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Armies on the March: two poems
(while following the imperial army at Phoenix Flight')

Cen Shen

1

With sorrow I reflect upon my life,

Though forty years of age is yet not old.

The moment chaos comes with morning light

The setting sun cannot bring safety back.

Now foreign armies occupy Chang An?,

Wild grasses grow in empty palaces,

Felled trees ‘round royal tombs aggrieve my heart>.

The road from Luo Yang to Chang An is gone®.

My sovereign now leads armies on the march?,
Sprawled out before him, army men and mounts.
Invading foreign beasts still roam the land®,

The generals beg to drive them out again.

Just yesterday came news of Xian yang’s fall’;
The killing swept the city clean of life,
New mountains made of corpses piled high,

The bloodshed swells the rivers ‘round Chang An.

The conflict rages through the countrysides,
The cities filled with greedy, vicious beasts.
The villages are empty, no one left,

They leave deserted groves of fruiting trees.

Confucian scholars make their long-term plans,
Yet find no place to bring such dreams to life®.
Alone, I grieve the plight of modern men.

I raise my head and weep unto the sky.
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2

If early I’d known troubled times await,
In youth I would have set aside my books.
If only I had learned to bend a bow,

I’d shoot the wild invaders in the east!

By chance I joined the royal magistrates,
Not worthy to tread crimson palace steps!
Unable to assist my king in need,

In vain these years have I been called a man!

Hand on my sword, I grieve the way of things,
Through tears lament my unused stratagems.
For battle glory now’s too late to hope,

I mourn at whiskers white seen in the mirror.
Thus far I’ve led a righteous, loyal life,

I dare not shrink away from danger now!

' Located in Shaanxi province in northwestern China, near Xi An, it’s often written as Feng xiang, but translates to
“phoenix flight.”

* Chang An, today’s Xi An, was the capital city at the time of the revolt.

" The line refers to five tombs of former emperors that are all located near Chang An. A line from a poem by Li Bai
also discusses this, mentioning sadness for the once-beautiful pine and cedar trees surrounding the tombs.

' Luo Yang is another major city in Chinese history, itself having been a capital city at varying points in history, and thus
was sometimes referred to as the “eastern capital.”

?Refers to Li Heng (titled Tang Su Zong), who is described in The Comprehensive Mirror (& ;818EE) as having seen
the revolt coming while he was crown prince, but ultimately unable to stop it. After tactical failures on the part of his
father Li Longji (titled Tang Xuan Zong), a year into the revolt, Li Heng took the throne. He reigned from 756-762
A.D.

*The An Shi Revolt was led primarily by the general An Lushan, who was what was then referred to as a “B A~ or
foreigner, from areas to the north and west of traditionally “Han” areas.

"The fall of Xian Yang here refers to a failed attempt to retake the capital of Chang An that is said to have cost the
lives of more than forty thousand soldiers.

* At this time, the poet, Cen Shen, had a low-ranking position in the royal court where he could make suggestions and
offer strategic advice, but these lines show that his suggestions were not accepted, leaving him once again only able to
mourn in private.
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