Ja 7K

SHANSHU |

Shanshui in Poetry (Part I): The
Blossoming of Shanshui in Poetry
between the Third and Fifth Centuries

Gérard Dupuy



ﬁ'

-—

o

Shanshui in Poetry
By; Gérard Dupuy

Part | - The Blossoming of Shan-
shui in Poetry between the Third
and Fifth Centuries

The expression shanshui 17K -
“mountains and waters” — first ap-
peared in the third century of our
era in the Lower Yangzi region. It
evoked the subtle relationship
that might be forged between a
cultivated scholar and a chosen
place of predilection, where he de-
lighted to withdraw.

“Landscape,” perhaps, yet more
precisely the emotional resonance
that arises between a being and
the singular site he has made his
own.

For Wang Fuzhi £k (1619-1692),
the great thinker at the close of
the Ming dynasty, only poetry of
the highest inspiration can truly
grasp the emotion (ging 1#) born
of the encounter and exchange
with a landscape (jing ).

The Jinshu (&) ,the official His-
tory of the Jin, records in its biogra-
phies of eminent men that Gener-
al Yang Hu (221-278) would retreat
whenever possible to Mount Xian,
noting:

“REIRILKL DT
“[Yang] Hu was enamoured of
mountains and waters (shanshui)

[.]"

Zuo Si £ /8 (ca. 250-ca. 305), in his
poem Invitation to the Recluse
(#HBaEHF) , urged his reader to

transcend human music and at-

tune his ear to the voices of shan-
shui:

“Hebez 517,
WKAHEE. 7

"No need of silken strings or flutes,
When mountains and waters yield
their purest music."

Sun Chuo fh%i (320-377), whom we
shall meet again at the celebrated
Orchid Pavilion gathering, imbued
his poetry with a vision steeped in
spirituality. Devoted to Nature, he
believed one must attune oneself
to it in order to progress upon the
Way (Dao i#).

This great poet composed a fu'
of a thousand characters, enti-
tled Rhapsody on the Excursion
to Mount Tiantai (JFREILIRK) . It
may be read as a mystical ascentin
which each step, each détour, each
pause for contemplation frees one
from the mundane world, offering
vision and meditation upon the
hidden, the latent, and the sub-
tle. To shanshui, he conferred a
spiritual dimension.

Let us now turn to a foundation-
al moment in the poetry of land-
scape: the Orchid Pavilion Gather-

ing =5,

1The fu %, often rendered as ‘rhapso-
dy, is a poetic composition of highly
variable length, interweaving pas-
sages of prose with sections in verse.
Abounding in vocabulary and replete
with imagery, it reached its zenith be-
tween the second century before our
era and the fifth century of our era.



Wang Xizhi T3z, then gover-
nor of Guiji &1&, invited some fif-
ty friends and intimates to his
elegant residence at the foot of
Mount Guiji, southwest of pres-
ent-day Shaoxing. The occasion
was the traditional Spring Festival,
on the third day of the third month
of the Yonghe era (353 CE).

The meeting, blessed with fair
weather, took the form of a poet-
ic contest in which forty-one po-
ems were composed. The game,
known as “floating goblets” ¥ifis
(liu shang), required each guest
to sit by one of the stream’s me-
anders, as cups of wine, set upon
lotus leaves, drifted downstream.
Whosoever received a cup was
obliged to drink and to compose
a poem upon the spot. All of this
poetic contest was faithfully re-
corded, both those who wrote and
those who refrained. Wang Xizhi,
carried by enthusiasm, wrote a
preface that posterity has judged
unsurpassable, and entrusted Sun
Chuo with the composition of a
postface. The poems of twenty-six
contributors have been carefully
preserved and handed down to us.

Here follow a few brief excerpts:

Xie Wan:

# % % Il - Climbing plants veil
the peak,

% 7 i % - Graceful bamboos
crown the lofty hill.

Xie An:

# = % PH & - Delicate clouds veil
the brilliance of the sun,

X R B fii - Gentle winds ca-
ress the light craft.

Wang Huizi:

B Wi K - Scattering my
thoughts among mountains and
waters,

AR K # - Unfettered, | forget all
constraint.

IH H % %k - Joy settles wherever
my gaze alights,

L B 7 & - My spirit is attuned to
these twin marvels.?

Sun Tong:

JL & A1 A& - All my desires and my
hopes,

o # /K -1 entrust to moun-
tains and waters.

Sun Chuo:

fin B 3 K Br - Above, | gaze upon
the edge of the azure sky,

i # 4% /K % — Below, | wander by
the banks of green waters.

Concerning Sun Tong, elder broth-
er of Sun Chuo, the Jinshu, chapter
56, remarks:

“LooUIRKT oM WK, TiRHK
Y, BAERT. ERAHOES, A
BirE, AN, BEATTIE. 7

“He had settled in Guiji; by nature
he loved mountains and waters.
Thus he sought appointment in
the county of Yin, and was later
assigned to Wuning (present-day
Dongyang). He gave little heed
to the petty details of office, but
wandered freely, exploring the
famed mountains and remarkable
streams, down to their most hid-
den recesses.”

2 In reading the poem, one may
interpret these two marvels as the
mountains and the waters.
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Another source preserves a remark
of Wang Xianzhi, Wang Xizhi's
younger son:

“ETHE -« NIIBE AT, W)IAE
FABA, AENRBE AR H K Z B,
JEHEA PR, »7

“Along the road of Shanyin [in
Guiji district], mountains and riv-
ers mirror each other’s splendour,
overwhelming the gaze. Most of
all, when autumn yields to winter,
the feeling becomes inexpressibly
poignant.”

At the beginning of the fourth cen-
tury, this society of brilliant schol-
ars had fled Luoyang under relent-
less attacks from the ‘barbarians
of the North,’ crossed the Yangzi,
and established themselves in the
southern lands beyond the river,
Jiangnan, with Nanjing as the im-
perial capital of the Jin.

Sketched in the third and fourth
centuries, shanshui would assume
full majesty in the fifth century,
both in poetry, with Xie Lingyun
i# (385-433), and in painting.

Part Il - Xie Lingyun, at the Origin
of Shanshui Poetry

B THmET 5
The affections are stirred within
and take on form in words''

Xie Lingyun #f R iz (385-433) stands
unquestionably at the origin of the
poetic current of “mountains and
waters,” which would unfold across
the dynasties that followed. His
early recognition is attested by the
eminent place he occupies in the
very first anthology, the Wenxuan

(k) , compiled at the dawn of
the sixth century, where no fewer
than thirty-two of his poems are
quoted in full. Though he had writ-
ten prolifically, it is telling that al-
most exclusively his shanshui vers-
es were chosen—even if the genre
itself had not yet been codified. It
was Bai Juyi HJ&% (772-846) who
first, in a letter, distinguished Xie's
poetry as belonging to the catego-
ry L7KRE shanshui shi (“mountains
1The Great Preface to the Book of
Songs, (®4) Shijing.




and waters poetry”) as opposed to
Tao Yuanming's HI[E#F tianyuan
shi (“fields and gardens poetry”).

Born into a powerful family that, at
the beginning of the fourth centu-
ry, had been forced to flee Luoyang
under the incessant assaults of the
“northern barbarians,” cross the
Yangzi, and settle near Jiankang—
modern-day Nanjing—then the
imperial capital of the Eastern Jin,
Xie inherited both status and exile.
He was born in the family estate at
Shining, a few /i from Guiji (today's
Shaoxing in Zhejiang), where he
received from his tutor Du Ming-
shi an excellent education, deeply
imbued with Taoist thought. Re-
turning to Jiankang, he led a gild-
ed and turbulent life. Frequenting
literary and philosophical salons—
those “pure conversations” J&i%k
qing tan—he soon became the
darling of the young elite of the
capital.

Between 402 and 405, he assumed
his first offices as high-ranking ad-
visor to influential figures such as
Liu Yi X% (d. 412), who would rise

to become commander-in-chief
of the imperial army. This career
path, however, sowed the seeds
of his misfortune. For Liu Yu XI|#
—a birilliant strategist of humble
origin who distinguished himself
through relentless campaigns—
seized supreme power, overthrew
the Jin, and inaugurated the [Liu]
Song dynasty in 420. This dynas-
tic upheaval caught Xie utterly off
guard. Worse still, at the prema-
ture death of Liu Yu in 422, Xie, no
longer in favor, aligned himself
with the losing side in the ensuing
succession struggle.

Banished to the southernmost
reaches of the empire, he was
appointed Commander of Yon-
gjia (today's Wenzhou), a region
populated largely by Yue peoples
(ancestors of modern Vietnam)
who spoke no Chinese. Setting
out in August 422, Xie arrived two
months later, exhausted and ill. In
his first poem from exile, he con-
fides that, bedridden, he lifted the
curtain only to gaze upon the sur-
rounding landscape. Once recov-
ered, he hurled himself into the
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sublime scenery: roaming for days
on end, he could not cease from
exploring this world of mountains
and waters that inspired both
wonder and awe. From these en-
counters arose a new kind of po-
etry, charged with the immediate
emotions of discovery—poems
that reflected upon his own world-
ly life while at the same time offer-
ing him an intimation of the Dao
18.

In Nanjing, his glittering verses
had been prized for their metro-
politan polish. But the profound
rupture of exile imposed upon
him a new and powerful theme,
one that would become the very

Dong Qichang, in the style of Mi Fu

essence of lI7K&F shanshui shi. For
the first time, with such intensity
and beauty, poetry staged the dia-
logue between a man and nature.
After a year, in the autumn of 423,
Xie was recalled to the capital. Held
in high esteem by the emperor,
he was entrusted with the direc-
tion of the vast imperial library,
a task he fulfilled before retiring
permanently to the ancestral es-
tate at Shining. Marked indelibly
by his experience at Yongjia, he
undertook a monumental project:
draining lakes, diverting water-
ways, planting trees, and raising
pavilions upon the hills—a demi-
urgic reshaping of the landscape
according to his taste. From this
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endeavor was born a monumen-
tal work, the Rhapsody on Dwell-
ing in the Mountains (1LIJEIR) |, a
poem of ten thousand characters,
regarded as one of the most beau-
tiful fu in the Chinese language.

Yet Xie's fortunes once again
turned. Accused by a long-stand-
ing enemy, a local administrator,
of annexing imperial lands, and
further charged with plotting re-
bellion—since he had raised a
small private guard—he was con-
demned to exile in Nanhai (mod-
ern Guangzhou), where he was ex-
ecuted in 433.

Throughout this final, protracted
journey toward death, he contin-
ued to compose shanshui poems,
culminating in a last verse writ-
ten on the eve of his execution, in
keeping with the tradition of Bud-
dhist literati.
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