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ABSTRACT

Throughout his career, the T’ang poet Li Po wrote thirteen poems in
which affectionate references were made to the Southern Ch’i poet Hsieh
Tiao. These poems are here treated as examples of what Mencius called
shang-yu ot “to go back in time and make friends with the ancients.” The
passionate language used in these poems is found to be similar to that used
in Li Po’s poems addressed tc a contemporary friend Tu Fu. LiPo’s friend-
ship with Hsieh T’iao was established on the basis of their shared poetic
sensibility. The acquaintance through an intimate dialogue with the writings
of an ancient can form a friendship as strong as that for a living person. When
Li Po visited the places associated with Hsieh T’iao, the Southern Ch’i’s
poet’s moments of experience as recorded in his poems came to life again
in the Tang poet’s mind. Hsich Tiao then became Li Po’s “spiritual
companion” in moments of loneliness. Li Po’s friendship with Hsieh T’iao
illustrates the unique form in which Chinese of the past experienced eternity.
This experience was not a mystical vision of the divine element in secular
life or of a person’s unity with God. Rather, it was a perception of the
enduring presence of moments of human experience.
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One of the most striking features of classical Chinese poetry is its
preoccupation with the theme of friendship. Seventy years ago, in the
introduction to his book 4 Hundred and Seventy Chinese Poems, Arthur
Waley regarded the importance of friendship in Chinese poetry as comparable
to that of love in the poetry of the West. He observed that, in the poetry
of the West, wherever the personality of the author is obtruded, the poet
tends to recommend himself as a lover, while in Chinese poetry, the poet
has the tendency to pose as a friend.> This disparity in attitude detected by
Waley merits thorough and elaborate scrutiny. If indeed it can be
fully established, a fundamental disparity like this can only be rooted in
deeper issues in the modes of life and thinking of the Chinese and Western
people in the past. It is not my intention to examine and expand upon
Waley’s observation; to do so is obviously too vast a task to undertake here.
I am merely interested in one aspect of the poetry of friendship in Chinese.
A close examination of the single problem will, I hope, throw some light on
unique aspects of friendship in classical Chinese poetry.

The issue I would like to pursue in this paper concerns friendship of a
very particular kind. It does not concern the intimate relationship between
two living persons or that between a living man and his already deceased
friend. Friendship, in that ordinary sense of the word, refers to the affection
or esteem one feels for another with whom he is actually acquainted. The
issue I am interested in concerns the close relationship one tries to establish
with an ancient, a relationship in which an actual meeting between two men
has never taken place, and never can. This sense of friendship may be very
difficult to grasp. Unusual as it may seem, the desire to make friends with
the ancients was cherished by many great poets and scholars in China. This
desire itself is essentially an extension of the desire for personal or intellectual
companionship with one’s contemporaries. Hence it cannot be considered
in complete isolation from our ordinary sense of friendship. The following
passage from the Mencius may serve to illustrate this point:

Mencius said to Wan Chang, ‘‘An accomplished scholar of a village
is in a position to make friends with all the accomplished scholars
in the village; an accomplished scholar in a state, with all the
accomplished scholars in the state; and an accomplished scholar
in the empire, with all the accomplished scholars in the empire.
And not content with making friends with all the accomplished
scholars in the empire, he goes back in time to commune with
the ancients. When one reads the poems and writings of the
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ancients, can one not know something about them as men?
Therefore, one discusses the age in which they lived. This can be

described as “looking for friends in history.”3

The great Confucian thinker Mencius #¥ (ca. 372-289 B.C.) was, to my
knowledge, the first person to bring out the concept of shang-yu R K or “to
go back in time to make friends.” It is clear that he regarded the attempt
to make friends with the ancients as a capacity possessed only by men of
superior cultivation. Less apparent but by no means unimportant is that
Mencius was talking about a sympathetic and experiential, rather than
objective or disinterested, understanding of an ancient and his age. It is this
ability to enter into the world, and to share the feelings and perceptions, of
an ancient that enables the scholar or gentleman to find friends in history.
Evident in the passage, also, is the importance of the written word through
which the idealized relation between a man and his ancients is established.
Friendship with the ancients relies on a kind of “‘dialogue” between the
living persons and the writings of the ancients. Mencius’ brief remarks reflect
the intriguing Chinese sense of the past and the supreme value traditionally
attributed to the written word. It will become clear later that idealized
friendship with the ancients is closely associated with these values in
traditional Chinese culture. To maintain some concreteness and focus in the
following discussion, I shall concentrate on the eminent T’ang poet Li Po
Z B (701-762) whose poetry of friendship constitutes a substantial portion
of his collected works.

Most of Li Po’s poems cast in the generic mode of friendship poetry were .
written to friends in his own time. Although many famous writers and poets
of the past are alluded to, not all of them can be considered as his friends.
We know that it has been the habit of the Chinese poet in the past to use a
lot of classical allusions and a spontaneous genius like Li Po is no exception.
Nearly all the previous masters of literature, such as Ch’d Yian IR (fl
4th C. B.C.), Juan Chi BtfE (AD. 210-263), T'ao Ch'ien M7 (A.D.
365-433), are referred to by Li Po in a rather casual manner and without
much feeling of intimacy.* The poetry alluding to them, therefore, cannot
be properly considered along with that addressed to his contemporaries
as poetry of friendship.

An interesting exception, however, is Hsieh T'iao Z Bk (A.D. 464-499)
of the Southern Ch’i Dynasty FEZ5 (479-501), a poet of lesser stature who
nonetheless figures prominently in the artistic career of Li Po. There are
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altogether thirteen extant poems by Li Po in which affectionate references
are made to the Southern Ch’i poet. Moreover, the datable pieces among
them are distributed over almost thirty years of his life. It is indeed
interesting for 1i Po, a poet of great genius, tg cherish so much affection
for a relatively minor figure in history. Before we examine Li Po’s poems,
therefore, a brief review of Hsieh T’iac’s life and career as a poet will be
useful® Hsieh T’iao, who had the courtesy name of Hsilan-hui ZFE or
Mysterious Light, was born toward the end of the Liu Sung ZR period
(420-478) in Chien-Kang #2FE (today Nanking), a rich center of culture
in the lower Yangtze valley. He is regarded as belonging to the fourth in a
series of six kingdoms which had their capital at Chien-Kang and ruled over
the provinces of southern China, referred to by historians as the Six
Dynasties. Northern China was then dominated by a succession of alien
dynastiss from 317 to 581 and so this period is also known to history as the
Southern and Nortaern Dynasties.

Official life was extremely precarious during Hsieh T’iao’s time. The
government was riddled with intrigue and beset by struggles among the ruling
aristocrats. Hsieh T°iao held a2 number of posts in the Southern Ch’i govern-
ment, notably as Prefect of Hstian-ch’eng B (in modern Anhui Province)
and Minister of Personnel. In 479 Hsieh T’iao’s father-in-law, Wang Ching-
tse TaRHl , invited the young poet to join a political conspiracy. Perhaps
for reasons of cowardice, Hsieh T"iao revealed the existence of the plot to the
court, which then put his father-in-law to death. It is recorded that Hsieh
T’ia0’s wife thereafter often carried a knife with which to avenge her father’s
death and the poet therefore never dared lay eyes on her again. In 499 six
eminent officials hatched another plot and asked Hsieh T’iao to cast in with
them. Refused, the six falsely denounced him for sedition to the Southern
Ch’i court. He was sent to prison where he died, or perhaps was executed,
at the age of thirty-five.

Although Hsieh T’iao was denied the chance to develop fully his great
talent, and clear trends toward higher reaches of maturity and expression
are evident in what he left behind, he did leave an immortal mark on the
history of Chinese poetry. His short but brilliant career is generally regarded
as an important stage in the development of Chinese poetry from the late
Six Dynasties to its ‘“golden age” in the T ang period (618-907).7
Structurally, much of his poetry represents an intermediary stage of develop-
ment between the Ancient Style Verse (ku-t'i-shih 8855 ) and the forma-
tion of Regulated Verse (flir-shih 7255 ). More important, Hsieh T’iao’s
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works, and especially those on landscape themes, were often praised by critics
and poets of later generations for its quality of “transparent beauty”
(ch'ing-li {5 ) which distinguishes him from the majority of Six Dynasties’
poets whose works tend to be “‘ornate,” “lush” and “extravagant.” “Trans-
parent beauty” is the quality that many T’ang poets, and especially Tu Fu
FLH (712-770) and Li Po, the two greatest among them, searched for in
their own poetry.® The following examination of Li Po’s poems will show
that this quality of transparency is what underpins his friendship with the
Southern Ch'i poet.

One of the earliest pieces about Hsieh T’iao already indicates his
profound respect and affection for the ancient poet:

At West Wall Tower, I Intone Beneath the Moon

Gold Ridge — the night is quiet and a cool breeze issues,
Alone I ascend the high tower, gazing on Wu and Yieh.

White clouds are reflected on water, swaying the empty city,
Hanging pearls of white dew drip under the autumn moon.
Immersed in chanting beneath the moon, I long do not return,
Through antiquity the eyes I peer straight into are few.
Opening the way to the transparent river, pure as white silk,
Commands me long to recall Hsieh of Mysterious Light.®
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The poem was written in the autumn of 726 when Li Po was only twenty-five
years of age.!® He was then traveling in the City of Chin-ling or Gold Ridge
(modern Nanking) which had been the capital of the Six Dynasties. While
looking at the scenery at night from the city wall of Chin-ling, he sank into
deep reminiscence of Hsieh T’iao, who was born and lived in the old capital
more than two centuries earlier. The Southern Ch’i poet is referred to at
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the end of the poem by his courtesy name Hstan-hui or Mysterious Light.
It is indicated that he was one of the few people since antiquity whom Li
Po would regard as his peer. We do not have to question Li Po’s high esteem
for Esieh T’iao; rather, our immediate problem is to demonstrate in what way
Li Po’s attachment to a pcet who died more than two centuries earlier is
essentially comparable to friendship. Before we examine the poem further,
therefore, it will be useful for us to compare it with another poem Li Po
wrots to a contemporary post:

Beneath Sand Hill City, I Send This to Tu Fu

1 arrive here, ail for what?

On high T recline in Sand Hill City.

By the city wall, there are ancient trees,

Day and night, one continuous autumn sound.

The wine of Lu, [ am not able to get drunk,

Songs of Ch’i revive their appeal in vain.

My thoughts of you are like the Wen waters,

Grand and vast, sent on the southward journey."
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This is one of the only two poems we have of Li Po addressed to Tu Fu, the
other being the conventional poem of parting “In Lu Prefecture, at East
Store Cate, I See Off Tu Fu, the second” (BB AGMRHZH )

Get drunk and part, how many more days?
We have visited all the ponds and terraces.
What time on the Stone Gate Road,

Can we set forth the golden goblets again?
Autumn waves recede in the Ssu River,

The sea’s color brightens Ts u-lai Hill
Flying tumbleweeds, each into the dlstance,
Let us finish up the cups in our hands.'?
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Both poems were written in the autumn of 745, exactly one year after the
first meeting of these two great poets of the T’ang Dynasty.®® They never
met again. There are no further poems addressed to Tu Fu to indicate 1i
Po’s continuing friendship'with the younger poet. But as his poem shows, Li
Po was apparently very affectionate to Tu Fu not long after they had parted
for life. If we look closely at the poem “Beneath Sand Hill City” together
with the previous one written in Chin-ling, we will discover a remarkable
parallel in general structure between the two, despite that they are cast in
different metrical patterns.* The two poems are concerned with the
reminiscence of a past experience associated with a particular setting. Both
begin with an introduction about the poet himself, then move on to
a description of the setting he is immersed in, and conclude with his recol-
lection of someone who was once here in the analogous, if not precisely
identical, setting.

In the poem to Tu Fu, the past experience clearly refers to a happy
outing the two poets shared in Sand Hill City. Now that Li Po is in solitude,
he is overcome with thoughts of his friend. The two things they had enjoyed
together — the wine of fu and the songs of Ch’i —no longer appeal to him.
The powerful language of the last couplet reveals that his thoughts are not
simply faint memories of some past event. In a moment of recollection, he
steps in his mind into a vital relation with Tu Fu. This irresistible presence
of Tu Fu in his experiential world is what accounts for his friendship with the
younger poet.

As is generally typical of Chinese friendship poetry, a large portion of Li
Po’s friendship poetry treats parting or separation.’® But there are poems,
usually under the title of chi & or “Sent To,” which focus on the element of
reminiscence, or of cherishing the thoughts, of friends. Though not many in
Li Po’s works, these poems must be regarded as forming one special mode of
friendship poetry.
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Although the poem about Hsieh T’iao follows a structure of an intimate
acquaintance similar to that found in the first poem to Tu Fu, recollection
of an intimate acquaintance is not exactly the same as that of an ancient
poet two centuries ago, since the latter does not involve a common
experience previously shared. But I would like to suggest that it is possible
for a poet to step into a relation with an ancient person, a relation as vital
and as real as the one we have seen in the poem to Tu Fu.

The way in which Li Po enters into a vital relation with Hsieh T'iao is
interesting and complex. The final couplet of that poem contains a textual
allusion to one of Hsiech T’iac’s most famous works:

In the Evening I Ascend Three Mountains to Look
Back on the Capital

From the bank of the Hegemon, I gaze on Enduring Peace,
In River North, I look to the capital district.
The white sun clings to the flying eaves,
Uneven and jagged, all can be seen.
Remnant clouds of sunset disperse into satin,
The transparent river, tranquil as white silk.
Twittering birds cover the spring islet,
Manifold blossoms fill the fragrant domain.
I am going away, I am to languish,
I cherish, alas, those ended joyous feasts.
Our happy date, I grieve, how far away?
My tears fall like drifting sleet.
Men have feelings and know to gaze homeward,
Who can keep his hair from greying? *®
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The “capital” in the ftitle refers to the Southern Ch’i capital Chien-k’ang
which is modern Nanking, and, as we know, was called Chin-ling in T’ang
times. The Three Mountains are southwest of Nanking and are right on the
bank of the Yangtze River. In the poem itself, the Hegemon River meta-
phorically refers to the Yangtze, just as Enduring Peace or Ch’ang-an, to the
Southern Ch'i capital. This line is in fact an aflusion to the first of the
sequence of poems entitled “Seven Laments” ( LR ) by Wang Tsan
T2 (AD. 177-217) in which the poet ascended the bank of the Hegemon
to gaze on Ch'ang-an.'” The second line is also an allusion referring to the
“Poem Written in River North County” ( JH[SEXSF ) by P’an Yieh B&E
(A.D. 247-300) in which the poet craned his neck to gaze toward the capital
district of Lo-yang ¥%B%.'® This mood of homesickness, established at the
beginning, dominates the entire poetic situation of the poem.

Turning back to Li Po’s poem, we find that the poetic situation is
somewhat different. It is set on moonlit night instead of in the evening. Li
Po is gazing from the city wall of Nanking rather than toward the city from
the distance. The poem is not dominated by the mood of homesickness,
although the poet poses as a lonely traveler. In the context of the poem,
the phrase “I long do not return” seems to say that he has stayed at West
Wall Tower for a long time, rather than that he has been away from home.
Therefore, 1i Po does not turn to the experience of Hsieh T’iao for comfort
in a lonely and homesick state of mind, but becomes all of a sudden attached
to him through affinity in their poetic sensibilities. The explanation for this
lies in the textual allusion in the line “Opening the way to the transparent
river, pure as white silk.” The line involves a direct quotation from that
perhaps most famous Hsieh T’iao couplet. “Pure’” or ching ¥# in Chinese is
a variant version of “tranquil” or # , also pronounced ching. “The trans-
parent river,” of course, refers to the Yangtze in both cases. The line in
Hsieh T’iao is one of the series of vivid sense impressions that appeal to the
poet as he views the beautiful scenery around his home city. These sense
impressions or images make up a momentary revelation of beauty of nature
in his poetic vision, adding poignancy to his feelings of homesickness.
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Once the fleeting, momentary vision of the poet is actualized in words,
it becomes a literary monument that can be remembered and even experienti-
ally appropriated by later people of similar sensibility. In this sense we can
say that a great poet immortalizes his momentary visions through the power
of words. As Li Po was absorbed in the engaging night scenery from Chin-
ling City, the moments of experience actualized in Hsieh T’iao’s poem revived
in his mind to the extent that they completely dominated his perception.
The phrase “immersed in chanting” probably refers to both reciting Hsieh
T’ia0’s poem and composing his own verse. Similarly “opening the way” is
ambiguous in its reference. It is a literal rendering of chieh-tao f£3& which,
used as a compound, means “understanding to say.” Chieh literally means
“to dissect or loosen” and fao, “the way” or “to say.” This phrase suggests
both Hsieh T’iac’s genius in verbalizing his vision of the transparent river and
Li Po’s ability to realize the recurrence of the same vision in his own lyrical
moment. He must have felt that Hsieh T’iao’s line ““The transparent river,
pure as white silk” was a precise expression of their perception of the unique
appearance of the Yangtze in the evening or in moonlight. “Opening the
way” thus became a shared experience of opening the way to a brilliant
vision of beauty in nature. The awareness of this shared experience came
after having been immersed for a long time in the process of creating a poem
and in communicating with the work of a previous master. We can say that
the vital inclusion of Hsieh T’iao’s moments of experience into Li Po’s own
total vision turned Hsieh T’iao into a kind of “spiritual companion” for
ti Po in a lonely human situation. To make friends with an ancient poet
often depends on this sort of concrete lyrical situation in which a sharing of
poetic vision has taken place. The shared poetic vision is the counterpart
of an actual shared experience between two living friends.

The following poem, written in the same autumn in 726, can further
illustrate this pattern of friendship:

In an Autumn Night by Plank-bridge Shores Adrift
Beneath the Moon, I Drink Alone and Cherish the
Memory of Hsieh T’iao

In the heavens above, what is there?

Far, far away, there’s the white Jade Rope,
Tilting over Chien-chang Gate,

Glinting brightly, facing Gold Ridge.
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‘The Han River is like white silk as before,

At night the frosted river is pure and transparent.
The Long River drains away the falling moon,
The riverine islet crystalizes in dawn’s chill.
Alone I drink by Plank-ridge Shores,

Of the ancients, whom can [ summon?

My sterious Light, impossible again to get hold of,
I sprinkle wine, steam fills my breast.'®
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The poem we have just examined contains only one textual allusion. This
piece, however, derives most of its.nature imagery from Hsieh T’iao. Apart
from the “white silk” and the “‘transparent river,” the imagery in the poem
is largely drawn from the following well-known work by Hsieh T’iao:

Having Served as Temporary Commissioner in the
Lower Capital, I Set Out at Night from New Forest
and Arrived at the Capital City where I Sent This
Back to My Colleagues in the Western Palace

The Great River flows day and night,

The traveler’s heart grieves without end.

In vain I fret over passes and mountains nearby,
At last I know the return road is long,

At dawn the Autumn River is bright, so bright,
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And at night the cold islet is dim and green.

I crane my neck to glimpse the capital,

The palace parapets are gazing back at me.

Metallic waves cling to Chih-ch’iieh Tower,

The Jade Rope hangs low over Chien-chang Gate.

I urge my carriage outside the Tripod Gate,

I long to see south of King Chao’s Barrow.

The galloping sun’s rays, I-cannot meet,

What's more, we’re apart in two places.

In the wind and the clouds, there’re routes for birds,
Blocked by the Yangtze and the Han, there’s no bridge.
Constantly I fear attack from the eagle and the hawk,
Timely chrysanthemums shrivel in the stern frost.
Send my words to the bird catchers,

Boundless expanse, already on high, I soar.?®
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As in the other pair of poems, the physical setting is roughly the same, but
the central moods and the themes are quite different. New Forest or Hsin-
lin was a place not far from Plank-bridge Shores or Pan-ch’iao-p’u southwest
of today’s Nanking. It is obvious from the poems that the poets could
glimpse the capital city from both places. The presence of Hsieh T’iao in
Li Po’s mind is even more apparent than in the previous case. He begins
his poem with a series of images from Hsieh T’iao and concludes with an open
statement of his passionate longing for the Southern Ch’i poet. These images
were not used as remembered events of the past but as elements constituting
another recurring poetic vision. But Li Po’s poem mentions nothing of the
mixed feelings Hsieh T’iao experienced toward the two cities. The Lower
Capital referred, in fact, to Prince Hsiao Tzu-lung’s 7 F#E Western Palace
in Ching-chou /N where Hsieh T’iao served as Inspector of Education.
The story behind the poem has it that, as a result of a slander against him,
Hsieh Tiao was summoned to return to the court in Chien-k’ang by Emperor
Shih-tsu THiiHE .*' Probably the poet would rather have stayed in the Western
Palace where his friends and colleagues were, but he was also pleased to
return to his home city, the Capital. The tone of irony and bitterness in the
poem is essentially related to these events.

1i Po does not refer to any of these interesting events behind Hsieh
Tiao’s poem, as he is drawn solely to the Southern Ch’i poet’s sensibility for
perceiving beauty in nature. He deeply regrets that he cannot have Hsieh
T’iao as a companion to enjoy wine and scenery and perhaps to write poetry
with. Hsieh Tiao is in his mind throughout the entire time he is drifting past
Plank-bridge Shores. Through intuitive contact with Hsieh T’iao’s poetic
vision now preserved in the poem, Li Po has come to feel the vital presence
of the man in his awareness. Hsieh T’iao is just like an old friend whom he
has not seen for a long time. Regret for his absence is comparable, for
instance, to Tu Fu’s poem “Remembering Li Po on a Spring Day” ( & HIE

=8 )

Po’s poetry is without a peer,

Soaring, his thoughts out of the ordinary.
Pure and fresh like Yi, the Founding Bureay,
Elegant and free like Pao, the Inspector.
North of the Wei, the spring sky, the trees,
East of the river, sunset clouds.

When, with goblets of wine,

May I again discuss literature with him? 2
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The yearnings for companionship are essentially the same. Acquaintance
through an intimate dialogue with the writings of an ancient can form a bond
as affectionate as that for a living person. A man needs only to cuiltivate
his mental capacities and he will be able to enter this realm of experience.

Our examination of these few samples shows how Li Po’s intimate
friendship reveals itself on visits to locations associated with Hsieh Tiao’s
own moments of lived experience. Of course, Li Po would have studied Hsieh
T’ia0’s poetry carefully and may have memorized a number of the poems
prior to his visits to these locations. Such reading could lay the foundation
for friendship but it could well have remained at the intellectual level of
experience. Only when Li Po visited these places did he intuitively feel in
his being the presence of the ancient person. When Hsieh T’iac’s moments
of experience came to life again in his mind, Li Po virtually “encountered”
the ancient poet. His {riendship was then consummated.

This is not the only pattern by which the Chinese in the past befriended
the ancients. A poet could encounter many analogous human situations
depicted or resolved by some past master, and a friendship often could be
established as a result. Su Shih &L (1037-1101), one of the greatest
literary figures of the Sung Dynasty (960-1279), for example, cherished
during the last years of his life a strong friendship for the hermit-poet T’ao
Ch’ien. Having been banished to the farthest southern reaches of the empire
to live in a simple and perhaps even primitive way of life, he feit that by
nature he was like Tao Ch'ien unfit for the official life. In an attempt to
show his attachment and to emulate the hermit-poet, Su Shih wrote more
than 120 poems using T’ao Ch'ien’s original rhymes, often expressing similar
visions of life in comparable situations.

By contrast, all of 1i Po’s poems concerning Hsieh T’iac involve actual
historical places, save the one piece “Written on the Wall of the Residence
of Lord Tunghsi” ( R /AME ) dated 743.2 Between 726 and 753
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Li Po did not write any other poems about Hsieh T’iao, perhaps because he
did not visit places associated with him. After 753 Li Po several times visited
Hsiian-ch’eng, or Hsilan City, where Hsieh T’iao served as the prefect from
495 to 496.%* He visited there the historical relics associated with the
Southern Ch’i poet. He loved the landscape of the region, especiaily Blue
Hill or Ck’ing-shan 7 and Reverence Pavilion Mountain or Ching-t’ing-
shan &%=l; where Hsieh T’iao had written poetry before. According to
the biography in the Old T’ang History B , Li Po died in Hsiian City
and was buried at the eastern foot of Blue Hill.*® It is natural, then, that
he would write some poems again reminiscing about Hsieh T’iao, especially
since he had already formed in his youth a close tie with the ancient poet.
The few poems we have from this period are less passionate than the ones
written earlier but his attitude toward Hsieh T’iac remains essentiaily
unchanged. The following is a good example:

Lord Hsiel’s Pavilion

Lord Hsiel's place of parting,

The scenery constantly yields grief.

Guests disperse,the blue sky, the moon,

The mountain is empty, green water flows.
Flowers in the pond, in spring, reflect the sun,
Bamboos by the window, at night, sing of autumn.
Once past and present meet with each other,

Long1 sing, and think of the ancient excursion.?
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The abating of youthful passion is undoubtedly the result of the poet’s fifty-
two years of life. The theme is the meeting between past and present in the
poet’s lyrical moment in a manner much more subtle than before. Echoed
is a poem written by Hsieh T’iao under the title of “Parting from Fan Yin
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at the New Pavilion” ( FE5I¥52E ). The New Pavilion was later referred
to in the gazatteers as Lord Hsieh’s Pavilion, apparently because of this
poem.?”  Unlike the previous examples in which textual allusions serve as
a vital link between past and present, this Li Po pcem does not make direct
allusion. None of the nature imagery is derived fror: his predecessor’s work.
Nonetheless the poem presents an interesting blending of a past experience
with the poet’s own of the present moment. Without understanding the
echoes of the famous past experience, one cannot grasp the full force and
meaning. The present view from the pavilion is blended with the memory of
a sorrowful occasion of parting in history. Li Po virtually perceives vanish
from the scene the guests who came to see off their friend. Like Hsieh T"iao
he was left at the pavilion, without company, with only natural objects.
In an intense lyrical moment, past and present encounter each other in his
mind. But the feeling of loneliness throws him back to reality and he finds
himself reminiscing on the ancient excursion as if it is part of his own
experience.

Li Po also wrote a poem about his visit to the site of Hsich
T’ia0’s residence at the southern side of Blue Hill:

Blue Mountain, the sun about to set,

Quiet and lonesome, Lord Hsieh’s Residence.

In bamboos’ midst, no voice of men,

At midpond, in vain, the white moon.

The wasted courtyard, withered grasses cover,
The abandoned well, dark green moss piles up.
There is only the pure wind at ease,

From time to time, rippling rocks in the spring.28
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The poet seems to have assumed the persona of a disinterested observer, and
the poem is seemingly dominated by a tone of detachment. The poem
comprises a series of detailed descriptions of natural objects and of ruins
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at Hsieh T’iao’s residence. The poet’s minute attention to material objects
serves to point up in contrast his lament for the absence of Hsieh T’iao
implied in words like “quiet and lonesome,” “no voice of men,” and “in
vain.”

The foliowing poem, also from Li Po’s late career, does involve explicit
statement of his reminiscence of Hsieh T’jao:

In Autumn, Ascending Hsieh T’ia0’s North Tower
in Hsttan-chou

River city, as in a painting,

Mountain sunset, I gaze into the clear void.

Two rivers, flanking bright mirrors,

Twin bridges, fallen colorful rainbows.

Cooking smoke chills the oranges and pomelos,

Autumn colors age the wu-t'ung trees.

Who takes thought, on North Tower,

Facing the wind, I long for Lord Hsieh??®
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This poem was probably written in the fall of 753. The North Tower was
built by Hsieh T’iao and was also called Lofty Studio or Kao-chai =2 by
the poet himself. There are two poems in Hsieh T’iao’s works describing
his views of the surroundings from the Lofty Studio. The above quoted
poem, however, includes no reference to either piece in a way comparable
to what we have been observing. The perception of the beautiful scenery
was entirely his own, unaffected by Hsieh T’iao’s historical experience as
in earlier examples. The statement of reminiscence at the end of the poem is
the same as in the pieces written in Chin-ling and by Plank-bridge Shores.
But here Li Po was not first drawn to a few specific moments of experience
in Hsieh Tiao’s life, but directly to the man himself. His yearning for Lord
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Hsieh was prompted by North Tower as well as by the scenery of Hsiian City.
The association of Hsieh T’iao with the tower he built and with the city
where he was once a prefect is more readily accessible than his association
with Chin-ling or Plank-bridge Shores. But Li Po still poses a rhetorical
question at the end of the poem. Who would take thought for the presence
of Lord Hsieh in his mind? The bond of affection between him and Lord
Hsieh lies so deep in his inner self that it can be felt only by himself.

The rhetorical question at the end of this poem is indicative of something
very special and unique. The vital meeting can be made through the power
of intuition, but the “other party” remains forever hidden. The ancient can
never return to life to reciprocate the living’s great affection. The perception
of “spiritual companionship” is nothing but a momentary, deeply felt inner
experience. There is a sense of immense loneliness and disappointment,
found at the end of each Li Po poem we have examined. Li Po, the living
man, has to assume the active role in going back in time to experience the
being of this ancient. There is the mediation of the written word, and the
living person alone is in the position to engage in the essential dialogue. The
friendship with the ancient is essentially an unrequited relationship. But this
sense of loneliness and the unrequited longing for reunion only make Li
Po’s friendship all the more genuine, and poignant.

The same case can be argued for the unrequited friendship that one man
cherishes for another who is living. We are reminded here of Tu Fu’s
enduring but perhaps thoroughly one-sided affection for our poet Li Po.
We have noted earlier Li Po and Tu Fu’s fleeting encounters in 744 and 745.
There are only two poems by Li Po addressed to Tu Fu immediately after
their parting in that autumn of 745. But Tu Fu treasured his meeting with
the senior poet for years afterward, writing more than a dozen poems to or
about Li Po, expressing his recollection of the older poet with an intense
yearning for reunion. Why Li Po never reciprocated Tu Fu’s friendship is a
difficult question we cannot here answer. Suffice it to say that the longing
for union with another human being in both 1i Po and Tu Fu expresses the
fundamental desire and need to establish vital relations in life, bridging the
primordial dichotomy between the self and the other, a desire and need
which is also a distinguishing trait of humanity.

Li Po’s friendship with Hsieh T’iao is more than unrequited communion.
It illustrates the unique form in which Chinese of the past experienced
eternity. This experience of eternity was not a mystical vision of the divine
element in secular life or of man’s unity with God; rather, it was a perception
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of the enduring presence of moments of human experience. Commenting
on the peculiar Chinese sense of the past in a discussion of the history of
Soochow, Professor Frederick W. Mote once noted, “‘we can say that the
real past of Soochow is a past of the mind; its imperishable elements are
moments of human experience. The only truly enduring embodiments of the

eternal human moments are the literary ones.
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