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Selected Poems
By Li Yu
Translated by Barbara Jiawei Li and Jiang Wei

Translators’ Introduction

Li Yu (1611-1680), courtesy name Liweng 5%, enjoyed a literary reputation
as a dramatist and a novelist in the late Ming and the early Qing periods.
On top of that, he was also a prolific poet: based on contemporary statistics,
one can access at least 1,300 poems of Li Yu, those in his dramas and novels
excluded." Compared to his other works, Li Yu's poems have been less noticed
and translated into English, although they are crucial to understanding his
idiosyncratic contributions to Chinese literature.

We have selected eight poems which we believe articulate Li Yu’s literary
aesthetics. In terms of textual features, Li Yu seldom revealed the voices
present in the poems, a literary device that greatly diverges from most of his
contemporaries, thereby marking his uniqueness. His writing style might be
explained by his own words, ‘Since people’s hearts are as varied as their faces,
why in writing must we all be the same?’> We hereby introduce Li Yu’s poems
to the reader in the hope that the poet’s work will gain more exposure in the
English-speaking world.?

ok ok

! For Li Yu’s view of poetry-writing, see Wei Chenlin ZiBg#, ““Yang gaoshan, fu liushui” Lun Li Yu
shici zhong de shitu zhengzhi maodun guan’ “AlE L K — 3w REERI R HERBIEPEE [Li Yu's
Poetry and His Paradoxical View on Officialdom], Wenxue lunheng %t [Journal of Chinese
Literary Studies], no. 35 (December 2019), pp. 53—65. The translators would like to express their
sincere gratitude to Prof. Wei, who specializes in Ming and Qing literature, for explicating some of
Li Yu's wordings and providing relevant reference materials.

2 The Chinese original of this sentence runs AU RELAE - AR SCE K, from his poem “Yiren zhiji
xing zeng Tong Bimei shijun’ —AFICIHEAZEHEEE [My confidant, presented to Mr Tong Bimeil.

3 The eight poems are selected from Li Yu, Liweng Yijiayan %%i—% 5 [Liweng’s own words], in Liyu
quanji 2% [The complete works of Li Yu] (Hangzhou: Zhejiang guji, 1991), vol. 2.
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Mooring at Caidian, Encountering a Sudden Rain at Night

A sudden rain came up at midnight,

Startling me awake—is the boat capsized?

I woke up, the bedding drenched,

As if great waves had washed by.

The lone boat, ragged and light,

As small as a raindrop bubble.

Seeking shelter yet finding none,

I crouched like a macaque.

I blamed myself again and again,

For my muddleheaded lack of foresight.

Misled by the sunny skies,

I hadn’t worried about the gloomy rain.

How could I have known that when things have been settled for one,
Heaven would most certainly go against his mind?
I should have planned early for the unexpected;
How hard could it have been to mend a crack?
Even if a sable coat was used to cover it,

It would have been the sole thing that got wet.

It wouldn’t have come to this, where water drenched everything
And even I lost my shelter.

Hence goes the Book of Odes,

Thatch the roof before the rain

And peel the bark from mulberry trees properly—
It brings benefits as do merits.

So admirable are the fishermen—

Never do they put away the raincoat on clear days.
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Impeded by the Wind When Travelling on the River

The wind often comes south-east in summer,

And always north-west in winter.

Feilian, the God of Wind, appointed by Heaven,
Divided time into different seasons.

Normalcy had now been abruptly disturbed,

As an easterly wind rose in winter.

Torturing the passers-by as before,

The heartless, fierce wind.

I drove my boat against tide and gust,

Beaten back like an egret that never flies against the wind.
From the south came I,

When summer began as spring faded away.

God of Wind, you disobey the rule of season,
Leaving me packed on the busy waters.

Unable to fathom the change of climate,

I took it as an act of kindness:

I came here for sightseeing,

But Heaven urged me to take a rest.

Over sixty years of age,

I resemble the sun already sinking toward the west.
Still, the setting sun knows to hide;

The elderly me, however, seeks not obscurity.

Along with the threat of lurking outlaws,

One’s luck is quite difficult to tell.

If aided with the wind by Heaven,

They would be like resting tigers that have now grown wings.
Hence Heaven acted against my will—

I expected a smooth journey but met otherwise.

If only I could become a homing wild goose,

Free from the brigand’s shot!
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Ode to Moon-Viewing on Mid-Autumn

The Mid-Autumn moonlight unevenly spreads,
On the neighbouring house but not on mine.
With wine I go to my neighbour’s to see the moon,

Only to find the moonlight shining upon my yard instead.

The moon comes and goes not to act aloof,

Simply because of the many clouds floating in the sky.
Few nights a year are like this one;

Why are they busy hiding the moon now here then there?
Floating clouds appear not only in the sky,

As things often go against one’s will.

It doesn’t matter whose house the moon will drop by tomorrow night;

Get dead drunk and do not decline the wine tonight.
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Fisherman Viewing the Moon HATifik[E by the Ming-dynasty painter
Ye Guang %#E. Collection of the Metropolitan Museum of Art.
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Ode to Watching the Snow on a Boat in Zhenjiang

In the heavy winds sweeping across the wild, the snow grew dense,
The flakes fluttering onto the lonely boat,* rustling.

The sumptuous pleasure boat, now with a pair of white wings,
Looked like a crane hovering in the sky.

Seated, I gazed upon the mantle of snow growing inch by inch,
Mountains from near and far all vying to be coated in white,’
Setting apart only the cold river, a green realm.

On the freezing water, the old fisherman in a jade-coloured hat
Pointed his rod at me, urging for poems.
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4 The translation here follows an earlier version, which has peng i (boat) instead of peng ¥ (reeds).
See Pingzhu Li Liweng yijia yan #¥t3558—% 5 [Li Liweng’s own words, with commentaries and
annotations] (Shanghai: Puyi shuju, 1928), 5.14a.

5 From this line on, the poem is interpreted in a way different from what is suggested by the
punctuation in the Zhejiang guji version (p. 42).
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I wished to keep silent then, yet I couldn’t;

Scratching my head, I sang with vehemence, intoxicated.

For a single character, I breathed on the brush several times, the vapour
almost condensing,

But the frozen writing brush still refused to become wet.

Let me write down some short lines, just not perfunctory;

The spirit was high, yet the writing tools meagre.

How I wish to seek the aid of Wang Mojie, the great poet-painter,

And have him write on a bolt of fine silk.

It requires not a single drop of painting ink

To elaborate the boundless grandeur of the Yangtze river.
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Detail of Deep Snow in Mountain Passes BILFEZE () by Wen Zhengming X#EH dated 1532.
Collection of the National Palace Museum.
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Night Rain Outside a Guest-Room Window

I just extinguished the candle at the first watch;
Why is the colour of the night so dark?

The rain sounds like the songs of Chu,

And the wind also makes the tunes of Wu.
Sorrowless as I am, I suddenly shed tears,

Like a sprout with thorns growing in my heart.
As a rule, sideburns turn grey early

Mostly because of distressful long rains.
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Material not available due to

copyright restrictions.

Gale and Shower Z1JE\BERSIE
by Wan Yipeng #—ff§ dated 1981.
Hong Kong Museum of Art collection.
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Impeded by the Wind, I Anchored My Boat near an Islet.
I Looked Around, There Being no Company for the Night
but Reeds.

To avoid the howling wind and treacherous water,
My boat moored on the empty river.

I huddled up in the reeds like a wild goose;

After divining the rain, I spoke to the doves.
Having myself indulged in crazy fantasies,

I binged on liquor to alleviate sorrow.

Not knowing what dangers lay ahead,

I wondered when the war would end.
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Away from Hometown, with the Moon

The moon, the loving luna,

Shows me affection whenever I'm away from home.
Speak not that there exists no confidant,

An old friend awaits over the horizon.

Stopped by the Rain at Tongguan

How is land travel different from being in a boat?

One has no control over when to go or stop, his plans also exhausted.
Do not appreciate the green mountains while blaming the water,
For wheels too will be hindered by the adverse gale.
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