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Searching the Heart of an Ancient Pine: Examining the Meaning of “Longing after
the Elusive” (yishi) in Emperor Saga’s “A Song Composed on Behalf of
an Ancient Pine in the Shinsen Gardens, Lamenting the Waning Vigor of that Tree”

Kristopher REEVES

7 Abstract N

Bunka shureishu (Anthology of Splendid Literary Flowerings, 818), one of three imperially commissioned
anthologies of Sinitic letters compiled during the early ninth century, contains a poem by Emperor Saga (786-842,
reigned 809-823) entitled “A Song Composed on Behalf of an Ancient Pine in the Shinsen Gardens, Lamenting
the Waning Vigor of that Tree.” While the overall content of this poem is not especially difficult, the final couplet,
in which we find a description of the pine tree’s own sentiments, contains the expression yishi, which might be
rendered into English as something like “longing for the elusive.” This expression, being very rare in the world of
Sinitic literature, presents us with some difficulty when trying to reach an accurate interpretation of the entire
poem. Kojima Noriyuki (1913-1998), the first scholar to present us with an annotated edition of Bunka shireishi,
understands yishi to mean “profound sentiments.” On the other hand, English-language scholars like James Webb,
as well as Judith Rabinovitch and Timothy Bradstock, in their respective translations of this same poem, interpret
the expression to mean “secret intention” or “secret desires.” We are thus presented with two opposite interpreta-
tions of the pine’s sentiments: According to Kojima, the expression yishi points to a positive and hence desirable
trait, while, according to Webb, Rabinovitch, and Bradstock, the expression signifies a negative, even potentially
subversive, frame of mind.

The present paper, by examining examples of the expression yushi—as well as two synonymous expressions,
vujo and yuhai—as found in continental poetry of the early Tang Dynasty, seeks to present an accurate interpreta-
tion of the expression yishi within the context of Emperor Saga’s poem. I propose that the term yishi ought to be
understood in a positive sense as referring, quite specifically, to a sincere longing for the life of reclusion enjoyed
by the ancient pine when, before being transplanted into the imperial garden, it dwelt in tranquility and freedom
in woods undisturbed by the madding crowd. Moreover, I argue that the narrator of this poem, opposed to what
previous scholars have suggested, is expressly not Emperor Saga, but the ancient pine itself.
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