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the most famous anthology of T’ang poetry, are in the five-character quatrain form.4 

Today even in translation the twenty-character story of the quatrain can be felt deeply. 

Below, in two of his famous quatrains, we will study how the spontaneity of the verse—
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two inner lines is signature Li Po. The resolution of up and down lies in the shimmering 

moon up in the sky reflected in the water down below; the up-and-down is one in the 

closing image. The moon above seems to preside over the whole scene below. 

       

3 

“Night Thoughts” may be the best-known poem about homesickness in the world. 

First, in Chinese, reading down the columns, beginning with the rightmost column: 

 

 lower  raise  suspect  bed  

  

 head  head  this  before 

 

 think  gaze  ground  bright  

 

 old  bright  upon  moon 

 

 home  moon  dew  gleam 

 

Now in English word order: 

 

bed  before  bright  moon  gleam 

 

suspect  this  ground  upon  dew 

 

raise  head  gaze  bright  moon 

 

lower  head  think  old  home 
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“Before the bed the gleam of the bright moon[.] [I] suspect this [is] dew upon 

the ground[.] [I] raise [my] head gaze [at the] bright moon[.] [I] lower [my] 

head[,] think [of my] old home[.]” 

 

I have read many English translations of this quatrain. Not one captures in 

English the magical power of the mistaken jump to the conclusion that the 

moonlight is dew on the ground at the old home or the subsequent raising of 

the head to the moon and the lowering of the head in memories of home. 

Once a student of Chinese background who had been born in Vietnam and 





EnterText 5.3 

J. Gill Holland: The Five-Character Quatrain of Li Po 139 

Ch’ien’s favorite texts; it can also stand for a removal from the ordinary world, even the 

grave, the final resting place.9 Like Li Po’s, T’ao Ch’ien’s five-character lines move from 

chaos—the confusion of the traffic and the puzzlement of the interrogator—to cosmos, 

the crystal vision of reassurance in the mountain scenery. The final couplet stating the 

ineffability of the meaning is understood but unexpressed in Li Po’s tight quatrain.  

 

4 

We must make a try at constructing the poetics which lie behind these poems. Poetics in 

China is of course a vast and many-faced subject.10 But a few claims many be tendered. 

First of all, it is clear that Li Po, though often said to be a Taoist, did not despise 

Confucius’s ideas about language. Confucius fought the corruption of language. Some of 
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an immanent sense of joyful harmony in the scene. In Chinese nature poetry this is called 

the “fusion of feeling and scene” (qingjing jiaorong), which was first used to describe the 

nature poetry of T’ao Ch’ien, whose “Wine Poem No. 1” was discussed above.12  

From ancient times paired opposites have been explained in terms of yin and 

yang. In these two poems we see several such opposites: up and down, as seen in the 

verticality of the poems; movement versus the stillness seen in the image of the “water-

centred moon” and in the vision of “old home.” In both poems the opposite of the bright 

moon is the implied darkness of water and tree in “Autumn Cove” and the night in “Night 

Thoughts.” 

Yin and yang are terms often misunderstood. They are “not universal principles 

that define some essential feature of phenomena, but are explanatory categories that 

register a creative tension in specific differences.” The yin-yang is a “vocabulary of 

complementary opposites.”13 This tension charges the action of the poems.  

In their union of movement and stasis in the last three characters of line 4 these 

poems might remind one of the “strolling gardens” of Suzhou. The stroller passes through 

partitioned sections or courtyards one by one, just as the reader of the poems proceeds 

from character to character. There is no panoramic view to be taken in instantly. The 

gardens and the quatrains unfold. The quatrain is of course a miniature (like many 

features of the garden), but the element of time is essential; the action must take place 

over time, through time, before reaching the fixed resolution of “water-centred moon” 

and “old home” at the end.  

The paradoxical union of movement and repose in a strolling garden is like that 

union in these two quatrains. In discussing the gardens of Suzhou Jan Stuart explains the 
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concepts of “motion in repose” and “repose in motion,” which suggest an analogy to the 

paired opposites in the poems. “Motion in repose” is experienced as the stroller pauses 

and, inspired by the “dynamic sequence of sites to be visited—courtyards, buildings, 

watery spots, rock formations, and plants,” makes journeys of the mind through the 

miniature landscapes. “Repose in motion” is experienced as the stroller sees such rock 

formations as “steadfast monuments likened to China’s great peaks.” The boulders are 

not seen as mountains to climb but solid, eternal presences under the sky. Such a union of 

repose and motion is found in particular in  

 
the peculiar manner of standing solitary boulders from Lake Tai on their narrow 
end to represent a mountain peak. Though the monolith seemed about to overturn 
at any moment, a large piece of the rock was buried underground to act as an 
anchor. The sensation of potential motion . . . was a valued allusion to yin and 
yang.14  
 

This potential motion seems analogous to the union of movement and stasis in Li Po’s 

two quatrains. The “vocabulary of complementary opposites” seems to be at work in the 

poems and the gardens. 

To glance further back in history we find that the tradition of the paradox of 

“motion in repose” and “repose in motion” has roots in early Taoism. Chuang-tzu (4th C. 

BC) called it “going at a gallop while you sit.”15  

It might be added here that contemporary American poet Charles Wright (b. 

1935) alludes to yin-yang in the Chinese garden in his poem “Reading Lao Tzu Again in 

the New Year:”        

 

       Two birds 

 Whistle at something unseen, one black note and one interval. 

 We’re placed between now and not-now, 
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       held by affection, 

 Large rock balanced upon a small rock. 

 

“[T]he idea of compression […] is maybe as close as we can get to the ideogramic 

method,” he wrote in 1988 in reference to Chinese hieroglyphs.
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entertained the idea that Chinese, which had a hieroglyphical “alphabet” of ideas, not 

letters, like Egyptian, might have been such a universal language.19 The idea was 

widespread. The Encyclopædia Britannica of 1771 stated, “instead of an alphabet [the 

Chinese] use a kind of hieroglyphics.”20 

Coleridge says here what he was looking for, “the short-hand, Hieroglyphic of 

Truth:” 

At this moment my eyes were dwelling on the lovely Lace-work of those fair fair 
Elm-trees, so richly so softly black between me and the deep red Clouds & Light 
of the Horizon, with their interstices of twilight Air made visible—and I received 
the solution of my difficulty, flashlike, in the word, BEAUTY! in the intuition of 
the Beautiful!—This too is spiritual—and [by] the Goodness of God this is the 
short-hand, Hieroglyphic of Truth—the mediator between Truth and Feeling, the 
Head & the Heart.21 

 

The similarity between Li Po’s vision and Coleridge’s is surely farfetched, fetched from 

afar, but it is too wonderful not to pass on! 

Finally, in trying to grasp the magic of these quatrains we must consider the very 

assumptions about language that make the experience of reading Classical Chinese poetry 

quite different from reading in English. In Anticipating China: Thinking through the 

Narratives of Chinese and Western Culture, David L. Hall and Roger T. Ames have 

analysed the sharp differences between the cultures of China and the West. They have 

clarified the barriers a Western reader faces when reading Chinese characters. Simply 

put—at the risk of oversimplifying their lengthy argument—they summarise:  

 
In the classical Chinese model, image is the presentation rather than re-
presentation of a configured world at the concrete and historical levels. The 
constructed image assumes considerably more explanatory force than would a 
logical account. . . . The meaning resident in an established image is the reflexive 
act of creating, and recreating, the image itself. Contrary to naïve expectations, 
what one finally sees in a work of art is the creative act that produced it. The 
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