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The Classic of Poetry: Ancient China’s Songbook. Translated by Edward L. Shaughnessy.
Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong Press, 2025. Pp. xlviii + 460. $55.00.

As a student of Ming-Qing vernacular fiction, reading this new translation of the
classic text was a case of “S2 [ & Z AIREEF,” as Confucius reportedly said (Lunyu
imad 1.1): “Isn’t it a pleasure to review old lessons from time to time?” Reading this
new presentation of a central text of the Confucian tradition—for the first time I
have read all 305 poems of Shijing, I must admit, in decades—was to see an old friend
dressed in new clothing. This translation richly rewards reading and rereading. Even
though I studied the text and translations by Karlgren and Waley during graduate
school in the 1960s with Burton Watson and other faculty, Professor Shaughnessy’s
renditions are new and refreshing: he makes these ancient poems come alive, their
original vibrancy easily appreciated through his new versions.'

Poems in the Shaughnessy volume follow the sequence of the ancient received
text, the Mao version (£ ), which has been the standard compilation ever since the
Han dynasty. The 305 poems here are divided into four main categories: “The Airs
of the Countries” (Guofeng B &\, Mao nos. 1-160), “The Minor Odes” (Xiaoya /]» HE,
Mao nos. 161-234), “The Major Odes” (Daya X ¥, Mao nos. 235-65), and “The Hymns”
(Song B, Mao nos. 266-305). Each poem is identified by its Mao number, its title in
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I refer to Bernhard Karlgren, trans., The Book of Odes: Chinese Text, Transcription and
Translation (Stockholm: The Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 1950), and Arthur Waley,
trans., 7he Book of Songs: The Ancient Chinese Classic of Poetry (London: Allen & Unwin, 1937;
rpt. New York: Grove Press, 1987); for a recent edition, see Arthur Waley, trans., 7he Book of
Songs, ed. Joseph R. Allen (New York: Grove Press, 1996), in which the original order of the
received Mao shi is restored and the few poems that Waley chose not to translate have been
rendered into English by Joseph Allen. In this review I refer to this edition. Other translations
have appeared in recent years, including: Yuanchong Xu, trans., Selections from The Book of
Songs (San Francisco: China Books, 2012). Professor Allen is currently preparing a complete
new annotated translation relying on early commentaries for interpretations of the poems,
as most obviously did James Legge (1815-1897) in his pioneering translation, 7he She King;
or, The Book of Poetry, vol. 3 in The Chinese Classics (London: Triibner and Co., 1869).
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Chinese and in Hanyu pinyin romanization, and by a translation of the poem’s title.
The full original text is included in the left column of every page, with the translations
on the right. This facilitates comparing Shaughnessy’s renditions with the original
texts: his versions are translated line-by-line from the original. He makes no consistent
effort to match the original rhyme scheme, but his reliance on a five-beat line structure
effectively suggests the repetitive four-syllable/beat rhythm of the original texts.

Following the translations, one finds a wonderfully rich Appendix on the “Plants
and Trees, Birds and Beasts Mentioned in the Classic of Poetry.” This is comprised of
a detailed discussion of Shaughnessy’s sources, followed by glossaries (of Plants; Trees;
Birds; Fishes and Aquatic Creatures; Terrestrial Animals; and Insects) and Textual
Notes explaining the translator’s choice of words when variations found in ancient texts
recovered from excavated tombs make better sense than the standard Mao version. Most
of these variants reflect wording from excavated manuscripts held at Anhui University.”

Nearly all poems are preceded by brief explanations of the poem as presented in
the Mao prefaces, in both Chinese and English. Most of these prefatory comments
portray the poems as moralistic; frequently they designate the intention of each
poem either to praise (mei ) or to criticize (ci ) its subject; most of the poems
must be interpreted metaphorically to achieve this goal. But as readers have known
for centuries, some of these verses, most notably in the “Airs of the Countries”
section, read quite plainly as love songs at face value. This does not prevent them
from also being convincingly read metaphorically, however; some of these alternative
interpretations seem forced, but many make sense if one takes the Mao perspective as
a valid reading. Shaughnessy adds helpful footnotes where needed to explain cultural
and historical references throughout the collection.

A number of poems stand out, even from this inspiring collection. Some poems
(e.g., Mu men %, “Tomb Gate”; Mao no. 141) are clearly reproachful of a noble in
high position, just as the preface announces. No. 113, Shuo shu T B (“Big Rat,” p. 134)
is also negative in every reading, condemning the exploitative agents who take all the
people’s grain and force them to abandon their fields and flee to another country. The
Mao preface explains no. 292 as KK FIHA L A1, “about a great officer criticizing the
Somber King [You wang].” Indeed, it is a bitter condemnation of a situation in which

the persona of the poem, explicitly standing in for the “innocent,” has been made to

For a painstaking exploration of the early history of the circulation and functions of
collections of this poetry, see Martin Kern, Writing and Community in 300 BCE China: The
Canonical Poems (Shi 5%) at the Chu Capital of Ying 25 (Leiden: Brill, 2026).
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suffer such discrimination and calumnies that he questions the very power of the gods
themselves—while it is really a condemnation of the rich and privileged class, of which
the persona is not (now? yet? any longer?) a member (pp. 245-48).

Shaughnessy’s translations often differ considerably from those presented by
Arthur Waley in his well-known 7he Book of Songs. A good example is Mao no. 99,
from the “Airs of Qi” (Dongfang zhi ri 577 Z H, “The Eastern Sun”). Waley reads
this as a happy situation in which a woman seemingly sings about her lover’s imminent
arrival, while Shaughnessy sees this as a poem about an overly forward, and probably
irritating, naive “kid” (2 ), from the perspective of that young lady, the object of
the young man’s incessant attentions.” Shaughnessy’s translation of no. 119, Di du X

(“The Lone-Standing Wild Pear-Tree,” p. 141), reads as if it is directed toward a specific
individual in present company, whereas Waley (p. 95) represents it in third person, as
narrative rather than a conversation.

Another interesting example of contrastive interpretations—whether celebratory
or a song of deep lament—is in the translations of Mao no. 156, Dongshan * LI (“Eastern

Mountains”). Waley explains his reading this way:

This song is a typical “elliptical ballad,” in which themes are juxtaposed
without explanation. Thus “the oriole . . .” [in the last stanza] down to “All
things proper have been done for her,” is a marriage-song theme, which lets
us know that during the soldier’s absence his wife has assumed his death and

married again. (Waley, p. 125)
The Mao preface strikes a considerably different note:

“The Eastern Mountains” concerns the Duke of Zhou’s eastern campaign.
The Duke of Zhou campaigned in the east, and it was three years before
he returned. The weary returning sires and great officers admired him, and
therefore made this poem. The first stanza speaks of its completion, the second
stanza speaks of his wishes, the third stanza speaks of the anticipated women
of home, and the fourth stanza delights that the men and women were able to
seize the time. When the lord is able to put in line the people’s sentiments and
sympathize with their toil, they are then happy. (Shaughnessy, p. 192)

Their translations reflect these differing interpretations to some extent. And yet,

Waley’s version of the poem’s ending makes his explanation seem more convincing.

* Waley, 7he Book of Songs, p. 79; Shaughnessy, The Classic of Poetry, p. 119.
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For the lines “H. ¥ fL.5 | HEE W17 {o],” he writes: “This new marriage is very festive; /
But the old marriage, what of that?” Shaughnessy, seemingly to accommodate the
Han-period reading, makes these lines: “As the new one she’s celebrated, / But what
about when she’s older?” (p. 193).*

Certain poems, especially those in the Guofeng section, seemingly transcend the
specific interpretation of the Mao preface to address more general human concerns.
No. 70, 7u yuan % (“The Hare Bounding”) is a case in point. The Mao preface declares
that the poem “mourns Zhou. The Exemplary King [Huan wang f8 £ ] (r. 719-697 B.C.E.)
had lost his trustworthiness and the many lords revolted, with resentments tied to
disasters. The royal army suffered defeats, and the lord did not enjoy his life” (p. 86).
Shaughnessy reads the poem as written in the first person, as a confession and as
a lament, with the key line repeated with variations in all three stanzas: & fi £+« [
i ALRLD ] SR (“Would that I hadn’t done what I did. . . . made what I did. . ..
used what I did”). And the concluding line of each seems a cry of despair: [ fZ fi ift.- -+
AL i J@ (“Would that I could sleep without tossing. . . . without waking. . . .
without hearing,” p. 86).

A more cheerful note is struck in Mao no. 54, Mu gua K JI\ (A Quince). Professor

Shaughnessy’s translation of the preface reads:

“A Quince” praises the Exemplary Lord of Qi (r. 685-643 BCE). When the
state of Wey had suffered defeat by the Di, they went out to reside at Cao, and
the Exemplary Lord of Qi came to their rescue, resettling them, giving them
chariots and horses and other implements and clothing there. The people of
Wey, thinking of him, wanted richly to repay him and so made this poem. (p. 77)

The poem itself is rather well known as it narrates the exchange of gifts, plain fruits
from one side and costly jewels from the other, all to demonstrate the depth and
duration of one side’s love for the other. Is this political gratitude phrased in the
language of courtship, or a love song appropriated to describe a people’s gratitude?
Surely both readings are readily supported by the text. A similar stretch of imagination
is also required for Mao no. 76, Qiang Zhongzi i {f+ (“Please Junior”). The Mao

preface goes:

* Interestingly, Bernhard Karlgren (p. 103) gives yet another slightly different and more
sympathetic reading: “The soldiers, when returning home, witness how a young girl goes as
bride to her new home. . . . What about ourselves and our wives, having been separated for

three years?”
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“Please Junior” criticizes the Stalwart Lord (r. 744—701 BCE). He did not control
his mother and harmed his younger brother. The younger brother lost his Way
and the lord did not control him. Zhai Junior (d. 682 BCE) remonstrated, but
the lord didn’t listen. Having little patience led to great chaos. (p. 93)

Despite this explanation, the poem, if construed to be in the voice of a young woman,

seemingly warns away a determined suitor for fear of gossip, or worse.

(GICIRERA Junior, you are one to be loved, [in each stanza]
XRZE But what my parents have to say,

ZINGIRE S Is also something to be feared.

HILLE But what my brothers have to say

ZINGIRE S Is also something to be feared.

ANZ% Burt all that people have to say

=t
A
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=

Is also something to be feared. (p. 93)

However one reads it, the poem outlines a tense and dangerous situation, although it
is the romantic angle that immediately catches the attention of undergraduates.

These are just a few of the poems that I found myself reading and rereading in
this appealing new translation. I will conclude with a curiosity: how the ambiguities
in the ancient text are reflected in the translations. For example, a series of poems|
in the Xiaoya section refer to junzi & +, which Shaughnessy renders as two words,
“Milord’s son,” as seen in Mao no. 176, Qing ging zhe ¢ & % % # (“Lusher Than
Lush Is the Mustard,” p. 222) and Mao no. 225, Du ren shi #) A\+: (“The Sire of the
City People”), in which ## # F % is translated as “that daughter of Milord’s son”
(pp. 307-8). This rendition also occurs in Mao no. 66 (p. 88) and Mao no. 228
(p. 311). In Mao nos. 179, 182, and 191, however, junzi is rendered as a single word,
“Milord”; another example is in Mao no. 231, Hu ye 5l % (“The Gourd Leaves”),
where & T H i is translated as “Milord has ale . . .” (p. 315).

Visually, this is an attractive volume. The poems are not crammed together
as in earlier publications, and the blank space left on most pages invites a leisurely
reading to ponder the significance and the beauty of these verses. The translations
are punctuated with excellent photographs of extraordinarily fine bronze ritual
vessels from the Western and early Eastern Zhou periods (1000-400 B.C.E.): a graceful
bell from the Cleveland Museum (p. 3), a heavy basin from the Smithsonian (p. 200),
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an early Zhou ritual food vessel from the Brundage Collection at the Asian Art Museum
of San Francisco (p. 320), and an altar set from the Metropolitan Museum of Art (p. 394).

I suppose that, given the cultural changes over the millennia since the poems’
creation, one can never be certain of what the original poets and their audience had
in mind. But with sensitive and historically supported translations such as these,
students of China have the opportunity to glimpse literary gems that Chinese readers
have memorized and enjoyed through time. And through these graceful renditions—
supported by all the notes and explanations—English-literate lovers of poetry around

the world can more fully appreciate the poetic visions of ancient China.
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