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Body, Seasons, and Lyrics: 

The Relationship between Han and Wei Dynasty

Literature, the Songs of Chu, and Yue-ling 

Yu-yu Cheng

Abstract

There are three levels of discussion in this essay.   The first looks at how,

under the rubric of correspondence, the Yue-ling ( , phenology of the

months) develops a system of seasons and their related imagery and how per-

ceptions of the seasons result as a function of the underlying unity of man and

the heavens.  The second discusses how the works of Qu Yuan and Song

Yu build on the notion of corporeal perception vis-à-vis the seasons in the

Yue-ling.  The third level looks at the interpretational interaction of the Yue-ling

and Songs of Chu with the literature of the Han and Wei dynasties in the

hopes of putting forth a discourse involving atmosphere through which to

see the concept of natural environment during the early formative stages of

the Chinese lyrical tradition. 

If we can say both a) that through the knowledge of the seasons contained

in the Yue-ling, the appearance of certain objects or sights related to particular

seasons made Wei and Jin dynasty literati aware of their passage though space

and time as well as their being a part of a natural order where man and objects

are one and yin and yang work in concert, and b) that the Songs of Chu, by

33

* Yu-yu Cheng is a professor in the Department of Chinese Literature at the National Taiwan

University.



detailing correspondences in the body with the seasons, particularly in terms of

autumn sorrow, emphasize the ability of seasonal objects to affect the body

to the point of creating perceptions of melancholy or fright, then it can be said

that these two works, taken together, developed and deepened the perception of

the seasons, time and nature in the literature of the Han and Wei dynasties.

This essay concludes that literary expressions of motifs of bodily disturbance

and instability and atmospherical relations brought about by the flow of qi

through objects and their correspondences by the literati of those times were

closely related in their development to the system of seasons and objects, the

so-called qi-based cosmology, developed in and subsequent to the

Xiaxiaozheng .  At the same time, the union of the seasons (fall) with

the body’s qi created a unique view of nature involving the notion of atmos-

phere as an integrated environment that transcended divisions between nature

and man and the visible and invisible. 

Keywords: body, seasons, Yue-ling , Songs of Chu , Han and Wei

dynasty lyrical poetry
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