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Paradise and Its Loss: Wu Weiye’s Narrative
Poems on Lake Fanqing

Lawrence C. H. Yim '

In 1645, as the conquering Qing armies marched on to Jiangnan, the great poet
Wu Weiye (Meicun, 1609-1672) took refuge with his entire family at Lake Fanqing in
Changzhou. Wu wrote “Biluan liushou” (Taking refuge, six poems), in which he likens
Lake Fanqing to the legendary Peach Blossom Spring. He lived by the lake for two
months. After the founding of the Manchu Qing dynasty, Wu led a quiet life until 1653,
when he was summoned to the capital to serve the Qing court. He retired from his post
in 1657. That same year, the host of Wu at Lake Fanqing paid Wu a visit with the recent
gloomy news about the lake. It saddened Wu to compose “Fanqginghu bingxu” (Lake
Fanqing, with a preface). In 1659, Zheng Chenggong led his navy into Jiangnan in an
attempt to revive the fallen Ming dynasty. The revival movement brought chaos and wars
to the area. The anguished poet composed “Qianmen liu shou” (To dispel anguish, six
poems), in which the mediated memory of Lake Fanqing appears once again.

Wu Weiye’s thirteen poems (along with a long preface) on Lake Fanqing constitute
what can be called “a narrative of Lake Fanqing.” Wu was celebrated for his long
narrative song-form poems in his own “Meicun style”; these poems engage and surround
historical events and figures. The poems discussed in this paper are narrative poems in
the “old style,” not in the Meicun style. Yet, Wu’s poems on Lake Fanqing hold a special
interest because they are much more personal and private. Firstly, these poems include
some autobiographical moments through which one can see the mind of the sensitive,
fragile poet and the ways in which he employs the poetic form to bemoan his sad fate
and to configure the chaotic world of the Ming-Qing dynastic changeover. Secondly,
reading the poems of the Lake Fanqing narrative, we can understand how some particular
memories—pleasure, pain, shame, guilt, and fear—take shape, consolidate, and transform,
and how narration and metaphor, as literary devices, interact with, embody, and give form
to them.
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