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CHRISTOPH HARBSMEIER

Eroticism in Early Chinese Poetry.
Sundry Comparative Notesl

I

Introduction

This is part of a series of studies in early Chinese histoire des sensibilitds?.In
this exploratory paper I want to consider the matter of erotic sensibilities in

ancient China from various comparative an-eles. The present paper is ba^sed on

papers read to a non-specialist audience. My subject is vast and treacherous. I
treat it as a philologist and as a cultural historian, not as a literary critic.

I propose to concentrate on ancient interpretations of the notoriously erotic

Airs o.f Zheng (Zteng .feng) from the Book o.f Songs (ninth to sixth century

B.C.). I shall not try to preselrt new readings of these songs themselves3.

Rather, I shall consider the history of their reception and their reinterpretation

in China, seen against the background of some European interpretations of the

Song of Songs (Chapter I). I shall then present some compa-risons and juxtapo-

sitions between ancient Chinese love poetly and contemporary erotic poetry in

ancient Europe, paflicularly Greek and Latin (Chapter II). By and large I shall

limit rny attention to pre-Buddhist Chinese lyrical gletry and roughly contem-

7

I wish to thank the tbllowing for advice and criticism of earlier drafts of this paper:

Hans Barstad. Oslo: Michael Benskin. Oslol Jean-Piene Didny, Parisl Elisabeth Eide,

Oslo; Hans Frankel. Yalel David Keightley. Berkeley; Stephen Owen. Harvard. and

Wilhelm VoBkamp, Cologne. This work has been cornpleted and brought into its pre-

sent shape while I was a fellow at the Institute for Advanced Study. Berlin in 1990/91.

In two recent articles on humour I have argued that there is a close relation between

humorous sensibility and intellectual creati'u{ty. I have tried to show in detail that

coniucius had a subtle sense of huntour. and that humour played a significant part in

early chinese philosophy. cf. c. Harbsmeier. "Confucius ridens: Humor in the Ana-

lecti". in Han'ard Jounml of Asiatic Stutlies, 1990 (voI. 50.1) pp. 131 161. and

"Humor in ancient Chinese philosophy" in Philosophv East and Wast (Hawaii) 39'3

(1989) pp. 289 - 310.

I shall quote the poems in the renderings by Ezra Pound. who has inspired my interest

in the Booft of Odes. The best literal and phiiological translation (utilized by Ezra

Pound) is Karlgren. 1950. My literal paraphrase is based on Karlgren's work. with

certain modifications.



324 Christoph Harbsmeier

poralyEuropeanworks,withonlyoccasionalexcursionsintotheprolifiClater
development of Chinese lyrical poetry.

Here, then, to begin *itt, a1.e some samples of erotic poetry from the Airs

o.f Zlrcng.I juxtapose the readings or recreations of the twentieth century poet

nzra pouno with Bemhard Karlgren's translations and with the orthodox com-

ments on these poems in the so-called Mao Preface (Maoshi "1il) perhaps of

the second century BCa which remained in China the generally accepted

orthodox interpretation until the twentieth century. The lyrical subject very

often is a wo man:

In the levelled area of the East gate.

The madder is on the bankl

When it comes to the house then that is neari

The ntan is verY l-ar.

[By] the chesnut-trees at the East gate

There are low-walled houses.

How should one not thinli of You?

[But] you do not come to me.

East gate's level stretch of land.

madder on bank there. easY to hand.

so near his home, and he so far'

By the east gate chestnuts grow

over garden walls so low.
There I ever thinli of thee.

and thou comest ne'er to me.:

The Mao Preface: "The song is directed against prevailing disorder. There

were men and w0men who eloped with each other in defiance of ritua]."6

In Airu of zrcng no. 2 the spealrcr is again a woman, but here her advice

goes the other way:

[I] beg of [you]. Zhbngzi
Do not leaP into mY hamlet

Do not breali the gr--willows I planted

How should I dare to be stingy about them

I am afraid of father and mother.

Zhirng is worth caring for.

A reliable text of the Mao Preface will be found in chen Huan. 1939' A convenient

bilingual cdition is in trgge. 1979. vol. IV. pp. 34 81' The date and origin of the

Mao-Shi Xlr has long bcen controversial. but its authority among most traditional scho-

lars is beyond doubt.
Ode 89. Airs ofZheng no. 15. Ezra Pound. 1974:42'

Legge. 1979. IV: 51.
-5
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Mrao Pre.face: "The song is directed against Duke Zhuang. The duke could

not manage his mother and iniured his younger brother. That younger brother,

shu, was going on badly and the duke did not restrain him. Zhong of cai

remonstrated, but the duke did not listen to him. Thus by his want of resolu-

tion when little etlbrt was needed, he produced great disorder'"6

In the ancient poem itself we have the cla-ssic and familiar opposition

between sensitive klvers and the insensitive environment of family and society

at large.
'Ihere are open but appalently unrequited ancient Chinese invit"ations to

secret love, as in Airs of Zheng no. 13:

If you generouslY think of me

I shall lift my skirt and wade the Zhen.

If you do not think of me

How should there be no other PeoPle?

[You are] the most tbolish of 1'trclish youths.

If you generouslY think of me

[I shall] lilt my shirt and wade the WEi river'

If you do not think of me.

How should there be no other gentleman?

[You are] the most foolish of foolish youths.

Die Eltern mulS ich scheuen;

Tshong-Tse. bedenke das in Treuen!

Der Eltern Worte schrecken mich.

Tschong-Tse. was ich dich bitte:

Steig' auf die Mauer nicht mit kiihnem Schritte.

Die Maulbeerzweige nicht zerbrichl

Wie diirfte. sPrich,

Dich lieben ich?
Die Briider muB ich scheuen;

Tschong-Tse. bedenke das in Treuen!

Der Briider Drohung schrecket mich.

Tschong{se. was ich dich bitte:
Den Garten laB. verletze nicht die Sitte.

Die zarten Ranken nicht zerbrich!

Wie dnrf ich dich
Wol lieben. sPrich?

Den l,eumund muB ich scheuen;

Tschong Tse. bedenke das in Treueu!

Der Leule Reden schrecken mich.

The Mao Preface provides a detailed political interpretation of this song which is con-

veniently laid out in M. Granet' 1919:73.

8 Legge. 1979. IV:49.
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Carefree we met each other

With you, together, we shall be well'

Mid the bind-grass on the Plain
that the dew makes wet as rain

I met bY chance mY clear-eYed man,

then mY
joY began.

Mid the wild grass dank with dew

lay we the full night thru.
that clear-eYes man and I
in mutual felicitY'rr

Mao Preface: "The song expresses longing for a proper season of meeting.

No favours from the ruler flowed down to the people who were exhausted by

the constant hostilities. Males and females missed their proper time for marri-

ase and wished that they might come together without previous alrange-

ments."r{
Airs of Zheng no.16, again with a female speaker, may be taken to cele-

brate erotic togetherness in a hostile environment:

The wind and rain are cold

Thc cocks crow in unison.

Since I have seen mY lord
How should I not be at ease'?

The wind and rain are chillY
The cocks crow togelher'

Since I have seen mY lord
How should I not be cured?

The wind and rain make it like darkness

The cocks crow without stoPPing'

Since I have seen mY lord
How should I not be Pleased.

Cold wind. and the rain,

cock crow. he is come again.

my ease.

Shrill wind. and the rain,

and the cock crows and crows,

I have seen *';l',11',[:tff:*r,

13 Ode 94. Granet. 1919: -39. Pound. 1974: 44'

14 Legge. 1979, IV: 52'
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The love poetry of the Book of Songs is rich and delicate. It has parallels
with early medieval poetry, but it also har its own very special and delicate,
Chinese. poetic style. I tlnd in this poetry a simplicity and a sensibility which
would surely have delighted Jean-Jacques Rousseau and I strongly suspect that
tle open-minded eroticism of this poetry has always been privately and quietly
enjoyed in all is innocent licentiousness by traditional scholars, in spite of the
Confucianist orthodox readings recommended by the moralizing Prefaces.
Many uses of the imagery in certain Odes in later Chinese poetry provide
vivid evidence of this.

Given that the Prefaces were composed as part of the general scheme of
creating a Confucian ideology with canonical texts, what could the orthodox
Confucian commentators have said about this love poery, given that Confuci-
us insisted so strongly on the moral importance of the Book of Ode,s.! The
autliors of the Preface did their best under the circumstances to explain how
the offending Odes might be incorporated into a Confucianist, moralizing,
scheme of things. I ret-use to believe that Confucian scholars privately presum-
ed this to be the whole story, whatever they said when they were talking or
writing Contlcian ideology. (And here the case of Communist Pafiy officials
in contemporary China does come to mind; where the distance between public
stance and private sc'nsibility is also striking.)

The theme of the dawn song is, of course, much older than this in Europe.
We have, for example, a Greek example by Meleager (ca. 140 - 70 BC):

Loveless dawn, why do you rise so swiftly over my bedroom, where till this nioment
I felt the warmth of dear Demo's skin?

If only you reverse your swift course and be Hesperos.
you who shed the sweet light that is so bitter to me!

Indeed once before you went backwards for Zeus and Alcumene!
It's not at all as ifyou didn't know how to turn aroundll9

Note the tiee and natural physical sensuality which is also found in the
Greek piece. (In Chinese poetry there tends to be not warm skin but rather, as

in the poem attributed to Sima Xiangru which I quote hlow, "a body soft and
moist like ointment") and the playfulness in the use of Greek mythology
which is so characteristic not only of Greek comedy but also of all manner of
philosophical and poetic rhetorics in ancient Greek culture. At this point I
want to turn to a comparison not with Greek sensibilities but with the Old
Te,slamenl.

79 Anthologia Graeca, 1938, V: 172.
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Origen (3rd cent. AD) knew these Jewish traditions when he composed his

Conunentarirun in Cantictun Canlicoruilf4. Origen argued that the Song of
Songs was about the love between the Word (logos) and the Christian soul, or

between Jesus Christ and the believer. The Song of Songs was considered as a

complex and dramatic account of a spiritual love affair where we have a

Platonically inspired Christian erotic ascension transposed from the philoso-

phical mode of the S-tyrrposion and the Phaidros into the mode of religious

mysticism2s. (Do we iird fo.-r of erotic ascension26 in pre-Buddhist China?

We know of shamanistic celestial amorous pursuits from such books as the

songs of the south (fourth to second century BC), but do pre-Buddhist chi-
nese gods fall in love with mortals? The point is worth investigating2T.)

During the 12th century especially, the song of songs became the focus of
devotional religious eroticism in one of the finelt works by Bernhard of

Clairvaux, his Sermones sttper Cantica Canticoruni28. This was the beginning

of an important commentatorial vogue of the Song of Songs. A singularly

enteraining and readable detailed commentary from the 12tLcentury is Guil-

laume de Saint Thierry, Expositio snper Cantica Canticorum29 where the Song

of Songs is celebrated at length as a natural focus for the articulation of amor

clei "Love of God", in both the grammatically possible readings of that phrase.

The allegorical reading of the Song of Songs remained predominant until the

twentieth- certrry3o.
Like the Chinese, the Christians were eager to impose a regular, conjugal,

interpretation upon the clearly irregular erotic relations described in their text.s.

As we have in Christian devotional literature we find the spottsns, "brideg-

room" and fhe sponsa,"bride", rather than lovers, so too in China there exists a

tendency to reinterpret such poems aS ale recognized as dealing with love, if
not in a connubial way, then at least as songs of nuptial delight, as epithalamia

Baerens VIII: 61 -- 241. C.t. also Rousseau, 1954.

Note Jerome's comment: "While Origen surpassed all writers in his other book. in his

Song of Songs he surpassed himself." referred to in Zhang, 1987:197'
For a fine lhilosophical analysis of the erotic ascent in Plato see Foucault. 1984:

251 ff.
Note that divine procreation of children on earth is not the issue here. The Holy Spirit.

for example. dicl not have to literally fall in love with the virgin Mary in order to make

her pregnant.

Cf. LJIercq, 1957 and Leclercq, 1958 as well as Leclercq, 1962, Herde, 1967, and

H. Riedlinger. 1958.

D&hanet et a1.. 1962.

compare the case of ot,idius moralizalus as described in Munatori 1960: even ovid's

erotic works were reinterpreted in the same manner as the.lorrg of songs, k)th in Latin

and in French.
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in which Confucius intended the Odes to be understood: a.s celeb,rating the

ritual and the morality of what he saw as the golden age of antiquity. The fact

that some of these odes celebrated, for example, free love was an obvious
embarrassment. Let us see how he coped with the problem.

Here is Confucius' comment on the first Ode, a poem about a love affair:

The Guaniu Ode is about joy without excess. grief without harm.33

For Confucius, the performance of the ode celebrates decorous love. There

is no suggestion that he attached any political or historically concrete signific-
ance to the ode. His is the perspective of the moralist. The crucial point is that

he also takes an aesthetic view of the music:

Confucius said: "When the Master Musician Zhi begins 1o play. then at the final
reiiain of the Guanju Ode. how the music floods the ear!"r+

Confucius speaks not of the text, but the whole production of the Guanju
Ode as orchestrated by a great music master. The music and the words belong
together. They are parts of one and the same thing. We should remember that
in assessing the Odes it is as if we were to assess an opera on the basis of its
libretto alone. In this crucial sense we do not know what we are talking about
when we discuss the Odes.

However, even the music of the words alone has clearly flooded the ear of
Ezra Pound:

Gudngudn cries the su-tjii| bird,
On the islet in the river.
Beautiful is the good girl
Is a good mate for the lord.

Tangled up is the xing waterplant
To the left and to the right we catch it.
The beautih:l and good girl
Aw;rke and asleep he sought her.

IIe sought her but could not get her.

Awalie and asleep he thought of her.

He longed for her and longed for her,

Tossed hinrself from one side to the other.

Entangled is the rirrg walerplant.
On the left and on the right we pick it.
Beautiful is the good girl
Guitars and lutes befriend her.

Analects 3.20. My numbering rei'ers to thar in Lau, 1983

Analects 8.75.
33
34
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The music of Zheng was perhaps the worst, but the music of Wei was

almost as bad:

"Only when I returned from Wei to Lu was the music correct.Jhe (dignified) Ia and

the ian.q odes each were (at last) accorded their proper place."39

It is clear that Confucius prefened the classical Ya and Song parS of the

Book of Orles which generally maintain a more dignified courtly tone. The

reference of his expression "music of Zheng" is to the music attached to the

relevant parts of the Book of Odes. Such has been the professional view of
this matter expressed by Huan Tan (43 BC to 28 AD), Music Prefect in the

service of Emperor Xiao Cheng of the Han dynasty. Huan Tan disagrees with

Contucius concerning the music of Zheng and makes some rather natural

rema-rks:

It is very easy to be pleased by shallow things. but the profound can be understood

only with difliculty. It is natural that one does not like the court odes and delights in

lhe tuncs of Zheng.4t'

I understand Huan Tan here to refer to the Airs of Zheng as a typical ex-

ample, indeed a^s the a.rchetypal examples of his expression "tunes of
Zheng"al. These Airs were indeed something like the "court pop" of ancient

times: despised by the some in the educated 6lite, but much appreciated by

almost everyone else. AS we have noted above, the Odes were quite generally

inseparable from the music used in their performance42.

The musicologist Laurence E. R. Picken has pointed out that the line length

of the Airs of Zheng is more irregular than that of the rest of the Book of
Ocles, and he links this phenomenon to the special features of the music of
Zhenga3. For the musicologist Picken, as for his eadier colleague Huan Tan,

the music of Zheng involves, for example, the use of the texts like the Airs of
Zheng.

confucius' disapproval of the Airs of Zlrcng is different from that of later

Confucians. There is no attempt to explain away the eroticism by some allego-

39 Anal.ects 9.15.
40 I quote the translation in Pokora, 1975:66 f.

41 For a good detailed account of the notion Zheng sheng "tunes of Zheng" and related

expressions see Diiny, 1968: 11 40.

42 It would not be necessary to dwell on this if it was not denied by later Confucians and

even modem scholars such as Yang Bojun, a leading modern specialist of the Analects.

Yang states categorically: "The ',music of Zheng' and the 'songs of zheng' are not the

same thing." (Yang 1965: 171). Yang meticulously mentions sonie Ming and Qing

authorities for his Point of view.

43 Cf. Picken. 1977.
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this situation". The meaning of a text in ancient times was not - so to speak -
an archeological matter. Texts were read as of current relevancy46. Exarnples
of this are legion. Very often, a text is said to refer an historical event which
occured long after the composition of the text concerned, an event about
which the original authors could have known nothing.

There is one archaic-sounding love song preserved in the Analecls which
Confucius adds an intriguing psychological comment:

The llowery branch of the wild cherry
How swiftly it tlies hackl
It is not that I do not love you,
But your house is far away!

Contucius commented: "She did not (really) love him47. If he had there would be no
distance worth speaking about."48

Zhu Xi (1130 - 1200) quotes unusually high praise on this particular passage

from one of his admired masters:

"This saying is extremely pregnant with meaning, its significance reaches far."49

Confucius does not pretend that this is anything other than a love song. He
does not attempt an allegorical, historical or satirical intelpretation. Instead, he
remarks on the very substance of the love allair, emphasising the emotion of
love itself as paramount: physical proximity becomes unimportant by compari-
son - a point which is of a broader doctrinal significance for Confucius.

When one truly loves a person. one is so close to that person that the
physical distance becomes unimportant, it is suggested. The case is similar to
that of loving goodness (rer?) which the Master here implicitly compares with
a lover.

"Humaneness far away? When I desire humaneness it has already come to me!"50

This is connected with Analects 9.18 and 15.18 where Confucius emphasizes
his regret that he has never seen anyone who loves moral strength as much as

sex (or female beauty, se), and with Analects 1.7 where he recommends that
one should appreciate talent as much as sex/female beauty. Confucius is a

moralist, but unlike later Confucians not perhaps quite so prudish.

Compare the use of Biblical texts by Christians.
One might translate "He did not (really) love her". But given the preponderance of
women as locutors in ancient Chinese love poetry this would seem to be a less likely
reading.
Analects 9.31.
Sishu jizhu. 1985: 145.
Analects 7.30.

46
47

48
49
50
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The Mao Preface commends the use of the genre feng "ak" for its usefulness

in diplomatic discourse. It is plausible that some Airs of Zheng wete used in
this way. The singing of Odes as well as of other songs in a satirical spirit is
attested in the Zuozhuan (ca. 4th century BC). The Mao Preface probably

explains a very real use of these Airs, and it explains this use very well,

although the possibility remains that our literary sources exaggerate the uses of
poetry in diplornatic practice. This use is in accordance with later Confucian
principles, but it certainly is not in accordance with the practice of Confucius

himself.
Marcel Granet, inspired by Emile Durkheim, provides an arthropological

perspective of the poems by relating them to mating festivals in ancient China

and trying to reconstruct a sociological and anthropological background for
them. He provides comparative evidence from South East Asia and the Far

East-'-'.

In China - as generally in Europe - there was a need for conformist read-

ings of the offending songs. A common sfiategy was to declare the lovers

properly married, or when this proved to be too improbable and -obviously
inappropriate, deem the poems to be epithalamia or wedding songsro.

Sublimation, on the other hand, has tended differently in China and the

West: in China, it was neither antot' dei "love of God", which was in question,

nor afiior domini, "love of the Lord" in the theological sense. It was either

antor conjugae, "love of one's wife" or annr \.lit'Itttis civilis, "the love of civil
virtue" which tended to be the focus of attention, almost in a Roman fashion,

or indeed irwas annr donini, in the secular sense "love of the ru1er"57.

By contrast with the exegetic history of the Song of Songs there was a

pronounced tendency to look upon the love affairs seemingly described in the

Airs of Zheng in a negative way, to reject them emphatically as an improper

subject of emulation, to regard the Airs as wamings against what they de-

scribe, as exemplars of dissuasion, to insist that the Airs of Zheng indirectly

attack what they openly celebrate: erotic infatuation.

Granet 1919.

Compare the interpretation of Sappho in the West as discussed below.

Incidentally. the Chinese would have read Roman reactions to Greek culture with

profound sympathy and understanding. Cicero's attitudes towards Greek culture, as

expressed in his lUscrrlarne Disputatione,r, are in a way very Chinese. He says of the

Greeks: "Geometry held among them a place of honour, and nothing was more illustri-
ous among them than malhematics. we. on the other hand, have only concerned our-

selves with this art in so far as they were useful for the measuring and calculating of
things." (Tttsculanae [)isputationes 1.5. The translation is my own.)
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lascivious by themes of sex/l'emale beauty (se), and they do harm to moral strength.

Therefore they are not used in sacrifices.re

Kong Yingda (574 - 648), commenting on this passage, refers to the customs
of boys and girls meeting on the Zhen and Wei rivers in Zheng (cf. Ode 87)
and singing songs to arouse each other, which he claims to find described in
the Jinu'en lun.yu "New Text Analects."

The dry and solemn systematic description of the administration of the

Zhou dynasty, the Zhou li provides surprising evidence:

In the second month of spring the Master GoBetween orders that the boys and girls
should assemble. At that time those who elope are not prevented. If there are those
who without proper reason fail to conform to the rule, these are punished.6(l
Whenever a state is established (the grand music official) forbids the lewd music, the
excessive music. the pemicious music. and the extravagant music."61

One might think that this implies that the Airs of Zheng ar,d the Airs of Wei
were banned in proper states.

Sun Yirang (1848 - 1908). desperate to explain why the Airs of Zheng snll
form a pafl of the corpus in spite of Confucius' criticisms, in spite of later
Confucian attitudes, elaborates in an almost Jesuitic spirit:

Whenever the music of Zheng or the music of Wei are declared lewd this refers to the
music. not to the songs. Therelbre. although the songs of Zheng and Wei speak of
women they are not within the category of forbidden things."-

Like many of the arguments of the Jesuits, this is not entirely without its
historical bxe: zheng sfterg "tunes of Zheng" did at some stage come to have

59 hrcji pithu. 1976:59, Couvreur. 191-1. II: 86 ff.
60 Lin Yin. 1974: 144. Lin Yin adds in a note that the term ben "elope" does not refer to

illicit intercourse but rather a failure to be able to be able to afford or live up to the
tbrmal ritual requirements of marriage. Even this twentieth century scholar cor:ld not
tolerate the licence evidently ritualized and apparently prescribed in antiquity.

61 Sun Yirang 1932, XII: 5-l ff. The Dlscrssiozs of rhe White Tiger Hallby Ban Gu (32

92 AD) explains: "Why does Confucius say that the music of Zheng is lewd? In the
state of Zheng the peasants live in the mountains, and when they draw water in the
valleys men and women mix freely and perform the music of Zheng to amuse one

another. Thus the music of the er.il and the deviant is always music about lewdness and
sex." (Baihu tong. 1980: 12.) Xunzi (third century BC) explains the harm of theAirs of
Zheng: "Beautifully made-up faces and the music of Zheng and Wei cause men's minds
to become lascivious. ... Therefore the gentleman does not listen to lascivious music, he
does not look at women's faces, and he does not use vulgar words." (Xunz.i ch.20)
"The true king will reject all music which is not dignilied and elegant." \Xunzi ch.9)

62 In a similar vein Liu Baonan (1791 - 1855) reports that one mistaken understanding of
the Analects 15.11 passage was to talie "music of Zheng" to refer specihcally to the
Airs of Zh.eng and then to blame Confucius for having included in the Book of Odes
works which were lewd. (Ci'. Liu. 19-33. IV: 12)
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344 Christoph Harbsmeier

We may try to answer Cui Shu's question by a preliminary reflection on some

possibly crucial psycho-logical presuppositions built into the notion of erotic
infatuation. It seems to me that this infatuation is normally linked to an idea

on the part of the lover that the beloved is free to respond positively or negati-

vely to the lover's feelings. The lover's insecurity and vulnerability is an im-
portant factor in the pathology and etiology of erotic infatuation.

To the extent that males were freer in their choice of partners than females,

one might expect the f'emales to have been more prone to contil)uous infatua-

tion than males. After all, at lea^st after marriage, males did not expect their
partners to find other lovers, whereas females were acutely aware that their
beloved males might find other partners66. As far as Chinese lyrical poetry is
concerned there is no doubt that women are extremely well represented among

the speakers in (though not necessarily the authors oO love po.t y67.

However this may be, the tradition the love poetry of women found in the

Airs of Zheng is continued in China notably by the justly famous Ziye ge

attributed to a girl Ziye of the third or fourth century AD and notable for their
delicate (but always delicately impersonal) eroticism.

In spring the forest is filled with lovely flowers.
The birds of spring have hlled me with sad thoughts.
How romantic is the wind of spring!
It's blowing open my thin silk skirt.68

Love poetry speaking with a woman locutor is known not only from the folk-
lore of many peoples of the Far East, as Marcel Granet has pointed out, but
alscr, for example, from India and from the Middle High German Frauenrede
which, incidentally, was by no means always composed by poetesses69.

Cui Shu goes on to speak his mind on the old Mao Preface:

The nrisleading character of the Prefaces to the Odes is nowhere stronger than in the

Airs of Zheng. ... If after Zhu Xi most scholars have still followed the Prefaces and

have rejected Zhu X that was because they considered that the Odes were all edited

by Confucius and that he would not have allowed such lewd and profligate words,

that is all.... Odes like nos.83.84.86,87.94,95 are all plainly songs aLrcut illicit
relations between men and women. What need is there to seek different explanations
and to make contorted explications? If you do not ask about the words, and you do
not ask about the intended meaning, but only insist on keeping the thought in your
mind that there are no lewd songs. how can this be an adequate way of explaining the

One reason why men fell so desperately in love with boys in ancient Athens was that
the boys were entitled to reject their suitors'advances.
Cf. Rexroth and Chung 1972.

Frodsham, 1967: 101.

Cf. Fischer. 1934; Mergell, 1940; and Frin-es, 1957.

67
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What articulates the feeling of the common people must not enter into poetry73, and it
is therefore separately called shange. A peasant's prattle to express his feelings is not

a subject of discourse among the leamed. Simply because these songs were not re-

cognized as poetry and because people of status and learning did not speak of them,
the evaluation of these songs has become ever lower, and the frame of mind of these
(popular) pr:ets forever simpler. Those which today are still common. are arll erotic
songs.

But even the Stote Odes allude to Mulberries by the River Pu (a place notorious for
its l'ree erotic practices1.74 Since they were incorporated (by Confucius into the Book
of Odes) these feelings (of love) have been accepted and are not to be rejected. For
aren't th_e_shrurge "mountain songs" in the tradition of the Airs of Zheng and the Airu
of Wei'!lr

In essence, Feng Menglong adopts a similar attitude to that of the modern

liberal theologian Helmuth Gollwitzer who declared that the very inclusion of
the Song of Song,s into the Bible was a demonsration of a positive attitude
towards sensualitvT6.

Concluding Remarks

There is sound reason to believe that songs like the Air,s of Zlrcng were used

in mating t'estivals in Zheng, as ancient sources maintain and as Marcel Granet
has tried to show.

There is also no doubt that the kind of songs so used became popular with
the ancient Chinese aristocracy and became something of a vogue of entertain-
ment at the courts of ancient China. At a later stage they were also used in
Patronage, which was crucial for the preservation and the elaboration of what
we have: honos alit artes, omnesque incenduntur ad studia gloria77. The Airs
of Zheng, may well be the result of the kind of polishing up and recording that

came with the use of these songs in aristocratic circles along with other more

dignificd hymns and odes.

This comment explains many special features of traditional Chinese poetry. For exant-
ple the scarcity of openly rude poetic insult. and the paucity of frolicking frivolity and

humour in traditional Clhinese poetry. There is a fairly pervasive dignified, ethereal

restraint in what the traditional Chinese regarded as their best poetry and the only kind
of poetry worth attention.
Cf. Di6ny. 1978: 6,1 99, and particularly p. 72.

Cf. Feng Menglong's hrief introduction Feng 1962. and Topelmann. 1973: 69.
Gollwitzer. 1978.
"Honour nourishes the arts. Everyone is encouraged towards effort by glory." Cicero'

Tusculanae d isput at ione s, 1.4.

73
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75
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recent archeological finds have confirmed, the tradition goes back to pre-I{an

times7g. The area of the erotic as such, as opposed to that of the sexual and of

the medicaVhygienic, was not cultivated as pafi of the recognized mainstream

of early or pre-Buddhist cultue. Instead, erotic literature remained a sub-

culture in China, marginalised by a higher culture which tended to relegate the

domain of the erotic and sexual to the realm of the targely trivial pursuits of

the affluent and profligate, and to the realm of the ultimately unerotic sexual

alchemy and (geriatric) medicine. The repression, one is strongly tempted to

speculate, must have helped to reinforce and enhance the vitality of private

eroticism in China. Tatnos make for excitement.

Chinese love poetry after impact of Buddhism is beyond the scope of this

papr. Anyone who suspects that there is a general lack of overt eroticism in

iater chinese lyrical poery is hereby advised to refer to Feng Menglong's

previously mentioned collection Mounlain Songs (Shange)8o as a most re-

markable piece of evidence on popular erotic sensibilities beyond the control

of the high culture. These ftrlk songs are every bit a-s t-ree in sexual and erotic

matters as ally collectiott of folk songs Europe. The erotic fraditions in Chine-

se poefy from Tang times onwalds evidently deserves close study, comparati-

vely and historicallyEl.
Erotic reticence in Chinese high culture does not seem limited to the sphere

of obscenity or indecency. Chinese discretion basically involves purely emo-

fional attachment. But Jean-Jacques Rousseau's form of spiritual eroticism,

cuhninating as it does in psychological union undefiled by physical sexual

indulgence82, is absent in early China and seems ha.rd to find in China s later

erotic literature. I would like to find traditional examples of it. Physical desire

19
80

8i

Harper, 1987.

Ttrii Uoot is conveniently presented in Topelmann. 197-3'

Atlitudes towards the erotic varied widely in different areas of china. There is reason to

believe that folk songs such as those collected by Feng Menglong are more representa-

tive of general populr. sensibilities than the Confucian commentaries on the Air.t o/

Zheng. fndeed, t^he'Airs sf Zheng themselves are more representative of these sensibili-

ties than their Confucian interpretations'

However, as far as generally accessible publications go, Ies m|nzoires de Casanot'a de

seingauh (casanova. 1966) of the eighteenth century. or Frank Harris's five volumes

UyL,k and Int,es (Harris, 1948) certainly have no parallel in China even today, as is

also the case with the eleven volumes of My Secret Lp (Anonymous. 1966) by a mid-

nineteenth century author.

Rousseau writes to the lady he adores: "Le crime est d6ja cent fois commis par ma

volontd. S'il I'est dans la i6tre. ie le consomme, et je suis le plus traitre e{ le plus

heureux des hommes." Rousseau, 1984. II: 1644.La Nouvelle [I6loise is a celebration

of what one might call the "union spirituelle des sexes"-

82
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case of Ganymede. One such divine love affair concems Alcumene, the wife
of Amphitryon, and is alluded to already in Homer83. It has given rise to a
wealth of later drzrmatisations by such authors as Plautus, Molidre84, and

Heinrich von Kleist85. A full account of Zeus's love affairs on earth would fill
a handsome volume. Hera, his wife, knew what she was so jealous about.

Goddesses could not only be jealous. Like Calypso and Circe in the Od.vs-

se.1' they might well fall in love with attractive men, for example men like
Ulysses. llomer gives us a vivid picture of these amorous goddesses. I am

looking forward to a study of divine eroticism in Chinese mythology which
would spell out the evolution of erotic sensibilities attributed to Chinese gods

first in pre-Buddhist times86, and then the later transformations under the

impact of the overwheLningly rich Buddhist mythological heritage. It is evi-
dent that Chinese gods did have love lives, and that they felt they needed to
be provided with beautiful young girls. But when and where did they begin to
fall in love on earth'l

Consider the problematisation of love in different cultures. Al "love" was

not a proper subject of discourse in pre-Han China. We might say with Michel
Foucault that it was not "problematised" and it was most certainly not personi-

fied. There is no Chinese god of love like Eros or Cupid. There is not even a
remote parallel to the Homeric H,-rtnt to Aphrodite which begins thus:

Tell me. Muse. of thc workings of the ali-golden Aphrodite
who infuses the gods with sweet longing
and who so dominates the generations of mortal men,

and also all tlying birds as well as ;rl1 beasts,

83 Odrsser 11.266 f.
84 Jupiter explains to Amphitryon in Molibre's Amphitmon lll.70

Et c'est moy. dans cette avanture And it is me who in this tale

Qui, tout dieu que je suis, dois estre le jalous. Though being a god. must be jealous'

Here is Jupiter's report on the psychopathology of life on the Olymp in Kleist's master-

piece Am ph i t n o n (ll. 5) :

Ach Alkmene!
Auch der Olymp ist ode ohne Liebe.
Was gibt der Erdenvolker Anbetung
Gestilrzt in Staub. der Brust. der lechzendenl)
Er will geliebet sein. nicht ihr Wahn von ihm.

In ewge Schlerer eingehtillt,
Mocht er sich selbst in einer Seele spiegeln.
Sich aus der Trine der Entziickung wiederstrahlen. Kleist, 1966: 223

Oh. Alcmene! I Even the Olymp is desolate without love. I What is the use of the

devotion of mankind I Prostrated in the dust. for a yeaming heart? I He wants to be

loved, not her image of him. I Wrapped in eternal veilsl He wants to mirror himself in a
soul. I To be reflected back in her ravished tears. I

For the ancient Chinese shaman's celestial love affairs see Hawkes. 1974'
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edly went on between Socrates and Alcibiades under the blanket. The contrast
with Chinese accounts of Confucius could not be greater. Greek conversationa-
lists cultivated an ollen frivolous tieedom of public erotic discourse which is
unheard of in proper public Chinese speech as recorded in our sources93.

I find that Xenophon begins his own St'ntposiurn as follows:

And it does secm to nle that it is worth while to relate not only the serious work of
great and good men. but aiso their light-hearted actions.

Certainly no one has said anything to this elfect in pre-Buddhist China.
Plutarch's biographies of notable Greek and Roman personalities generally

show a much greater interest in the private lives and in the love lives of his
subject than Chinese biographers like Sima Qian. Diogenes Laertius. again,
shows a natural curiosity. sometimes verging on a prurient interest, for intima-
tely private detail of this sort. Diogenes Laertius, in the many bibliographic
lists contained in his biographies, mentions a large number of works concemed
with the erotic. Fortunately, much of Plutarch's work ha-s survived. In it we
find three pieces:

l. Advice to the bride and groom.
2. Erotic tales

3.'Iheoretical considerations on eroticism94.

old mantle I took him in my arms and lay there all night with this godlike and extraordi-
nary nran - you can't deny that. eilher. Socrates. And after that he had the insolence. the
.infernal arrogance. to'laugh at my youthful beauty and jeer at the one thing I was really
proud of. gentlemen of the iury I say jury' lrcause that's what you're here for, to try
the man Socrates on the charge of arrogance - and believe it, gentlemen, or believe tt not,
when I got up next morning I had no nrore s/rpl u'ith Socrates, within t-he meaning of the
act, than if he'd been my father or an !'lder brother. ...
"As Alcibiades took his seat lhere was a good deal of lau-ehter aI his frankness especial-
ly as he seemed to be still in love with Socrates. But the latter said. I don't believe you're
as drunk as you make out, Alcibiades ...
"Oh, it's alu,ays the same. said Alcibiades bitterly. No one elsc gets a Iook in with the
beautres when Socrales is there. Look how easily he trumped up an excuse for Agathon
to sit next to him." Plato. ed. Hamrlton. 1987: 570.

I quote this at length as an example of (also syntactically!) free discourse of the kind
that is common in recorded Greek literature and comparatively rare in ancient Chinese
recorded literature.
There is no need to speculate on what was privately said in ancient China. We are

interested in what was publicly cultivated.
Cf. Piutarch. 1928 1T. volumes II. IX and X. Henderson. 1975 lists no less than 106

expressions for the male reproductive organ and 91 expressions for the vagina used in
classical Greek literature. prticularly Aristophanes. Partridge, 1968 shows that public
obscenity was as corlnlon in Elizabethan England as it was in Aristophanes'Greece.
Rubinstein, 1984 provides a very detailed and well-documented analysis. although
being a dictionary it is less readable than Partridge's popularizing account. There was
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twice as great as the man's. And I think it honourable for men not to wish for a sel-
fish pleasure or to seck to gain some private benefit by receiving from anyone the
sum total of enjoyment, but to share what they obtain and to requite like with like.
But no one could be so mad as to say this is the case with boys. No, the active lover,
according to his riew of the matter. departs after having obtained an exquisite plea-
sure. but the one outra-qed suffers pain and tears at first, though the pain relents some-
what with time and you_will. men say, cause him no furtheidiscomfort, but of plea-
sure he has none at all.98

we must not simply ossutne that the love relation in pre-Buddhist china
was symmetric. we need to look for cases of neglected husbands to parallel
the Baitou ,t'in "white Hair plaint" from Han times where the fernale poet
declares a standard female sentiment:

I wish I could find a man of one heart.
to grow white-hairecl with. unseparated.gg

We evidently need to study early Chinese erotic sensibilities not in terms of
what they were short. of or Iacked completely. An account of these sensibilities
in terms of deficiencies of various kinds, in comparison witr the Greek pattern
of sensibilities, is ultimately disappointing. However, such a one-sided compa_
rison does raise some natura.l questions which it wourd be good to have a solid
and richly documented answer to: what was it in t".rn, oi erotic sensibilities
that the ancient chinese had lots of and that the ancient Greeks fell short on
or lacked completely? what kinds of gretic devices and emotional complexi_
ties and preferences within the realm of the erotic characterized the ancient
chinese when compared to &e ancient Greeksl our two most important sour-
ces on early Chinese erotic sensibilities are these:
l. the Book of Odes
2. the Zuo Zhuan.

The Zto Zhuan is rich in historical accounts of (mostly illicit) sexual alairs
viewed from the point of view of their politicar significa.ce. There is some-
thing almost pre-confucizur and archaic about the treatment of sexuality and
eroticism in the Zuo Zhuan which is in clear contrast with other sources such
as Guoytt, Zlrunguoce, Shuoyuan, Xiau, Xinsttu,. 

^and Xinyu.I am hoping to
devote a separate paper to this importa,t subjecttoo. one itriting exampre of
the kind of perspective on eroticism that was current must suffice. we are told
that the aristrx'rat Ejunzixi tbund himself ferried across some stream by a maid

98 Lucian, op. cit. p. 193.
99 Huang. 1961:49. Di6ny. 1968: 155.

100 I.am currently writing a study on "The erotic dimension in earry Chinese historiogra_
phy: the case of the Zo Zhuan,,.
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Racked by sorrow I toss and cannot sleepi

Picking up nly clothes. I wander up and down.

My absent love says that he is happy.

But I would rather he said he was coniing back.

Out in the courtyard I stand hesitating, alone;

To whom can I teil the sad thoughts I think?

Staring bcfore n)e I enlcr tny room againl

Falling lears wrl my Inrnlle and rohe.I"+

Compare now one of Sappho's works. Nothing precious or decorous here. No

affectation at all. And an acute sense of painful personal Lesbian sensibility,

the bitter taste of compounded jealousy.

Here is the earliest English version by J. Hall (London, 1652), which is

difficult to find, but delightful once one has found it:

IIe that sits next thee now and hears

Thy charniing voyce, to nle appears

Beauteous as anY deitY

That rules the SkY.

How did his pleasing glances dart
Sweet languors to my ravished heartl

At the first sight thou so Prevail'd
That my voyce fail'd.

I'm speechlesse. feav'rish. fires assail

My tainting tlesh, my sight doth fail.
Whilest to my restlesse min<l my ears

Still hum new fears.

Cold sweats and tremblings so invade

That like wither'd tlower I tade,

So that my life being almost lost
I secur a Ghost.

Yet sincc I'm wretched I must dare.

Sappho's poern is quoted by pseudo-Longinus as being famous already at that

timelo5. It is a ribute to the inventiveness of the Western puritanical tradition

and the sffength of its convictions that this song could be widely interpreted as

a wedding song. Sappho was, of course, a heroine of the Western erotic tmdi-

tion, but she was conceived as a paragon of moral and social virtue in such

works as Madame Dacier, Les poisies d'Anacrdon et de Sapphe, Pz6is 1681,

and F. G. Welcker has defended her against the common prejudice that her

lO4 The Nineleen Old Poems, no' i7. Waley, 1961: 57.

105 Russell, 1964: 14 for the Creek text. and for J. Hall's translation. the commentary

p.100.
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own schoolbt'ry days. Priorities of tltis sort would always have been felt to be

undignified in China.
Conversely, the tale of Narcissus who was to engage in love relations and

was condemned to consume himself in infatuation with his own person, obeys

a very Greek logic of sensibilities. There is no pre-Buddhist example of
Chinese narcissism that I know of. and I do not see how the refusal to fall in
love in pre-Buddhist Chinese culture should have been punishable in the hrst
place. We find here a profound contrast in sensibilities between ancient Greece
and ancient China. The popularity in Westem art history of the Narcissus
mdif underlines the general historical importance of this contrilst.

Bucolic gretry from Theocritus (early third centuy BC) onwards has cele-

brated the psychokrgical intricacies and complexities of secret and illicit love.

After such an illicit urion, for example, one is told that the girl retums to her
goats "with shame on her eyes" (onunasin aidomenois) but with joy in her
heart; and that the boy retums to his cattle "gratitled" (kechctrelutenos)l11.

Sappho, Archilochos and Mimnermos are bound to remain somewhat enig-
matic figures because of the tiagrnenta.ry nature of the evidence we have of
their lives and poetry in the seventh century BC. But take a poet like Catullus
(ca. 17 - 47 BC), about whom morc is known. He became famous for, among
many other works, 25 poems addressed to a certain Lesbia (so called by
Catullus in memory of Sappho of Lesbos), whose real name, as we are told by
Apuleius (second century AD) was Clodia. We can follow the poet's amorous

trials, triumphs and tribulations through these 25 poems. Such an improper
obsession with a married (and notorious!) woman would have appeared un-

dignified and also ultimately uninteresting to the respectable Chinese literary
connoisseur. Catullus' Odi et uno "I hate and I love", psychologically endemic

in Europe, has no parallel at least in pre-Buddhist China.
Catullus is defiantly indiscreet not only about his affair with Clodia. For

example he also reveals a bitter-sweet homosexual affair in a series of four
poems addressed to the unfaithful .Iuventius.

Here is Catullus' witty parody on Sappho's (already then famous) work:

He seems to me like a god

he. possibly. surpasses the gods

111 Wilamowitz-Moellendorff. 1905: I 12. Contrast the anonymous Luofu pastourel/e of the

l,ater Han period (25 220 AD) tDieny. 1968: 128 136) in which an eloquent

woman dismisses her suitor. Di€ny, 1977 provides a fascinating comparison of the

Llofu lto.stourelle with a siniilar piece composed by the Provenqal poet Marcabru

around 1140AD. For further comparison between ProvenEal and Chinese poetry see

Frankel 196-3.
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Martialis, book 11, poem 19. The translation is my own'

Martialis.bookll.poeml03.Thetranslationismyown.Thereisaninterestingblunt-
ness also in Martial's way of addressing the reader:

Quamvis tam longo possis satur esse libello'

leclor. adhuc a me disticha pauca petis'

Sed Lupus usuram puerique diaria poscunt'

Lectt'rr. solve. Taces. dissimulasque? Vale'

"I shoulti have thought you'd had your fill
By now - this book's too long - yet still

You clamour for couplets. You forget'

My slaves need rations, I'm in debt,

The interest's due ... Dear reader pay

My creditors for me. Silent, eh?

Catullus,ofcoufse,isnotoriousforthissortofthingtothepointthateven
recenteditionsofhisworkhaveoftenbeenpuritanicallyincompleteatCertain
points. But compare another renowned poet like Martial:

Quaeris cur nolim te ducere' Galla'? Diserta es'

saepe solecismum mentula nostra facit'

"You ask why I do not wunt to marry you' Galla' It's because you are learned' And

Iny cock does often come up with solicisms' yo' see "114

For Martial being risqqu6 is a matter of policy:

Versus scribere me Parum severos

nec quos praelegat in schola magister'

Corneli. querereris: st:d hi litrlli'
tamquam coniugibus suls mariti'

non Possunt sine mentula Placere'
"Cornelius. you grumble t'hat I write risqu6 verses' not the solt a schoolmaster would

dictateinclass.Buttheselittlebooksarelikehusbandswiththeirwives_theycan.t
please without a cock." Martialis 1'35' tr' Shackleton Bailey 199-3: 64

In his introduction in the first book Martial elaborates: Lascivam verborum

veri[atem, id est epigrammaton linguam, excusarem' si meum esset exemplum:

sic scribit Catultu.s, sic Marsus, SiC Pedo, sic Gaetulicus, Sic quicumque per-

ligitur. ,,Is for the licence I use in calling a Spade a Spade, the language of

eiigram that is to say, I should make apology if the example were of my

seting. but that is how Catullus writes, and Marsus, and Pedo, and Geatulicus,

andwhoeverelseisreadallthrough.',(Ed.ShackletonBailey1993:41).
Calling a spade a spade naturaliy involves direcgress and bluntness of lyric-

al insult:

Tanta tibi est animi probitas orisque' Sofroni'

ut mirer fieri te Potuisse Patrem'
"So great is the juitness oiyout soul' Sofronius' an9-of your mouth' that I cannot

imagine how you ".uiJ*u"at 
to become a father'"l15

tt4
l15



'(ItI :I'6f6I

'rureJtleg 'pe 'sar)tout aDlrllsulg '€l3u3s) ,,'solu[l ]833I onb 'snduJl os un]nllqEq

'.nr", iqtt -lrrgdnp Is 'olerrJ 1e8e51,, :fu1aod pcu'(1 :o; eruq ou seq aq ser€llop ora'rJ
'iqdn:3ou:od puu aJnl?la1ll crlo:a snou'(uoue '{1a3're1

sr ,(1uo areql 'ol uortderxe a{€l 01 EulqJ Ieuolllp"lt ur ,,sauQ'sqo ]e selqQl?) sJnalne'p

elnol,, ou ri *"q1 '61 'd,,':nepnd eI luoulJele slnas surou sel luop seuQlsqo slnslnv'p

elnoJ elte. le 'slelrehtr sel 'seIFlPJ sel 'sepl\O se1,, 3o sleads nmssno1 senbcel-uee1

'lq8u u,,r4.o s1r ur (pn1s asolc e quo^A e1 '(prcgac

p1no,n f:pod pouollnqun 3o e:ue8 eql 'puruJ uI erPl sr ad'it srql ;o futeod IEtuloJuI
'801 'ou 'l I looq 'ZLl :iL61 'arqcrprg ,,1'{ep-pooD (}uarouul palzznd aq1

'rue:adrcce sPnl ln 'uullltx el pu erpQoo urnb

'urnssod uou eJer"J ueIIIel 'luns eluluo. Bsdr enbruer ruBr eenb'elprlo' txopEo :snueq

-ucs ponb'sou eleq€q Iqru slau xa n1 nlce;ord la suallq oua^p"lxlue srnl xe o8a 1g

:JruoJqJ pue lBnlnu ouoJ3q seq

urelqord 3ql rcql sazruSoror oreJIJ Js 9''€z qJrBIAtr uloq Suqup reual € uI

-,,,, "s8uq] f,ueur f,q rue I sP pelulurl'sep)u€serid:o; areld aql slql sI rou'(^Aou

aur,lrL'.,| s ".r"q1l 
i1"t o1 8urq1f,ue e^Pq I op lou '('uop uaeq seq Surqf:o'le roJ) loJ {sP

o1 Surqfue e^eq I op ]sqllJu loJ 'lnoq€ e]u'{\ ol 3lx JoJ Surqlou sr (puapna e:sq1"

'luElLrIIos

ellnrx 3tu pll :]sa sn)ol IPusror eu :(;sa Ilqru rurua L\ou) rua'ueu ponb 'Jau :(lsa un

-ssru:a1eu.rd utluJ lrqlu) o'Jqeq 'urJPuPuI ponb 'cau uIPN '[Ipqu]s ponb 1se lTqlu sueld

:oIdurE

-xe uopuBr s s3 lno {JId I gJIq^\ 'Jg It '(utru '9I palsp 'snJIilV ol oJaJIJ

uroq auo sql s3 ,(1puuolur ss sulSoq qJlq'{A JeIol assultlJ lueIJuB uB u30s

re^eu 
^lulslJeJ 

e^Eq I puB '"ulqJ ,(1rea ruor; sJatlal puosJod ;o- saSuuqcxa

,,1OeJ3SrpuI,, puB elBur[lul '(1n4 ou 3^Bq aA\.EulqJ lslqppng-eJd uI luesqE

,(1pcu:erd puu etuou uI luEuodurl sslr\ spotu sIq.L 'tlluonBJluntlluroJ elBAIJd

Jo uos s*Il Jo ,p,r* ,rqtn* lsnf sr (4aod e.ro1 iii,RertunuluoJ .Io ,l^ls

elu^rJd srr.I Jo osls lnq 's8ulloal alB^IJd s,oJcJIJ Jo (luo 1ou lr-BrJuI alsuuul uB

epr^oJd ssessod o^\ lEtp pueq s,oJeJIJ ulo4 sJallol 008 lsolulB eqJ 'lsaJJslpul

,(iqstq aJE .(IurEueJ ,(eq1 'puuolul (IJaltn pu, I,uosJed f,lasuslu1 aJE snJulv

01 sJellel slq Jo lsolN 'oJaJIJ JOpISuoS 'uollJeuuoJ sltp ul e^IlJnJlsul sI aIIIou

puB aJasJC ul puB BuIqJ FIJus ul(qdBJSololslds uaa^\leq uoslJuduroJ v
'laaI3SIp

-ur .(IIBuOSJOd pw ,(Iue^o ,(e'n stql uI Ja^au 'a$- u€J I SB JP',J S? 'SI lI lng
.c*Id,i3ouJod,(1uado eq IIIEuorsB)Jo uBJ u prr, 'aueJsqo 

^IlJenp 
ua^o sdeqJod

Jo 
^pJaJrpur 

aq saunletuos {uul ,(Jlat'd aseutqJ lslqppng-aJd- '9ir133JJSIp

-q tf put lq8lu ouo 'alu,rud ,(puurlep sI snIInEJ 'oqddss 1o 'futaod eU'L

'9tZ :086I 'uelse) 'po 'unrtltv po aoprrdg'ole'rJ 8II

LTI

9II

I9U
,t.r1eo4 esaurq3 ,(1:uE ut IusDIlolA



362 Christoph Harbsmeier

"I notice liom your letter and your liom mine that we have nothing to write to each
other. The same things every day. and more and more they become tiresome. And yet
I cannot stop myself liom sencling daily letters to you so that I will recei,re yours."l19

'Ihe disarming normality, informality and unpretentious intimacy of Cicero's
personal letters to his friend (echoing as they do the informality of Greek
discourse a-s exemplified in the Sy-rnposium, and celebrated by Aristophanes),
when translated into the lyrical medium, give rise to the informal poetry of a
catullus and a Mafiial. It a]Iows b,oth fbr love Jnetry and for plenty of poetic
rudeness and personal insultl2O. At the root of it alt is the cultivation of a
special kind of deeply articulate personal friendship:

Principio cui potest esse vita vitalis, ut ait Ennius, quae n()n in arnici mutua benevo-
lentia conquiescit? Quid dulcius quam habere quicum omnia audeas sic loqui ut te-
cunr'l

"Firstly. what true life is there to speak of. to use a phrase of Ennius, which does not
find its resting place in the mutual love of a friend? What is sweeter than to have
someone to whom you can dare to say everything as you would to yourself?"121

Cicero's work On Friendship defines and refines a range of sensibilities
which are essential to the development not only of Graeco-Roman lyrical
poetry, but also of the sort of personal philosophy of life expressed in emperor
Marcus Aurelius's Eis Heauton, "Soliloquies".

It is this institution of intimate and articulate ("indiscreet") friendship which
is at the very core of what I focus on here as the special character of Greek
and Roman poetry.

In this intimate and familiar communication matters of the heart and mind
are afliculated, get said, and get written down which go beyond even what one
would say to oneself.

Nam habeo ne me quidem ipsum. quicum tam audacter communicem quam te.

"I do not even have myself to communicate as frankly with as with you."122

Private sensibilities are articulated and cultivated. They become part of the
public culture.

The link with the erotic comes out when one considers a letter in which
Cicero goes so far as to disclose to his friend Atticus the unwelcome and

111) Ibid.. 12.29. Kasten. 1980: 780.
120 There is an important streak of unbuttoned communication in parts of the Analects of

Confucius as well as in certain parts of the book Zhuang:i (third century BC).
121 Cicero. De Anticitia 6.22, cf. Billerbeck. 1829: -30 f.
722 Letters to Attirtts, 12.-19. Kasten. 1980: 794.
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364 Christoph Harbsmeier

We have noted that Chinese love pcrtry always tends to be personally dis-
creet, although it could be pornographic in marginal cases127. Here is one

famous piece which remains well within the bounds of decency, pictoresque-
ness, and the impersonal poetic perspective, but which retains some of its
delicately individual plain eroticism even in translation:

Green. green is the -srass by the river.
in garden the wi.llows are all dense and 1u11.

Hi-eh in the tower a wornan so lovely.
she glows in the window. white and so pure.

Rougt-r on her cheeks. bright in her beauty.
and she puts out a pale and delicate hand.

Once long ago I sang in the barrooni.
now I'ni the wife of a travelling man.
He travels tbr pLrasure and never comes home now.
A lonc'ly bed can't be kepl gu,Ot, lbr long.128

Note that the girl wears make-up in the absence of her husband, and that
she shows herselt-, bares her hand in the window. What, one might ask, would
a seasoned traditionalist scholar make of such a larnous poem? The scholar
and art critic Zhang Geng - 1760) writes:

ence on the intportancc' of companionship in order to achieve intellectual insight could
plausibly be attrihutecl by anyone to Plato at all is in itself significant. No rnatter
whether Plato wrote the letter or not.

127 BischotT. 1985 describes an exceptional literary event in -35-3 AD which he interprets as

a homosexual literary orgy. Bischolfs ranting account is of interest mostly as an eccen-
tric sinological curiosity. The Lonting Prefm'e. as wr'l1 as the ptxms supposed to have
heen prtxluced al the Lontiilg orgy (all of which are conveniently transcribed in Bi-
schoiT. 1985). while perhaps partly pornographic in purport. are strictly impersonal in
tht'ir eroticism and must he seen at best as a deliberately antinomian and outrageous
literary exercise. Moreor.er. the PrcJhcc..interpreted as outrageously sexual in purport
by BischolT. has been read and reread in an entirely innocent spirit as part of the all-
inrpofiant Guv'en stmnihi which was lirst publishetl in 1695 and has renrainecl until this
day the nrost lanious standard collection of the best of ancient Chinese literature. The
implication here is not at all that the innocent way of reading this text is correct. The
point is thal this innocent reading was both eniinently possibie and extremely wide-
spread in C'hina. Many a seasoned scholar even today. when asked ahout the Lanting
Prcface will praise the calligraphy and refuse to acknowledge that there could be any-
thin-e. inrlt'cr'nt in it. He has the unanimous backing of each and every commentator of
tht' Gnltrr grurtr.hi throughout the last three centudes. so far as I know. One could not
hope lor a ntore eltxluent example of the discreetness of traditional literary Chinese
trrutn)enls ol' the erotic.

1)8 The Nineteetr Old Song:;. no.2. Waley. 1961: -50 f. I quote the translation in S. Owen.
I989: 2t) and refer the reaclc'r to Owen's lhscinating interpretation of the piece.
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366 Christoph Harbsmeier

"Sima Xiangru may be beautiful, but he uses malie-up and cuts beguiling faces.
Overly attractive people are disloyal. He probably makes attractive speeches in order
to win favour. and will roam about in your interior bedrooms. Should you not investi-
gate this matter?"
The King asked Xiangru: "Are you fond of women?"
Xiangru replied: "I am not fond of women."
The King continued: "You may not be a womaniser. but surely you do not abstain in
the way of Confucius and Mo Zi?"
Xiangru said: "As for avoiding the company of women in antiquity. the disciples of
Confucius and of Mo Z| when they heard that the state of Qi had sent women, they
went into hiding. when from a distance they saw that there were singing performances
at court, they turned their carriages away. It is like hiding in a rocky corner when
faced with the need to do something about a fire or a flood: they never expose them-
selves to the desirable thing. How can we conclude that they are not fond of women?
As far as I am concerned I grew up in the West (i. e. in Sichuan.).131 I staid all on my
own. and I indulged in no illicit pleasures in my large dwellings. In the neighbouring
house towards the east there was a girl. She had cloud hair and an exuberant com-
plexion. moth eyebrows and shining white teeth. Her face was rich. her colours were
abundant. Her whole appearance was resplendent. She was always on the look-out
towards the west. insisting on attracting my attention. She even climbed the wall for a
better view. For three years I was exposed to this. But I rejected her and did not
accede to her requests.

I was humbly hoping that Your Majesty. following the justice of your ways. would
call me to drive towards the east.

On my way eastwards I passed through Zheng and Wei. and I set out from Sang-
zhong tbr Zhen and Wei. I spent the night in Shanggong. In Shanggong there was an
unoccupied hotel. It was all desolate and empty. The door was closed and latched
during the day{ime. The place looked haunted. I knocked at the door and entered the
hall. There was a delicious fragrance. the curtains were drawn. a woman was there,
alone, beautifully laid out on her bed. A strange flower of unsurpassed elegance, of
gentle nature but of luscious appearance. When she saw me hesitating she said with a
soft snfle: "Of what country is the honourable guest? I suppose he comes from afar?"
She prepared excellent wine and took out a lute. I struck the strings and played the
tunes "Dark Orchid" and "White Snow". The girl then sang the song:

Alone in the bedroom. it seems unbearably lonely.
Thinking of a handsome man. my emotions hurt me.
Why did this charming person tarry in coming?
Time runs out fast. the flower will wither -
I entrust my body to you for etemal love.

She stuck one of her hairpins in the hair under my cap. her silk sleeves brushed past
my robe. Then the sun was setting in the west, and darkness filled the room with its
shadows. There was a cold breeze outside, and the snow came down in floating fla-
kes. But the bedroom was quiet and close, one did not hear a single sound. Then she

131 This is a crucial remark: archeological hnds from Sichuan show that this place was
considerably freer in erotic matters than, for example, Shandong. For rich documenta-
tion of this cf. Stories front China's past, 1987: 131. plate 41.
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