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A REVIEW OF THE PREFACES OF THE BOOK OF
POETRY (SHIH CHIN G)

Kao Pao-kuang

At the beginning of The Book of Poelry, handed down by Mao Heng, there is a
general preface to the whole book, called the “Great Preface,” which is an explanation
of the composition, the characteristics, and the function of all the poems in this book.
There is also a prefaée called the “Little Preface,” at the beginning of each poem,
explaining why it was written. This “Little Preface” is closely connected with the
interpretation of the meaning of that poem. Who was the author of these Prefaces?
There is no annotation about their origin, and the contents bf the Prefaces often
have no relevance to the meaning of the poetry. Therefore, in general, scholars who
have studied T ke Book of Poetry may be divided into three schools:

1. Opinions of those who upheld the Prefaces. Some scholars, who upheld the
Prefaces, thought that they were written either by Tzu-hsia, one of Confucius’
disciples, and Mao Heng, or by Confucius or the historians. All of them took
the Prefaces as their holy writ and dared not go against them. Whenever they
came to a contradiction between the “Little Preface” and the meaning of a poem,
they tended to interpret the poem according to the Preface; with the result
that many poems were spoiled by nﬁshﬁerpretaﬁon,andlosttheh?orkﬁnalbeauty.
Cheng Hsiian, K'ung Ying-ta, and Ch’en Ch’i-yitan belonged to this school

2. Opinions of those who accepted part of the Prefaces. Some scholars thought
that the first sentence of each “Little Preface” was written by Confucius or
Tzu-hsia, and the rest of it was added by the interpreters of The Book of
Poetry. Therefore they followed the first sentence of each “Little Preface” and
rejected the rest of it whenever they thought it necessary. Cheng Po-yit and
Ssu Ch’e were scholars of this group. '

3. Opinions of those who rejected the Prefaces. Since the T'ang and the Sung
Dynasties, scholars have tended to think that many of the Prefaces are mean-
ingless. If you believed in them, you could not understand the meanings of the
poems thoroughly. They have believed that the Prefaces were written by Wei
Hung, a scholar of The Book of Poetry in the Later Han Dynasty. These scholars
have insisted that Wei Hung’s Prefaces should be put aside and only the poetry
itg=1f studied; otherwise it would be impossible to discover the true value of
The Book of Poetry. Chii Hsi and Cheng Ch’iao are good representatives of this

school.
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All these disputations have remained insoluble for over a thousand years. I now
bring forward this new discussion, based on an attempt to solve the problem from all
angles, for one-sided reasoning can hardly be valid. My opinions as to the solution of
this problem are as follows:

1. To investigate histi)ry aﬁd the classics. There was no mention of the Prefaces
in the classics and in history books before Wei Hung. The Prefaces first
appeared in books in the Later Han Dynasty. This is enough to show that the
Prefaces could not have been written before Wei Hung. In addition, the “Liter-
ary Biographies” in The Book of the Later Han Dynasty point cut that the Pref-
aces were written by Wei Hung.

2. To investigate the Prefaces and T%4e Book of’ Poetry themselves.

A. There are contradictions between the Prefaces and the annotations. Fermer
écholars thought that the Prefaces were written by Mao Heng, and the anno-
tations as well. But why do the annotations and the Prefaces contradict
each other in some places? From this discrepancy it is easy for us to judge
that the Prefaces were not written by Mao Heng. And because the Prefaces
have mentioned the works of poets of the later years of the Chou Dynasty
and the Ch’in Dynasty, they could not have been written by Tzu-hsia either.

B. There are also contradictions between the Prefaces and the poetry itself.
Sometimes a Preface says that a poem, is salirical but the poem reveals
itself to be just the opposite. Sometimes the Prefaces are so stupid and
unreasonable that they could never have been written by Tzu-hsia or Con-
fucius, the great interpreters of poetry.

From the above discussion we may conclude that the Prefaces to The Book of
Poetry were written by Wei Hung and that, because of their many misleading ideas,
we would do well to ignore the Prefaces and pay more attention to the poetry itself.



