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Opium, Foreign Devil Soldiers,
and the Old Fisherman on the Pearl River:
A Study of Zhang Weiping’s Poems Revolving
around the Two Opium Wars

(Abstract)

YIM Lawrence C. H.

As a southern port city and the capital of Guangdong Province, Guangzhou
(Canton) found itself at the epicenter of cultural and social changes and a
battlefield between the declining Qing empire and aggressive foreign powers in
late Qing times. This paper explores a series of poems composed by the celebrated
Cantonese poet Zhang Weiping (1780-1859), who has, since the mid-nineteenth
century, earned a place in the history, of Chinese “Modern Poetry” for his verses
revolving around the two Opium Wars.

Zhang produced some two thousand poems over his long lifetime. Although
brilliant and elegant, Zhang’s pre—Opium War poems are typical of that of
traditional literati art and culture. Many of his works in the 1840s and 1850s
during the times of the Opium Wars, in comparison, are infused with historical
and social nuances. These later poems of Zhang’s are the primary subject matter
of this study. Zhang Weiping was at once a poet, a literatus, a scholar, an official,
and a member of the local gentry. His life experience and poems furnish us with
an excellent’ opportunity to observe how late Qing literati intellectuals responded
to the challenges and opportunities presented by the internal disintegration and
foreign influences.

The present author interprets Zhang’s poems through both literary and
historical lenses, but does not subject the texts to rigid thematization and
totalization. Zhang’s poems are represented chronologically over time to make
way for a signification process in which Zhang’s state of mind and way of seeing
the world are exemplified. Subsequent discussions are situated within the broader
universe of contemporary cultural-historical events and the pertinent problems and
scenarios of Guangdong,.
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