An introduction to the Poem Fu You in the Book of Poetry

[bookmark: _Hlk90632877]Respected provost and Miss Deng, and everyone present, my name is Guan Wenyuan, the topic of my presentation is, ‘An introduction to the Poem Fu You in the Book of Poetry’.

[bookmark: _Hlk90632567]My presentation will be divided into four parts. Firstly, I will introduce the background of the poem Fu You. Secondly, I will explain the literal meaning of the poem. Thirdly, I will interpret this poem from three different perspectives. Finally, I will share my own thoughts and personal experience.

[bookmark: _Hlk90400780]Let's first look at a brief introduction to the background of this poem. It is divided into two parts, the first part is the era and geographical background of the poem. This poem is classified as Odes of Cao in the chapter of Lessons from the states in the Book of Poetry, which represents that it was presumed to be a folk poem of the state of Cao during the Spring and Autumn Period and Warring States Period. Odes of Cao is a general term that records the poems circulating in the region where Cao was in the Spring and Autumn Period. The state of Cao was in the area of Dingtao, Heze in Shandong today, which is to the south of Shandong. The monarch of Cao State is a descendant of King Wen of Zhou state. His country was near Heze and Dingtao in Shandong Province. Cao’s rule lasted approximately from 1047 BCE to 487 BCE. Cao State was very weak. In the era of war and chaos, it was controlled by other great powers, and was later destroyed by Song State.

The second part of the background introduction is about a subject described in the poem, which you can tell from its name. Yes, it is Fu You. Fu You means mayfly in English, which is a short-lived slender insect with delicate transparent wings and two or three long filaments on the tail. It lives close to water, where the aquatic larvae develop. This type of insect has a special feature. They have a short life span, ranging from a few hours to a few days.
Some flowers are similar to insects like mayfly. The flowers of dragon fruit are very white at night, and wither when the sun comes out during the day. Another kind of flower is called Hibiscus Mutabilis. It blooms as white flowers in the morning, light red flowers at noon, and dark red at night, and then it withers.

Next is the second part, I will explain the text of this poem at the word level. 
The first sentence is,
「蜉蝣之羽，衣裳楚楚。心之憂矣，於我歸處。」
The first sentence of the poem says that the feathers of the mayfly are as vivid as they are wearing clothes. Chu處 means to live. When the mayfly is wearing beautiful clothes, some people are very worried about where they will go? How will they end? Where will they go and what end will they usher in?

The next sentence is,
「蜉蝣之翼，采采衣服。心之憂矣，於我歸息。」
Cai Cai采采 is a glorious look. Yi Pi衣服 means clothes. The meaning here is similar to the previous sentence. Mayfly wings are so thin and beautiful, but there are still people who are worried. Xi息 means put stop to. Some people are worried about having noting to rely on, and don't know where to go to rest.

Here comes the third sentence,
「蜉蝣掘閱，麻衣如雪。心之憂矣，於我歸說。」
Jue掘 is digging. Yue閱, same as Xue穴, means hole. Mayfly is often born on the muddy side of aquatic plants. Where there is mud in the water flowing through, the mayfly burrows out from there. Mayi麻衣 means white cloth. As mentioned earlier, the wings of the mayfly are very small and thin, white like snow. Shui說, means unharness or rest. At last, the poem still depicts the image of a person who is worried that there is no place to rest.

Hearing this, you may feel very confused. Why do some people start to worry when they see a beautiful mayfly? Because the mayfly is a metaphor. Next, I will interpret this poem from three different perspectives.

[bookmark: _Hlk90633447]The first perspective is the poem preface written by officials such as Wei Zheng in the Tang Dynasty. Wei Zheng and some other ministers of Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty, included the first sentence of poem Fu You in their book of the Governing Principles of Ancient China. The reason for choosing only the first sentence of the poem is obvious, because the meaning of the second and third sentences is roughly the same as the first sentence. When Wei Zheng and others collected this poem, they wrote a preface to it. The content is that the theme of this poem is that the poem is satirizing Cao Zhaogong, who is one of the generation of monarchs who ruled the state of Cao. As has mentioned above, Cao state was small, and it was persecuted by the big powers, so it could not defend itself. Unfortunately, the monarch of this state is extravagant and appoints villains, so of course the country has nothing to rely on. Then the mayfly in the poem is used as a metaphor for Zhaogong. The monarch only cares about himself, but does not care about the survival of the people. Therefore, the common people are helpless and don't know where to go. I can understand why Wei Zheng and other officials want to link this poem with the satire of Cao Zhaogong. Because they were writing a book for Tang Taizong to read, which contained their reminders and warnings to the emperor. They hope that the emperor can learn the lessons of some previous failed rulers, and hope that their emperor will take good care of the people. Hence, they will say that this poem is a satire of Cao Zhaogong.

Of course, because of the lack of direct evidence, some scholars believe that this poem has nothing to do with Cao Zhaogong. Rather, it should be saying that a person who is an official is sentimental because his colleagues don't know how to control their desires. The country is so dangerous and the situation is so difficult. They still have no insight and do not know how to consider the overall situation. Then the mayfly in the poem refers to some ill officials who only care about satisfying their own desires and dress very gorgeously. Only the common people were worried about their end. There is some truth to this statement. Because it is difficult for ordinary people to have direct contact with officials, nor can they know the usual behaviour of an official. Only those who are colleagues can have direct contact with those ill officials. Therefore, it can be said that this poem is a sentimental poem by an official.

The third perspective of view expands the scope even more. Some scholars believe that this poem is used to warn ordinary people. The mayfly in the poem can be a metaphor for anyone. When my appearance is very neat and beautiful, but I am very lazy in private and don't know how to cherish time. At the same time, I am very worried about where I am going or how it will end. Here, the poet uses the mayfly’s life and death to alert people not to be lazy and not to waste their lives.
Some people may think that human life span is much longer than that of mayfly, so it’s okay to waste a bit. Now, let me introduce a few idioms that are widely used in China. We can experience how, most people feel about time.

Si Shui Liu Nian 似水流年
The time passing by like water.
Bai Ju Guo Xi 白駒過隙
Time fleet as a white pony's shadow flashing past a crevice.
Guang Yin Si Jian光陰似箭
Time flies like an arrow.
Ri Yue Ru Suo日月如梭
The sun and the moon move back and forth like a shuttle-time flies. 

From these idioms, I can see that if I don’t cherish time, when I look back on my life, I might really feel like a mayfly, born in the morning and dying in the evening.

At last, I will share my personal thoughts. 
What this poem gives me is that, firstly, if I am fortunate enough to be an official or a leader or have the opportunity to serve the masses, I should not just meet my own needs and disregard the living conditions of ordinary people. I should understand people’s worries and difficulties and try my best to help them.
Secondly, I should not just dress up my appearance without caring about the actual meaning of my life. If I don't pay special attention to it, time really seems to disappear all at once. Looking back on my own life of more than 20 years, I spent most of my time casually. I do very few things that are truly meaningful. When I am old and sick, lying-in bed, I may feel that my life is like a dream. But how can I cherish time? In fact, the poem has already told me the answer. I am not sure how long I will live, and the time left for me may be as short as the life of a mayfly. If I can think of this often, I can spend my limited time doing more meaningfully.

That is all for my presentation today. Thank you for listening. Any feedback and suggestions would be appreciated.
