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Mold clay into a vessel; 埏 埴 以 為 器In its emptiness, 當 其 無Lies the vessel’s usefulness. 有 器 之 用
 Cut out doors and windows for a house; 鑿 戶 牖 以 為 室In its emptiness, 當 其 無Lies the house’s usefulness. 有 室 之 用
 Therefore “something” is what we gain, 故 有 之 以 為 利
 But “emptiness” is what we use.1 無 之 以 為 用
 The philosophy expressed here, from Chapter 11 of the Daode Jing (Tao Te Ching) 道 德
 經, exemplifies a primary feature in Chinese poetry; the valorization of wu 無, which means
 “nothingness” or “non-being.” In this text, it means “empty space” or “the hollow,” and is set in
 opposition to you 有, which indicates “being” or “presence.” The usefulness of a vessel lies not
 in the actual clay substance of the vessel itself, but rather, in the empty space encapsulated by the
 vessel. It is that vacuous inner space that holds limitless potentialities. By virtue of its
 hollowness, the vessel can act as the receptacle of water, flowers, food, or anything that reflects
 the desires and needs of its owner.
 Chinese poetry often works the same way by forming a vacant “vessel,” a receptacle for
 the reader’s thoughts and emotions. Within this vessel is emptiness, or phenomenological gaps
 that invite the reader’s active and creative participation. The phenomenologist Wolfgang Iser
 believes that good authors “leave [the reader] something to imagine,” and therefore, the most
 exciting part of the text is what remains unwritten.2 Readers realize the poetic text by projecting
 their own notions into the “unwritten gaps” left by the text. In other words, the reader performs
 1 My translation. Though this translation lacks in lyricism, it is rigorously literal. See also Lao Tzu, Tao Te Ching, trans. D. C. Lau (Baltimore: Penguin Books, 1963), 15.2 Wolfgang Iser, “The Reading Process: A Phenomenological Approach,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David H. Richter (Boston: Bedford Books, 1998), 956.
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what the poet composes, and by this process the poem achieves consummation. The vessel and
 the house mentioned in Chapter 11 of the Daode Jing are useless and inert unless a user infuses
 the empty object, or text, with life. In this process, where the imagination and inclinations of the
 reader are indispensable, subjectivity is key.
 Subjectivity in Chinese literature is most prominent in the ci 詞, also known as “song
 lyrics” or “lyric poetry.” (In this paper, I will use the terms ci and “lyrics” interchangeably.)
 Through ambiguous imagery and rarefied language, ci poets leave numerous verbal or logical
 gaps that solicit the reader’s active participation. Moreover, just as the reader is meant to project
 her or his notions into the text, the poets themselves do their own fair share of projection. In ci,
 nature is rarely objective. The surrounding environment and objects regularly exhibit qualities
 reflecting or amplifying the poet or speaker’s own emotions. So great is the emphasis on
 subjectivity and internal existence that many poets reject external reality in favor of the dream
 world – the fertile and unfettered playground of the imagination. Dreams, or meng 夢, are one of
 Chinese lyric poetry’s dominant tropes, embodying all the subconscious conflicts between
 desire, reality, and illusion that pervade the genre.
 This paper will attempt to show that the fading of distinctions between such conflicts as
 reality and illusion in ci is based on a fundamental gap or absence – the absence of an ultimate
 objective reality by which an individual can measure all of her or his subjective perceptions.
 This lack of epistemological foundation results in the deconstruction of numerous other binaries
 in ci. To borrow from Derrida, Chinese lyric poets constructed absences to allow for the
 “freeplay of the signifier.”
 The emergence of ci can be traced back to the 8-9th century Middle and Late Tang
 dynasty, when poets started writing words to accompany popular tunes. While the song lyric
 2
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was originally a popular form sung by the common people, the literati eventually adopted it and
 raised it to new levels of sophistication. Critics began to view the ci as distinct from the
 traditional Chinese poetic category of shi 詩 as the song lyric developed its own unique style.
 Clearly, one of the most distinct qualities of the ci was its accompaniment by music.
 Poets would associate each lyric poem with a musical tune, drawn from an established repertoire.
 In addition, the wording of the ci itself was supposed to be more lyrical than shi poetry. As with
 shi, tone patterns were based on the division between level (ping), oblique (ze), and entering (ru).
 However, lyric poets also tried to balance and harmonize a host of other sounds: labial, dental,
 glottal, apical, nasal, the five notes, the six upper pitch-pipes, the clear and turbid, and the light
 and heavy. Unfortunately, most musical tunes and ancient linguistic sounds are lost to the
 modern reader and critic. Thus, perhaps appropriately, the music of Chinese song lyrics will be
 left to our imagination.
 Though the song lyric genre encompasses a variety of different themes and poetic
 techniques, many readers associate the ci exclusively with romantic themes, intense imagery, and
 oblique syntax. The modern-day critic, Miao Yüeh, in “The Chinese Lyric,”3 asserts that the ci’s
 central point of distinction is not its musical form, but its thematic focus on highly subjective and
 delicate emotional experiences. He describes the ci as the most subtle of all poetic forms:
 “Although poetry in general deals with the subtler aspects of human experience, there is a still
 more elusive and refined level of subtlety, a still greater delicacy of nuance, that cannot find
 expression in the regular poetic forms.”4 Thus, just as some levels of feeling can be
 appropriately described only by poetry rather than prose, even deeper levels of feeling can be
 rendered only by ci rather than the traditional shi. Miao explains that “the lyric is the most
 3 Miao Yüeh, “The Chinese Lyric,” Song Without Music: Chinese Tz’u Poetry, ed. Stephen C. Soong and George Kao (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 1980), 25-44.4 Miao, 28.
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refined of all Chinese literary forms, and the only one capable of articulating a certain kind of
 restrained and elusive melancholy.”5
 However, different graduations of subtlety exist even within the ci genre. As Kang-i
 Chang explains in The Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry, the ci can vary in style from the
 “delicate and restrained” style of the wan-yue 婉 約 mode to the “heroic abandon” style of the
 hao-fang 豪 放 mode. Miao, and many other critics, clearly display a preference for the wan-yue
 mode with its heavy use of implicit meaning and paratactic syntax. Hao-fang song lyrics, on the
 other hand, usually rely on narrative continuity and explicit diction. Though hao-fang ci
 commonly deal with philosophical or patriotic themes, Miao asserts that the ci “is totally
 unsuited to both philosophy and narration.”6 In fact, he finds that hao-fang lyrics, such as those
 written by Su Shi, fall flat. He concludes, “Lyric verse [ci] can only be lyrical or descriptive.”7
 Hence, despite efforts by ci poets like Su Shi 蘇 軾 (1037-1101) to elevate the genre and
 broaden its scope to larger philosophical themes, the dominant conception of ci has concentrated
 on its ability to convey subtle and elusive emotions, especially feelings of romantic love and
 yearning. The earliest celebrated ci poet, Wen Tingyun 溫 庭 筠 (812-872) of the Late Tang
 dynasty, was a master of rendering romantic sentiments in a subtle and delicate style. Thus,
 from its inception, the ci exhibited qualities that would become associated with the wan-yue
 mode. Hao-fang ci was developed by Su Shi during the Northern Song, but even then, critics
 continued to favor ci written by poets like Qin Guan 秦 觀 (1049-1100), who was “praised very
 highly by some critics as a great master of the ‘subtle and concise’ [wan- yue] style.” 8 Despite
 5 Miao, 35.6 Miao, 33.7 Miao, 33.8 James J. Y. Liu, Major Lyricists of the Northern Sung (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1974), 120
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the rise of the hao-fang ci, wan-yue remained the orthodox style for Chinese lyric poetry
 throughout this period. Afterwards, the song lyric genre entered into a centuries-long decline,
 finally to be revived by the Ming dynasty poets Chen Zilong 陳 子 龍 (1608-1647) and Liu
 Rushi 柳 如 是 (1618-1664). Chen Zilong “strove to recapture the original spirit of [ci] that he
 believed was first embodied in the elegant works of the Southern T’ang (973-75) and the
 Northern Sung (960-1127),”9 the eras of Li Yu and Qin Guan. Chen Zilong disliked the hao-
 fang style, and was considered a ci purist.10 The implication of “purist,” of course, is that the
 wan-yue style represents the true, “pure” ci and that the hao-fang style was a mere aberration or
 corruption of the ci’s original character. Indeed, while the hao-fang style had waxed and waned,
 wan-yue lyrics remained vital to the imaginations of Chinese poets throughout the centuries.
 Wan-yue ci proved particularly appealing to poets who sought to express intensely
 passionate and private emotions because the ci emphasizes subjectivity more than any other
 Chinese literary genre. The wan-yue lyrics usually lack a continuous narrative flow and are
 composed of what appears to be a random smattering of impressionistic images. As a result, the
 reader must speculate upon the implicit meaning behind the collection of seemingly unrelated
 phrases. The relationship between the disparate images is indeterminate, and thus, infinitely
 suggestive. Because ci poems are characterized by extreme ambiguity and elusiveness of
 meaning, the reader has an especially large role in interpreting and creating meaning from the
 poems. In Chinese lyric poetry, Iser’s phenomenological gaps occur when one image shifts
 abruptly to another, thus leaving the reader a textual space that is receptive to her or his own
 notions and manifold interpretations. Ci poems are apt at capturing private personal experiences
 9 Kang-i Sun Chang, The Late-Ming Poet Ch’en Tzu-lung: Crisis of Love and Loyalism (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1986), 43.10 The Late-Ming Poet Ch’en Tzu-lung, 94.
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precisely because they encourage a personal response rather than positing an authoritative,
 monologic summation of an emotional moment.
 William Empson describes this interpretive fertility in his introduction to the sixth type of
 ambiguity in Seven Types of Ambiguity: “In the sixth type what is said is contradictory or
 irrelevant and the reader is forced to invent interpretations.”11 For this kind of ambiguity, poets
 rely on what Empson calls “the strength of vagueness,” which allows a “secret ambiguity” whose
 meaning is shrouded and difficult to decipher.12 Indeed, images of secrecy and intangibility are
 common in ci poetry, such as “inner chambers” hidden by curtains or other barriers. Empson
 classifies English poets who made use of the sixth type of ambiguity as a “cult of vagueness.”
 The ci poets who specialized in the wan-yue tradition constitute a Chinese cult of vagueness that
 prized obscurity as one of the most sought-after qualities of their poems.
 One of the foremost masters of ci vagueness was Wen Tingyun. The following poem,
 which describes a woman awaking, is characteristic of his style.13
 1 Hillock upon hillock, golden sunlight flickering,2 Her cloud-hair about to drift over her fragrant cheeks of snow.3 Lazily, she rises and paints her moth-eyebrows,4 Dallies with her makeup, combs, and washes, taking her time;
 5 She studies the flowers with mirrors front and back,6 Flower and face set each other off, shining,7 Newly ironed, an embroidered silk petticoat,8 Pairs of golden partridges.14
 The first striking quality of the poem is that it is composed of a variety of lavish images whose
 connection is not always clear. We start with an image of hills and sunlight, and abruptly shift to
 an image of hair and cheeks. The ending is similar – the image switches, with no apparent
 11 William Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity, 3rd ed., rev. (New York: New Directions, 1966), vi.12 Empson, 187.13 Please note that poems discussed in this paper are also available in the appendix.14 From Song Without Music, 190 and Wai-lim Yip, Chinese Poetry: Major Modes and Genres (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 419, with minor modifications to produce the most literal translation of the poem.
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narrative logic, from a woman’s adornments to a pair of golden partridges. As Stephen Owen
 comments, such seemingly inexplicable alternations “imply subjectivity because they cannot be
 unified as a sequence on the level of rhetoric or a simple proposition; they point to a subject who
 makes the connection for his own unstated reasons. They are a signature of what is private and
 interior.”15 Thus, the reader is left to wonder. What “unstated reasons” for the connection
 between these images are locked up within the cryptic space of the poem? The logical distance
 between the juxtaposed images form a phenomenological gap, a gap the reader is challenged to
 bridge.
 Upon closer inspection, the poem’s individual juxtapositions are part of larger thematic
 dualisms that pervade this text. Wen’s poem is far more than an irrelevant collection of images
 or a simple everyday scene. Kang-i Chang observes that, “although Wen’s poetic images are
 often given with a paratactic bluntness that seems to suggest that the images are randomly
 structured together, one can still see that in almost every one of his ci poems, the poet has
 carefully selected an underlying subject around which other images revolve.”16 The undeclared
 underlying subject of the images in Wen’s poem can be traced to two important sets of
 dichotomies: interior/exterior and nature/artifice.
 The first image, “Hillock upon hillock, golden sunlight flickering,” appears to be an
 outdoors image of nature. What is translated as “flickering” is really two Chinese words, ming
 mieh 明 滅, meaning “glimmer” and “dim.” Just as the golden sunlight glimmers and dims,
 oscillating between dark and light, the image of the hillocks also sways between opposite or dual
 poles of meaning. Upon examining both the textual and cultural context in which these hillocks
 15 Stephen Owen, Readings in Chinese Literary Thought (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1992), 60.16 Kang-i Sun Chang, The Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry: From Late Tang to Northern Sung (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980), 41.
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appear, it becomes apparent that the hillocks are part of a room’s interior. A contemporary
 Chinese reader of the ninth century would deduce that the hillocks are probably paintings upon a
 folding screen. The folding screen, an image frequently used by Wen, was a common furnishing
 in early Chinese homes, usually used as a partition. In this poem, the screen functions as a
 metaphorical partition, conceptually dividing exterior from interior and nature from artifice.
 With the knowledge that the hillocks may be an image painted upon a household screen, the first
 line suddenly becomes doubly complex. The hillocks and sunlight that initially seemed to be
 outside and natural may actually be inside as part of a manmade illusion. The intricate
 “doubling” or “overlapping” (chong 重) of the hillocks aptly embodies the complex
 “overlapping” of meanings in this first line.
 Exterior nature imagery continues to intermix into the interior space of the woman’s
 room. Lines 2 and 3 indicate that the woman’s features resemble natural objects, for her hair is
 like “clouds,” her cheeks are like “snow,” and her eyebrows are like “moths.” But in line 4, we
 discover that she is a woman of highly ornate artifice. She “puts on makeup, combs, and
 washes,” thus diminishing the natural qualities of her hair, cheeks, and eyebrows.
 In lines 5 and 6, the woman compares her made-up face with natural flowers. She looks
 into the “mirrors front and back” 前 後 鏡, and by reflecting or “illuminating” (zhao 照), she
 reproduces images of both herself and the flowers. The idea of reflection carries over into line 6,
 where the word, ying 映, has been translated as “shining” but can also mean “reflecting.” Her
 face and flowers are reflecting “each other” (jiao xiang 交 相). The two words, jiao and xiang,
 which mean “intersection” and “mutual” respectively, emphasize the interplay and
 interdependency between the two images, face 面 and flower 花. Though they are conceptual
 8

Page 9
						

opposites, with the made-up face representing artifice and the flower representing nature, Wen
 uses the idea of reflection equate the complementary beauty found in both images.
 The woman completes her morning routine in lines 7 and 8 by putting on a petticoat.
 Again, there is a juxtaposition of artificial and natural images. Line 7 presents an item that
 evinces unmistakable artificiality – a petticoat that has been ironed and flattened out,
 embroidered with manmade stitches. However, the final line presents a single discrete image of
 partridges. The partridges contain the same ambiguity as the first image, of the hillocks and
 sunlight. This image could be a natural image of partridges outside in the wilderness, or they
 could be illusory partridges stitched onto the woman’s petticoat. Thus, the poem itself performs
 a kind of doubling. The poem ends just as it begins – with an image caught in the limbo between
 what is natural and exterior and what is artificial and interior. The repetition of the word,
 “golden” (jin 金), in the first and last lines of the poem accentuates this idea of doubling and
 reflection, as gold is a reflective substance. Moreover, gold is frequently fashioned into jewelry
 and statuary, representing the artifice of women’s adornments and the goal of artistic imitation.
 The fact that gold is associated with something natural in line 1, the “golden sunlight,” again
 reinforces the imbrication of artifice and nature. The freeplay of the signifier, “gold,” unravels
 this set of binary oppositions.
 The dualism presented in this poem also reflects the dualism in the act of writing poetry
 itself. In fact, the whole poem can be reread as an introspective allegory for the poet’s creative
 process. Just as the poet attempts to mimetically represent nature through words, nature is
 represented second-hand in the poem by a painted screen and an embroidered petticoat. In lines
 2-4, the woman paints over her naturally snow-white cheeks and straightens out her cloudy hair.
 Similarly, the poet takes natural objects and re-presents them. Lines 5-6, which describes the
 9

Page 10
						

complex mirroring of face and flower, also implies a mirroring of art/ifice and nature. One
 conclusion to be drawn from this poem is that a work of art can reflect nature, or even improve
 upon nature through artificial embellishment. Because of the song lyric’s ornate diction and
 elaborate formal rules, this investigation of representation is particularly applicable to ci poems,
 where the seemingly contradictory elements of high artifice and the pure spontaneity of natural
 emotional feeling unite.
 Thus, Wen’s poem is an attempt to challenge conventional dichotomies. The painted
 screen in the poem, standing next to the woman’s head, represents a mental divide that
 demarcates the boundary between interior dream space and the exterior physical space of nature.
 However, these dichotomies do not completely resolve themselves. Though we may, after some
 effort, discover an underlying unifying principle for what initially seems to be a collection of
 disparate images, we are still left with contradictions and contrasting ideas. After long
 contemplation, the question still remains – are the hillocks real and natural, or illusory and
 artificial? There the painted screen still stands, indecipherable.
 Wen enhances the beckoning mysteriousness of his poem through carefully chosen
 diction. Typical of ci poetry, Wen’s lyric is replete with soft and delicate images: clouds, snow,
 moths, flowers, and silk. These objects, like the cloud-hair, are so light and weightless that the
 centralizing, stabilizing force of gravity seems to be absent. The woman, similarly, languishes
 with a lazy daintiness. These images harmonize to render a floating, ethereal dreamlike mood.
 Presumably, the woman herself is still partially in a dream world, since she is just beginning to
 awaken during the poem. Just as the painted screen is the site of the illusion of hillocks and
 sunlight, so too is her dream a world of illusions.
 10
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In contemplating the dualism between reality and dreams, many influential Chinese
 thinkers de-emphasized reality. The ancient Daoist philosopher, Zhuangzi (Chuang Tzu) 莊 子
 (355?-275 B.C.), told the following famous story:
 Once Chuang Chou [Zhuangzi] dreamt he was a butterfly, a butterfly flitting and fluttering around, happy with himself and going as he pleased. He didn’t know he was Chuang Chou. Suddenly he woke up and there he was, solid and unmistakable Chuang Chou. But he didn’t know if he was Chuang Chou who had dreamt he was a butterfly, or a butterfly dreaming he was Chuang Chou. Between Chung Chou and a butterfly there must be some distinction!17
 The sensation of a floating butterfly, rendered with the words xu-xu-ran 栩 栩 然, which means
 “fluttering” or “pleasantly and happily,” captures the essence of the dream. As with Wen’s
 poem, there is a feeling of weightlessness. In this story, Zhuangzi questions the distinction
 between illusion and reality. How is one to know whether Zhuangzi is truly a man or a
 butterfly? Who is dreaming of whom? Zhuangzi’s comment that there must be some sort of fen-
 bie 分 別, meaning “difference” or “distinction,” is a rhetorical statement meant to draw
 attention to the complete lack of fen-bie. The absence of a solid epistemological foundation
 precludes any attempt to define stable oppositions.
 This idea of relativity is equally important in Wen’s poem. Is the woman dreaming about
 the hillocks? Or are they only painted on the screen? Do they really exist in physical reality?
 These distinctions blur as reality and illusion become indistinguishable, reflecting each other,
 like the woman’s face and flowers. Thus, the distinction between nature and the highly ornate
 and artificial ci also begins to obfuscate. Perhaps, if we meditate on Wen’s splendorous image of
 the golden partridges enough, they will become “real” in our minds, or at least in our dreams.
 17 Chuang Tzu, Chuang Tzu: Basic Writings, trans. Burton Watson (New York: Columbia University Press, 1996), 45.
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Indeed, such intense concentration on a minute image is common in ci poetry. Chinese
 poets frequently employ a “close-up” technique in the final line. In Wen’s poem, as we view the
 image of the embroidered petticoat in line 7, we suddenly focus in on the partridges, which are
 presumably a part of the petticoat’s design. By use of this rich, “golden,” fetishized image of
 partridges, this poem captures the essence of eroticism. Wen offers the (customarily male)
 reader a position as a voyeur, watching the woman rouse, rise, and dress through a screen.
 Screens and other barriers in ci poems intensify this eroticism by “creat[ing] a maddening
 closeness that cannot be crossed,”18 and thus, intrigue the reader without ever giving him the full
 satisfaction of a clear and unobstructed view. The poems are suggestive rather than explicit,
 leaving unmentioned details to the reader’s imagination. The final image of pairs of partridges,
 which are token images in Chinese poetry symbolizing conjugal love, leave a lingering hint of
 enticing romantic energy. The Southern Song poet and critic Chang Yen said of the ci: “The
 concluding sentence demands the most careful attention; only when it has lingering overtones is
 it considered good.”19
 Syntactically, Wen’s poetry is notably paratactic in that it contains hardly any
 grammatical connectives.20 He uses mostly nouns and adjectives, thus rendering a highly impressionistic
 portrayal. His poem is composed mainly of still images and contains little action. In general, Chinese poetry, not
 just Wen’s poetry, is more paratactic than English poetry. For this reason, Ezra Pound found inspiration for his
 Imagist poems in Chinese poetry, in which he attempted to imitate Chinese poetic syntax by reducing usage of verbs
 and relying mainly on concrete imagery in his poems. Ancient Chinese writing is more paratactic than modern
 Chinese writing or even ancient Chinese speech, since connectives and pronouns were frequently dropped in ancient
 Chinese writing. A comparison of the English translation of Wen’s poem with the word-for-word English gloss of
 18 Owen, 32.19 Trans. by Chang in Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry, 28-29.20 Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry, 40-42.
 12
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the poem will illuminate the parataxis inherent in both the poem and in Chinese poetic diction. The following is the
 word-for-word gloss:
 1. small mountain/s overlap fold gold glimmer dim2. hair cloud/s wish to cross fragrant cheek/s snow3. lazy get up draw moth eyebrows4. dally makeup comb wash late5. reflect flower front rear mirror/s6. flower face cross mutual shine7. new(ly) iron(ed) embroidered silk jacket8. pair pair gold partridge/s21
 While many characters and grammatical structures are ambiguous in Chinese poetic
 diction, most relevant to this discussion of ci poetry is that some words are implied rather than
 explicitly stated. For example, in the first line, the reader must infer the word “sunlight” from
 “gold glimmer dim.” Thus, the reader of Chinese poetry is already trained to fill in the unwritten
 “gaps” in the text. The most noticeable gap is the complete absence of any direct mention of the
 subject around which the whole poem revolves – the woman. Pronouns are commonly
 suppressed in Chinese poetry, and thus, the reader must infer the presence of the woman from the
 description of her adornments and surroundings. The erotic lure of the poem is sustained by
 elision of the central object of desire, whose sensual energy is projected into fetishized objects
 like the pair of partridges. Partially as the result of such abstruse syntax, English verse and the
 Chinese shi, “when compared with the even more suggestive and veiled mode of expression
 found in the lyric… seem plainspoken and exhaustive.”22 While the type of language used in the
 wan-yue ci “is inappropriate in prose, and even in regular verse can seem precious if not used
 with discretion, in lyric verse it is perfect. Each form has its own standard of appropriateness.”23
 After Wen Tingyun, the ci form continued to flourish into the Song dynasty, but
 eventually declined for three centuries. In the late Ming, the poet Chen Zilong, with the help of
 21 From Yip, 419, with minor corrections.22 Miao, 29.23 Miao, 30.
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his lover Liu Rushi, established the Yun-jian school of ci which effectively “rescued the
 genre.”24 All Yun-jian poets “modeled their works after the ‘delicate and restrained’ [wan-yue]
 style of [ci],” 25 looking back to ci’s “golden age which [Chen] located in the Southern Tang.”26
 Thus, it can be said that Chen Zilong and Liu Rushi rescued only the orthodox wan-yue ci while
 ignoring the “heroic abandon” hao-fang ci. Despite a gulf of eight centuries, Wen’s early style
 of implicit meaning and obscurity continued to inspire the poetry of the late Ming poets. Though
 there are certainly differences between the lyric poetry of both eras, there is an impressive
 continuity of style from the lyric’s original flowering with Wen to its eventual “renaissance”
 under Chen and Liu.
 Liu Rushi wrote a series of twenty poems, named “Meng Jiangnan” 夢 江 南.27 In this
 paper, I will simply call this series the “Twenty Songs.” The poems were written for her lover,
 Chen Zilong, who had gone away and consequently ended Chen and Liu’s romantic relationship.
 Liu’s songs are a both a lament and reminiscence over their past love. Unlike Wen, Liu uses
 hypotactic rather than paratactic syntax. Each of her poems reads more easily and flows more
 continuously from one line to the next. Nevertheless, the quality of juxtaposition so prevalent in
 Wen’s poem continues to play a dominant role in Liu’s Twenty Songs. There is no continuous
 narrative running logically through the twenty poems in any sort of temporal regularity. Instead,
 each of the poems paints an independent image, and altogether, the poems feel like twenty
 scattered images, placed side by side for comparison. Each poem is a recurrent meditation on
 one steady theme – the love shared by Liu and her now-absent lover, Chen Zilong.
 24 The Late-Ming Poet Chen Tzu-lung, 44.25 The Late-Ming Poet Chen Tzu-lung, 44.26 Kang-i Sun Chang, “Chinese Poetry,” The New Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and Poetics, ed. Alex Preminger and T. V. F. Brogan (Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1993), 197.27 See appendix.
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Liu renders the sensation akin to a recurring dream by use of repetition. Each of the first
 ten poems begin with the line, “He is gone” (ren qu ye 人 去 也) and each of the last ten poems
 begin with the line, “Where was he?” (ren he zai 人 何 在). Each tri-syllabic first line is then
 followed by a five-syllable second line that names a place once inhabited by Chen. In addition,
 the second line of each poem echoes two characters from the first line of each poem. In the first
 ten poems, each second line begins with ren qu 人 去 (He is gone from), and in the last ten
 poems, each second line begins with the words ren zai 人 在 (He was at). All this obsessive
 repetition emphasizes that Liu, as a result of her trauma, cannot get past the fact that her lover is
 gone. In her emotional fixation, she constantly revisits memories of her lover, mulling them over
 and over in her head.
 In addition to the juxtapositions amongst recurrent memories and dreams of her lover, a
 paratactic shift also occurs in the last line of each poem. The last line is frequently an image that
 seems unrelated to the poem’s previous four lines. This is actually a common technique in
 Chinese poetry, but it is especially effective in ci because of the song lyric’s formal qualities.
 While each line in shi poems must have the same length, the ci can feature varying line lengths.
 The last line of each of Liu’s poems is two words shorter than the previous two lines; it is as if
 the last line is suddenly cut short, leaving a lingering, compact image. The “Meng Jiangnan”
 tune prescribes a 3-5-7-7-5 character structure for each of Liu’s poems. A poem begins with the
 same repetition of “He is gone” or “Where was he,” then swells in the middle with Liu’s
 ebullient ramblings over the past, and stops short in the last tapered line to indicate a sudden shift
 in thought. As Owen comments, the ci’s strength in communicating complex emotions rests in
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its formal ability to “isolate a phrase, add a single long line as if an afterthought; it could
 formally enact a sudden shift, an odd association, a flashback, an image left hanging.”28
 Characteristic of traumatized memory, Liu’s recollections are imperfect. As in Wen’s
 poem, the central object of desire is viewed only indirectly and through fetishized objects that
 displace Chen’s image. The most frequent type of image in the poem, found in the second line
 of most of the twenty poems, is that of a location or object abandoned by Chen. The main
 dramatic tension of the poems derives from these places or things that encapsulate Chen’s
 absence. The poems are built around a crucial lack or emptiness, akin to the wu that was extolled
 in Chapter 11 of the Daode Jing. For both Liu and the reader, Chen Zilong is a desired object
 that can never quite be attained.
 Most references to Chen are indirect. In poem 10, Liu refers to him as “the black steed.”
 In poem 7, she says that Chen is “Gone from the shadow of the green wu-t’ung tree.” Here, his
 presence is twice removed. Our mind’s eye must shift from the tree, to the tree’s shadow, and
 finally to his image. The vagueness with which Liu describes her lover’s features and
 surroundings leaves the object of desire shrouded in a veil of mystery, tempting the reader’s
 imagination.
 However, the objective of enticing the reader’s imagination is hardly the sole reason Liu
 chooses to mention the things around Chen rather than Chen himself. In the last line of poem 7,
 Liu writes, “Whence this brooding grief? No need to look.” She appears to be afraid to look at
 him, and consequently to write directly about him. His image is too powerful and overwhelms
 her with grief. Poems 12-18 illuminate the debilitating effect her lover has on her.
 1 Where was he? 人 何 在2 In the moonlight. 人 在 月 明 中
 28 Owen, 59.
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3 In the middle of the night, I clutched his priceless arm, 半 夜 奪 他 金 扼 臂4 Lethargic, I looked at the lotus flowers again and again, 殢 人 還 復 看 芙 蓉5 My inner sentiments, how hazy! 心 事 好 朦 朧
 (poem 13)
 The dreamlike atmosphere evoked in this poem portrays Liu in a seemingly intoxicated state. If
 she appears intoxicated, then her lover is the wine that dulls her senses. She appears to be
 stumbling and unable to keep her balance or equilibrium, so she has to “clutch” (duo 奪) his arm,
 an act evoking a sense of desperation. She feels “lethargic” and her mind is “hazy.” In poem 14,
 Liu is “feeling more lost” as she “broods over his [Chen’s] charms.” This feeling of being lost,
 wu chu 無 處, or “without place,” shows that she lacks any sense of stability or foundation. She
 feels lost in the power of Chen’s presence. Chen is like a blinding light or deafening sound, so
 potent that it dulls her senses and sends her spinning into a state of breathtaking inebriation.
 Another word one might use to describe Liu’s state of mind is “delirium.” The
 psychoanalytic critic, Julia Kristeva, describes delirium as the opposite of objective reality.
 Delirium is not based on the same foundation of physical reality that forms the basis for
 objective perception.
 [Delirium] is always marked by a lack: for it shelters within its very being the non-signifiable, the non-symbolized. This ‘minus factor,’ by which even in perception-knowledge, the subject signifies himself as subject of the desire of the Other, is what provokes, through its insistence on acceding to further significations, those deformations and displacements which characterize delirium. Within the nucleus of delirious construction, we must retain this hollow, this void…29
 It is this “void” or wu that underpins Liu’s poems. She has lost her center; she is without place.
 As in Wen’s poem, there is a mood of weightlessness, in which the centralizing force of gravity
 is supplanted by the diffusive tendency of dreams. Chen is the “non-signifiable, the non-
 29 Julia Kristeva, “Psychoanalysis and the Polis,” The Critical Tradition, ed. David H. Richter (Boston: Bedford Books, 1998), 1078.
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symbolized,” who is presented in Liu’s poems mainly through oblique references. Chen’s
 departure undermined Liu’s foundation; what remains is an absence that leaves Liu in delirium.
 Compared with Liu’s profound emotional response to her lover, Chen seems completely
 nonchalant.
 4 His carefree laughter seemed so unconcerned– 知 他 和 笑 是 無 情5 Who knows for whom he smiled? 遮 莫 向 誰 生
 (poem 12)
 Line 4 of poem 12 says that his carefree laughter is wu qing 無 情, or “without emotion.” Liu’s
 question in the next line, “Who knows for whom he smiled?” bespeaks her own lack of
 confidence. This rhetorical question suggests that Chen feels wholly unattached to her since he
 might be smiling on account of any number of girls. Though he has arrested her heart, Chen
 himself remains cavalier and independent.
 During their relationship, Liu tried to resist the disarming of her senses, as described in
 poem 18:
 1 Where was he? 人 何 在2 At the jade steps. 人 在 玉 階 行3 No fool for love, yet I wanted to stay, 不 是 情 癡 還 欲 住4 Overly sensitive to any sign of indifference, 未 曾 憐 處 卻 多 心5 It must be that I feared love would run too deep. 應 是 怕 情 深
 (poem 18)
 She “feared love would run too deep” 怕 情 深 because she did not want to become a “fool for
 love” 情 癡 in the face of her lover’s “indifference.” Emphasized here is Liu’s fear of qing 情,
 or love, and its potential for inducing delirium. Though she tries to stave off her welling
 emotions, she fails. In line 3 of poem 18, she tries to convince herself that she is not a delirious
 “fool for love,” yet she ends up admitting that she “wanted to stay.”
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Her defensiveness against being overwhelmed by qing is manifested by other
 mechanisms. As a result of Chen’s senses-dulling effect, the tone of the poems is muted.
 Imagery is soft and lingering pangs of love are expressed mainly through recondite symbols like
 wisps of incense, fallen petals, or ripples of water. In addition, curtains act as physical
 obstructions representing emotional barriers. Behind these curtains, she hides her rawest, most
 sensitive emotions.
 The last line of poem 10 reads, “Behind the rosy curtain, a single wisp of incense.” This
 line accomplishes the lingering effect characteristic of final lines by enticing the reader’s
 imagination through the use of an obstructive curtain, wherein the reader is left to wonder what
 lies behind the curtain. The wisp of incense smoke that manages to escape the censored area
 behind the curtain suggests that an unseen censer is still burning. The previous line says that she
 is outside in the “chill jade moonlight,” abandoned and forlorn. In contrast to the cold exterior,
 the internal mental or psychological space behind the curtain still burns with the memory of hot
 passion.
 Significantly, the aforementioned curtain is embellished with an image. The curtain of
 poem 10 is “rosy,” while yet another curtain in poem 19 is “patterned with thrushes.” These
 manmade illusions of natural objects, stitched into the curtains, designate the space behind the
 curtain as a space of illusion. Using the idea of the curtain, just as Wen uses a painted screen,
 Liu associates interior space with psychological subconscious space, dreams, and the past. To
 the reader of ci, the curtain is that element that “creat[es] a maddening closeness that cannot be
 crossed [and] yet permits the clear passage of sounds, sounds whose intent and truth and
 uncertain, open to interpretation.”30 Our access to the hottest passions in Liu’s psyche is thus
 imperfect, mediated through a variety of symbols.
 30 Owen, 32.
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These symbols are the fetishized objects that replace the original secret love-object.
 Drawing from Freud, Kristeva says that the object of desire provokes “further significations,”
 and “deformations and displacements.” These “significations” are the fetishes, the sites of
 displaced desire. It is these fetishes that serve as a point of “stability” for the delirious
 individual,31 who, having lost her or his foundation, seeks to replace the original object of desire
 with a highly charged object. One example of such a fetish is the lotus flowers presented in the
 intoxicating mood of poem 13. Unable to look directly at Chen, she must “look… at the lotus
 flowers again and again.” The lotus flowers, which serve as a surrogate for Chen, function as a
 stable fulcrum around which she can re-center and re-stabilize her swirling and overwhelmed
 consciousness.
 Just as extremities are sometimes the fetishized objects of displaced sexual desire in
 Western literature and art (as in André Boiffard and Man Ray’s surrealist photographs of the
 human toe), so too does Liu displace her desires onto the marginal extremities of larger items.
 The last three lines of poem 19 display this quality.
 3 A parrot dream ends in a black otter's tail, 鸚 鵡 夢 回 青 獺 尾4 Incense smoke lingers on the tip of the green spiral censer, 篆 煙 輕 壓 綠 螺 尖5 Delicate were the pink jade fingers. 紅 玉 自 纖 纖
 (poem 19)
 Here, we see an otter’s tail instead of an otter, the tip of a spiral censer instead of the censer
 itself, and fingers instead of a hand or body. Elision of the central object also occurs in the last
 poem, in the line, “Nothing but endless tears at the quilt edge.” We see the tears but not the
 source of the tears, situated at the quilt edge. Each extremity is the enticing suggestion of a
 larger object.
 31 Kristeva, 1078.
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This idea of synecdoche, in which a minute thing contains or suggests a larger whole, is
 prominent in ancient Chinese literary theory. The third-century poet and critic, Lu Ji, says in his
 Essay On Literature (Wen Fu 文 賦), “Words, as they expand, become all-evocative.”32 Small
 things even have the power to encompass unfathomable time and space. “In a sheet of paper is
 contained the Infinite, / And, evolved from an inch-sized heart, an endless panorama.”33 In these
 two verses of lyric criticism, Lu summarizes the effusive synergy between poetry and emotion.
 The poem, contained “in a sheet of paper,” relying for its inspiration only on the emotions within
 an “inch-sized heart,” can contain both the “Infinite” and “an endless panorama.” Regarding the
 poet, Lu says, “Eternity he sees in a twinkling / And the whole world he views in one glance.”34
 Thus, the poet is able to collapse huge expanses of both time (“eternity”) and space (“the whole
 world”), eliminating the distinction between past and present, here and there. “All things are
 contained under the tip of [the poet’s] brush.”35 The smaller the image, the greater the effect. A
 minute image like Liu’s wisp of incense smoke can expand as a symbol to contain Liu and
 Chen’s love for each other, their past joy, Liu’s present loneliness, and her slide into dreams.
 Kang-i Chang notes, “[Ci] poets often indulged themselves in depicting such light and delicate
 objects as lamps, screens, raindrops, and tears. To the Late T’ang poets the concentrated quality
 of these small objects represented the totality of the human world.”36
 The coupling of “all things” and the poet’s “brush” characterizes the close relationship
 between text, poet, and the world. The environment adopts the emotions of the poet. The
 distinction between nature and artifice becomes tenuous, as nature appears to bend to the will of
 32 Lu Ji, Essay on Literature, trans. Shih-hsiang Chen (Portland, ME: Anthoensen Press, 1953), 207.33 Lu, 207.34 Lu, 206.35 Lu, 207. Modified translation from, “All things become plastic” to “All things are contained,” as the latter is more precise.36 The Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry, 53.
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the poet’s own imagination such that it becomes another pliant tool in the poet’s palette. Poem 8
 illustrates this phenomenon:
 1 He is gone, 人 去 也2 Gone from the small Crab-apple Hall. 人 去 小 棠 梨3 I force myself to rise; the fallen petals are quivering, 強 起 落 花 還 瑟 瑟4 A few red parting tears still remain, 別 時 紅 淚 有 些 些5 Outside the door, willows leaning against one another. 門 外 珋 相 依
 (poem 8)
 As Liu attempts to rise, the heaviness of despair appears to be overwhelming, and thus the fallen
 petals quiver in empathy with her tremulous efforts. Once she has risen, she is so drained from
 the enormity of her exertion that she must lean against something for support, lest she fall again.
 Mirroring her physical and emotional state of being, the “willows lean… against one another” in
 fatigue. The identification between Liu and the willows are reinforced by punning, for both
 “Liu” and “willow” are written using the same character: liu 柳. The willow is also “a
 conventional symbol of separation” since, like Liu, it drifts around in a lonely pathos.37 Thus,
 nature’s willows, which are “outside the door”38 (men wai 門 外), correspond both to her
 physical actions as well as her inner feelings. Exterior nature sympathizes with her interior
 bodily and emotional turmoil. However, inanimate objects’ empathy with human beings should
 not be described as “personification,” for none of these objects actually adopt or imitate human
 attributes or actions. Instead, objects like the willow catkins possess intrinsic qualities in their
 natural state which are synchronized with Liu’s internal feelings.
 In contrast to poem 8 is poem 16. Both poems include the image of the “Crab-apple
 Hall” in the second line, thus suggesting that the poems are symmetrical foils of each other.
 Eight poems after poem number 8, Liu revisits the Crab-apple Hall.
 37 The Evolution of Chinese Tz’u Poetry, 38.38 Emphasis added.
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1 Where was he? 人 何 在2 At the Autumn Crab-apple Hall. 人 在 石 秋 棠3 Fun was playing hide-and-seek, 好 是 捉 人 狂 耍 事4 Round after round, no need to linger long. 幾 回 貪 卻 不 須 長5 Again, how many sunsets have gone by! 多 少 又 斜 陽
 (poem 16)
 Whereas poem 8 dwelled on Liu’s loneliness, poem 16 recounts Liu and Chen’s past happiness.
 In contrast to the excruciatingly slow rise of Liu in poem 8, poem 16 speeds by. The weight of
 gravity, which encumbered Liu in poem 8, seems to be no burden at all upon the rapidly rising
 and setting sun. Both the lovers’ games and the sunsets repeat “round after round” (ji hui 幾 回),
 in dizzying and intoxicating speed. It is this inebriating experience that leaves Liu, in poem 8,
 struggling against a feeling akin to horrible hangover. Whereas the present-day Liu of poem 8 is
 full of lethargic brooding and encumbered by a heavy heart, poem 16 captures the whirling speed
 and lightness with which she spent her time with Chen. The “hide-and-seek” of the past was just
 a game, but now Chen is truly gone and, try as she might, Liu will not be able to seek him out.
 Poem 16’s cheerful recollection of the past, which speeds by so rapidly, does contain a
 suggestion of present sorrow with the word “autumn” (qiu 秋), a season that represents death and
 loss. In the Twenty Songs, autumn is associated with Chen’s departure and the consequent fall
 of their love. Poem 2 says, “Behind the brocade curtain – the early autumn startles.” The word
 “early” (zao 早) suggests that the autumn season, the end of their relationship, feels premature.
 Poem 16 therefore captures the menace of time, sped up so much by the intoxicant of love that it
 “startles” Liu, catching her off-guard.
 In contrast to the swift motions of her love, she is now stationary and deteriorating.
 1 He is gone, 人 去 也2 Gone from the painted chamber tower. 人 去 畫 樓 中
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3 No longer lustrous and beautiful, I sit idle, 不 是 尾 涎 人 散 漫4 Why bother about rouge powder and jade hairpin? 何 須 紅 粉 玉 玲 瓏
 (poem 3) This poem associates Liu with a painted chamber tower. The phrase, “no longer lustrous and
 beautiful” can modify the “painted chamber tower” 畫 樓 中 or the pronoun, “I” 人. Both
 interpretations are acceptable, since both the tower and the poet have been left behind,
 abandoned by Chen. In the distant past described by poems 14 and 15, she was still maintaining
 her beauty by “combing her hair,” her arms were “perfumed,” and her lips were “faintly
 glossed.” But now, Liu allows herself to deteriorate, refusing to “bother about rouge powder and
 jade hairpin.” In poem 8, her “parting tears” are “red,” implying that her tears are mixing with
 her rouge makeup. Her tears wash away the pretty façade or mask constructed by her cosmetics.
 As in Wen’s poem, there is no incompatibility or contradiction between nature and the
 artificiality denoted by makeup. Consider the following lines from poem 1:
 3 A thin rain dampens my red sleeves, 細 雨 濕 將 紅 袖 意4 New weeds lie as deep as my jade brows are low, 新 蕪 深 與 翠 眉 低5 The butterfly is most bewildered. 蝴 蝶 最 迷 離
 (poem 1)
 In line 4, “jade brows” means the woman’s eyebrows are “jade-colored” (cui 翠), so she is
 wearing makeup. The color’s association with jade, and thus with jewelry, reinforces the idea of
 female adornment. The “new weeds,” like her jade-green brows, must also be green. In this
 equation of green weeds with green brows (“New weeds lie as deep as my jade brows are low”),
 no distinction is made between the jade-green mascara applied by the woman and the natural
 green color conferred by nature. The “new weeds” do, however, stand in painful contrast to her
 lowered brows. Though the new weeds represent new life and springtime (“weeds,” or wu 蕪,
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do not have the negative connotation in Chinese that it does in English), she is overcome with
 feelings of loss over the demise of her relationship with Chen.
 Her lowered brows suggest that she must be thinking, dreaming, mourning, or crying.
 This poem suggests all four of these actions. Like the space behind the curtains, the inaccessible
 space behind Liu’s eyelids invites the reader’s manifold interpretations. The thin rain that
 “dampens [her] red sleeves,” hints that she is crying. This reading is reinforced by the “parting
 tears” of poem 8, since both the tears in poem 8 and her sleeves in poem 1 are red. By raining,
 nature is again empathizing with Liu. On the other hand, line 5’s reference to Zhuangzi’s
 butterfly dream, “The butterfly is most bewildered,” indicates that the reason her eyes are closed
 is so that she can enter her dream world unencumbered by the visual distractions of the physical
 realm. Ultimately, just as the new weeds lie “deep” and hidden, so too does Liu’s eyelids hide
 the true turmoil of her emotions and dreams.
 Dreams are the most prominent motif throughout the Twenty Songs. The tune Liu chose
 for the poems, which also functions as the actual title for the Twenty Songs, is called Meng
 Jiangnan, which means, “Dreaming about the south.” The very first poem in the series makes
 direct reference to the previously quoted Zhuangzi butterfly story. Line 5 of poem 1 says, “The
 butterfly is most bewildered” 蝴 蝶 最 迷 離. This line positively assumes the existence of the
 butterfly rather than qualifying it as Zhuangzi’s “imaginary butterfly.” Zhuangzi himself, in the
 butterfly passage, appeared to enjoy being a butterfly, floating around xu-xu-ran, more than he
 enjoyed being a human. The implication is that Liu would rather spend time in dreams with her
 lover Chen Zilong than remain in reality without him. Indeed, the second lines of poems 9 and
 10 indicate that Liu is spending more time in dreams. Poem 9 says, “He is gone… yet dreams of
 him come even more often.” Poem 10 says, “He is gone… and the nights are longer.” In one
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respect, the nights are longer because her sorrow seems to drag out the passage of time, but they
 are also longer because she spending more time sleeping and dreaming. Her dreaming is
 consistent with her state of delirium, since, according to Kristeva, the “dynamic of delirium
 recalls the constitution of the dream.”39 The state of delirium is a subjective existence in illusory
 dreams and a rejection of objective perception and knowledge.
 This dichotomy and interplay between illusion and reality is a major motif in both Wen
 and Liu’s poems. Conspicuously, both write about manmade images. For example, Liu’s
 embroidered curtains function like Wen’s painted screen, in which an embellished barrier
 delimits the boundaries between interior/exterior and dream/reality. The thematic similarities
 between Wen and Liu’s poems are most evident in Liu’s poem 11.
 1 Where was he? 人 何 在2 On the Isle of Smartweed. 人 在 蓼 花 汀3 The duck-censer burning low, the fragrant smoke warm, 鑪 鴨 自 沉 香 霧 煖4 Spring mountains winding deeply in the painted screen, 春 山 爭 繞 畫 屏 深5 The golden sparrow ceases to weep. 金 雀 斂 啼 痕
 (poem 11)
 The fourth line of Liu’s poem, with the “spring mountains winding deeply in the painted screen,”
 春 山 爭 繞 畫 屏 recalls Wen’s image of “small mountains” 小 山 within a painted screen.
 Liu’s illusory mountains are positively marked because, unlike the negative images that are
 associated with autumn, the mountains are described as “spring” (chun 春) mountains, blooming
 with vitality. Just as Wen’s mountains overlap, Liu’s mountains “wind… deeply,” evoking a
 sense of layered complexity. Also, both Wen and Liu feature the image of a bird inscribed into a
 manmade object. Partridges appeared in a silk petticoat in Wen’s poem, and the figure of a duck
 etched in a censer appears in line 3 of Liu’s poem. The final similarity to Wen’s poem is the last
 39 Kristeva, 1078.
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line’s ambiguity as to whether it is a real or artificial image. Just as we wondered whether the
 partridges in Wen’s last line were real, here too we contemplate whether the golden sparrow is
 actually part of nature, or part of the “painted screen” mentioned in the previous line, or part of
 Liu’s imagination. This illusion/reality dichotomy is especially significant in the Twenty Songs
 because, since Liu’s lover has gone away, she can visit him only in her dreams, memories, and
 imagination. There is a constant tension between the illusory nature of her imaginary dream
 world and the painful reality of the lover’s absence.
 In poem 11, and throughout the Twenty Songs as a whole, Liu aligns various binaries
 with the dominant dream/reality dichotomy. Below is just a sampling of dualisms running
 through Liu’s poems:
 dream realitypast presenthot coldspring autumncolorful colorlesssoft hard
 The emotional strength of Liu’s Twenty Songs derives from the anguished juxtaposition of such
 contrasting feelings. The distance between diametrically opposed emotions forms the
 interpretive gap that challenges the reader. In poem 11, the first line is the question “Where was
 he?” and the second line is a place where Liu and Chen had shared memories. These two lines
 establish the dialectic tension between her lover’s present absence and his former presence. In
 addition, poem 11’s final line, “The golden sparrow ceases to weep,” stands in contrast to the
 sorrowful tone of the previous ten poems. Poem 11 is a turning point amongst the twenty poems.
 It is the first poem that begins with the line “Where was he?” instead of “He is gone,” thus
 enacting the shift from present sorrow to past memories of bliss. In this way, the first ten poems
 are also in dialectic tension with the last ten poems of this series. There is a backward ebb in
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time and an inward shift in Liu’s psychological being as she begins to retreat more and more into
 the warmth of a past dream world as the series of poems progresses.
 Poem 6 further illuminates the juxtapositions discussed in poem 11:
 1 He is gone, 人 去 也2 Gone leaving the jade pipe cold. 人 去 玉 笙 寒3 Phoenix pecked at the scattered tiny red beans, 鳳 子 啄 殘 紅 豆 小4 Pheasants, joyfully embracing the censer, gazed at us, 雉 媒 驕 擁 褻 香 看5 Apricot was the color of my spring dress. 杏 子 是 春 衫
 (poem 6)
 In contrast to the “fragrant smoke warm” (xiang wu nuan 香 霧 煖) of poem 11, the first image
 of poem 6 is the “jade pipe cold” (yu sheng han 玉 笙 寒). The smoke is warm and soft, whereas
 the pipe is frigid and hard. Appropriately, the heat of poem 11’s smoke corresponds with its
 warm mood of contented reminiscence, and the iciness of poem 6’s pipe is consistent with its
 forlorn attitude of loneliness. In addition to the opposition between han 寒 (cold) and nuan 煖
 (warm), an opposition also obtains between the textures of the ephemeral smoke and the firm,
 corporeal jade pipe. Here, the sold jade pipe represents hard cold reality; whereas, fragrant
 smoke embodies the elusive and ethereal quality of dreams.
 Poem 6’s “jade pipe cold” is nonetheless a mixed image, containing within it feelings of
 both joy and sadness. As a leftover trace of her lover, it is an object of delight since it is
 associated with blissful memories of Chen, but it is also an object of pain, since its han or
 “coldness” is a harsh reaffirmation of his absence and her feeling of bitter abandonment. The
 “jade pipe cold” is a symbol for Liu herself; once excited to ecstasy and music when filled by the
 presence of the lover, but now left cold and inert once Chen’s hot breath stops flowing through
 it. Like the abandoned painted chamber tower of poem 3, the jade pipe is a hollow and passive
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receptacle for Chen. And just as the painted chamber tower is now left to deteriorate, so too is
 the pipe left idle and paralyzed.
 The alignment of the presence/absence and warm/cold dichotomies also occurs in poem
 10.
 3 How can this jeweled belt warm my thoughts about the black steed?4 Gently putting on the silk robe in chill jade moonlight (poem 10)
 Liu wishes to be “warmed” (wen 溫) with memories, but she feels only the “chill” (liang 涼) of
 her lonely environment. Like the jade pipe, the jeweled belt is a fetishized object replacing
 Chen. Both jade and jewels are prized gems that represent her priceless memories of Chen, but
 both are hard and cold and are unable to “warm [her] thoughts.” For comfort, she puts on the
 soft “silk robe” instead of the adamantine jeweled belt.
 Momentos like the jeweled belt and jade pipe express a nostalgic yearning for the past,
 and the poems attempt to satisfy this longing. In poem 6, a temporal transition takes place in the
 fourth line: “Pheasants, joyfully embracing the censer, gazed at us.” Their “embrace,” or yong
 擁, of the censer suggests the love and intimacy shared by Liu and Chen. However, this image is
 yet again a representation – an illusion. The pheasants, joyful and brimming with life, are
 actually lifeless and inert designs carved into a censer that could not possibly “gaze” at anyone in
 reality. And yet, illusions and dreams allow Liu to mentally escape her present temporal
 boundaries. The carved censer, a monument portraying the couple’s earlier love, serves as the
 transition from present feelings of abandonment to earlier memories of bliss. Though the first
 three lines of poem 6 are downcast in mood, line 4’s cheerful pheasants mark a turning point.
 The transition is completed in the last line, which puts forth a vibrant image of life: “Apricot was
 the color of my spring dress.” Chun, or “spring,” as a season of bloom, is used throughout the
 Twenty Songs to symbolize the past flowering of Liu and Chen’s love. Just as the carved
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pheasants looked so real that they could kan 看 or “gaze,” the image of the past presented in the
 last line may have seemed so real and present to Liu in her reminiscence that it briefly became a
 reality for her. This is similar to the effect of the last line of Wen’s poem, in which the
 embroidered partridges seem to materialize and become real. In Liu’s poem, such ambiguity is
 established by the language, which specifies no tense for the verbs. “Gazed” in line 4 could
 easily be translated as “gaze,” and “was” in the final line could mean “is.” Here, the lifeless
 carved pheasants may serve as a painful reminder of Chen’s absence, or, the illusion of the
 pheasant’s joyfulness may be so convincing that it transports Liu and the reader into a bygone
 mental state of bliss.
 Shifts from negative to positive images, based on dichotomous oppositions, are
 omnipresent throughout the Twenty Songs. For example, the line “A parrot dream ends in a
 black otter tail” contains two opposing images. The “parrot dream” connotes dreams, vibrant
 color, and feathery softness whereas the “black otter tail” connotes a pallid lack of color and
 rubbery hardness. The parrot is meant for flight, to soar in the airy evanescence of a dream,
 whereas the black otter is meant to twist through the depths of the sea.
 The most interesting sets of oppositions are those established in two paratactic lines,
 where the first line establishes one mood only to be undermined by the second line. Consider the
 last two lines of poem 5:
 4 Pitiful is my lone self, now that we are far apart. 禁 憐 模 樣 隔 天 涯5 Secretly we hid sweet memories in our hearts. 好 處 暗 相 遮
 (poem 5)
 The lack of connectives between lines 4 and 5 leaves each line as a discreet feeling, placed next
 to each other in an enigmatic comparison. Whereas line 4 invokes feelings of pity, line 5
 mentions the sweetness, or “good things” (hao chu 好 處) of Liu and Chen’s relationship.
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Though line 4 affirms the loneliness derived from the fact that Liu and Chen are “divided” (ge
 隔), line 5 says that the lovers “hid” (zhe 遮) or shared secrets “together.” Here, it is important
 to note that the tense of the word, zhe, is ambiguous. Liu might be recalling the past, when she
 and Chen used to share secrets together. However, if zhe is used in the present tense, that would
 imply that she and her lover continue to share their love despite their separation. Though they
 are divided in physical reality by great distance, they remain near to each other in their xin 心, or
 “hearts.”
 The last two lines of poem 5 are conspicuously similar to the last two lines of poem 9,
 and thus will aid our interpretation.
 4 But now I secretly regret the growing distance. 而 今 偷 悔 更 生 疏5 In dreams I can entertain happiness.40 夢 裏 自 歡 娛
 (poem 9)
 In the fourth lines of both poems 5 and 9, Liu laments the distance between Chen and herself. In
 the fifth lines, she recalls sweet memories and happiness. Poem 9 locates the occasion of this
 happiness in meng, dreams – a place in which the barriers set up by time and distance dissolve.
 Thus, the ambiguity of tense in poem 5 perfectly captures the quality of dreams, where
 distinctions between past and present and here and there break down. In the gap left between
 line 4 and line 5, there is a move inward, away from physical space and into dream space. The
 shift from physical to dream space is accompanied by a regression from present to past.
 These shifts to an interior dream space is a transition to another kind of existence, another
 way of knowing that is based on feeling, subjective perception, and intuition rather than
 objective observation. Consider poem 4:
 1 He is gone, 人 去 也
 40 Modified translation. In the Chinese, the connective, “only,” is not present.
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2 Gone from the small water pavilion. 人 去 小 池 臺3 Would you say we “have not loved enough”? 道 是 情 多 還 不 是4 Or that we “have little to regret”? 若 為 恨 少 卻 教 猜5 All I see is trodden moss. 一 望 損 莓 苔
 (poem 4)
 Lines 3 and 4 posit two abstract questions. The final line, instead of answering these questions,
 is a single concrete image. This image transcends the analytical discourse of the previous lines.
 “Moss” signifies life, and yet it is “trodden,” signifying death. Presumably, it was trodden by
 Chen’s feet. Like many other images in Liu’s poems, it is a leftover trace of some former
 presence. The moss embodies Liu’s ambivalent feelings regarding whether she and Chen had
 “loved enough” or “have little to regret,” with feelings of both the vitality of life and of the
 sorrow of being trodden upon and abandoned. Delirium is the embrace of irrationality; here, Liu
 looks beyond rationality to locate an image that captures her ineffable experience.
 Here, another Zhuangzi story is appropriate. In this story, Zhuangzi carries out an
 argument with his friend, Huizi.
 Chuang Tzu [Zhuangzi] and Hui Tzu [Huizi] were strolling along the dam of the Hao River when Chuang Tzu said, “See how the minnows come out and dart around where they please! That’s what fish really enjoy!”
 Hui Tzu said, “You’re not a fish – how do you know what fish enjoy?Chuang Tzu said, “You’re not I, so how do you know I don’t know what fish
 enjoy?Hui Tzu said, “I’m not you, so I certainly don’t know what you know. On the
 other hand, you’re certainly not a fish – so that still proves you don’t know what fish enjoy!”
 Chuang Tzu said, “Let’s go back to your original question, please. You asked me how I know what fish enjoy – so you already know I knew it when you asked the question. I know it by standing here beside the Hao.41
 Most of Zhuangzi’s argument with Huizi appears logical. However, Zhuangzi’s last line of
 argument, though it initially sounds rational, turns out to be ridiculous wordplay. Zhuangzi
 cannot win his argument by explicit reasoning because his knowledge is intuitive, and cannot be
 41 Chuang Tzu, 110.
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objectively evaluated. Thus, his final statement, “I know it by standing her beside the Hao,” is
 an affirmation that he acquires this knowledge through the subjective experience of standing near
 the Hao river. Like the image of moss in the final line of Liu’s poem 4, the image of the Hao
 river initially seems completely unconnected and even irrelevant to the previous discourse.
 However, this apparent irrelevance is what allows the final statement to transcend the petty,
 abstract, discursive questions stated earlier in the text. It is a fundamentally different way of
 knowing; it is a subjective epistemology based on private experience.
 This subjectivity and the permeable boundary between dreams and reality in Chinese
 poetics bespeaks a striking relativity that distinguishes it from early Western ideas about
 literature. Plato posited the notion of ideal Forms – singular templates from which all objects are
 derived. He wrote, “God, whether from choice or from necessity, made one bed in nature and
 one only; two or more such beds neither ever have been nor ever will be made by God.”42 The
 existence of any object, person, or idea is singular. Any reproductions, whether it be through
 mirrors or dreams, are fallacious. In regard to poetry, “all poetical imitations are ruinous to the
 understanding of the hearers, unless as an antidote they possess the knowledge of the true nature
 of the originals.”43 Though Plato disparaged poetry, his idea of a single ultimate truth, which
 served as a basis for “Western rationalism,” remained one of the most powerful influences on
 Western poetics throughout the centuries.
 In contrast, both Wen Tingyun and Liu Rushi favored the dream world over “reality.”
 Though Plato wrote that “a man is not to be reverenced more than the truth,”44 the ci poets
 regarded the legitimacy of their individual subjective experiences more highly than any
 dispassionate “truth” that could be validated externally and objectively. In the absence of an
 42 Plato, The Republic, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Buffalo, New York: Prometheus Books, 1986), 363.43 Plato, 360-361. Emphasis added.44 Plato, 361.
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objective foundation, Plato argued that “you would soon enough make the sun and the heavens...
 in the mirror... [but] they are appearances only and not realities.”45 However, in Wen and Liu’s
 poetry, appearances are everything. Wen’s image of the sun and the heavens is painted on a
 household screen, but this illusion is more important and relevant to the poet than the real
 terrestrial sky. While Plato discouraged images formed “in the mirror” because they are copies
 of the original, and thus are farther removed from the ideal Form, Chinese poets were fond of
 images of images. Line 3 of Liu’s poem 17, which says, “Water rippled by the bamboo oar, the
 moon shining bright...” suggests the common Chinese poetic image of a moon reflected in a lake.
 And, as previously explained, “The shadow of the green wu-t’ung tree” in poem 7 is a twice-
 removed image of Chen Zilong.
 The Platonic notion of a fixed locus or point of reference was challenged by Jacques
 Derrida, who posited an alternative epistemology:
 There are thus two interpretations of interpretation, of structure, of sign, of freeplay. The one seeks to decipher, dreams of deciphering, a truth or an origin which is free from freeplay and from the order of the sign, and lives like an exile the necessity of interpretation. The other, which is no longer turned toward the origin, affirms the freeplay and tries to pass beyond man and humanism, the name man being the name of that being who, throughout the history of metaphysics or of ontotheology – in other words, through the history of all of his history – has dreamed of full presence, the reassuring foundation, the origin and the end of the game.46
 This “full presence” or “reassuring foundation” functions to “orient, balance, and organize the
 structure… but above all to make sure that the organizing principle of the structure would limit
 what we might call the freeplay of the structure.”47 The dreamy haziness of Wen’s waking
 woman and the delirium of Liu suggest the lyric poems’ lack of orientation and balance.
 Consequently, the freeplay of the signifier is given full range in these poems. Wen’s image of
 45 Plato, 362.46 Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign, and Play in the Discourse of the Human Sciences,” The Structuralist Controversy: The Languages of Criticism and the Sciences of Man, ed. Richard Macksey and Eugenio Donato (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), 264-265.47 Derrida, 247-248.
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hillocks and Liu’s image of spring mountains exist in two worlds instead of one – the world of
 nature and reality and the world of artifice and illusion. Each image, instead of denoting a single
 meaning, attempts to claim multiple significations.
 Instead of “a central presence,” Derrida advocates “the absence of a center or origin” in
 which the signified “is never absolutely present outside a system of differences.”48 Indeed, both
 Wen and Liu’s poems are characterized by absence, or wu; absence of the central object of
 signification (the rousing woman in Wen’s poem and Chen Zilong in Liu’s poem) and absences
 that leave phenomenological gaps. Both poets base their poems upon “a system of differences,”
 playing with and manipulating oppositions between nature and artifice, reality and illusion.
 In 1930, Derrida described his era as the beginning of the destruction of metaphysics,
 tracing this movement back to Nietzsche, Freud, and Heidegger; however, the ideas of freeplay
 and absence of center was in vogue in Chinese philosophy and literature long ago. Nowhere else
 was this idea so prevalent as in the wan-yue ci. From the Tang dynasty Wen Tingyun to the
 Ming dynasty Liu Rushi, Chinese lyric poets cultivated the void, rejected objective reality, and
 embraced the discovery of subjective truth in the delirious realm of dreams.
 48 Derrida, 249.
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Appendix
 Wen Tingyun
 Hillock upon hillock, golden sunlight flickering,Her cloud-hair about to drift over her fragrant cheeks of snow.Lazily, she rises and paints her moth-eyebrows,Dallies with her makeup, combs, and washes, taking her time;
 She studies the flowers with mirrors front and back,Flower and face set each other off, shining,Newly ironed, an embroidered silk petticoat,Pairs of golden partridges.
 Liu Rushi’s “Meng Jiangnan”
 1.He is gone,Gone somewhere west of Feng-ch'eng.A thin rain dampens my red sleeves,New weeds lie as deep as my jade brows are low,The butterfly is most bewildered.
 2.He is gone.Gone from the Isle of Egrets.Lotus blossoms turn to emerald remorse,Willow catkins rise to join the zither's grief,Behind the brocade curtain - the early autumn startles.
 3.He is gone,Gone from the painted chamber tower.No longer lustrous and beautiful, I sit idle,Why bother about rouge powder and jade hairpin?Only the wind coming at night.
 4.He is gone,Gone from the small water pavilion.Would you say we "have not loved enough"?Or that we "have little to regret"?All I see is trodden moss.
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5.He is gone,Gone from the green window gauze.All I gain is frail sickness. Lighter than a swallow,Pitiful is my lone self, now that we are far apart.Secretly we hide sweet memories in our hearts.
 6.He is gone,Gone, leaving the jade pipe cold.Phoenix pecked at the scattered tiny red beans, Pheasants, joyfully embracing the censer, gazed at us,Apricot was the color of my spring dress.
 7.He is gone,Gone from the shadow of the green wu-t'ung tree.I can't believe this has earned us a heart-breaking tune,Still I wonder why our love has failed.Whence this brooding grief? No need to look.
 8.He is gone,Gone from the small Crab-apple Hall.I force myself to rise; the fallen petals are quivering,A few red parting tears still remain,Outside the door, willows leaning against one another.
 9.He is gone,Gone, yet dreams of him come even more often.Recalling the past: our shared moments were mostly wordless,But now I secretly regret the growing distance.Only in dreams can I find self-indulgence.
 10.He is gone,Gone, and the nights are longer.How can this jeweled belt warm my thoughts about the black steed?Gently putting on the silk robe in chill jade moonlight,Behind the rosy curtain, a single wisp of incense.
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11.Where was he?On the Isle of Smartweed.The duck-censer burning low, the fragrant smoke warm,Spring mountains winding deeply in the painted screen,The gold sparrow ceased to weep.
 12.Where was he?At the middle pavilion.Recall once after washing his face,His carefree laughter seemed so unconcerned-Who knows for whom he smiled?
 13.Where was he?In the moonlight.In the middle of the night, I clutched his priceless arm,Lethargic, I looked at the lotus flowers again and again,My inner sentiments, how hazy!
 14.Where was he?In the magnolia boat.Often talking to herself when receiving guests,Feeling more lost while combing her hair,This beauty still broods over his charms.
 15.Where was he?At the magnificent banquet.My perfumed arms fluttered up and down,Words issued in song, like profound thoughts,Chiefly from my faintly glossed lips.
 16.Where was he?At the Autumn Crab-apple Hall.Fun was playing hide-and-seek,Round after round, no need to linger for long.Again, how many sunsets have gone by!
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17.Where was he?On the Lake of Misty Rain.Water rippled by the bamboo oar, the moon shining bright in the lustrous and gentle spring,Our storied boat filled with wind and daphne fragrance,Willows caressing the delicate waves.
 18.Where was he?At the jade steps.No fool for love, yet I wanted to stay,Overly sensitive to any sign of indifference,It must be that I feared love would run too deep.
 19.Where was he?Behind the curtain patterned with thrushes.A parrot dream ends in a black otter's tail,Incense smoke lingers on the tip of the green spiral censer,Delicate were the pink jade fingers.
 20.Where was he?By my pillow side.Nothing but endless tears at the quilt edge-Wiping off secretly, but only inducing more,How I yearn for his pity and love.49
 49 The Late-Ming Poet Ch’en Tzu-lung, 123-126.
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