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Mao Zedong, leader of the revolution and absolute 

chairman of the People's Republic of China, was 

also a calligrapher and a poet of extraordinary grace 

and eloquent simplicity. The poems in this beautiful 

volume (from the 1963 Beijing edition), translated 

and introduced by Willis Barnstone, are expressions 

of the decades of struggle, the painful loss of his 

first wife, his hope for a new China, and his ultimate 

victory over the Nationalist forces. Willis Barnstone's 

introduction, his short biography of Mao and brief 

history of the revolution, and his note~ on Chinese 

vers.fication all combine to enrich the Western 

reader's understanding of Mao's poetry. A brief 

afterword excerpts an interview with Richard Nixon, 

who recalls his meeting with Zhou Enlai and Zhou's 

commentary on Mao's poems. 



Praise for the translations ofWillis Barnstone 

"Willis Barnstone has a problem: he's too good. Everything he writes, from his 

invaluable The Other Bible, a compendium of holy texts no writer should be 

without, through his brilliant translations and beautiful poems, is a breathtaking 

achievement." Carolyn Kizer 

Praise for The Gnostic Bible 

"This book may well be the most comprehensive collection of gnostic materials 

ever gathered in one volume. What is clear from the sourcebook is the tremendous 

diversity of thought that exists under the 'gnostic' umbrella including Christian, 

Jewish, Muslim, Pagan, Zoroastrian, and Greco-Roman themes. A valuable resource 

for students and scholars." Publishers Weekly 

"An enormously rich collection of sources-a wonderful achievement!" Elaine Pagels 

"Willis Barnstone and Marvin Meyer's Gnostic Bible joins Bentley Layton's Gnostic 

Scriptures as one of the true critical source books for gnostic texts. Here, from China 

to Catalonia, from the first to the fourteenth centuries, gnosticism is seen as a global 

meditation." Harold Bloom 

Praise for Sweetbitter Love: Poems of Sappho 

"There have been many translations of Sappho's work by gifted and well-meaning 

writers .... None quite connects the shards and fragments with the same satisfying 

verve and flair as Willis Barnstone. Barnstone is one of the greatest translators of 

literary expression from a foreign language into English." New Letters 

"I have this Sappho w,ith me all the time now, as this collection is absolutely stunning 

in every respect. and I'm filled with gratitude to you for having borne it into the 

world. May your Sappho be blessed. It is a tremendous gift to all of us." 

Carolyn Forche 



"Mysterious, mellifluous Sappho shines anew in this glorious translation, and 

Barnstone's masterful introduction locates her historically, unveils her impassioned 

life, and reflects on the sensuous grace of her poetry, revealing the woman as she's 

never been seen before." Diane Ackerman 

"What a joy to have Willis Barnstone's Sweetbitter Love. This is not only a vivid, 

sensuously elegant translation of every scrap of Sappho we have; the wonderful 

introduction is designed to increase our ardor as well as our knowledge, and the 

appendix containing everything the ancients said of her as well as poetic tributes 

up through Baudelaire's is itself a treasure." Alicia Ostriker 

"Sappho knew what we never tire of learning: passion makes the moment eternal. 

Willis Barnstone has plumbed profound layers of the ancient Greek to bring us 

Sappho. On his way to her, he renewed the Gnostic Gospels and the Gospels proper. 

Now he has sounded the deepest lyric rock of our founding and given us new 

sound." Andrei Codrescu 

"As a student I treasured the original Barnstone Sappho, and it is a joy to have this new 

version made current with the latest scholarship and enriched by four decades of 

further reflection. Sappho's famous voice is clear and powerful, even in the shards 

that remain to us, and Barnstone embraces and captures this phenomenon like no 

one else. This is a Sappho rendered with wisdom and heart for newcomers and 

connoisseurs alike." Jeffrey Henderson, Editor, Loeb Classical Library 

"What amazes me is how Sappho's lyrics, composed in the seventh century B.C.E., 

transcend their time and place to enchant us now. In lines that are at once passion­

ate and precise, seemingly artless and yet magical, she writes of the cycles of life 

and death, and of erotic desire as a sacred calling. She looks into the burning center 

of things, and expresses pure wonder in the evening star, the moon, birdsong. Willis 

Barnstone's masterful translations capture her excited praise for things of this world, 

making one of her prophetic observations shine with lasting truth: 'Someone, 1 tell 

you, in another time, I will remember us."' Grace Schulman 

Praise for Algebra of Night: New and Selected Poems, 1948-1998 

"I think Willis Barnstone has been appointed a special angel to bring the 'other' to our 

attention, to show how it is done. He illuminates the spirit for us and he clarifies the 

unclarifiable .... I think he does it by beating his wings." Gerald Stern 

"Algebra of Night! I just love this book. It is a dazzling cross section of his passionate 

wisdom and wit. With Borgesian scope and cunning, in free verse or invisible sonnets, 

Barnstone floats us to resonant surprise. Out of an extraordinary life and the richness 

of many languages. literatures and travels ranging over the world, this gorgeous 

energy of a poet of genius. I don't believe he sleeps!" Ruth Stone 

"These poems are drenched in sunlight. Many of them give back-with strictness of 

line and arresting detail-the landscapes of Greece, the south of France, or Mexico. 

But. more important still, these poems are drenched in the light of the mind: what 

might otherwise be an almost violent sensuousness is ordered and focused so as to 

yield not only a quality of feeling but a peculiar vision of reality .... 'Kyrie Babi, Beggar 

Musician from Anatolia' is a small masterpiece." Cleanth Brooks 

Praise for The Secret Reader: 501 Sonnets 

"His range of knowledge informs powerful social, religious and political commentary 

as he writes about philosophers, poets (especially but not solely Hispanic and 

Chinese), death from AIDS, Tibet. a Stone Age mummy found in a glacier .... 

This prodigious effort offers rewards to grazers and those who read the sonnets 

in order." Publishers Weekly 

"Through the lyricism and urgency of these 501 sonnets, something terribly human 

rises again and again, assuring us it is impossible to keep Willis Barnstone's The Secret 

Reader secret." Yusef Komunyakaa 

"Four of the best things in America are Walt Whitman's Leaves, Herman Melville's 

Whale, the sonnets of Barnstone's Secret Reader, and my daily Corn Flakes-that 

rough poetry of morning." Jorge Luis Borges 
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Poetry in China is the Great Wall. Or as more accurately represented in Chi­

nese characters, the Long Wall .I Its long uniform strength crosses the north­

ern deserts, rides nimbly and evenly over Du Fu's yellow hills, and winds 

through the great snow mountain ranges. It has held in civilization, at times 

walled it in, from the barbarian outer kingdoms; yet as Mao writes in the 

poem "Snow," from the Long Wall one sees, in both directions, the vastness of 

the natural world. 

Like the Wall though even older, Chinese poetry stalks through nature and 

historical events. It is an even structure, traditional, with balanced formal pat­

terns. However it rises or plunges or twists, it is quietly constant in its dimen­

sions. It holds in Chinese civilization-from the time the first characters were 

inscribed on oracle bones and tortoise shells near the Hunan River. Wherever 

it goes, it is an eye that sees an image, in present time, the only tense in 

Chinese. The eye sees with candor and reveals only what it sees. A simple yet 

complex lens. For in this poetry of observation are many depths of focus and 

a complexity of allusions. It is the reader who sees beyond the clear picture. 

Mao's poems-moving through nature and historical events-follow the 

formal traditions of ancient Chinese song and of the magnificent Long Wall. 

Mao's Life and the Revolution 

"I was born in the village of Shaoshan, in ... Hunan province, in 1893. My 

father was a poor peasant and while still young was obliged to join the army 

because of heavy debts. He was a soldier for many years. Later on he returned 

to the village where I was born, and by saving carefully and gathering to­

gether a little money through small trading and other enterprise he managed 

to buy back his land."2 So Mao began his biographical account to the 

American journalist Edgar Snow in july 1936, in Bao'an, a desert region of 

northern Shanxi where he was living in a cave, directing the Red enclave, and 

writing his essays on revolution and government. 
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"I began studying in a local primary school when I was eight and remained 

there until I was thirteen years old. In the early morning and at night 1 worked 

on the farm. During the day I read the Confucian Analects and the Four 

Classics."3 Mao describes his father as severe and fearful. "He hated to see me 

idle, and if there were no books to be kept he put me to work at farm tasks. 

He was a hot-tempered man and frequently beat both me and my brothers. 

He gave us no money whatever, and the most meager food. On the fifteenth 

of every month he made a concession to his laborers and gave them eggs 

with their rice, but never meat. To me he gave neither eggs nor meat. My 

mother was a kind woman, generous and sympathetic, and ever ready to 

share what she had. She pitied the poor and often gave them rice when they 

came to ask for it during famines."4 Mao speaks of rebellion against his father, 

of once threatening to leap into a pond and drown himself if the beatings did 

not stop, and of certain small gains he made in his family by refusing to be 

submissive. 

"My father had had two years of schooling and he could read enough to 

keep books. My mother (a devout Buddhist) was wholly illiterate. Both wen=: 

from peasant families. I was the family 'scholar.' I knew the Classics, but dis­

liked them. What I enjoyed were the romances of Old China, and especially 

stories of rebellion."5 Before he was ten he began his lifetime reading of the 

great Chinese novels: The Dream of the Red Chamber, The journey to the 

West (translated by Arthur Waley ~s Monkey), The Three Kingdoms, Water 

Margin (translated by Pearl Buck as All Men Are Brothers). Though later he 

mastered the earlier classics-he quotes from Confucius in his poems-at 

this age he disdained the five Chinese Classics. In part he was rebelling against 

his father, who was once defeated in a lawsuit because of an "apt Classical 

quotation used by his adversary in the Chinese court. ... He wanted me to 

read something practical like the Classics, which could help him in winning 

lawsuits."6 

As a child of peasants in a Hunan village, Mao had his roots in the land. He 
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knew the people's life and their problems. Later he was to say, "Whoever wins 

the peasants will win China .... Whoever solves the land question will win the 

peasants."? And his intimacy with the land was also to provide him with the 

basic metaphor for his poetry. All is expressed through the presence of nature. 

A half century after his first departure from Shaoshan, Mao recalls in the 

poem "Return to Shaoshan" the "vague dream" of his childhood in Hunan, 

Land of the Hibiscus, and its orchards, serfs, warlords, and rice fields. 

Mao was sent to another school, in nearby Xiangxiang, when he was six­

teen. Then in 1911 he went to the provincial capital of Changsha, where he 

was to remain unti11918, when he graduated from the First Normal School of 

Hunan. These were his turbulent student years. He was an omnivorous reader 

and inhabited the Hunan Provincial Library, where he remained reading, obliv­

ious of people and food, from opening time in the morning until it closed at 

night. "I read many books, studied world geography and world history. There 

for the first time I saw and studied with great interest a map of the world.l read 

Adam Smith's The Wealth of Nations, and Darwin's Origin of Species, and a 

book on ethics by John Stuart Mill. I read the works of Rousseau, Spencer's 

Logic, and a book on law written by Montesquieu. I mixed poetry and ro­

mances, and the tales of ancient Greece, with serious study of history and 

geography of Russia, America, England, France, and other countries."8 He was 

an ardent student of philosophy, reading intensively in the ancient Greeks, 

Spinoza, Kant, and Goethe. He was especially affected by Friedrich Paulsen's A 

System of Ethics. Later he would discover Hegel and Marx. 

But these wer~ also years of political awakening, his first writing, his first 

lasting friendships. The excitement of the age is best conveyed in his poem 

"Changsha." For a brief period in 1911 he also served six months in the repub­

lican army. China was in turmoil, in sporadic revolution by the armies of Sun 

Yixian (Sun Yat-sen) against the Manchus and Yuan Shikai, who wished to 

restore the monarchy. 

In these days of study and agitation Mao gathered groups of students 
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around him. He founded the New Citizens Society in April 1918, a discussion 

group of young activists. Mao relates that they talked endlessly of the great 

issues; he and his companions also became energetic physical culturists. "In 

the winter holidays we tramped through the fields, up and down mountains, 

along city walls, and across the streams and rivers. If it rained we took off our 

shirts and called it a rain bath. When the sun was hot we also doffed shirts and 

called it a sun bath. In the spring we shouted that this was a new sport called 

'wind bathing.' We slept in the open when frost was already falling and even 

in November swam in the cold rivers. All this went on under the title of 'body 

training.' Perhaps it helped much to build the physique which 1 was to need so 

badly later on in many marches back and forth across South China, and on 

the Long March from Xiangxi to the Northwest::9 

At twenty-five, in 1918, Mao graduated from the Normal School in 

Changsha and went to Beijing, the Forbidden City.Io There he wanted to study 

at Beijing National University, to bury himself in its library, and also to join in 

the life of this city which, with its huge student movements, was beginning to 

change the political life of the country. Through the intervention of an 

acquaintance, Li Dazhao, a professor of political economy, he obtained a 

menial position in the newspaper room of the university library." My position 

was so low that people avoided me," he wrote.I 1 "I knew then," he said, "that 

there was something wrong. For hundreds of years the scholars had moved 

away from the people, and I began to dream of a time when the scholars 

would teach the coolies, for surely the coolies deserve teaching as much as 

the rest."12 

In Beijing he immersed himself in poetry, especially that of the Tang 

dynasty poet Zen Zan (722? -770?), who wrote of winter expeditions against 

the Huns who roamed on horseback between the Dagger River and the Hill 

of Gold Mountains. Later Mao borrowed freely from Zen's depiction of early 

Han campaigns across China. Mao read the Russians as well, Tolstoy and the 

anarchists Kropotkin and Bakunin. For a period of some six months he 
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announced to his friends that he was an anarchist. He also fell in love with 

Yang Kaihui, daughter of a professor of philosophy, whom he married three 

years later. (See his poem "The Gods.") Mao describes this colorful period: 

My own living conditions in Beijing were quite miserable, and in contrast the 

beauty of the old capital was a vivid and living compensation. I stayed in a place 

called San Yanjing [Three-Eyes WeilL in a little room which held seven other 

people. When we were all packed fast on the kong [a large bed made of earth 

heated from underneath] there was scarcely room enough for any of us to 

breathe. 1 used to have to warn people on each side of me when I wanted to turn 

over. But in the parks and the old palace grounds I saw the early northern spring, 

1 saw the white plum blossoms flower while the ice still held solid over Beihai 

with the ice crystals hanging from them and remembered the description of the 

scene by the Tang poet Zen Zan, who wrote about Beihai's winter-jeweled trees 

looking "like ten thousand peach trees blossoming." The innumerable trees of 

Beijing aroused my wonder and admiration. 13 

When Mao returned to Changsha in March 1919 he took a more direct 

role in politics. He became editor of the Xiong River Review, wrote essays, 

organized discussion groups. He was also teaching in the Xiuye Primary 

School. By the time of the May 4 student uprising in Beijing, which shook the 

national government. he had begun to read Marx and think of himself as a 

Marxist. He went again to Beijing to represent the New Citizens Society and 

to protest against the actions of the Hunan governor Chang Ching-yao, who 

had suppressed his periodical and other nationalist publications. In April1920 

we find him in Shanghai. He had sold his fur coat for the fare; he wrote to the 

headmaster of his .primary school: "I am working as a laundryman. The diffi­

cult part of my job is not washing but delivery, as most of my earnings from 

washing have to be spent on tram tickets which are so expensive."14 This was 

Mao's first experience as a city worker. 

Mao continued to read, and to wander about the countryside, visiting 

shrines and organizing groups in the cities. In late June or early July of 1921 he 

was one of twelve members who attended the First Congress of the Chinese 
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Communist Party, which met in Sha~ghai. Although the party had vague 

beginnings a few years earlier with the existence of Marxist study groups, this 

was the effective start of organized communism in China. 

The main revolutionary group in China at this time, however, was not the 

Chinese Communist Party (CCP) but the Guomindang (Kuomintang or KMT) 

under Dr. Sun Yixian (Sun Yat-sen). It was his armies that had fought against 

the Manchus and established the republic. The Guomindang (People's party) 

was then a loose political grouping of left- and right-wing forces, dominated 

initially by the left, with strong backing from the Soviet Union. Mao joined the 

Guomindang and was a delegate at its First Congress in 1924. He was elected 

an alternate member of the Central Executive Committee, and became head 

of the Guomindang Propaganda Bureau and ed!tor of its publication, Political 

Weekly. At this time of the first "United Front," there was no contradiction in 

being a member of both the Communist Party and the Guomindang and it 

was indeed his position as a Guomindang official that gave him his first 

national political experience and prominence. 

During this period he met Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai-shek) who had just r~­

turned from the Soviet Union, glowing with accounts of Russian industrializa­

tion. The young austere Guomindang officer, with his golden earrings and an 

imposing bearing, had been sent to Moscow in 1923 by Sun Yixian for military 

and political instruction. The Russians were always to hold the aristocratic 

general in special esteem. When Jiang was arrested in 1936 by one of his 

commanders, the "Young Marsha.!" Zhang Xueliang, it was the Russian envoy, 

Andre Malraux suggests, who intervened to prevent his execution. IS Malraux 

also records Mao's words on Chiang: "The Russians' feelings were for Jiang 

Jieshi. When he escaped from China, the Soviet ambassador was the last per­

son to wish him goodbye."I6 

The entente between the CCP and the Guomindang was nevertheless pre­

carious. Mao worked avidly in both groups, in Shanghai, Guangzhou (Can­

ton), Hunan. He organized a miners' strike and actively worked to organize 
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peasant unions. His hope lay with the peasants, whom he saw as the basis of 

revolutionary change in China, and in 1926 he wrote his well-known "Report 

on an Investigation into the Peasant Movement in Hunan." In this he was 

directly rejecting Marxist and Russian theory, which saw the urban proletariat 

as the basis of political activity. 

Meanwhile events were moving quickly in the new China. Opposing forces 

of the left and right within the Guomindang organized and formed armies. In 

1925 Sun Yixian died of cancer. A year later Jiang Jieshi attempted a coup 

d'etat in Guangzhou and failed. Then, on April 12, 1927, he made a second 

coup in Shanghai, succeeded, and effectively took over the Guomindang. He 

ordered the "complete extermination of the Communists and Socialists in the 

city," the so-called white massacre of thousands of workers and CCP mem­

bers, which was followed in May by the massacre in HunanP In July the 

Guomindang ordered the arrest of Mao, who was by now organizing peasant 

associations into military units. The entente was broken, and while there were 

to be later truces between Guomindang and CCP forces, induced by the 

Japanese invasion, the civil war had indeed begun, and was to endure for 

twenty-two years. 

The flame was lit. The peasants in Hunan province rebelled. The landlords 

struck back, and there were executions and terror on both sides. The 

Guomindang armies were marching and the "white terror" was launched 

throughout the Yangzi (Yangtze) Valley. Zhou Enlai barely escaped when 

some four hundred party members were executed in Shanghai. In July, Zhou 

organized an arm~d uprising in Nanchang, which was Jiang Jieshi's base city. It 

failed. With the CCP proscribed by government order, Mao was declared a 

"red bandit." He in turn, with great speed, began to group peasant unions and 

Hanyang miners into the First Workers' and Peasants' Revolutionary Army. By 

September 1927 he was ready and launched what became known as the 

Autumn Harvest Uprising in Hunan and Jiangxi provinces. Some small cities 

were briefly captured, but support did not come from Changsha and this 
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uprising also failed. Mao himself was taken prisoner while traveling between 

worker and peasant groups. He writes: 

I was ~aptured by some mintuan [militia]. working with the Guomindang. The 

Guommdang terror was then at its height and hundreds of suspected Reds were 

being shot. I was ordered to be taken to the mintuan headquarters, where 1 was 

to be killed. Borrowing several tens of dollars from a comrade, however, 1 

attempted to bribe the escort to free me. The ordinary soldiers were mercenar­

ies, with no special interest in seeing me killed, and they agreed to release me, 

but the subaltern in charge refused to permit it. I therefore decided to attempt 

to escape, but had no opportunity to do so until I was within about two hundred 

yards of the mintuan headquarters. At that point I broke loose and ran into the 
fields. 

I reached a high place, above a pond, with some tall grass surrounding it and 

there I hid until sunset. The soldiers pursued nie, and forced some peasants to 

help them search. Many times they came very near, once or twice so close that 

I could almos~ have touched them, but somehow I escaped discovery, although 

half a dozen t1mes I gave up hope, feeling certain I would be recaptured. At last, 

when it was dusk, they abandoned the search. At once 1 set off across the moun­

tains, traveling all night. I had no shoes and my feet were badly bruised. On the 

road I met a peasant who befriended me, gave me shelter and later guided me 

to the next district. I had seven dollars with me, and used this to buy some shoes, 

an umbrella, and food. When at last I reached the peasant guards safely, 1 had 
only two coppers in my pocket. IS 

After this Mao gathered together the remnants of four regiments, about 

one thousand men, and in October led them to establish the first Communist 

base in the high mountain area called Jinggangshan, in Jiangxi province. (See 

his poem "Jinggang Mountain.") There the future Red Army was formed and 

there Mao wrote his three rules and six injunctions by which guerrilla warfare 

was to be fought. 19 On this great mountain of pine and bamboo, desolately 

cold in the winter, the army grew. Volunteers swelled it to more than eleven 

thousand by January 1928. Mao was joined on Jinggangshan by Zhu De, who 

was to be the other main military leader of the Red Army and Mao's most 

trusted companion. Although they had few weapons, no radio, and limited 
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food supplies, they began to fight skirmishes in the Jiangxi hills. Soon they 

were fifty thousand. The Guomindang reacted with its Five Annihilation 

Campaigns, the first of which, in late December 1930, ended in a disastrous 

defeat of the Guomindang army and the capture of extensive military sup­

plies. (See the poems "First Siege" and "Second Siege.") 

In the next years the Guomindang carried out its Second, Third, and Fourth 

Annihilation Campaigns, each with more massive armies against increasingly 

large Red forces. The Guomindang failed in its objectives. Finally, in 1933, with 

the aid of his military adviser, General von Falkenhausen, Jiang introduced a 

new strategy: to surround the Red Army in Jiangxi and Fujian provinces with a 

ring of blockhouses, "a new Wall of China hemming it in."20 By the next year 

the Guomindang armies of nearly a million men, with tanks and four hundred 

planes, inflicted severe losses on the Red Army, which in October 1934 found 

itself trapped. Of this period Mao wrote: "It was a serious mistake to meet the 

vastly superior Nanjing forces in positional warfare, at which the Red Army 

was neither technically nor spiritually at its best."21 He expressed it more 

bluntly when he said: "We panicked, and we fought stupidly."22 On October 

16, 1934, with the Guomindang about to launch a new powerful offensive, 

Mao decided to break through the encirclement. With some eighty-five 

thousand men he set out from Yatu in southern Jiangxi on the epic Long 

March. 

The March began as a retreat, an escape from a cage. Its vague objective 

was Shanxi in northwest China, where it could join a soviet23 that was safe 

from Guomindang attack and could also serve as a base from which to fight 

the Japanese. The army wandered over much of China, reaching Tibet in the 

southwest, crossing desert, Tartar steppes, the immense Great Snow 

Mountain, Maanshan, and the terrible Grasslands. At the beginning they trav­

eled mainly by night in bad weather-which aided them in escaping attack 

from Guomindang planes. In the first month the army fought nine major bat­

tles and broke through four lines of blockhouses and many regiments, but it 
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lost a third of its men. Mao himself was ill with fever during the first months, 

yet he traveled most of the time on foot. He carried on his back his famous 

knapsack, divided into nine compartments from which he directed Red 

China: maps, books, paper, documents, and a few more items. "He possessed 

a sun-helmet. a torn umbrella, two uniforms, one cotton sheet. two blankets, 

a lantern, a water-jug, a special bowl to hold cakes of three layer rice, and a 

silver-grey woollen sweater."24 Even then, whenever the army camped he 

continued his practice of working late into the night. studying maps, reading 

and rereading the classical novels he carried with him, and writing poems. 

This year of extreme physical hardships and ventures was perhaps his most 

prolific year as a poet. Nature's harshness tested him-"L'homme se decouvre 

quand if se mesure avec !'obstacle," Saint-Exupery wrote. There is no com­

plaint in the poems; rather, the pleasure of his intimacy with nature, its sever­
ity, enormity, and beauty. 

The most famous episode of the March was the crossing of the bridge 

over the Dadu River. The old iron bridge had had most of its wooden planks 

removed by Guomindang soldiers on the other side. Some twenty-four vol­

unteers began to cross over, dangling from the chains and swinging across· 

link by link. They were picked off one by one and fell into the roaring gorge 

three hundred feet below. But some reached the last planks on the other side, 

which had been set on fire, overwhelmed the surprised enemy, and secured 
the bridge. 

After Dadu, the army turned north. In the snow mountains Mao found 

comparative safety, yet the prodigious heights weakened his army. Many per­

ished and pack animals and supplies were abandoned en masse. It was the 

swamps of the Grasslands, however, that were remembered with horror. Near 

Tibet his men had been attacked by seemingly invisible Manzi tribesmen. 

Now they were passing again through a region of hostiles tribes. No food was 

available. Robert Payne writes: "They dug up what seemed to be turnips, but 

these proved to be poisonous. The water made them ill. The winds buffeted 
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them, hailstorms were followed by snow. Ropes were laid down to guide them 

across the marshlands, but the ropes vanished in the quicksands. They lost 

their few remaining pack animals. A small column would be seen walking 

across a sea of thick, damp, foggy grasses, and then the whole column would 

disappear."25 

The army was near the end of its march. They had passed through prov­

inces populated by many millions of people, and when they were not fighting 

or simply surviving, they engaged in political proselytizing: mass meetings, 

pamphlets, even theater performances. They redistributed land and attempted 

to win over the peasants. Malraux records the last days of the venture: "On 

October 20, 1935, at the foot of the Great Wall, Mao's horsemen, wearing hats 

of leaves and mounted on little shaggy ponies like those of prehistoric cave 

paintings, joined up with the three communist armies of Shanxi, of which Mao 

took command. He had twenty thousand men left, of whom seven thousand 

had been with him all the way from the south. They had covered six and a half 

thousand miles. Almost all the women had died, and the children had been left 

along the way. The Long March was at an end."26 (See Mao's poem "The Long 

March.") 

Shanxi is a region of desert and loess hills in north China, an area rela­

tively safe from attack, where the Red forces consolidated and increased their 

strength. When there was drought and famine, Mao sent the troops out to 

work on the farms with the peasants. Mao himself always lived and dressed 

plainly. In Bao'an he worked and slept in a cave outside the city. Often work­

ing without sleep for many nights in a row, there in Yan'an he wrote his five 

best-known extended essays: On a Prolonged War, The New Democracy, The 

Strategic Problems of China's Revolutionary Wars, The Chinese Revolution 

and the Communist Party of China, and Coalition Government. 

The Red and Guomindang forces continued to skirmish. Then suddenly on 

December 12, 1936, the "Young Marshal" Zhang Xueliang, in command of a 

large army of Dongbei forces, arrested Jiang Jieshi. He contacted Mao, and 
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Zhou Enlai flew to Xian as Mao's delegate. Mao did not want the Generalis­

simo's life taken. It would signal the impending Japanese forces to stream 

across the Manchurian border. By spring an accord was reached, the so­

called Second United Front, the basic agreement being that PLA (People's 

Liberation Army) and Guomindang forces were not to attack each other, and 

would unite against the Japanese. On July 15, 1937, the Japanese attacked the 

Marco Polo bridge and invaded China. 

During the long years that followed, despite their agreement there con­

tinued to be small-scale struggles between PLA and Guomindang armies. 

Jiang retreated to Chongqing (Chungking) and avoided major clashes with 

the Japanese, hoping to conser~e his military strength. Instead, through inac­

tion and inefficiency, the Guomindang army grew weaker, unwieldy, and 

dispirited. But Mao fought the Japanese almost continuously and in doing so 

developed his guerrilla armies for the later civil war. It was the Japanese who 

prepared the way for Chinese communism, much as Nazi Germany had done 

for Soviet communism in Eastern Europe. 

After the Japanese surrender in August 1945, there was a pause. The power 

vacuum could be filled in many ways. The Russians were in Manchuria ~nd 
Stalin counseled his Chinese comrades to dissolve their army, seek a modus 

vivendi with Jiang, and join in a coalition government.27 Meanwhile the 

United States sent Ambassador P J. Hurley to Yan'an and Chongqing, and he 

persuaded Mao to come to Ch?ngqing and meet with Jiang for the purpose 

of ending all hostilities in China. Under an American safe-conduct shield, Mao 

came to Chongqing, August 28, 1945. It was on this plane trip, he told Robert 

Payne in Yan'an a year later, that he wrote "Snow," which was to become his 

best-known poem. 

"I wrote it in the airplane. It was the first time I had ever been in an airplane. 

I was astonished by the beauty of my country from the air-and there were 
other things." 

"What other things?" 
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"So many. You must remember when the poem was written. It was when 

there was so much hope in the air, when we trusted the Generalissimo." A mo­

ment later he said:" My poems are so stupid- you mustn't take them seriously."
28 

Mao spent a month and a half in Chongqing. There were polite exchanges, 

telegrams of goodwill, and even parties and toasts. The evening before Mao 

left. while the two leaders were at the opera together, one of Mao's aides was 

shot and killed in Mao's car waiting outside the theater. Yet while negotiations 

were taking place and Zhou Enlai did sign an agreement not to renew the civil 

war, it was immediately clear that the paper meant nothing. Jiang attacked in 

Manchuria, Jiangsu, and Anhui. Then in 1946 President Truman sent General 

George Marshall as his personal envoy to China with the aim of unifying the 

country and averting large-scale civil war. With Marshall's authority and pres­

tige there was again genuine hope in all quarters for a peaceful and demo­

cratic solution. His mission had some initial success. Jiang and Mao ordered a 

cease-fire on January 10, 1946. But on Marshall's departure, clashes began 

again. The American general returned, aided by the new American ambassa­

dor, Dr. J. Leighton Stuart, who proposed a committee of five to govern China, 

with representation from both sides. Jiang rejected the Stuart plan. Thereafter 

there were no serious attempts at mediation. Reluctantly and with much bit­

terness and recriminations from all sides, America resumed its lend-lease mil­

itary aid to the Guomindang. Fierce battles ensued and as America poured in 

supplies to demoralized and poorly led Guomindang armies, the materiel was 

sold or surrendere'd almost immediately to the Red forces. 29 Provincial capi­

tals began to fall. The civil war which Mao had thought would last at least sev­

eral years longer was coming to an end. In late January 1949 Beijing was cap­

tured by Communist troops. Nanjing fell in April, Hangzhou and Shanghai in 

May. On October 1, 1949, Mao Zedong, accompanied by Zhu De and Zhou 

Enlai, stood before immense crowds on a balcony of the "Gate of Heavenly 

Peace," the palace from which emperors had ruled China, the Middle King-
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dom. There in his drab cloth cap and plain clothes, he proclaimed the foun­

dation of the People's Republic of China. A new dynasty was officially brought 
into being. 

About the Poems 

In Chinese poetry the image is always clear. When Mao or a classical poet 

looks at nature, he is often content to let nature have its own being, to be self­

contained, to have its own beauty and not be the poet's mirror or depend on 

an intrusion of a human being for its value. To call this pantheism is mislead­

ing, for such general terms impose an ideology on the poet, and we are inter­

ested here in the poet's eye, not his spiritual doctrine. In the poem -like the 

characters in which they are written- everything or almost everything is 

visual. And this is true whether the poet resorts to history, myth, personal 

memory, or immediate passion. Clarity is the jade virtue. Even in a night poem 

or in a passage of bitterness or pessimism, a clarity illumines thought, feeling, 
or object. 

Writing poems is perhaps a more natural and common act in the East 

than in the West. The Western postromantic poet is popularly thought to be 

a race apart and the George Seferis, Wallace Stevens, or William Carlos 

Williams-diplomat, insurance executive, or doctor-inevitably surprises us. 

It is expected, however, that the Japanese emperor be also a poet-as were 

most Chinese emperors-and it was natural for Tojo to write poems in his 

cell the night before his execution. Prior to the republic in China, it had been 

for centuries obligatory for all civil servants to demonstrate, by examination, 

their ability to produce a poem. At one level the writing of verse has been a 

"filling in" of traditional song patterns, and a proof of literacy. 

It need not surprise us then that the leader of a quarter of humanity, of 

more people than any leader in the history of the world, the Old Man of the 
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Mountains as Malraux calls him, was a poet. What is unexpected, however, is 

that he was a major poet, an original master. In his peculiar way, he offered 

few poems for publication, although he wrote all his life.-30 Mao wrote poems 

obsessively, during years of wandering and living in caves, writing all night, 

evening after evening, and then throwing away his "scribbles."31 He knew 

there are things more important than poetry, and this attitude contributes 

paradoxically to the relentless power and authenticity of the poems. It is in 

part his genuine if perverse modesty that informs the poems with special 

value. He was sixty-five before publishing his first collection. God and the 

state do special things to the self-image of their poets. 

Formally Mao uses two classical patterns of Chinese song, the ci and the 

10. (See Chinese Versification, page 121.) He is considered a traditional poet. 

He writes in the "old style," he confesses, although here too his self-dispar­

agement should not distract us from his freshness of vision. In a letter to a 

friend, Zang Kejia, who had asked him to prepare some poems for publication 

in a new magazine, he characterizes his poems: 

January 12, 1957 

Dear Kejia and Other Comrades, 

1 received your kind letter some time ago and am sorry to be so late in reply­

ing. As you wished, I have now copied out on separate sheets all my poems in 

the old style that 1 can remember as well as the eight that you sent me. They 

make eighteen altogether. Herewith I enclose these poems and put them at 

your disposal. 

Up to now 1 h(lve never wanted to make these things known in any formal 

way, because they are in the old style and I was afraid this might encourage a 

wrong trend and exercise a bad influence on your people. Besides, they a~e not 

much as poetry, and there is nothing outstanding about them. However, 1f y~u 

think that they should be published and thus misprints can be also corrected 1n 

those poems already in circulation, you may do what you please wit_h t~em. 

It is very good that we are to have the magazine Poetry. I hope 1t will grow 

and flourish exceedingly. Of course our poetry should be written mainly in the 
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modern form. We may write some verse in classical forms as well, but it would 

not be advisable to encourage young people to do this, because these forms 

would cramp their thought and are also difficult to master. 1 merely put forward 

this opinion for your consideration. 

Fraternal greetings! 

Mao Zedong·n 

Following the rules of Chinese versification, Mao fills in some twenty-five 

classical forms. He borrows or alludes to many lines of Tang (618-907) and 

Song (960 -1127) poets, and contains nature behind a Long Wall of set tonal 

patterns, rhyme, and line lengths. The structured form keeps together the 

images of his inventive eye. For Mao leaps from image to image. With a 

Pindaric sweep he moves elliptically and my~hically from place to place, cen­

tury to century. As he walks across the Middle Kingdom he records its mod­

ern history, which he is living and creating, and uses the historical and mythi­

cal past to illuminate the present. 

White clouds hang over the Mountain of Nine Questions. 

The daughters of the emperor rode the wind 

down to a jade meadow 

where a thousand tears fell and dappled the bamboo. 

"To a Friend" 

In the early poems Mao depicts the first battles of the peasant army. There 

is a sequence of events, and the poems are connected like lyrical fragments 

of a larger epic. As in Pindar's athletic odes, there is nothing tragic in the war 

poems; rather an enthusiasm, even amid suffering, and an enjoyment of vic­

tory after the contest. Victory may be climbing a mountain, sweeping away 

the god of disease, surviving the Long March. Nature is beautiful and severe· , 

yet its harshness is benevolent, for it tests and forms the author and his com-

panions. In many of the exultant poems of the Long March one finds the 

same manly intimacy with snow mountains or friends as in the epic of the Cid, 

where Rodrigo, a leader in exile, crosses the steppes and rivers of Spain, seek-

18 

Introduction 

ing and physically enjoying the ethical pursuit of national unification amid 

civil war and invasion from the outside. 

Our soldiers point and look eagerly 

south to Guangdong, 

onion green and sensual in the distance. 

"Huichang" 

The far snows of Minshan only make us happy 

and when the army pushes through, we all laugh. 

"The Long March" 

While these lines deal with national events, they do not have the weakness 

of much public poetry, in which the experience is gained secondhand. Later 

changes in mainland China made these first military encounters historically 

important. At the time, however, they were not quantitative or political ab­

stractions but Mao's personal engagement with history. He invokes a particu­

lar power in the way his words are heard as both a collective and a single voice. 

Do you remember 

how in the middle of the river 

we hit the water, splashed, and how our waves 

slowed down the swift junks? 

"Changsha" 

These last passages require a brief discussion of literature and politics. The 

sharp division between social and personal poetry is recent. Before the mid­

dle of the ninete~nth century the poet did not necessarily have to choose 

between public and private worlds. Archilochos and Dante, Blake and Shelley 

were at home in both worlds. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, 

Arthur Symons was warning us that "the poet has no more part in society than 

a monk in domestic life."33 Although many years have passed, we are still 

uneasy about the conjunction of public streets and private souls. But we are 

moving nevertheless toward the poets like Yeats and Robert Lowell, Andrei 
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Voznesensky and Czeslaw Milosz, who speak for nation and for self, who con­

nect rather than dissociate the two identities. 

Historical or political events hover around many of Mao's poems. The cli­

mate is revolution, an army wandering out against the elements, a frequent 

theme in classical Chinese poetry. The relation of politics to literature is often 

similar to that of religion to literature; the strength of religious or political 

conviction can both provoke a poet's artistry and make his poem authentic. 

We may share or fully reject the history or metaphysics that led to the poem; 

but if the poem is successful, the work of a consummate artist, we may be led 

into the poetic experience and momentarily find ourselves to be Maoists, 

Catholics, mystics, Achaeans-and intensely so. 

The great mystical poet Saint John of the Cross (1542 -1591) eschews the­

ological language. Similarly when Mao expresses happiness upon reading 

that the parasitic leech the schistosome has been eradicated in a section of 

southern China, he employs the most subtle images to convey the period of 

affliction and uses the Chinese mythical figure of the "cowherd who lives on 

a star" to celebrate the extirpation of the disease. The newspaper language in 

which he read the report has disappeared with the leech: 

Mauve waters and green mountains are nothing 

when the great ancient doctor Hua Tuo 

could not defeat a tiny worm. 

A thousand villages collapsed, were choked with weeds, 
men were lost arrows. 

Ghosts sang in the doorway of a few desolate houses. 

"Saying Good-bye to the God of Disease" (1) 

Never once does he descend to propaganda. Like the Spanish mystic Saint 

John of The Cross and Antonio Machado in his civil war poems, Mao uses only 

the concrete images of poetry to give us the history of modern China. 

After 1949 the two decades of odyssey are over and the poems are more 

meditative. In the poem ''Kunlun Mountain," written in the midst of the Long 
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March, Mao dreamed of a time of peace in Europe, America, and China. Now 

that peace has come to China, he remembers childhood, and friends who 

have died, and he celebrates what he sees about him, again through nature 

and myth. He wrote the poem "Snow" in 1945 for a friend, the older poet Liu 

Yazi. Then, after the revolution triumphed, he exchanged two new poems 

with Liu, who had remained outside the Communist party, asking him to stay 

in Beijing and join in the national reconstruction. Liu had said that he pl~nned 

to return to his home in the south. Mao first recalls in two brief lines, po1gnant 

with nostalgia: 

1 cannot forget how in Guangzhou we drank tea 

and in Chongqing went over our poems 

when leaves were yellowing. 

Then in asking Liu to consider rem-aining in Beijing, he alludes to the Later Han 

dynasty poet Yan Kuang, who preferred to leave the court and becom.e a fish­

erman in the Fuchun River. Mao writes gently that the waters of Kunm1ng Lake 

(near the Imperial Palace in Beijing) are not too shallow, and the two friends 

can watch fish together just as well there as in Liu's homeland: 

Don't say that waters of Kunming Lake are too shallow. 

We can watch fish better here than in the Fuchun 

River in the south. 

"Poem for Liu Yazi" (1949) 

In another poem a few years later, Mao addresses a woman friend, Li Shuyi, 

whose husband had' been killed in a battle against the Guomindang in 1933. 

He couples the husband's death with that of his own wife, Yang Kaihui, who 

was beheaded in 1930 by the warlord General He jian. "The Gods" is a poem 

of astonishing tenderness, dreaminess, and joy. It is direct in its emotional ap­

peal, yet each verse evokes the astronomy of ancient myth. 

1 lost my proud poplar and you your willow. 

As poplar and willow they soar straight up 
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into the ninth heaven 

and ask the prisoner of the moon, Wu Gang, what is there. 

He offers them wine from the cassia tree. 

The lonely lady on the moon, Chang E, 

spreads her vast sleeves 

and dances for these good souls in the unending sky. 

Down on earth a sudden report of the tiger's defeat. 

Tears fly down from a great upturned bowl of rain. 

"The Gods" 

In the note on this poem (page 144) I have tried to explain some of the 

specific allusions. In his book Poetry and Politics the late classicist C. M. Bowra 

goes into some detail about the particular myth, which I quote here because 

it is relevant to some final remarks about Mao's poetics. Bowra writes: 

Behind this lies an ancient myth. Wu Gang, who had sought immortality, was 

condemned by the gods to cut down the cassia-tree in the moon, but every 

time he fells it, it becomes whole again. Mao imagines that his own wife and his 

friend's husband are transported to the moon, where Wu Gang, freed at last 

from his toil, welcomes them. The goddess in the moon spreads her robes for a 

dance, and, on hearing of the defeat of the Tiger, of hostile forces on earth, all 

burst into tears of joy. The whole scheme fits together, and even the image of 

the Tiger is apt. since it too comes from legend and is easily given a new appli­

cation. The special interest of Mao's myth is that he does not believe in it. but 

uses it to convey the undying glory which his own wife and his friend's husband 

have won. Mao, as we might expect. sometimes writes about public events in a 

perfectly straightforward manner and feels no qualms about it, but here he has 

chosen a myth because it exalts his subject and underlines elements which 

mean a lot to him. Its imagery is rich in associations, and the theme of dying for 
a cause is ennobled by them.34 

We have seen that in Mao's few statements on his own poems, he mod­

estly dismisses them as being of little value. The main published essays on 

Mao's poems in Beijing and elsewhere are not much help in evaluating and 

understanding them; except in offering useful annotation on allusions, stud-
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ies of the poems tend to be so full of admiration that there is much paean 

singing, little criticism. Mao himself wrote numerous essays on art and litera­

ture. While his comments on literature may have affected and reflected 

recent writing in China, he follows little or nohe of his own counsel. As he 

declared in his letter to Zang Kejia, his poems are in the old style and he does 

not recommend them to the young, who must find their own way. 

we read what Mao says, for example, about myth in his essay "Myth and 

Reality."35 First he quotes Marx: "All mythology masters and dominates and 

shapes the forces of nature in and through the imagination, hence it dis­

appears as soon as man gains mastery over the forces of nature." Mao 

continues: 

Although stories of endless metamorphoses in mythology or nursery tales can 

delight people because they i~aginatively embody man's conquest of t~e 
forces of nature and, moreover, the best mythology possesses, as Marx put 1t. 

"eternal charm," yet mythology is not based on the specific conditions of ac­

tual contradictions and therefore does not scientifically reflect reality. That is to 

say, in mythology or nursery tales the aspects that constitute contradiction have 

only a fancied identity, not a real one. 

Yet as a traditional Chinese poet. Mao is a servant of Chinese mythology: 

not a poem is without its mythical allusion. 

China of the future will always mark its history by the actions of the 

Hunanese leader who after twenty-two years of revolution radically changed 

the life of the nation. Mao's role in history, however, must not blind us to the 

original power and beauty of the poems, each line possessing natural author­

ity and ease, strong and clear as his images of snow wastelands and greenblue 

mountains. 

The lines flash synchronically with early Han expeditions and banners of 

the Long M~rch, with a sacred yellow crane over an ancient Daoist hillside. It 

is a poetry of wandering armies, of heavens that freeze, convulse, or pause 

peacefully below the white cock of the sun-moon dawn. The tone is at once 
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lyric and epic. The poems he gave us are without grief or despair; physical suf­

fering is a test, not an end. Yet for all the complexity of time, myth, and histor­

ical allusion, Mao, like few good poets in our century, seems immediately 

accessible, indeed an easy poet- if deceptively so. In this apparent simplicity, 

he has, like Robert Frost, that rare ability to speak to us on several levels at 

once. In the soundless calligraphy of Chinese ideograms, lucidly arranged, 

he records his vision of nature and human life. Old and new China come 

together in his fresh poems in the traditional style. 

Notes 

1. The Great Wall of China was ,begun by the first emperor of China, Shihuang (24 7/6-

210 B.c.), although there were even older walls an.d these were connected as part of his 

new structure. The earliest walls disappear into an earlier time, into the haze when his­

tory and poetry were first recorded. Shihuang united the Six Kingdoms of China, abol­

ished the feudal system, built many public works, and it is from his dynasty, the Qin (221-

207 B.c.), that we derive the name China. (The Chinese words for the nation are 

Zhongguo, meaning "Middle Kingdom," a Han dynasty name.) But while the first emper­

~r built and united, he also systematically gathered and burned earlier books. So the age 

IS also called the Period of the Great Destruction. The emperor wished time and history 

to begin with him. Ties between the Wall, books, and time are related by Jorge Luis 

Borges in his legendary "The Wall and the Books." Borges connects Shihuang's new wall 

and his destruction of earlier writing with a preoccupation for controlling time_ a reap­

peanng theme in Borges, in Chinese poetry, and in Mao, a poet of recollection and 
anticipation. 

For a full description of the actual building of the Wall by a Chinese worker and of its 

ultimate meaning, see Franz Kafka~ "The Great Wall of China." Kafka proves that the Wall 

is so vast, so far from the emperor's palace in Beijing, that no man can comprehend the 

whole empire; thus while the Wall will last for thousands of years, its vast expanse oblit­
erates emperor, empire, and present time. 

2. Edgar Snow, Red Star over China, 1st rev. ed. (New York: Grove Press, 1968), p. 130. 

. 3. Ibid., p. 131. Snow's report here may be misleading; the Analects are normally con-
Sidered one of the Four Classics. 

4. Ibid., p. 132. 

5. Ibid., p. 133. 

6. Ibid., p. 134. 
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7_ Edgar Snow, "Why China Went Red," in Emil Schulthess, China (New York: Viking 

Press, 1966), unpaged. 

8. Snow, Red Star over China, p. 144. 

9. Ibid., p. 147. . .. 

1o. The Forbidden City is actually the imperial center of BeiJing, surrounded by the 

outer Tartar city, and this in turn by greater Beijing. As used here,_ the te~m follows com­

usage as another name for the city of Beijing and not only 1ts old 1mpenal center. 
mon Ch'~ Mao and the Chinese Revolution (London: Oxford University Press, 11. Jerome en, 

1965), p. 53. 

12. Robert Payne, Portrait of a Revolutionary: Mao Tse-tung (New York: Abelard-

Schuman, 1961), p. 58. 
13. Snow, Red Star over China, p. 152. 

14. Ch'en, op. cit., p. 66. . 
l5. Andre Malraux, Anti-Memoirs, trans. Terence Kilmartin (New York: Holt, R1nehart & 

Winston, 1968), p. 349. , . 
16. Ibid., p: 363. Some scholars question the accuracy of Malraux s reporting. 

17. Payne, op. cit., p. 102. 

18. Snow, op. cit., pp. 165-66. 

19. Originally there were six injunctions. These were later condensed and two more 

were added. The three rules and eight injunctions are: 

1. Obey orders at all times. 
2. Do not take even a needle or a piece of thread from the people. 

3. Turn in all confiscated property to headquarters. 

and: 
1. Replace all doors when you leave a house and return the straw matting. 

2. Be courteous to the people, and help them when you can. 

3. Return all borrowed articles and replace all damaged goods. 

4. Be honest in all transactions with the peasants. . 
5. Be sanitary- dig latrines at a safe distance from homes and fill them up wtth 

earth before leaving. 

6. Don't damage crops. 

7. Don't molest women. 
8. Never ill-treat prisoners of war. (Payne, op. cit., p.107.) 

20. Malraux, op. cit., p. 327 . 

21. Snow, RedStar over China, p. 180. 

22. Payne, op. cit., p. 144. . . 
23. A soviet: Red territory in which a collective, economically self-susta1n1ng state was 

established, controlled by the CCP and its armies. The first Chinese soviet was organized 

at Hailofeng in 1927. 
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24. Payne, op. cit., p. 14 7. 

25. Ibid., p. 162. 

26. Malraux. op. cit., p. 332. 

27. Ch'en, op. cit., p. 263. 

28. Payne, op. cit., p. 225. 

29. In order to present material as objectively as possible, remarks that might appear 

as politically partisan have been avoided. It is necessary to say, however. that the Guo­

mindang Army and Jiang's efforts to defeat the Red Army collapsed from within. From 

American and other reports, the consensus holds that the Guomindang government and 

army were inefficient, its leaders frequently corrupt. Its soldiers served unwillingly and 

deserted when they could. American lend-lease materiel was often sold outright for per­

sonal gain to the People's Liberation Army. People in territories liberated from the Japa­

nese by the Guomindang were often in no better conditions than before, for the Guo­

mindang government handled the economy ruinously. Inflation went uncurbed until the 

cost of printing banknotes caught up with their face value. Warlord rule was restored in 

the provinces and the peasants were alienated. By. contrast, U.S. Ambassador J. Leighton 

Stuart wrote about the PLA: "In painful contrast [to the Guomindang] the Communist 

Party was free from private graft, officers and men lived very much together, simply and 

identically .... There was almost no maltreatment of the populace. They borrowed exten­

sively but generally returned these articles or made restitutions." (Fifty Years in China 
[New York: Random House, 1954], p. 242.) See Note 19 on the rules and injunctions of 
the PLA. 

30. Mao did not publish a collection of poems until nineteen appeared in two num­

bers of the Chinese periodical Poetry in 1957 and January 1958. He was then sixty-five 

years old. During the years in Yanan he printed for a few friends a collection of some sev­
enty poems under the title Wind Sand Poems, including a long poem called "Grass," 

dealing with the march through the Grasslands. This book has not been reprinted 
publicly. 

31. In "The Poetry of Mao Tse-tung," which appeared in the Literary Review, val. 2, 

no. 1 (Autumn 1958), Payne speaks· of retrieving two of Mao's poems from a pair of lieu­

tenants who remembered them. He describes the scene (p. 78): "They said he was always 

writing poems during boring party meetings. and when he had finished. he would sim­

ply toss them on the floor. Usually they were picked up, but they were treasured less for 

the poetry-few of his lieutenants had any interest in verse-than as examples of cal­

ligraphy, which curiously resembled the man: very pale and soft in speech, with the air 

of a scholar and a dreamer. No one looking at his poems or his calligraphy would suspect 
the terrifying strength behind the silken mask." 

32. Mao Tse-tung, On Art and Literature, trans. People's Literature Publishing House, 
Peking (Peking: Foreign Language Press, 1960), pp. 137-38. 

33. In an essay on Yeats and public poetry, Archibald Macleish quotes Symons. In the 
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Notes to Introduction 

. h h I chapters on private and public vision. (Poetry I me Maclels as severa d 
same vo u . B k 1964] p 113) Bowra (see next note) an d E erience [Baltimore: Pengum 00 s, · · · . 

:acl:ish have written extensively about the division between public themes a~d :~~v:~: 
. . e that onl since the mid-nineteenth century have most poe s e 

VISIOn. Both argu y I d publ.lc worlds It would be reductive to suggest 
h e between persona an · . 

need to c oos. . d s ch conflict existed and that suddenly an absolute split 
h t to a g1ven peno no u . h 

t a up however, we are more aware of divisions between the poet who Wit -
appeared. Today, oet in a olitical context. and we have developed a vocab-

draws fr~~/oCiet~ ::t~~een~he scho~ls- classifications not used in the past for Horace 
ulary to IS mgUJs h !early operated without conflict. in both worlds. So 

D te or Shakespeare, w o c • . . f 
or an . d t of hermetic and engage wnters, o eak of confessional and committe poe s, 
wb e ~gpeois narcissists and Marxist social realists. Spanish poetry, for exam~le, hast been/ 

ou . I f esfa social and poesw exJs encw 
divided for thirty years into opposing schoo s o po reness of such division may 

~:~~~::~~u~1:x~s~:~~i.:li~;oert~~~i:: ~n:~a~~~~i=:~~~~:da::ion to the Penguin Book of 

Socialist Verse (Harmondsworth: 197~). ~~0~3--1~8~0 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
34. C. M. Bowra, Poetry and PolitiCS 

Press. 1966), pp. 81-82. 

35. Mao Tse-tung, op. cit., P· 5· 
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Changsha 

1 stand alone in cold autumn. 

The River Xiang goes north 

around the promontory of Orange Island. 

1 see the thousand mountains gone red 

and rows of stained forests. 

The great river is glassy jade 

swarming with one hundred boats. 

Eagles flash over clouds 

and fish float near the clear bottom. 

In the freezing air a million creatures compete 

for freedom. 

In this immensity 

I ask the huge green blue earth, 

who is master of nature? 

I came here with many friends 

and remember those fabled months and years 

of study. 

We were young, sharp as flower wind, ripe, 

candid with a scholar's bright blade 

and unafraid. 

We pointed our finger at China 
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and praised or damned through the papers we wrote. 

The warlords of the past were cowdung. 

Do you remember 

how in the middle of the river 

we hit the water, splashed, and how our waves 

slowed down the swift junks? 
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Tower of the Yellow Crane 

China is vague and immense where the nine rivers pour. 

The horizon is a deep line threading north and south. 

Blue haze and rain. 

Hills like a snake or tortoise guard the river. 

The yellow crane is gone. Where? 

Now this tower and region are for the wanderer. 

1 drink wine to the bubbling water-the heroes are gone. 

Like a tidal wave a wonder rises in my heart. 

SPRING 1927 
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Jinggang Mountain 

Low on the mountain our flags and banners 

and on the peak an echo of bugles and drums. 

Around us a thousand circles of enemy armies 

yet we are rock. 

No one cracks through our forest of walls, 

through our fortress of wills joined as one. 

From the front lines at Huangyang the big guns roar 

saying the enemy army fled in the night. 

FALL 1928 
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Warlords 

Wind and clouds suddenly rip the sky 

and warlords clash. War again. 

Rancor rains down on men who dream of a Pillow 

of Yellow Barley. 

Yet our red banners leap over the calm Ting River 

on our way 

to Shanghang and to Longyan the dragon cliff. 

The golden vase of China is shattered. 

We mend it, happy as we give away its meadows. 

SEPTEMBER OR OCTOBER 1929 
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Ninth Day of the Ninth Moon 

It is not the firmament but man who grows old, 

for the ninth day of the ninth moon 

comes each year each year. Today at the double yang, 

yellow flowers on the battlefield are deeply fragrant. 

one day each autumn a wind batters the land. 

It is not spring light yet better than spring 

for the sky and seas are an enormous frosty horizon 

under the dome. 

OCTOBER 11, 1929 
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On the Road to Ji'an 
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The whole icy sky is white 
and we are marching in the snow. No green pine. 

Mountains tower over us. 
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As we climb the pass 

the wind plays open our red banners. 
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Where are we going? 

To the River Gan in the haze of windy snow. 

We were told what to do. 
One hundred thousand workers and peasants marching on 
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Tingzhou to Changsha 

In June our soldiers of heaven fight against evil and rot. 

They have a huge rope to tie up the whale 

or fabulous cockatrice. 

On the far side of the Gan waters the ground turns red 

under the strategy of Huang Gonglue. 

A million workers and peasants leap up joyfully 

and roll up Jiangxi like a mat. 

As we reach the rivers of Hunan and Hubei 

we sing the lnternationale. It pierces us 

like a whirlwind from the sky. 

JULY 1930 
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First Siege 

The forests are a red blooming in the frost sky. 

The anger of our good soldiers climbs through the clouds. 

Haze hangs over the Brook of Dragons and a thousand hills 

are dark. 

We all cry out: 
The general Zhang Huizan is taken at the front\ 

our huge army pours into )iangxi 
Wind and smoke whirl whirl through half the world. 

We woke a million workers and peasants 

to have one heart. 
Below the mountain of Buzhou an anarchy of red flags. 

JANUARY OR SPRING 1931 
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Second Siege 

Clouds pause over the Mountain of White Clouds, 

yet below the Mountain of White Clouds 

is mad shouting, 

and even hollow trees and dry branches conspire. 

Our forest of rifles darts ahead 

like the ancient Flying General 

who flew out of heaven to chase Turki tribesmen 

out of Mongolia. 

In fifteen days a forced march of two hundred miles 

through gray Gan waters and Min mountains of jade. 

We sweep away their troops easily, like rolling up a mat. 

Someone is crying, 

sorry he moved his bastions slowly. 

SUMMER 1931 
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Region of the Great Pines 

Red orange yellow green blue violet. 

Who is dancing in the sky-holding the colorful ribbon 

of the rainbow? 

After rain the sun slanting down. 

Undulating blue hills and passes. 

That year the battle was hot at its peak. 

Bullet holes pit all the front village walls. 

Today they are decorations 

and the hills and passes are beautiful. 

SUMMER 1933 
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- Huichang 

Dawn wakes in the east 

Don't say we are marching early. 

Though we stomp over all these green hills 

we are not yet old, 

and from here the land is a wonder. 

Beyond the walls of bright Huichang 

the peaks 

tumble all the way to the ocean in the east 

Our soldiers point and look eagerly 

south to Guangdong, 

onion green and sensual in the distance. 

SUMMER 1934 
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in the vast frozen air wild geese shriek 

to the morning moon, 

frozen morning moon. 

Horse hoofs shatter the air 

and the bugle sobs. 

The grim pass is like iron 

yet today we will cross the summit in one step, 

cross the summit. 

Before us greenblue mountains are like the sea, 

the dying sun like blood. 
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Mountain. 
1 whip my quick horse and don't dismount 

and look back in wonder. 

The sky is three feet away. 

Mountain . 
The sea collapses and the river boils. 

Innumerable horses race 

insanely into the peak of battle. 

I -
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The Long March 

The Red Army is not afraid of hardship on the march, 

the long march. 

Ten thousand waters and a thousand mountains are nothing. 

The Five Sierras meander like small waves, 

the summits of Wumeng pour on the plain like balls 

of clay. 

Cliffs under clouds are warm and washed below by the River 

Gold Sand. 

Iron chains are cold, reaching over the Dadu River. 

The far snows of Minshan only make us happy 

and when the army pushes through, we all laugh. 

OCTOBER 1935 
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Kunlun Mountain 

Over the earth 

the greenblue monster Kunlun who has seen 

all spring color and passion of men. 

Three million dragons of white jade soar 

and freeze the whole sky with snow. 

When a summer sun heats the globe 

rivers flood 

and men turn into fish and turtles. 

Who can judge 

a thousand years of accomplishments or failures? 
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Kunlun, 

you don't need all that height or snow. 

If I could lean on heaven, grab my sword, 

and cut you in three parts, 

I would send one to Europe, one to America, 

and keep one part here 

in China 

that the world have peace 

and the globe share the same heat and ice. 

OCTOBER 1935 
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Liupan the Mountain of Six Circles 

Dazzling sky to the far cirrus clouds. 

1 gaze at wild geese vanishing into the south. 

If we cannot reach the Long Wall 

we are not true men. 

On my fingers I count the twenty thousand li 

we have already marched. 

On the summit of Liupan 

the west wind lazily ripples our red banner . 

Today we have the long rope in our hands. 

When will we tie up the gray dragon 

of the seven stars? 

OCTOBER 1935 

69 



ft} JC r5 I o 

iJC * JlJ 
lo ~ • ~ jl 
') -9- it, jl liiJo 

JlJ ~ 7, Jl{ 
lj~ ~- ~~ 
~b E, t 
$ f ~' 
I, n i l 

I M 
~I t lUi lUi 

lo J, 
1HE $ Pp nn 

I ~' ~ rlJ\. 

* 1t $( 

~ it 
pq i1 
ft}, • )Jj *' ~ f 
~- I 
~; ~~ 

* if, fiiJ ff; 
l I 
}, §? 

-3:-

~] ~ IJ5 0 

!k f!t 
.£ 

}5 l 

}~\ 

I 
~ 
~ -=r 

-
1L ---
_!.. 
I\ 

f? 
--
A 

Snow 

The scene is the north lands. 

Thousands of li sealed in ice, 

ten thousand li in blowing snow. 

From the Long Wall I gaze inside and beyond 

and see only vast tundra. 

Up and down the Yellow River 

the gurgling water is frozen. 

Mountains dance like silver snakes, 

hills gallop like wax bright elephants 

trying to climb over the sky. 

On days of sunlight 

the planet teases us in her white dress and rouge. 
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I Rivers and mountains are beautiful 
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Yet the emperors Shihuang and Wu Di 

were barely able to write. 
The first emperors of the Tang and Song dynasties 

were crude. 
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Genghis Khan, man of his epoch 

and favored by heaven, 

knew only how to hunt the great eagle. 

They are all gone. 

Only today are we men of feeling . 
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Capture of N anjing 

Rain and a windstorm rage blue and yellow over Zhong 

the bell mountain 

as a million peerless troops cross the Great River. 

The peak is a coiled dragon, the city a crouching tiger 

more dazzling than before. 

The sky is spinning and the earth upside down. 

We are elated 

yet we must use our courage to chase the hopeless enemy. 

We must not stoop to fame like the overlord Xiang Yu. 

If heaven has feeling it will grow old 

and watch 

our seas turn into mulberry fields. 

APRIL 1949 

75 



~ * - it --
1t I t ~ 

I
,' 
" 

l * - f 1;, 

~ ' 1f * Y& ~ 
)~ 

~ t 
! I i ·ij~ 

~' l, I, -c 
l\!1', 

1k ~ tt ~ 
~ t& it {iJ 
I l ~ Jt 
~ t ffi fH 

* 'ffr fx: ~ t 
#J I * i ITO ~o *o lo 

-t 
~ 

flr 
1W 
~ 
f 
JIG 

! 

-
it 
v.q 

it 
~ 
I 

Poem for Liu Yazi 

I cannot forget how in Guangzhou we drank tea 

and in Chongqing went over our poems 

when leaves were yellowing. 

Thirty-one years ago and now we come back 

at last to the ancient capital Beijing. 

In this season of falling flowers I read 

your beautiful poems. 

Be careful not to be torn inside. 

Open your vision to the world. 

Don't say that waters of Kunming Lake are too shallow. 

We can watch fish better here than in the Fuchun 

River in the south. 

APRIL 29, 1949 
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Poem for Liu Yazi 

Night is long. And slowly comes the crimson sun-moon 

dawn. 

Demons and monsters danced about and whirled 

for hundreds of years 

and five hundred millions were not a family. 

Yet in one song the cock whitens the world. 

Song pours on us from ten thousand corners 

and musicians from Yutian play. 

Never before were we poets so moved. 

OCTOBER 1950 
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Beidaihe 

Heavy rains fall on the northland kingdom of swallows. 

White pages of rain envelop the sky, 

and fishing boats off the Island of the Emperor Qin 

disappear on the ocean. 

Which way have they gone? 

More than a thousand years ago 

the mighty emperor Cao Cao cracked his whip 

and drove his army against the Tartars. 

Let us move east to Stone Mountains. Today 

we still shiver in Cao's poem of "autumn·gale in desolate winds" 

yet another man is in the world. 

SUMMER 1954 
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Swimming 

After swallowing some water at Changsha 

I taste a Wuchang fish in the surf 

and swim across the Yangzi River 

that winds ten thousand li. 

I see the entire Chu sky. 

Wind batters me, waves hit me-l don't care. 

Better than walking lazily in the patio. 

Today I have a lot of time. 

Here on the river the Master said: 

"W.hat is gone into the past 

is like a river flowing." 
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Winds flap the sail, 

tortoise and snake are silent, 

a great plan looms. 

A bridge will fly over this moat dug by heaven 

and be a road from north to south. 

We will make a stone wall 

against the upper river to the west 

and hold back steamy clouds and rain of Wu peaks. 

Over tall chasms will be a calm lake, 

and if the goddess of these mountains is not dead 

she will marvel at the changed world. 

JUNE 1956 
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The Gods 

on the death of his wife Yang Kaihui 

1 lost my proud poplar and you your willow. 

As poplar and willow they soar straight up 

into the ninth heaven 

and ask the prisoner of the moon, Wu Gang, what is there. 

He offers them wine from the cassia tree. 

The lonely lady on the moon, Chang E, 

spreads her vast sleeves 

and dancesfor these good souls in theunending sky. 

Down on earth a sudden report of the tiger's defeat. 

Tears fly down from a great upturned bowl of rain. 

MAY ll, 1957 
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Saying Good-bye to the God ofDisease (1) 

Mauve waters and green mountains are nothing 

when the great ancient doctor Hua Tuo 

could not defeat a tiny worm. 

A thousand villages collapsed, were choked with weeds, 

men were lost arrows. 

Ghosts sang in the doorway of a few desolate houses. 

Yet now in a day we leap around the earth 

or explore a thousand Milky Ways. 

And if the cowherd who lives on a star 

asks about the god of plagues, 

tell him, happy or sad, the god is gone, 

washed away in the waters. 

JULY 1, 1958 
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Saying Good-bye to the God ofDisease (2) 

Thousands of willow branches in a spring wind. 

Six hundred million of China, land of the gods, 

and exemplary like the emperors Shun and Yao. 

A scarlet rain of peach blossoms turned into waves 

and emerald mountains into bridges. 

Summits touch the sky. 

We dig with silver shovels 

and iron arms shake the earth and the Three Rivers. 

God of plagues, where are you going? 

We burn paper boats and bright candles 

to light his way to heaven. 

JULY I, 1958 
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Return to Shaoshan 

I regret the passing, the dying, of the vague dream: 

my native orchards thirty-two years ago. 

Yet red banners roused the serfs, who seized three-pronged lances 

when the warlords raised whips in their black hands. 

We were brave and sacrifice was easy 

and we asked the sun, the moon, to alter the sky. 

Now I see a thousand waves of beans and rice 

and am happy. 

In the evening haze heroes are coming home. 

JUNE 25, 1959 
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Climbing Lushan 

The mountain looms firmly over the Great River. 

I climb four hundred bends to its green lush peak. 

With cool eyes I stare at the rim of mankind 

and the sea beyond. 

Hot wind blows rain in the sky and down to the river. 

Clouds over the nine tributaries and the floating yellow crane, 

where waves ripple toward the Three Wu. White mist flies up. 

Who knows where Tao, the ancient poet, has gone? 

Is he farming in the Land of the Peach Blossoms? 

JULY I, 1959 
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Militia Women 

9t I Early rays of sun illumine the parade grounds 

~ ~ 
and these handsome girls heroic in the wind, 

with rifles five feet long. 

3t ~ -( Daughters of China with a marvelous will, 

you prefer hardy uniforms to colorful silk. 

-ft: ~ *~ FEBRUARY 1961 
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To a Friend 

White clouds hang over the Mountain of Nine Questions. 

The daughters of the emperor rode the wind 

down to a jade meadow 

where a thousand tears fell and dappled the bamboo. 

Now their dresses are a hundred folds of silk, 

a million sunclouds of red blossoms. 

In Dongting Lake snow waves rise to heaven 

and people of the Orange Island sing and make the earth 

vibrate. 

I want to dream of the immense 

land of the hibiscus shiny with young morning sun. 
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Written on a Photograph of the Cave of the Gods 

At bluegreen twilight I see the rough pines 

serene under the rioting clouds. 

The cave of the gods was born in heaven, 

a vast wind-ray beauty on the dangerous peak. 

SEPTEMBER g, 1961 
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To Guo Moruo 

Wind. Lightning. Thunder over the earth 

and a demon is born from a heap of white bones. 

Slow Tripitaka can still be taught 

yet the blind monster-insect-a horn in its mouth­

spits and kills. 

The gold monkey swings his mammoth club 

and knocks ten thousand li of dust out of the air: 

the sky is transparent jade. 

Today we cheer the Great Sage 

for the demon mist rises again. 

NOVEMBER 17, 1961 
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In Praise of the Winter Plum Blossom 

Spring disappears with rain and winds 

and comes with flying snow. 

Ice hangs on a thousand feet of cliff 

yet at the tip of the topmost branch the plum 

blooms. 

The plum is not a delicious girl showing off 

yet she heralds spring. 

When mountain flowers are in wild bloom 

she giggles in all the color. 

DECEMBER 1962 
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Winter Clouds 

Winter clouds. Cotton snow falls heavily 

like many disappearing flowers. 

Icy brooks bubble high in the air 

and on earth a slender wind is warm. 

And the hero? 

He dominates the tiger and the leopard. 

The wind bear cannot frighten a brave man. 

Even the plum tree is pleased with snow 

and doesn't care about freezing or dying houseflies. 

DECEMBER 26, 1962 
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To Guo Moruo 

On our small planet 

a few houseflies bang on the walls. 

They buzz, moan, moon, 

and ants climb the locust tree 

and brag about their vast dominion. 

It is easy for a flea to say 

it topples a huge tree. 

In Changan leaves spill in the west wind, 

the .arrowhead groans in the air. 
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We had much to do and quickly. 

The sky-earth spins and time is short. 

Ten thousand years is long 

and so a morning and an evening count. 

The four oceans boil and clouds fume with rain. 

We wash away insects 

and are strong. 

The five continents shake in the wind of lightning. 

JANUARY g, 1963 
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Richard Nixon 

and Mao's Poetry 

President Richard Nixon opened China to the West through his 1972 journey 

to Beijing and Shanghai, where at world-publicized meetings he spoke to 

Chairman Mao Zedong and to Premier Zhou Enlai. At their first historic meet­

ing the president, who had with him a copy of The Poems of Mao Tse-tung, 

recited Mao's verses, which he had committed to memory. 

Frank Gannon, biographer of Richard Nixon, interviewed the former pres­

ident on May 27, 1983. In the interview Nixon describes his visit, Premier Zhou 

Enlai's commentary on Mao's poems, and how he and Zhou studied one of 

them together in a guesthouse. It is a poignant, informed memory of Zhou. 

Frank Gannon: Do you recall your last meeting with Zhou Enlai? 

Richard Nixon: Yes, I recall it quite vividly. We were meeting in the marvelous 

guesthouse where we stayed when I went to China in 1972 and again in 1976. 

And he was in a rather contemplative, philosophical state of mind at that 

point. He was reflecting on the trip and what it meant, and what it could mean 

in the future. And while most people are aware that Mao was a poet, many are 

not aware of the fact that Zho~ Enlai was as well. His widow gave me a book 

of his poems when I saw her after his death in 1976. And so Zhou was quoting 

some of Mao's poetry to me as we were meeting there, and one poem that 

he thought was pa·rticularly beautiful-and I did as well-saying, "I have it 

here with me. Let me read it to you as to what it was." He pointed out before 

quoting this poem that it was in my dining room, in the upstairs dining room 

of the suite in which I was staying, in Mao's calligraphy. And it read as follows: 
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"The beauty lies at the top of the mountain." And then he went on to say, "You 

know, you have risked something to come to China, but there is another 

Chinese poem that spells that out, and it reads as follows: 'On perilous peaks 

dwells beauty in its infinite variety.' And then he said, "There is another poem 

that I would also have liked to have put up in your suite. It is, again, one of 

Mao's." And he pulled out the little red book, Mao's [poems]. and read what 

he called "In Praise of the Winter Plum Blossom." It's actually a very beautiful 

poem, and the meaning which he gave to it is quite interesting. 

Spring disappears with rain and winds 

and comes with flying snow. 

Ice hangs on a thousand feet of cliff 

yet at the tip of the topmost branch the plum 

blooms. 

The plum is not a delicious girl showing off 

yet she heralds spring. 

When mountain flowers are in wild bloom 

she giggles in all the color. 

And then he said, "What this poem really means is that he who takes the 

initiative is not one who will then reach out and stretch out his hand, because 

by the time the flowers are in full bloom, they are ready to wither and die." 

And then he said, "You have undertaken this initiative. You have undertaken it 

at considerable risk. You may not be there to witness its- its success, but we 

will welcome your return." Incidentally, he proved to be quite perceptive. I 

returned to China in 1976, and at that time I was out of office and Zhou Enlai 

was dead. 
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The Translation 

Because Chinese poetry depends very much on images, and images translate 

more readily and with less loss than other poetic devices, we have had a tra­

dition of excellent Chinese poems in English, beginning with those of Arthur 

Waley. Ezra Pound's Cathay versions, and translations by Kenneth Rexroth, 

Robert Payne, David Hinton, and Tony Barnstone are effective poems in 

English. They read as poems. 

Sometimes I have thought it necessary to add a word when the original 

suggested something recognizable to a Chinese but not to a Western reader. 

Each case of these multiple-meaning words, a common obstacle or opportu­

nity in matters of translation, is indicated in the notes on the poems. These 

versions differ from other translations in that proper nouns, especially place 

names, are often translated rather than left in Chinese; at times they are given 

the Chinese name followed by the English meaning. The Jiuyi Mountain 

becomes the "Mountain of Nine Questions." This may be thought of as the 

equivalent of translating phrases like "the Badlands" or "the White House." To 

a French reader with no English, "Les Terrains Maud its" or "Ia Maison Blanche" 

would be more meaningful than "les Badlands" or "Ia White House." Chinese 

is particularly rich in evocative proper nouns. 
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Chinese Versification 

Lines of verse in classical Chinese poetry have a fixed number of characters 

per line, the number varying according to the form. Since characters are 

monosyllabic, one character equals one syllable, a five-character line has five 

syllables, and a seven-character line seven syllables. Each syllable in classical 

Chinese has one of four tones: ping (level), sh.ang (rising), qu (falling), or ru 

(entering). The form of a poem depends on the tonal pattern, the line length 

(number of characters), and the rhyme scheme. These forms, though numer­

ous, are fixed, and while the original poem giving rise to the form has often 

been lost. the pattern remains. Following Chinese tradition, before each 

poem Mao cites the poem or poem pattern he has followed. In effect. the 

poet fills in a set pattern with his own words. Words, it should be noted, are 

not necessarily monosyllabic but frequently disyllabic and trisyllabic, that is, 

compounded of two or three characters. The line is determined by the num­

ber of characters, however, not the number of words. Thus a four-character 

line might contain four, three, two words, or conceivably only one complete 

compound word. 

The main Chinese forms are the /ashi and ci. The Ia and ci, as they were 

used in the Tang and Song dynasties, are those favored by Mao. But all these 

forms develop from earlier verse structures found in collections and poets of 

the ancient Chou dynasty (1122- 221 B.C.). 

The first major collection of Chinese poetry is the Classic of Poetry (Shi 

}ing), also called the Book of Songs. It contains 305 songs composed between 

1000 and 700 B.C. It was edited, we believe, by Kong Fuzi (Confucius) (551-479 

B.C.), who selected what would be preserved from the bulk of literature from 
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the early Zhou dynasty. These poems, translated by Pound as the Confucian 

Odes, are divided between folk (feng) and court (yo) poems, with forty tem­

ple hymns (song), all written in the early shi pattern of four characters per line. 

Somewhat later we have Chu Ci, a collection mainly by Qu Yuan (340?-278? 

B.C.), who is often called the father of Chinese poetry. Qu Yuan wrote in a 

freer form than the four-character shi of the Confucian canon. Finally, in the 

same Zhou dynasty, we have the fu, a very free prose poem, which was used 

more widely in Han dynasty poetry (206 B.C.- 220 A.D.). 

Mao has taken his models mainly from later Tang (618-907) and Song 

(960 -1127) poets. His forms are the Song ci, of indeterminate length, the 

Tang five- or seven-character Ia of eight lines, and the jueju, which is a four­

line variation of the /a. The Ia as used in late Tang poets, especially by Du Fu, 

is a rigorously determined form. Its full name is tashi; Ia means "law" and the 

phrase means "regulated verse." The poem consists of eight lines, all of which 

must be either five-syllabic or seven-syllabic. The same rhyme is used 

throughout the poem. The five-syllable poem has end-rhyme in the second, 

fourth, sixth, and eighth lines; the seven-syllable poem has end-rhyme 

optionally in the first line, and then again in the second, fourth, sixth, and 

eighth lines. The middle four lines must form two pairs of antithetical cou­

plets. Slight variations permit eight patterns for the tashi poem. Close to the 

JOshi is the jueju ("truncated verse"), which is a four-line poem with five or 

seven characters in each line. It is the shortest poem in Chinese, and if the 

lines have only five characters each, the poem contains only twenty syllables. 

It is the most compressed Chinese verse form, and from it came the Japanese 

haiku, which is three syllables shorter. 

The ci form (.long and short verse lines) has more than six hundred set 

tonal patterns, derived from popular melodies. Despite this diversity and its 

more lyrical nature, it is considered more rigid than the tashi, or certainly 

more rigorously complex. The ci is usually divided into two stanzas, of lines 

varying from one to eleven syllables or characters. It is regulated by strict 
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tonal patterns, line lengths, and rhyme schemes. Its lexicon admits more col­

loquial words and expressions and so, despite strict forms, it is also more flex­

ible than the /Dshi. Most of Mao's poems are ci songs. 

Some of Mao's poems are replies to the themes of earlier Chinese poems, 

as "In Praise of the Winter Plum Blossom," based on a poem by Lu You (1125-

1210). Both poems are in turn modeled after the fixed pattern of an earlier ci. 

A poem may also be a reply to a contemporary poem, as are Mao's poems to 

his friend Liu Yazi or Guo Moruo. Both these modern poems are based on 

classical models. 
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Notes on the Poems 

These notes are largely informational rather than interpretive. Although the poems are 

self-contained and do not depend on explanation to convey image, thought, and expe­

rience, it is useful to have some knowledge of mythological and historical allusions. Mao 

adds an author's note to a number of poems, giving mythological or historical refer­

ences. The dating of the poems is in most cases certain. The emphasis in the summary of 

Chinese versification (page 121} is on the forms used by Mao, which are also the main 

traditional forms in Chinese poetry. 

Changsha 

TITLE Changsha is the capital of Hunan, Mao Zedong's native province. The city is on 

the east bank of the Xiang River, which flows north into the Yangtze. Mao studied in 

Changsha at the First Normal School of Hunan from 1913 to 1918. 

Orange Island Orange Island is in the Xiang River, west of Changsha. Mao often went 

to the island with school friends or swam in waters nearby. 

fabled Also "turbulent" and "exciting." 

papers we wrote In September 1915 Yuan Shikai wanted to become emperor of China. 

Zhang Jingyao, the warlord then controlling Hunan, supported Yuan and banned all 

opposition to him. Nevertheless, Mao published a pamphlet opposing the restoration of 

monarchy. 

FORM After the ci Qin Yuan Chun, meaning "Spring in the Garden of Chin." As indi­

cated in the notes on Chinese versification (page 121), the original ci was a song or 

melody; here it concerns Qinshui; a daughter of Emperor Ming of the West Han period. 

But as is often the case, the original is lost and also the melody. What remains is the pat­

tern or form: the number of lines, the number of characters per line, the rhyme scheme, 

and the arrangemel!t of tones. The poet has filled in the pattern. The subject matter 

need have, and in this case has, nothing to do with the original poem. Mao uses the same 

ci for his poem "Snow." 

Tower of the Yellow Crane 

TITLE The Tower of the Yellow Crane is a high tower on a cliff west of Wuchang in 

the province of Hubei. There is a legend that the saint Zian once rode past the area on 
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a yellow crane, thought to be an immortal bird. Another legend holds that Fei Wenwei 

attained immortality immediately at this spot and regularly flew past on a yellow or 

golden crane. To commemorate these events a tower was erected and the place be­

came a pilgrimage site for scholars and poets. 

nzne rzvers The many tributaries of the Yangzi (Yangtze) which flow nearby. 

deep line threading north and south 

which links north and south. 

Reference is probably to the Beijing-Hankou railway, 

snake or tortoise guard the river Literally, snake or tortoise grip the river. The allusion is 

to Snake Hill and Tortoise Hill. which face each other on either bank of the Yangzi at 

Hanko. 

I drink wine to the bubbling water The Song dynasty poet Su Dongpo wrote a poem in 

which he drank to the moon's reflection in the river while recalling old heroes. The impli­

cation is that like the yellow crane, the old heroes are gone. 

FORM After the ci Pu Sa Man, meaning "Strange Goddess," comP.osed in the Tang 

dynasty when a delegation from a kingdom of Amazons came to the Chinese court to 

pay tribute. These women were known as the Pu Sa Man. They wore gold headgear in 

their tall coiffures and had many strings of pearls around their necks. 

Jinggang Mountain 

TITLE An immense mountain in the Luoxiao range between Jiangxi and eastern Hunan 

provinces. In September 1927 Mao Zedong led the Red Army here and established his 

first revolutionary base. He was joined in April 1928 by his principal general, Zhu De. 

a thousand circles of enemy armies Guomindang troops attacked this base repeatedly in 

1927 and 1928. The Guomindang Army was several times larger than the Red Army. 

Huangyang Mao's troops blocked all ways to the base except through the district of 

Huangyang, left open on purpose. There they ambushed the enemy and broke its 

offensive. 

FORM After the ci Xijiang Yue, meaning "West River Moon." The phrase is from lines of 

Li Bai (701- 62): "Now the moon is still over the West River." 

Warlords 

TITLE The full title is "War between Jiang and the Guangxi Group." While Jiang Jieshi 

was fighting with other military leaders of Guangxi, Mao and Zhu De accomplished their 

plan of setting up a base in north Fujian province. In the same area the Red Army took 

Shang hang at dawn on September 21, 1929. Longyan- Dragon Cliff-was taken earlier 

in the year. 
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Pillow of'Yt:llow Barley Yellow Barley or Golden Millet. There is a Tang dynasty story of 

a poor scholar, Lu Sheng, who meets an immortal, Luweng, in an inn in Handan. Lu Sheng 

complains of his harsh life and the god lends him a pillow, a pillow on which he can sleep 

and dream of good fortune. He sleeps and all his ambitions appear to come true: honor, 

wealth. power, marriage to a beautiful girl, and old age. When he wakes up, the inn­

keeper, a Daoist friend, is cooking a meal for him of golden millet. But it is not yet 

cooked. The Pillow of Yellow Barley suggests the ambitious dreams of men. 

Ting River Ting means "flat" or "calm." 

golden vase of China Mao compares China to a golden vase fragmented by the war­

lords. He mends the vase -that is, he reunites the land -then he gives its meadows 

away. He is speaking of land reform and land redistribution. 

FORM After the ci Qing Ping Le, meaning "Pure Joy"; perhaps from a poem by Li Bai. 

Ninth Day of the Ninth Moon 

TITLE The ninth day of the ninth moon, by the lunar calendar, is a holiday. On this day 

the sun and moon are yang -that is, in their male or maximum position. It is a day of 

celebration, of feasting. It is customary to go up a hill to avoid epidemics, and to visit the 

graves of ancestors. The ninth day of the ninth moon, or double ninth day, occurred 

October 11, 1929, after a successful campaign in western Fujian. 

FORM After the ci Cai Sang Zi, meaning "Song of Picking Mulberries." 

New Year's Day 

TITLE The poem was written on New Year's Day by the Western solar, not the Chinese 

lunar, calendar. 

Ninghua, Qingliu, and Guihua In 1929 Mao and General Zhu De led the Red Army east­

ward from Jianggang Mountain to open up new revolutionary bases in western Fujian 

and southern Jiangxi provinces. Ninghua, Qingliu, and Guihua are names of the counties 

in Fujian province. 

Wuyi As Mount Hymettus iJ! Greece is famous for its honey, so Wuyi Mountain in 

China is famous for its tea. 

FORM After the ci Ru Meng Ling, meaning "Like a Dream." The original ci was by the 

Tang emperor Zhuang Zong, who reigned from 923 to 926. 

On the Road to Ji'an 

TITLE The Red Army attacked Ji'an at least nine times in 1930. This poem records the 

first, an attack in the snow in February of that year. Ji'an is in the middle of Jiangxi prov­

ince. The original title is "On the Road to Guangchang." Guangchang lies beyond Ji'an. 
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line 2 In a later edition this line was changed. The new line might be translated as 

"Marching in the snow made our situation more urgent." 

Mountains tower over us Reference is to the Yunshan range. 

River Can The Gan is the main river of the Jiangxi province. It flows into Lake Poyang 

and then into the Yangzi. 

FORM After the ci Mu Lon Hua, meaning "The Magnolia." It was composed, as an 

abbreviated song, by the Southern Tang emperor Li Yu, who reigned from 962 to 975. 

Tingzhou to Changsha 

TITLE Mao and the army are on their way to attempt to capture Nanchang. The attack, 

as well as one soon after on Changsha, failed. 

soldiers of heaven It is suggested that the soldiers are carrying out the will of heaven. 

huge rope In the Han dynasty (206 B.C.- 220 A.D.). General Zhong Zhun asked the 

emperor Wu Di for a long cord, with which he pledged to bind and bri~g back as captive 

the king of southern Yue, who led the invading troops. See note on long rope in "Liupan 

the Mountain of Six Circles," page 138. Here the reference is obviously to the Guomin­

dang armies, not the Japanese. 

whale or fabulous cockatrice The reference is to a big fish, a whale, that turns into a roc 

or cockatrice. Zhuangzi (c. 275 B.C.) described a whale in the north sea that turned into 

a giant roc floating on a whirlwind. Jorge Luis Borges in the Book of Imaginary Beings 

describes the roc (also given as "rukh") as "a vast magnification of the eagle or vulture." 

He says: "Marco Polo adds that some envoys from China brought the feather of a Rukh 

back to the Grand Khan. A Persian illustration in Lane shows the Rukh bearing off three 

elephants in its beak and talons .... " 

Huang Gonglue The commander in charge of the right flank in this operation. In 1931, 

a year later, he was killed in action at Chian. 

Hunan and Hubei 

same year. 

Operations were carried out in these two provinces in July of the 

FORM After the Tang ci Die Lion Hua, meaning "Butterflies Courting Flowers." 

First Siege 

TITLE The full title is "Opposing the First Siege." In the Introduction the First Siege is 

referred to as the First Annihilation Campaign. It is also called the First Encirclement. See 

Introduction for background material. 

Brook of Dragons In Chinese, Longgang, a place name where the five-day battle of the 

First Siege began December 27, 1930. 
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The general Zhang Huizan Zhang Huizan was a Hunan warlord who directed front-line 

operations at the battle of Longgang. The field commander was captured. 

Mao has an extensive commentary on the last line, giving three versions of the Chinese 

myth to which he is referring. The note concerns three storiesabout a hero, Gonggong; 

then Mao adds his own rendering. All four versions are fascinating, although it is not 

clear how they relate to the last line of the poem. Mao writes: "The three accounts vary 

and I prefer the Huainanzi by Liu An [178-122 B.C.] in which Gonggong was a victorious 

hero. Liu An writes: 'Gong gong was angry and knocked his head against the mountain of 

Buzhou, breaking the pillar that supported heaven and held up the earth. After this the 

sky leaned toward the northwest and the sun, moon, stars and constellations also moved 

in that direction. The earth then became lower, and waters, floods, dust and mud flowed 

southeast toward the earth.' Did Gonggong die or not? There is no clear account but it 

appears that he actually won." 

FORM After the ci Yu jia Ao, meaning "Fishermen's Pride." The original ci was by Yan 

Shu (991-1040). 

Second Siege 

TITLE The full title is "Opposing the Second Siege." See Introduction for background 

material on the Annihilation Campaigns. 

Mountain of White Clouds Some eighty li east of Huichang county in Jiangxi province. 

(One li is approximately one-third of a mile.) 

and even hollow trees and dry branches conspire In the People's Daily, June 8, 1962, Guo 

Moruo says that the hollow trees and dry branches refer to the enemy troops. 

like the ancient Flying General The text does not include "to chase Turki tribesmen/out 

of Mongolia," although without this explanation the previous line is quite meaningless to 

a Western reader. Reference is to the well-known Han general Li Guang, who defended 

the kingdom against Turki tribes then occupying Mongolia. Because of his swift move­

ments he became known as the Flying General. 

We sweep away their troops Fr~m a line by Du Fu (712 -70): "My pen alone sweeps away 

a thousand strong men." 

like rolling up a rnat From a line in "On the Mistakes of Qin Shihuang" by Jia Yi (201-

169 B.C.). 

Someone is crying JiangJieshi. Jiang is regretting his strategy of slow advance, of plac-

ing a bastion at every step. 

FORM After the ci Yu jia Ao, meaning "Fishermen's Pride." Same form in "First Siege." 
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Region of the Great Pines 

TITLE Daboda, meaning "Region of the Great Pines," is a district near Ruijin county in 

Jiangxi province. A revolutionary base was established there which Jiang Jieshi attacked 

four times between the end of 1930 and February 1933. He failed in each attempt. 

FORM After the ci Pu Sa Man, meaning "Strange Goddess." See note on FORM in 

"Tower of the Yellow Crane," page 132. 

Huichang 

TITLE In January 1929 Mao led the Red Army into Huichang county to establish the 

southern Jiangxi base. Huichang borders on Fujian province in the east and Guangdong 

providence in the south. 

bright The Chinese characters for Huichang are a compound or double character, the 

second of which is a small sun (a square with a horizontal line in the middle) over a big­

ger sun. This is the word for "bright." See Chinese title. Yo translate Huichang as one word 

alone would not convey the suggestiveness of the original. 

onion green and sensual in the distance These words are an allusion to a line in the biog­

raphy of Emperor Guang Wu in the Annals of the Later Han Dynasty. The character here 

for "green" also means "onion." 

FORM After the ci Qing Ping Le, meaning "Pure Joy"; perhaps from a poem by Li Bai. 

Loushan Pass 

Poem written during the Long March 

TITLE The Loushan (Lou Mountain) Pass is in the north of Zunyi county in Guizhou 

province. It was a strategic position between this province and Sichuan, commanding 

the difficult road from Guizhou and Sichuan. The pass dominates the highest peak of the 

Loushan range. Around it are three swordlike peaks. The road winding up the mountain 

made it difficult to take. The Red Army took the pass t.wice in 1935. The occasion of this 

poem was the second storming of the pass. 

FORM After the ci Yi Qin, meaning "Remembering the Beauty of Qin." Qin was a girl 

of the palace. The name of this ci comes from a poem by Li Bai. 

Three Songs 

TITLE Three songs of sixteen characters each, written in 1934 and 1935 during the 

Long March. 

and look back in wonder This phrase suggests a poem by Du Fu, "Gazing at the Peaks," 

in which he looks back at the grandeur of Mount Tai. 
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The sky is three feet away Mao adds a note to this poem, quoting a folk song: 

The Skull mountain is above, 

Treasure Mountain is below. 

The sky is only three feet away. 

If you cross on foot you must bend your head, 

if on a horse you must dismount. 

FORM After the ci Shi Liu Ci Ling, meaning "Song of Sixteen Characters." 

The Long March 

Poem written during the Long March. 

TITLE On October 16, 1934, the Red Army set out from its base in Jiangxi. It fought 

continuously through ten provinces, frequently doubling back on its tracks. The army 

often traveled by night in the epic 6,500-mile march. Its final destination was Shanxi, 

where it established a new anti-Japanese base, but the army was forced to wander over 

much of China, reaching even to the borders of Tibet. A small percentage of the origi­

nal army survived. It was, however, the decisive moral venture of the revolution and it 

established Mao Zedong as the undisputed leader of the movement. There are many 

descriptions of the Long March. See Andre Malraux's Anti-Memoirs, Robert Payne's Por­

trait of a Revolutionary: Mao Tse-tung, Jerome Ch'en's Mao and the Chinese Revolution, 

Edgar Snow's Red Star over China, and Harrison E. Salisbury's The Long March: The 

Untold Story. 

Five Sierras These ranges spread through four provinces: Hunan, Guangdong, Jiangxi, 

and Guizhou. The five ranges are Dayu, Jitian, Dupong, Mengzho, and Yuecheng. 

Wumeng A high mountain range between Guizhou and Yunnan provinces. 

River Gold Sand A river in the upper reaches of the Yangzi in Yunnan province. A diffi-

cult crossing took place there. 

Dadu River A tributary of the Yangzi at the Sichuan-Xikang border. Over the Dadu 

River was the Luding bridge, consisting of thirteen iron chains and some loose planks of 

wood. The bridge was heavily" fortified and most of the planks had been removed. 

Twenty-four volunteers, crossing by hanging from the chains themselves, made a frontal 

assault and secured the other side. This crossing has been recounted in many books, has 

become the subject of plays and operas, and has passed into modern Chinese mythol­

ogy. See Introduction. 

Minshan A snow-covered mountain range in Qinghai, Gansu, Shanxi, and Sichuan 

provinces. It was the last major obstacle of the March. Its highest crest was stormed 

September 14, 1935, with the aid of Miao tribe troops from Guizhou. 

FORM A /Dshi, an eight-line poem with seven characters in each line. 
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Kunlun Mountain 

Poem written during the Long March. 

NOTE ON POEM BY MAO ZEDONG "An ancient poet said, 'Three million dragons of white 

jade are fighting, their broken scales fly all over the sky.' In this way he described the fly­

ing snow, but here I have used it to describe snowy mountains. In summer, when one 

climbs the Min Mountain, one looks out on far mountains that seem to dance and shine 

in dazzling whiteness. There was a saying among the people that years ago when the 

Monkey King (Sun Xingzhe) passed by, all the mountains were of fire. But he borrowed a 

palm-leaf fan and quenched the flame and that is why the mountains froze and turned 

white." 

Mao takes the image of the dragons of white jade from an eleventh-century poet. 

Zhang Yuan, of Huazhou. 

TITLE Kunlun is a mountain on the upper reaches of the Khotan River in Xinjiang prov­

ince. The name is also used for the Karakoram range, which runs from Tibet and Xinjiang 

into central China and includes mountains such as the Minshan in Qinghai. The title can 

also be translated simply "Kunlunshan"; shan means "mountain" or "mountains" and is 

added to proper nouns; e.g., Minshan or Min Mountain. 

fish and turtles In the first year of Chao Kung, praise for Yu's flood-prevention work is 

recorded in a saying of Liu Ting-kung: "Without Yu, we would have become fish." The 

Yangzi and Yellow rivers both have their source in the Kunlun mountains, and in summer, 

when the snow melts, these rivers flood. 

FORM After the ci Nian Nu jiao, meaning "The Girl Nian Nu." Nian Nu was a famous 

palace singer of the eighth century. 

Liupan the Mountain of Six Circles 

Poem written during the Long March. 

TITLE Liupan is a high mountain southwest of Guyuan county in southern Gansu. It is 

so steep that the road to the summit circles around six times. Toward the end of the Long 

March, in September 1935, the Red Army entered the area; the First Front Army under 

Mao captured Liupan in October, and advanced into Shanxi province. 

Long Wall The Great Wall of China in Chinese is the "Long Wall." See Introduction. 

long rope In the Han dynasty (206 B.C.- 220 A.D.) General Zhong Zhun asked the em-

peror Wu Di for a long cord, with which he pledged to bind and bring back as captive the 

king of southern Yue, who led the invading "barbarians." The reference may be to the 

Japanese, or to any enemy force. 

gra_y dragon The classical Chinese name for a constellation of seven stars in the east­

ern sky. According to the Beijing edition of Mao's poems, Nineteen Poems of Mao 
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Zedong, the dragon refers to the invading Japanese army, and these last lines may indi­

cate a determination to go north to battle against the Japanese. In Robert Payne's 

Portrait of a Revolutionary: Mao Tse- Tung, however, Mao is quoted as saying that he is 

not referring to Jiang or any one obstacle. "I meant all the evils-the Japanese, the 

Guomindang, the terrible social system." Payne writes further (page 233): "Nor should 

the red flag be taken to mean only the Communist flag, for there is a deliberate confu­

sion between the red flag and the red banner carried by the ancient Chinese generals. 

Mao delighted in such confusions in the same way that Tang dynasty poets would delib­

erately write poems about the border warfare of their time, while pretending to be writ­

ing about wars a thousand years earlier." We see the red banner in such classical poems 

as that by the Tang dynasty poet Zen Zan in which he describes winter preparations for 

an advance against the Huns: "And the wind fails to move our frozen red flag." 

FORM After the ci Qing Ping Le, meaning "Pure Joy"; perhaps from a poem by Li Bai. 

The same ci form is used in the poem "Huichang." 

Snow 

DATE There is confusion about the dating of this poem. In at least two editions of 

Mao's poems, February 1936 is given as the date of composition; and Joachim Schickel 

supports that date in Mao Zedong: 37 Gedichte (Munich: DTV, 1967, p. 107). Jerome 

Ch'en suggests that the poem was written sometime in the winter of 1944-45, before 

Mao's August 1945 meeting with Jiang Jieshi to discuss peace and unity. In Robert Payne's 

biography Mao is quoted as saying that he wrote the poem in August 1945 while taking 

his first trip in a plane, between Yan'an and Chongqing, for his meeting with Jiang. In this 

case, the panorama of Chinese landscape, with dancing-serpent snow mountains and 

elephant hills, may be thought of as seen from the air. Payne claims that the poem was 

written in reply to another by Mao's friend Liu Yazi (see two poems by Mao to Liu), and 

that he gave it to Liu August 28, 1945, at the Chongqing airport. In the 1958 English­

language edition of Nineteen Poems, the annotation states that Liu wrote a poem of his 

own in the same meter and Mao's poem is a reply. It is Mao's best-known poem. 

In a later edition of Mao's poems (Annotations of Chairman Moos Poetry, Hong 

Kong: Kunlun Publishing Co., 1968, val. 2) the editor, Chang Syang, returns to February 

1936 as the date of composition: "The poem 'Snow' was written in February, four months 

after the victorious Long March, just after the Red Army arrived at its base in Yanan. On 

a certain day duri.ng a snowstorm, Chairman Mao went up a high mountain and took in 

the distant view. He saw the marvelous scene of a thousand li of flying snow over this 

whole territory." 

Liu's son, Professor Liu Wu-chi of Indiana University, has offered the following infor­

mation for this edition: "I was in Chongqing with my father when Mao Zedong visited 

him at his temporary lodging in the campus of Nankai Middle School. I know that Mao 
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showed my father the poem 'Snow' (probably Mao wrote 'Snow' first and my father's 

poem was a response), and later, in early September 1945, my father had the poem pub­

lished in the XinHua [New China Daily]. the only Communist newspaper in Chongqing. 

This was also the first time that one of Mao's poems appeared in a major publication. As 

for my father's meeting Mao at the airport or sending him off, I was not aware of this at 
the time." 

mountains Note by Mao Zedong: "These highlands are those of Shaanxi and Shanxi 

provinces." Joachim Schickel notes that these provinces would not have been seen by 

Mao in a plane traveling from Yanan to Chongqing and rejects 1945 as the year of com­

position in part for this reason. 

Shihuang First emperor of the Qin dynasty, who ruled from 24 7/6 to 210 B.C. See Note 
1 of Introduction. 

Wu Di Emperor of the Han dynasty, who ruled from 140 to 87 B.C. The Chinese text 

carried the names of these emperors: Tai Zong of the· Tang dynasty, who ruled from 627 

to 649; Tai Zi of the Song dynasty, who ruled from 960 to 976. 

were barely able to write; crude These epithets have been translated in various ways to 

suggest, in a forceful way, the emperors' lack of polish and literary talent. 

Genghis Khan The famous Mongol conqueror, who ruled from 1206 to 1227. 

FORM After the ci Qin Yuan Chun, meaning "Spring in the Garden of Qin." See note 

on FORM in "Changsha," page 131. 

Capture of N anjing 

TITLE The full title of this poem is "The Capture of Nanjing by the People's Liberation 

Army (PLA)." Nanjing had been the national capital several times. It was at this time the 

capital of the Guomindang government. 

Zhong Zhong or Chongshan (Zhong Mountain) lies east of Nanjing. Zhong means 
"bell," hence "Zhong the bell mountain." 

Great River The Yangzi. 

The peak is a coiled dragon, the city a crouching; tiger Classical writers referred to the city 

as a crouching tiger and the Zhong Mountain as a coiled dragon. 

the overlord Xiang Yu In the third century B.C., during the Qin dynasty, Xiang Yu, also 

called Xichu Bawang, defeated a rival, Liu Bang. Wishing to appear generous, however, he 

allowed Liu Bang to occupy the western part of the empire. Eventually Liu Bang occupied 

the whole country and defeated Xiang Yu, who committed suicide. 

If heaven has feeling From a poem by the Tang poet Li He in which it is said that heaven, 

upon seeing a parting, will grow old. In the preface to the same poem, Li He writes that 

in the year 233, the emperor Ming Huang gave orders to move some bronze statues of 
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the Buddha. When the statues were put in a cart they wept. Since the statues were inan­

imate yet were capable of weeping, so heaven, also inanimate, could have feeling and 

grow old. Heaven in the universe corresponds to authority. The Beijing three-volume 

commentary on the poems suggests that the authority is the Guomindang. 

mulberryfields According to an old Chinese myth, a certain woman lived to be so old 

that she repeatedly saw the seas dry up and turn into mulberry fields. 

FORM A /Qshi. 

Poem for Liu Yazi (1949) 

TITLE Liu Yazi was a well-known Chinese poet and statesman, and a close literary 

friend of Mao's. 

Guangdong; Chongqing In the years 1925 and 1926 Mao Zedong was in Guangdong 

engaged in studies and lectures in connection with the agrarian movement. The two 

friends used to drink tea together. This part of the poem recalls the often translated poem 

by the Greek poet Kallimachos (b. 305 B.C.) on the death of his friend the poet Herakleitos. 

Both are works of recollection, and speak of poets speaking of poems. The reference to 

Chongqing is to the year 1945, when Liu met Mao in the city. Mao had come to negoti­

ate with Jiang Jieshi. There in Chongqing Mao gave Liu Yazi the text of his poem "Snow," 

which it appears that he wrote in reply to a poem by Liu. See discussion in note on "Snow." 

Thirty-one years ago Mao first came to Beijing in September 1918. See Introduction. 

The poem was written thirty-one years later, on his return in 1949. 

season of falling; flowers Reference is to a line by Du Fu (712 -70): "At this season of 

falling flowers we meet again." 

Kunming Lake The lake at the Summer Palace in Beijing. 

Fuchun River The Fuchun River goes through a province in the south. In the Later Han 

dynasty, the poet Yan Kuang preferred not to live at court and he retired to the country, 

where he became a fisherman on the Fuchun River in the south. Mao is drawing a paral­

lel with Liu Yazi, who wished to retire to his native province. In attempting to persuade 

Liu Yazi to stay in Beijing and join the movement now that the revolution has been won, 

Mao uses the gentle argument that watching fish together in Beijing is at least as good 

as observing them in the Fuchun River. 

Poem for Liu Yazi (1950) 

MAO ZEDONG'S NOTE "While we were watching performances during the national cel­

ebration of 1950 (the founding of the People's Republic on October 1. 1949), Mr. Liu Yazi 

composed an impromptu poem after the ci Wan Xi Sha and I replied with another, fill­

ing in the same ci." (See Chinese Versification, page 121. for the ci.) Mao composed h1s 

reply the next day, October 2, 1950. 
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TITLE See preceding poem, also entitled "Poem for Liu Yazi." The title in Chinese is 

"Reply to Liu Yazi." 

Night is long The period before the revolution. 

sun-moon dawn This single character, one of several signifying brightness, contains the 

character for "sun" next to the character for "moon." 

Yutian . In Han times this was the name of a county in Xinjiang in which the Uighur 

people lived. When Mao wrote the poem he was attending a performance that included 
Uighur dances. 

FORM 

song. 
After the ci Wan Xi Sha, meaning "Sands of the Wan Stream," a Tang dynasty 

LIU YAZI'S POEM 

Washing Stream Sand 

In the evening of October 3, I went to the Halt of Cherished Virtue to watch 

the singing and dancing performance by joint troupes of the literary workers 

~f the southwest ethnic groups, the Xinjiang, Jilin (Yanbian), and Inner Mongo­

lia groups. Chairman Mao asked me to compose a song to record the splendor 

of this grand occasion. 

Trees on fire, flowers silver bright, night turned into day, 

as brothers and sisters gracefully danced 

their songs permeating the full moon. 

Were it not for this one man, our great leader, 

how could one hundred races rejoice together? 

A wonderful evening, this festival, no great joys known 

before. 

Translated by Liu Wu-chi 

"The full moon:· is the name of one of the folk song~. accompanied by dancing, sung by 
the Kazak ethn1c groups from Xinjiang. 

Beidaihe 

TITLE Beidaihe means Beidai River (ho is "river"). It is the name of a well-known sum­

mer resort town on the Yellow Sea, situated on the western shore of the Island of 

Emperor Qin (Qinhuangdao) in Hebei province. · 

l5land of the Emperor Qin See note on TITLE. 
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Emperor Gao Gao General Cao Cao was the founder of the Kingdom of Wei in the Three 

Kingdoms period (220- 80). He became known posthumously as Emperor Wu of Wei. 

cracked his whip and drove his army against the Tartars Cao Cao drove his army against 

the Wuhuan Tartars in 207 A.D. He passed Jieshi, a rocky cliff near Beidaihe. The cliff or 

promontory has since sunk into the sea. 

"autumn gale in desolate winds." Cao Cao left us a poem whose first line reads: "autumn 

gale in desolate winds [Jieshi]." 

FORM After the ci Lang Tao Sha, meaning "Sands Cleaned by Waves," from the later 

Tang dynasty. 

Swimming 

TITLE In May 1956, at the age of sixty-two, Mao swam across the Yangzi River from 

Wuchang to Hankou. He swam the river two other times that summer, crossing the other 

way, back to Wuchang. 

Ghangsha City oh the Xiang River where Mao studied at the First Normal School of 

Hunan from 1913 to 1918. See note on poem "Changsha," page 131. The first two lines 

are an allusion to a folk song of the period of the Three Kingdoms (220- 64 ): "We would 

rather drink the waters of Jianye [Nanjing]/than taste the fish of Wuchang." 

Ghu sky In the period of the Warring States (474-221 B.C.), Wuchang was in the 

Kingdom of Chu. 

Master Kong Fuzi (551-479 B.C.). 

tortoise and snake The allusion is to Snake Hill and Tortoise Hill, which face each other 

on either bank of the Yangzi at Hankou. There is a bridge between these two hills. On his 

second swim from Hankou to Wuchang, Mao entered the water under the arch of this 

bridge. 

moat The moat dug by heaven is the Yangzi, which in Kung Fan's biography, Book of 

the South, is described as nature's barrier between the north and south. 

Wu peaks Wu peaks or Wushan (shan is "mountain"). Wushan is a famous mountain in 

the Yangzi gorges. 

calm lake Lake of the reservoir. 

goddess of these mountains There is a legend that King Xiang of Chu (294- 264 B.C.) 

dreamed of a goddess of Wushan Mountain who controlled the clouds and rain (see 

fourth line from bottom). If she left in the morning, she brought steamy clouds; if in the 

evening, she brought rain. 
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The Gods 

TITLE Poem written for Li Shuyi, a teacher in the Tenth Middle School at Changsha, the 

widow of Liu Zhixun. Liu was killed in the battle of Honghui in Hubei in September 1933. 

Mao sent the poem to the widow Li with the following note: "I am sending you a poem 

describing an imaginary journey to heaven. This is different from other ancient ci in this 

style in that the author himself is not the traveler .... " Liu was secretary general of the 

Provincial Peasants Association and a friend of the poet. 

The poem is addressed to Li and also to Mao's wife Yang Kaihui, whom Mao had mar­

ried in the winter of 1921. In 1930 the Guomindang general He Jian arrested Yang Kaihui 

and Mao's sister Mao Zehong. General He insisted that Yang Kaihui renounce her mar­

riage to Mao. She refused and was beheaded. Mao Zehong was also executed. See 

Introduction for C. M. Bowra's commentary on the poem. 

proud poplar and you your willow Poplar refers to Mao's wife Yang, for the character for 

the name Yang also means "poplar." Willow refers to.Liu Zhixun, for the character for the 

name Liu also means "willow." Thus for poplar and willow, we may s~bstitute the names 

Yang and Liu. The character for "proud" also has an intended secondary meaning of 

"sensual" or "charming." 

Wu Gang According to an old legend Wu Gang committed some crimes while seek­

ing immortality. His punishment was to go to the moon and cut down the cassia tree. The 

tree was five thousand feet in height and before each new blow of the ax it would grow 

whole again. Thus he had to go on felling it forever. It is a Sisyphean labor. 

wine from the cassia tree Wine made from the flowers of the cassia tree is wine of the gods 

or the immortals. In going to the moon Yang and Liu have become gods or immortals. 

The lonely lady of the moon, ChangE According to tradition the beautiful Chang E in the 

Xi a period (2205 -1766 B.C.) stole the elixir of immortality from the Western Mother 

Goddess. She fled to the moon to become its goddess. But she is lonely in her realm. As the 

Tang poet Li Shangyin (813- 58) wrote: "Each night she longs for green seas and blue skies." 

However, she greets the new souls from the earth, Y~ng and Liu, and entertains them. 

tiger's defeat The tiger is probably Jiang Jieshi. 

tears Tears of joy. 

upturned bowl of rain The characters usually translated as torrential or heavy rain mean 

literally an upturned bowl of rain. This meaning follows the Chinese image. 

FORM After the Song ci Die Lion Hua, meaning "Butterflies Courting Flowers." The ci 

is based, however, on an earlier Tang song, Chiao To Chih, meaning" Magpie Perching on 

a Branch." In reference to Mao's statement that in his poem he does not accompany the 

gods or immortals, he is referring to a kind of poem begun by Qu Yuan (340- 278? B.C.), 

often called the father of Chinese poetry, who in his poem "Far Wanderings" accompa­

nies the immortals. 
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Saying Good-bye to the God of Disease ( 1) 

MAO ZEDONG'S NOTE "After reading in the People's Daily of June 30, 1958, that in 

Yukiang county the parasitic leech the schistosome had been eliminated, my head was 

so filled with thoughts that I could not sleep. As a slight breeze came and blew in the 

dawn, and early morning sun came and knocked at the window, I looked at the distant 

southern skies and happily guided my pen into composing a poem." 

TITLE This poem and the one following are separate yet related poems, each on the 

subject of eliminating disease. Schistosomiasis, found also in Egypt and North Africa, had 

plagued many districts south of the Yangzi. A commission was set up in 1956 and in June 

1958 it was reported that the parasites and the disease had been eradicated in Yujiang 

county in Jiangxi, as a result of filling in infected ponds, irrigation projects, and a new 

cure which shortened the disease's duration from months to a few days. The reference 

to southern skies is to the areas most troubled by the disease. 

doctor Hua Tuo A great doctor of the Three Kingdoms period (220- 64 ), equivalent to 

Asklepios and Hippokrates. 

cowherd Cowherd is the name of a constellation where the cowherd lives. Being from 

a farm, the cowherd has an interest in farmland problems, and so may ask about the 

problems of this disease. 

FORM A /Oshi. 

Saying Good-bye to the God of Disease (2) 

Shun and Yao Shun and Yao were model emperors, praised by Kong Fuzi (Confucius) 

for their exemplary virtue. They are semilegendary figures. Yao is said to have reigned 

from 2286 to 2256 B.C. and Shun from 2256 to 2207 B.C. 

scarlet rain In a poem by the Tang poet Li He (790- 876), peach blossoms shower 

down like scarlet rain. 

the Three Rivers Huang he, Huaihe, and the Luohe; ho means "river." 

We burn paper boats After addressing the god of disease, Mao sends him ceremonially 

off into the next world. 

FORM A /Oshi. 

Return to Shaoshan 

MAO ZEDONG'S NOTE "On June 25, 1959, after an absence of 32 years." 

TITLE Shaoshan in Hunan province is Mao's native village. See Introduction. He had 

organized peasants in associations to work for better working conditions from the lan~lords. 
He was forced to flee in the summer of 1927. This poem marks his first return to the village. 

FORM A /Oshi. 
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Climbing Lushan 

TITLE Lushan, or Lu Mountain, is a summer resort in Jiangxi province. 

the Great River The Yangzi River. 

nine tributaries Nine tributaries of the Yangzi. 

yellow crane See note on the TITLE in "Tower of the Yellow Crane," page 131. 

Three Wu The ancient state of Wu is today Jiangxi province. 

Tao, the ancient poet The poet Tao was a prefect or magistrate in Pengze county in 

Jiangxi province. He gave up his post to become a hermit. He wrote an essay, "Tao hua 

yuan ji" (Land of the Peach Blossoms), in which he described an idyllic world free from 
the troubles of the time. 

FORM A /Ushi. 

Militia Women 

TITLE There is a subtitle, "Inscription on a Photograph." 

hardy uniforms to colorful sdk This poem is said to have influenced Chinese styles of dress. 

FORM A four-line jueju (half a /Ushi). 

To a Friend 

Mountain of Nine Questions Jiuyi Mountain. In Chinese mythology it was a mountain of 

nine summits, each one representing a distinct question of quest or wonder. The saintly 
emperor Shun was buried there. 

daughters of the emperor The daughters of the legendary emperor Yao married the 

saintly emperor Shun. When he died, his wives wept over his grave by a bamboo grove, 

speckling or dappling them with their tears. This species of spotted bamboo now grows 
in Hunan and Jiangxi provinces. 

Dongting Lake A large lake in Hunan province. 

Orange hland Orange Island (also called Long Island) lies in the Xiang River, west of 
Changsha, capital of Hunan. See the poem "Changsha." 

land of the hibiscus A poetic name for Hunan. The desire for return to the land of the 
hibiscus means to Mao's native province, Hunan. 

FORM A /Oshi. 

Written on a Photograph of the Cave of the Gods 

TITLE There is a subtitle, "Taken by Comrade Li Jin." The cave itself is a scenic place on 
Lushan Mountain, in Mao's province of Hunan. 

FORM A four-line jueju, with seven characters in each line. 
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To Guo Moruo (1961) 

TITLE The full title is "Reply to Comrade Guo Moruo." Guo had written a poem deal­

ing with the Monkey King and his fight with the skeleton spirit. The subject of his poem 

comes from Wu Chengen's classical book journey to the West (translated by Arthur 

Waley as Monkey). The allusions in the poem may be taken as references to the Sino­

Soviet conflict. 

Tripitaka In Monkey, the monk Tripitaka was accompanied by the Monkey on his long 

journey to India to acquire Buddhist sutras, which he later translated into Chinese. 

FORM A /Ushi. 

In Praise of the Winter Plum Blossom 

TITLE Mao's poem is a reply to a poem by the Song dynasty poet Lu You (1125 -1210) 

on the same theme. It reverses the ending of Lu's poem, however, which speaks of peach 

blossoms that will signify fallen petals and dust, with only the fragrance left. 

the plum blooms The poem recalls Sappho's comparing a girl to an apple ripening at 

the tip of the topmost branch. 

FORM After the ci Bu Suan Zi, meaning "Fortune Telling." 

Winter Clouds 

TITLE The poem was composed on Mao's sixty-ninth birthday. Again the animals­

tiger, leopard, bear- appear to refer to the problems of the Sino-Soviet dispute. As in the 

previous poem, the plum tree is used as a traditional symbol of firmness and integrity. 

FORM A /Ushi. 

To Guo Moruo (1963) 

TITLE The full title is "Reply to Guo Moruo." The poem has distinctly different sounds 

from others by Mao, with more onomatopoeia. The idiom is more colloquial. The hov­

ering presence of the Sino-Soviet dispute is the subject. 

the arrowhead groans in the air · Some commentators have interpreted this line to mean 

that one autumn, with the groaning arrowhead, the signal was given to begin the Sino­

Soviet dispute. The interpretation is uncertain. 

FORM After the ci Man Jiang Hong, meaning "Fully Red River." 
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at Beijing Foreign Studies University. A Guggenheim Fellow, with four Book­

of-the-Month selections, his books include The Gnostic Bible, Laughing Lost 

in the Mountains;· The Poems of Wang Wei (with Tony Barnstone), Five A.M. 

in Beijing, The Secret Reader: 501 Sonnets, Sweetbitter Love: Poems of 

Sappho, The Poetics of Ecstasy from Sappho to Borges, The Poetics of 

Translation, and With Borges on an Ordinary Evening in Buenos Aires. His 

poems and articles have appeared in the Paris Review, the New York Review 

of Books, Poetry, the New Yorker, and Harper's. 

151 



Designer: 

Text: 

Display: 

Compositor: 

Printer and binder: 

Lia Tjandra 

Giacomo 

Bulmer 

BookMatters, Berkeley 

Thomson-Shore, Inc. 



9=' ll!Jt~:UJfJ'E~ www.wengewang.com 

Mao Zedong was born in Hunan Province in 1893, 

son of an impoverished peasant. In October 1949, he 

founded the People's Republic of China, which he led 

until his death in 1976. 

Willis Barnstone is Distinguished Professor of Com­

parative Literature at Indiana University, the author of 

many books, and a noted translator. 

jacket design: Lia Tjandra. 

jacket illustrations: calligraphy by Mao Zedong; 

portrait of Mao by Willis Barnstone. 



~ ll!Jt.!¥11JfJEfXXJ www.wengewang.com 

"Classical poems by the hand of a master." 

Hudson Review 

"Willis Barnstone has been appointed a special angel to bring 'the other' 

to our attention, to show how it's done. He illuminates the spirit for us, and 

he clarifies the unclarifiable .... l think he does it by beating his wings." 

Gerald Stern 

"In his introduction to The Poems of Mao Zedong, translator Willis Barnstone 

strikes j ust t he right approach to the poet. Difficult as it may be in 

reading these works, we must not be blinded by Mao's role in history, nor 

by his worsh ippers or detractors, nor by ideological considerations .. ... 

There is no question of Mao as a poet of sensibility and power." 

Los Angeles Times 

"[The poems] give us glimpses into the character of the man who [ied] 

one-quarter of all humanity; and certainly they are political documents in 

themselves. Nevertheless, it is as literature that they should be considered." 

Washington Post 

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA PRESS 

Berkeley 94 704 

< ' ,.. 

www.ucpress.edu 

ISBN 978-0-520 - 25665 - 1 

ll lll ll llllllllllllll lll l 
9 78052 0 256651 


