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Discussing the nature of lyric, John Erskine maintains that musical
setting and subjective expression are the two major distinguishing traits
of the genre.! 1In fact, musicality and subjectivity are always understood
as the two categorical principles of lyric poetry. However, concerning the
temporal and spatial discontinuity of verse, Northrop Frye said:

But we cannot simply identify the lyrical with the subject ...
the discontinuous element on poetry is often linked to a specific, -
usually ritual occasion, and the element of occasion means
that the poem revolves around that occasion, instead of con-
tinuing indefinitely. If there is no public occasion, what
corresponds to it may be a private occasion like drinking or

loving-making.2

Perhaps it is just coincidence, or can be explained as universal human need,
but the three occasions of composing lyric mentioned by Frye, namely,
the r1tua1 drinking and love-making, coincide with the three common settings
of the sung 3F , yaf , and feng g, in Shih Ching.

This paper is an attempt to discuss the position of the lyrical subjects
in some of the Shih Ching poems. Shih Ching is the earliest anthology
of Chinese poetry. It includes most of the extant early lyric poems from
ancient China. Through this analysis of lyrical self in Shih Ching poems,
I will try to show that the subject in the poems in this first anthology of
Chinese poetry plays a centra],‘ dominant role, and that the evolution of
this dominant role defines the tradition of the Chinese lyricism. Since
subjectivity and its relation to lyricism have long been complex issues in
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Western poetics, I intend to approach the problem from two perspectives.®

In this analysis, I understand the lyrical subject as (1) the perceiving “1”
and (2) the uttering “I.” The former denotes the subject as a centre of
consciousness. I attempt to explore the correlative and corresponding
relations of this perceiving subject with the phenomenal world as reflected
in the poems I will discuss. The uttering “I” refers to the subject involved
in the speech acts of the poems. The term “speech act” is used in a
Jakobsonian sense, although at the end of the paper I will touch on the
theory of Austin. Roman Jakobson said:

Consequently four items are to be distinguished: a narrated
event (E ), a speech event (E®), a participant of the narrated
event (P"), and a participant of the speech event (P%), whether
addresser or addressee.

In this paper, a poem is conceived as a speech event, or a speech act,
in which a message is conveyed. The discussion of the lyrical subject in
the following analysis will be on the level of the “narrated event”; that is,
the “I” in inside the message.” When analysing the speech act patterns
in the following poems, special attention will be paid to the contexts of
the speech acts and the use of verbal persons in the utterances of the texts.®

The first poem I am going to discuss is the Yiieh ch’u At (poem 143}
in Ch'en feng i, .7 The poem reads:

The moon comes forth bright;

How handsome is that beautiful one,
How easy and beautiful

My toiled heart is grieved.

The moon comes forth brilliant;
How handsome is that beautiful one,
How easy and tranquil

My toiled heart is anxious.

The moon comes forth shining;
How brilliant is that beautiful one,
How easy and handsome

My toiled heart is pained.
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This poem is composed of three stanzas. Because of the syntactic
and phonic patterns of the stanzas, each stanza can be seen as a self-con-
tained unit. In the first stanza, for example, the first line describes a motion
(of the moon), while the second depicts a state (of the girl). However,
they have similar “topic + comment” grammatical pattern. The words
chiao fgg (bright) and lizo #% (beautiful) are “comments” on the “topics”
of the moon’s motion and the girl’s appearance. Thus, this couplet can
be reduced to:

Moon + & (chizo)
Girl + & (liao)

The two words “bright” and “beautiful” rhyme (kiog/liog; Karlgren, p. 90).
By using the device of parallelism, the poet juxtaposes and correlates two
entities in two separate lines. They are the “moon” and the “girl.”
Accordingly, the brightness and the brilliance of the moon and the pureness
and prettiness of the girl enhance each other in the couplet. With the use
of such a rhetorical technique, the poet creates a self-contained unit.

In the last two lines, the device of parallelism is replaced by continuity.
After describing a peaceful and beautiful outside world, the subject expresses
his internal grief. However, his grieved and anxious feeling is due to the
girl he is yearning for. There is a causal link, an unspoken “therefore,”
between these two lines. This dynamic continuity reveals the movement
of the mind of the subject.

Hence, there is a progression from parallelism to continuity in the
stanza. Along with this movement, there is a shift of reference from the
exterior world to the inner self. This shows, in fact, that the inner self is
the centre of the whole poem. The external objects in the poem, i.c. the
moon, the girl, always point back to the perception of the lyrical subject.
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The phenomenal world in the text always reflects and corresponds to the
sensory world of the self, that is, the meeting point of the subject and the
object.

With only a few modifiers changed, the second, and third stanzas repeat
the pattern of the first. They share the same movement from external
to internal, from the object to the self. In addition, there are no temporal
and causal relations from stanza to stanza. They are linked by the self’s
consciousness as their common centre. The stanzas form three harmonic
worlds that are repetitions with variations, and all three rotate around the
same experiential centre: the lyrical subject.

I have mentioned that the constitutive devices of the Yiieh ch'u are
parallelism and continuity. A similar pattern can also be found in the Tzu
chin F#5 (poem 91):

Blue is your collar;

Long-brooding is my heart

Even though I have not gone (to you),
Why have I heard nothing from you?

Blue are your girdle-gems;
Long-brooding is my longing (for you)
Even though I have not gone (to you),
Why do you not come?

I come and go hastily,
At the look-out tower on the wall
One day on which I do not see you is like three months.
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The first couplet of the first stanza employs parallelism without
duplication. In this form of parallelism, two lines are parallel but each
uses all different words:

Blue Blue Your Collar
Long- Long- My Heart
: Brooding Brooding

“Blueness” is the quality of the collar, which is used as a metonymy of
the fsu F , the lover. Yu yu &4& describes the internal feeling of the
girl. Thus, while the first line of this couplet refers to an object, the second
refers to the mind of the lyrical subject. This parallel couplet manifests
the condition of correspondence between the self and the world. The two-
fold structure of the poetic form itself embodies the correlative relationship;
but at the same time, the relationship of separation between the man and
the girl is also revealed. Hence, it is not only that the subjective feeling
of the subject is dramatised in such a transparent frame. In fact, the lyrical
form itself already reveals the message. The form helps to concretise the
otherwise formless internal feeling.

The “I-you” relation established in the first couplet is further developed
in the second. Here the “I” and “you™ are contained in an interrogative
sentence. Thus, as with the previous poem, we can find a movement from
parallelism to continuity.

Moreover, there is a stylistic difference between the first and second
couplets. The second couplet appears-to be an utterance which the girl
addresses to the man. It is obvious, however, that this utterance is not
part of a real dialogue. It is only a self-addressing and self-meditative
utterance of the girl. Nonetheless, this “I-you” mode of discourse achieves
certain effects.

The formal device of the first couplet helps to build up the dualistic
relations between object and mind, exterior and interior, “you” and “I.”
These dichotomies converge on the relationship between the girl and her
lover, which can be further reduced to the sentiment of the lyrical self
at a certain moment. The “you” is an object of yearning in the first couplet,
whereas in the second couplet, it becomes the object of address in an
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utterance. Thus, this “object” is inside the poem but outside the context
of the utterance. On the one hand, this expression reveals the emotion
of the girl. On the other hand, it enhances the tensions of absence and
presence, accessibility and inaccessibility, separation and union in the poem.

Chih hu (poem 110) BEiE is another poem in which similar tensions
can be identified.

Chih hu consists of three stanzas. They all start with actions of
ascending a hill and gazing in the distance. Then the “I” in the poem hears
three voices:

My father says: Alas, my son, you have gone out on war service;
Morning and Evening you never stop (working)

May you be careful, may you still be able to come,

and not remain (there).

My mother says: Alas, my youngest son, you have gone out
on war service;

Morning and evening you never sleep

May you be careful, may you still be able to come,

and not be cast away (there).

My brother says: Alas, my younger brother, you have gone
out on war service;

Morning and evening you must stand by (your comrades)

May you be careful, may you still be able to come, and not

die (there).

RH: BEFF TREARED
EiRpESE B R

BH: BEFE TREARER
EfEfEak IR fEsE

RE: BETE TREARLME
- LiRiEEk Ak ESE

These three stanzas are not real utterances addressed to the subject from
outside. Rather, they are only imagined voices in the subjective mind of
the man. Nevertheless, the poetic impact of the poem lies exactly in these
fictive embedded speeches.
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In the poem, the position of the self is shifted and reversed from the
“I” as the speaker to the “me” as the listener. In these stanzas, these
utterances are addressed repeatedly toward a single common object; that
is, the man who is away from his hometown. Furthermore, these speech
acts are imaginary events, assuming the presence of the speakers (family
members) and the hearer (the man) in the same speech event. The two
situations of speech, i.e. the imagined and the real (hill-side of the foreign
land) are juxtaposed and contrasted.

Therefore, the actions of climbing the hill, and gazing in the distance
and the framed speech acts illuminate each other. From these fictive
utterances, the reader is able to grasp the profound grief of the man at the
present situation of ‘“here-and-now.” At the same time, the locality of the
poem (on the hillside, away from home) further deepens the emotional
impact of the three imagined speech acts.

The mode of discourse I have discussed so far is mainly “[-1.” Although
there are imagined “speakers” and “hearers,” the poem is actually in a
mode of self-address. The “you” in the text, rather than an authentic,
separate addressee, is nothing more than a fictive object of the expressive
act. Now I am going to examine two more poems in which communicative
and performative elements can be identified.

" The first one is the Ko sheng (poem 124) B 4 .

The supremacy of the lyrical subject is still applicable to this poem.
In the sentences “My beautiful one is buried here, with whom can I associate
— alone I dwell,” “My beautiful one is buried here, with whom can I
associate — alone I rest,” “My beautiful one is buried here, with whom

can I associate — alone I have my moming,” P& 1"t , HEBE, T
Tk, HEEB A ., FETH . #HBEH . the common speaker is “L”

These questions are all asked from and ultimately refer back to the lyrical
subject. Moreover, in the poem Tzu chin, we have already encountered
the subjective time of “One day on which I do not see you is like three
months.” In Ko sheng we read: “Days are long is summer; nights are long
in winter. After a hundred years, I will sleep in the same grave.” 5 > H &
ZHRBAEZ 1% ETHIE These reveal the subjective experience of time
for the sad and lonely woman. Finally, the wish to be buried with her
husband in the same grave in the future ultimately refers back to the presence
of ‘here-and-now.”

What distinguishes this poem from the above three is that the ‘“here-
and-now” at this point means not only the speaking context of an uttering
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subject within the text, it also means the occasion of an actual speech that
takes place in the real world.

The third sentence of the first three stanzas merit our special attention.
The tz'u i, (here) plays a particular role in the poem. Tzu is a demonstra-
tive pronoun which specifies a place. However, the word itself is an empty
sign whose signification depends on the context of the speech act. Here
the referent of this empty sign can be the “uncultivated tracts” in the first
couplet. Nevertheless, it is also possible that it designates something outside
the text.

We can speculate that this poem was a elegiac piece performed in a
funeral rite. Accompanied by music, it was sung before the grave during
the ritual. Accordingly, fz'u here refers spatially to the place where the
dead were to be buried. On the level of discourse, the use of fzu assumes
the fact that both addresser and addressees participate in the same speech
event. Here the “addressee” should be the dead body, or the other
participants in the rite. The addresser should be the woman or her surrogate.
And the poem was a message conveyed on a real occasion to fulfill certain
communicative aims.

Nonetheless, when the performance text is put into a written form
and is realised by a reader, the function of the fzu changes. After the poetic
work is put into printed characters, it loses its immediate function of
designating a living speech event. Paradoxically, in return it works on the
level of poetic discourse in order to effect a sense of immediacy by mediating
between the reader and the scene of performance. Since the word fz'u
itself suggests the presence of both the speaker and the hearer, it creates
an illusion of personal participation in the actual speech and singing event
for the reader. It links the reader to the “real” situation in which the woman
before the grave is performing. In other words, the immediate communica-
tive function fades out and is substituted by a rhetorical one.

Someone may challenge the idea that Ko sheng is an elegy which has
been performed in the real world. However, few would deny that No g
(poem 301) was performed in a religious ceremony. No is sung poetry.
It is generally understood that most of the poems in this category were
written in order to be sung in the rituals in which gods and ancestors were
worshipped.®

The poem starts with:

How rich, how ample!
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We set up our hand-drums and drums,

We beat the drums (greatly=) loudly,

And rejoice our illustrious ancestors.

The descendant of T’ang hastens forward and arrives
Please comfort us with (completion=) perfect happiness.

BRIE BBk
EREE HRAE
GHRER KRBR

The poem supposes a direct communication with the ancestors. Therefore,
the speech acts inside the poem are practical in nature. The speaker assumes
the presence of the addressee, who, however, is invisible in the communica-
tive context. Then the poem proceeds to depict the musical performance
in the ritual:

The hand-drums and drums din,
Resounding are the notes of the flutes

It is both harmonious and peaceful,
Following the sounds of our musical stones.
Oh, majestic is the descendant of T’ang,
August is his music.

RS N EmER
BNAT KBRER
RFER BERE

I have discussed the role played by the context of the discourses in the
above poems. Interestingly, the content of this poem continuously refers
back to the occasion of the speech, i.e. the process of the performance,
the circumstances surrounding the subject “here-and-now.”

Moreover, it is interesting to observe that the discourse in this poem
functions in communicative, ritual, lyrical and performing aspects at the
same time. I have already mentioned the communicative function of this
poem. However, one should take note that the act of uttering the poem
itself in the context of the ceremony is performing another act at the same
time. This is the act of worshipping and praising the gods and ancestors.
This is what J.L. Austin means by “illocutionary force” in the speech act.
He wrote:
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I explained the performance of an act ... as the performance
of an ‘llocutionary’ act, i.e. performance of an act in saying
something as opposed to performance of an act of saying some-
thing.®

In other words, on this public ceremonial occasion, ceremony, the utterer
(or utterers), by reciting this poem, performs the ritual act of sacrifice.
Again, when the poem is written down and later realised by a modern reader,
this immediate ceremonial function is lost. To put this poem in a new
context, the reader may try to understand the speaker’s personal experience
of admiration and appreciation towards his ancestors. This is the lyrical
function of the discourse.
The last part of the poem reads:

Of old, in ancient times,

The former people instituted it

Meek and reverent, morning and evening,
We perform the service respectfully.

AHEE KERAMF
By HBFER

Here the meaning of the present act is linked to the past: the history and
tradition of the whole race. Through such discourse, the individual self
merges with the cultural collectivity. This is also one of the main purposes
of the ritual.

In attempting to study the position of the lyrical subject in Shik Ching
poetry, I examine the “I” in the poems discussed from an experiential and
linguistic view-point. The phenomenal worlds in these poems correspond
to the perceptual world experienced by the subject at a single moment.
They reflect the subject’s inner mind of here-and-now. Moreover, most
of the speech acts offin the poems revolve around a common core: the
uttering subject. Consequently, the “I” can always be considered as the
ultimate referential point of the discourse.

1 began this analysis by quoting some statements on the generic nature
of lyric. However, they were nothing more than some working definitions
from which my analysis could start. It would be meaningless to be restricted
by these concepts to the point of neglecting the cultural background in
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which the poems originate. I have mentioned the important part the context
of speech plays in foregrounding the internal tension in the poems. However,
all poetic discourses and their contexts are unavoidably connected to a
larger “context”: the philosophical and cultural milieu. The predominance
of subjectivity, rooted in Chinese philosophical thought, is one of the key
characteristics of Chinese aesthetics.’® The idea of poetry as self-expression
and self-realisation is crystallised in the well-quoted dictum: shik yen chih
#F S in the Great Preface 5% KJF where chih refers to the internal
mind of the subject, and yen signifies the medium, or here, the poetic
discourse.  Such aesthetic theory shaped the predominant tradition of
Chinese lyricism.

The concept of “lyrical subject” was used in a formal sense in this
paper to mean the “I” inside the text. The relation between this “textual
self” and the poet’s self is a complex problem. Furthermore, I have
mentioned that the signification of the text changes when it is realised
in a process of reading. This involves the reader’s subjectivity. Moreover,
is there any transcendental ego that exists outside the text; or is “subjectivi-
ty” nothing more than a “product” of the text? These complicated and
controversial questions are, however, beyond the scope of this discussion.
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