage of the Xiangbo poem in the Shijing, the poetic term and
motif “wolves and tigers” are employed to depict ferocious beasts appropriate to the setting
surrounding evildoers, and at that point the term itself does not yet possess an allegorical
meaning. In later periods, however, the poetic term and motif “wolves and tigers” come to be

used as elements that themselves carry allegorical significance.

3.2. "bamboo" [4T]

Next, this article turns to an examination of the usage of the term and motif “bamboo.” It first

considers the poem “Sigan H7T " from the Xiaoya section of the Shijing?’.

PRI, M L, AITRIZR. AR ZR, SRR ZR, SHAr R, SR,

(By the graceful sweep of these banks, With the southern hill, so calm in the distance, [Has
the palace arisen] , firm as the roots of a clump of bamboos, [With its roof] like the
luxuriant head of a pine tree. May the brothers [here] Be loving among themselves, And

have no schemings against one another!)

The poem is accompanied by The Poem Preface (xiaoxu), which states that “King Xuan 5 T

built a new palace”?’

, while the Shi ji zhuan explains that “a palace was constructed and
completed, and a banquet was held to consecrate it; therefore, the event was sung of”?%.
Although the two commentaries differ as to whether the subject is explicitly identified as King
Xuan, the poem is generally interpreted as a song of blessing celebrating the completion of a

new residence?.

In the poem “Si gan”, Zheng Xuan #§£(127-200)’s commentary states that “The abundance
and prosperity of the people at that time are described as being like bamboo shoots growing

successively from the roots, and their fine and admirable condition is expressed as being like

95 30

pines and cypresses growing freely and luxuriantly””". According to this interpretation,

26 Legge, 1960, p.303-304

27 The text of xiaoxu is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 933).

28 The text of the Shi ji zhuan is based on Shi ji zhuan (compiled by Zhu Xi; ed. Zhao Changzheng, 2017),
p.195.

2 Mekada,1991, p. 93

30 The text of Zheng Xuan #§¥%(127-200)’s commentary is based on Ruan Yuan (1989, p. 934).
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“bamboo” signifies a populous citizenry—that is, a state in a favorable and well-ordered

condition.
In considering this interpretation of “bamboo,” I will examine the following poem by Du Fu?!.

"Five Poems Written on the Way to the Thatched Cottage in Chengdu f{#F, First Sent to
Lord Yan Zheng &&f/ " No.4 by Du Fu.

-+

LD AR TR EE

(At the thatched hall, I have long suffered as sandy embankments collapse and the fences
of the herb garden fall into disrepair.)

VLA 3% i

(And the balustrade facing the river is left as it is, though fierce, wind-driven waves strike

against it.)
FRAE TR
(The pines may be growing, yet sadly they will never reach a thousand.)

T HEH T B

(The evil bamboo has grown too thick—surely ten thousand stalks must be cut away.)
A BRI B A

(With no choice, I must depend on a minister of the Huang Pavilion for my livelihood.)
RN RS

(And entrust this withered face to the elixir of immortality, the Purple-Gold Pill.)
=R

(After three years of flight, I return in vain, reduced to skin and bone.)
56 AT

(Indeed, to live out one’s life in this world is truly difficult.)

With regard to the third and fourth lines of this poem, the Qing-dynasty literati Shen Deqian
UL (1673-1769) writes in Dushi pingchao FLFFRF#) that “there is an implicit intention to

31 For the cited text and the English translation, I consulted Shimoda and Matsubara (Eds.), Du Fu quan shi
yizhu, vol. 2, p. 776. The Japanese translation of the relevant Du Fu poem is by Koike Ichiro.
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support the worthy and restrain the corrupt™3?

. Here, as in the Shijing poem “Sigan”, “bamboo”
is used in parallel with pine, but it is not simply bamboo; rather, it is described as “evil bamboo.”
This conveys a situation in which the proliferation of wicked people obstructs the “pine,” that
is, upright and decent individuals. In other words, whereas in the Shijing poem “Sigan” bamboo
was interpreted as representing a favorable condition of the state—namely, the prosperity of
the people—Du Fu employs “bamboo” to signify the spread of corrupt individuals. In classical
Chinese poetry, examples in which bamboo—an image that generally carries positive
connotations—is described explicitly as “evil bamboo” appear, as far as I am aware, to be no

earlier than the Du Fu poem discussed above.

Thus, there are also cases in which poetic words or motifs that, at the stage of the Shijing,
represented favorable conditions of society are employed by later poets as terms possessing an

allegorical function to express negative or unfavorable conditions.

4. Conclusion

In the foregoing, starting from the principle articulated in the “Great Preface” of the Mao Shi—
namely, that poetry reflects the conditions of society and politics—I have examined how this
characteristic was transmitted to later poetry. There are cases, such as that of wolves and tigers,
in which words or motifs that initially referred merely to elements surrounding evildoers came,
in later usage, to be employed as allegorical terms directly representing evildoers themselves;
and there are also cases, such as that of bhamboo, in which the same motif is used allegorically
while signifying entirely different conditions. While it is only natural that poetic diction already
imbued with allegorical meaning should be inherited as such, it is particularly noteworthy that
terms which originally lacked allegorical force in themselves later came to acquire allegorical
significance, or that the situations they imply came to differ entirely. Perhaps because the
influence of the “Great Preface” of the Mao Shi has been so strong, the language of the Shijing
has traditionally tended to be interpreted wholesale in terms of allegory, and individual lexical
usages have not always been examined with sufficient care. Rather than loosely treating the
vocabulary of poems that express allegory in the Shijing as continuously equivalent to that of
later periods, it is necessary to attend carefully to the specific character of individual words.

This article represents one attempt to clarify that point.

Now, just as the New Yuefu gradually declined because of its overtly political assertions, the
tendency to read excessive political meaning into poetry also became a target of criticism.

However, what deserves attention here is the mode of Chinese classical poetry in which poems

32 The relevant passage can be found in Dushi pingchao, vol.4.
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are born out of people’s lived activities within society, reflect social and political conditions,
and in turn help to shape society itself. Even in considering the “meanings beyond the words”
that appear in Shen Deqian’s critical remarks discussed in this study, reading poems with the
allegorical nature of poetry in mind can be seen as a useful approach. In particular, when
interpreting works produced in periods in which authors were likely constrained—by historical
or political circumstances—from stating their views explicitly, attempting to grasp such
“meanings beyond the words” by taking into account the hermeneutical framework of the
poetry prefaces (shixu), which themselves sought to uncover implicit meanings, may provide

valuable assistance in understanding these works.
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