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Abstract of Thesis 

A Study of Gu Zhenguan’s Collection of Ci Poetry, “Snapping Fingers” 

Gu Zhenguan was a famous Ci poet in the early Qing Dynasty. He and other two famous 

Ci poets, Chen Weisong and Zhu Yizun, together were called as “The Three Excellent Ci 

Poets” of the early Qing Dynasty. “Snapping Fingers Ci” is the representative work of Gu 

Zhenguan. The most prominent feature of “Snapping Fingers Ci” is the poet’s deep 

affection, especially for his best friends and his wife. Gu Zhenguan once presented to Wu 

Zhaoqian and Nalan Xingde several pieces of “Song of Golden Silk”, which are the classic 

works in Chinese literature about friendship. In “Snapping Fingers Ci”, many of the works 

that express the poet’s longing for his wife are due to his long years of wandering and living 

away from home. From these Ci poems, we can see that Gu Zhenguan had a deep affection 

for his wife. Besides the content of “Snapping Fingers Ci”, this thesis also discusses the 

very unique writing style of “Snapping Fingers Ci”. The long tunes of “Snapping Fingers 

Ci” are usually fully detailed in its narration through the uses of illusion or referring to 

historical events. The short tunes of “Snapping Fingers Ci” are all very subtle and 

meaningful. They often leave a lasting impression on the reader due to its expression of 

endless emotions within a concise form.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Gu Zhenguan 顧貞觀 (1637-1714), also known as “Liangfen” 梁汾, was a famous Ci 

poet in the early Qing dynasty. The Draft History of Qing《清史稿》records that he was a 

scholar who excelled in writing poetry, especially Ci poetry. He and other two famous Ci 

poets in the early Qing Dynasty, Chen Weisong 陳維崧(1625-1682) and Zhu Yizun 朱彝

尊(1629-1709), were called as “The Three Excellent Ci Poets 詞家三絕”.  

Gu Zhenguan’s Ci poems were collected in his Collection of Ci Poetry, “Snapping 

Fingers”《彈指詞》. In this thesis, I am going to explain why Gu Zhenguan named his Ci 

poetry collection “snapping fingers” first, then analyze the most important prominent 

feature of Gu Zhenguan’s Ci poetry, which is the expression of his profound affection, then 

analyze the writing styles of “Snapping Fingers Ci”.   

The word “彈指” originated from India, meaning twisting the thumb with the index 

finger or middle figure of one hand makes a sound, which is called “snap fingers” today. 

“Snapping fingers” has many meanings in Indian custom as a sign language, such as, 

admiration, exclamation, warning, promise, awareness, call, salute, and so on. In Buddhism, 

it is also used to describe a very short moment, which is about 7.2 seconds long.  

There are several sayings about why Gu Zhenguan named his Ci Poetry collection 

“Snapping Fingers”. The most famous one is from the preface of Collection of Ci Poetry, 

“Snapping Fingers” by Zhu Luo 諸洛.It says: 

Once Maitreya snapped his fingers, and the door of the pavilion opened then  
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Sudhana saw innumerable incarnations of Maitreya. Mr. Gu named this 

collection by this to show his painstaking efforts and transcendence.1 

In the story of Maitreya and Sudhana, the gesture “snapping fingers” refers to 

enlightenment. Zhang Bingshu 張秉戍 cites the above passage by Zhu Luo in the book 

Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》and explains it as:  

Zhenguan chose a Buddhist word to name his collection with good 

intentions. His intention is not only to express his enlightenment, but also 

to make readers understand the deep meaning of his enlightenment or to 

enlighten readers. 2 

There are many other claims about why Gu Zhenguan used “snapping fingers” as the title 

of his Ci poetry collection, though all are just conjectures on Gu Zhenguan’s intention.  

In my opinion, it is better to figure out what the phrase “snapping figures” means when 

it appears in the verses of the Ci poetry collection by Gu Zhenguan. The meaning of this 

phrase among the verses should be closer to the author’s original meaning when using it as 

the title of his Ci poetry collection. The phrase “snapping fingers” appears five times in 

“Snapping Fingers Ci”. The first time, it shows in “I am 30 years old now! How much of 

glorious youth left in a very short moment of snapping fingers2? 三十矣，彈指韶華能

 
1 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

546. 
2 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

5. 
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幾”(“Visiting the Golden Gate”《謁金門》)3The second time, it shows in “Throwing the 

fruits among the enchanting aromas; leaving the whip in the soft and beautiful room; all 

these has become remote memories in a very short moment of snapping fingers 果擲迷香，

鞭遺軟秀，彈指成遙隔”(“A Tune with a Hundred Characters”《百字令》)4The third 

time, it shows in a Ci poem where Gu Zhenguan uses “snapping figures” to describe the 

shape of bergamot. The fourth time, “snapping figures” shows in “snapping figures to stop 

thinking 彈指絕思維”(“Good Things are Coming Soon”《好事近》)5, which is used to 

refer as a method of entering the state of meditation. The last time when“snapping figures” 

appear in the Ci poetry collection is in “I am snapping figures to the Zhang River, which 

has become clear and shallow several times in a very short time 向章江彈指，幾回清

淺”(“Water Dragon's Chant”《水龍吟》)6. We can see that for the five times that the phrase 

“snapping figures” appears in “Snapping Fingers Ci”, there are three times when it is used 

to refer to a very short moment. Therefore, we can say that it is very likely that Gu 

Zhenguan referred to the meaning of “a very short moment” when he used “Snapping 

Fingers” as the title of his Ci poetry collection. He might think that this Ci poetry collection 

recorded all his deep emotions and valuable feelings in his life that happened within such 

 
3 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

172. 

 
4 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

399. 
5 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci” 《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

494. 
6 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci” 《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

506. 
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a brief moment as fleeting as a snap of fingers.  
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Chapter 2: The Profound Affection of Gu Zhenguan for His Friends 

 

The most prominent feature of “Snapping Fingers Ci” is the poet’s profound affection to 

his friends, family and hometown, as portrayed in the Ci poems. In this thesis, I am going 

to discuss his deep emotions for his friends, his wife respectively with related Ci poems.   

Firstly, Gu Zhenguan was famous for his Ci poems on great friendships, especially the 

several pieces of “Song of Golden Silk 金縷曲”, which were works he presented two of 

his best friends: Nalan Xingde 納蘭性德 (1655-1685) and Wu Zhaoqian 吳兆騫 (1631-

1684). 

Wu Zhaoqian, who was also known as Jizi 季子 or Hancha 漢槎, had been a very close 

friend of Gu Zhenguan since they were young. Wu Zhaoqian was falsely accused in 1657 

in a famous case of cheating in the imperial examination. As a result, Wu Zhaoqian was 

exiled to Ningguta 寧古塔, a place far in the northeast of the Qing Empire, where the 

climate is very cold and harsh. As his best friend, Gu Zhenguan tried his best to rescue Wu 

Zhaoqian many times, but failed. In a letter sent to Wu Zhaoqian, Gu Zhenguan wrote his 

two most famous Ci poems: 

金縷曲二首  

Two pieces of “Song of Golden Silk 

寄吳漢槎寧古塔，以詞代書，丙辰冬寓京師千佛寺，冰雪中作 

Sending to Wu Hancha in Ningguta. Replacing a letter with the Ci poems. 

I resided at the Qianfo Temple in the capital city during the winter of the 
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Bingchen year, writing them down amidst the snow and ice. 

其一  

The first one 

季子平安否？便歸來，平生萬事，那堪回首！ 

行路悠悠誰慰藉，母老家貧子幼。記不起，從前杯酒。 

魑魅搏人應見慣，總輸他，覆雨翻雲手，冰與雪，周旋久。 

 

淚痕莫滴牛衣透，數天涯，依然骨肉，幾家能夠？ 

比似紅顏多命薄，更不如今還有。只絕塞，苦寒難受。 

廿載包胥承一諾，盼烏頭馬角終相救。置此劄，君懷袖。 

 

Jizi, are you safe or not?  

Even when you are back,  

How can you recall the ten thousand things in your life?  

On the long journey, who would comfort you?  

Your mother is old, your family is poor and your son is young.  

You cannot remember the wine we drank together before. 

We should have been used to seeing the forces of evil attacking people; 

But we always lose to the hands turning over the rain and winds.  

You have been enduring the ice and snow too long. 
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Do not let your tears drop down to soak your poor clothes.  

Count within the horizon,  

How many family members could still be together? 

Compared with the fleeting beauties, your life is fragile,  

But you still have your life now.  

It is only the distant borderland,  

Where you cannot bear the bitter coldness.  

For twenty years, I have kept my promise like Bao Xu. 

You are longing for the day when the heads of the crows become white 

and the horses have horns on their heads, then you will finally be saved.  

Keep this letter in your sleeves.7 

 

其二  

The Second One 

我亦飄零久！十年來，深恩負盡，死生師友。 

宿昔齊名非忝竊，只看杜陵消瘦，曾不減，夜郎僝僽。 

薄命長辭知己別，問人生到此淒涼否？千萬恨，為君剖。 

 

 
7 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

409. 
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兄生辛未吾丁醜，共此時，冰霜摧折，早衰蒲柳。 

詩賦從今須少作，留取心魄相守。但願得，河清人壽！ 

歸日急翻行戍稿，把空名料理傳身後。言不盡，觀頓首。 

 

I have also drifted for a long time! 

Over the past decade, I have let down all my mentors and friends  

who have passed away or lived. 

It was not shameful for me to be once equally famous with you.  

Just see Duling is becoming thin,  

Whose sufferings are not less than Li Bai’s sadness in Yelang. 

 Having an unfortunate fate, I bid farewell to my confidant.  

I wonder if it is miserable when a life comes to here?  

Thousands and ten thousand of bitterness, 

 Let me lay them bare for you! 

 

You were born in the year of Xinmo; 

I was born in the year of Dingchou. 

At this moment, the ice and frost have crushed both of us together 

prematurely aged like willows. 

From now on, you should write fewer poems,  
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In order to cherish your heart and soul.  

Just hope that the Yellow River will become clear  

and you will have a long life. 

 On the day when you come back, you can hastily browse your 

manuscripts written on the journey,  

Then sort them in order to leave an empty reputation after your death. 

 The words cannot be said enough.   

Just Watch me kowtow to you!8 

In the two Ci poems, Gu Zhenguan expresses his deepest greetings and care to his best 

friend Wu Zhaoqian who was exiled to the extremely cold region. He earnestly exhorts his 

friend in order to relieve his depressed mood.  

In the first one, not only does he express his deep sympathy for his friend being framed 

by villains, but he also makes his promise that he would do his best to rescue his friend 

back. There are two allusions in the two verses: “For twenty years, I have kept my promise 

like Bao Xu. You are longing for the day when the heads of the crows become white and 

the horses have horns on their heads, then you will finally be saved. 廿載包胥承一諾，

盼烏頭馬角終相救” Firstly, Bao Xu was a statesman of the Chu in the Spring and Autumn 

period. According to Historical Records《史記》written by Sima Qian 司馬遷(145-?) of 

 
8 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

413. 
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the Han dynasty, Bao Xu swore to protect the state when Chu was threatened. Later, when 

Chu was attacked by Wu, Bao Xu sought help from Qin State, but was not allowed. He 

then stood in the Qin court, weeping day and night for seven days and seven nights, 

eventually moving the Duck of Qin to provide aid. Here, Gu Zhenguan uses this allusion 

to show his determination to recuse his friend back. Secondly, according to Historical 

Records Annotations and Subtleties《史記索引》written by Sima Zhen 司馬貞(679-732) 

of the Tang dynasty, During the late Warring States period, Prince Dan of Yan was detained 

in Qin as a hostage. One day, Dan asked to return to his homeland, and the King of Qin 

said, “When the heads of the crows turn white and horses grow horns, then you may go.” 

Prince Dan looked up to the sky and sighed deeply, praying for divine intervention. 

Miraculously, the head of a crow turned white and a horse grew a horn. Gu Zhenguan uses 

the allusion of“the heads of the crows become white and the horses have horns on their 

heads 烏頭馬角” to encourage his friend to remain steadfast in his belief, no matter how 

difficult the circumstances may be, and that eventually there will be a day of salvation. In 

fact, Gu Zhenguan did fulfill his promise and ultimately rescued his friend Wu Zhaoqian 

from exile, which will be discussed in details later. 

In the second one, Gu Zhenguan looks back on their friendship, and expresses the 

empathetic pains he feels when his good friend is suffering in exile. In this line, “Just see 

Duling is becoming thin, whose sufferings are not less than Li Bai’s sadness in Yelang 只

看杜陵消瘦，曾不減，夜郎僝僽”, Gu Zhenguan compares his friendship with Wu 
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Zhaoqian to the friendship between the two great poets of the Tang dynasty, Du Fu 杜甫

(712-770) and Li Bai 李白(701-762). “Duling 杜陵”refers to Du Fu because Duling was 

the ancestral home of Du Fu and he himself once lived near Duling. Li Bai was once exiled 

to the place of Yelang 夜郎 and when Du Fu heard of that, he was very worried about him. 

By saying “Duling is becoming thin, whose sufferings are not less than Li Bai’s sadness in 

Yelang”, Gu Zhenguan expresses his deep concerns for his friend Wu Zhaoqian and also 

indicates that their friendship was as profound as that between Du Fu and Li Bai. In the 

end of the Ci poem, the poet expresses his wish that his friend would eventually return 

safely, and uses “yellow River will become clear and you will have a long life 河清人壽” 

to convey his blessing to his friend. This is because people usually consider the Yellow 

River turning clear as a good omen, which happens only after a long time. He hopes that 

his friend could wait until the day when the Yellow River turned clear and would eventually 

be saved.  

The two Ci poems presented to Wu Zhaoqian are the most touching ones in all the Ci 

works of Gu Zhenguan, which has been highly appreciated by a large number of readers 

since their circulation. Tan Xian 譚獻(1832-1901), a famous Ci poetry critic in the Qing 

dynasty, commented on the two Ci poems: “The two pieces of ‘Song of Golden Silk’ make 

readers value friendships more. It is an enlightenment.”9 Nalan Xingde, Gu Zhenguan’s 

 
9 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

410. 
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another best friend, the most famous Ci poet of the Qing dynasty, was one of the earliest 

readers of the two Ci poems, also gave high praise for the two Ci poems. In the postscript 

of the two Ci poems, Gu Zhenguan recorded that when Nalan Xingde was reading them, 

he shed lines of tears and said: “Poems of parting at the riverbank, the prose of dead friends 

in Shanyang and these Ci poems, they are the three ones 河梁生別之詩，山陽死友之傳，

得此而三.”10 “Poems of parting at the riverbank” are the poems presented to Su Wu 苏武 

by Li Ling 李陵 of the Western Han dynasty when they bid farewell to each other on the 

bank of river. Because Su Wu was detained by Xiongnu, which was an ancient nomadic 

tribe of the Mongolian plateau and was the greatest external enemy of the Western Han 

dynasty, Li Ling had to part with his good friend in agony. “The prose of dead friends in 

Shanyang” was the prose written by Xiang Xiu 向秀 to mourn his deceased friend Ji Kang

嵇康. The poems of parting at the riverbank and the prose of dead friends in Shanyang are 

both great literary works on great friendships. The meaning of what Nalan said is that the 

Ci poems written by Gu Zhenguan are as excellent as the two classic works on friendships 

in Chinese literature. It is a very high and appropriate praise for the two Ci poems. 

It was in the year when Gu Zhenguan wrote the two pieces of “Song of Golden Silk” 

that he met Nalan Xingde, who was the son of the prime minister Nalan Mingzhu 纳兰明

珠(1635-1708). He then turned to Nalan Xingde for help, hoping that he could assist in 

 
10 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

409. 
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rescuing his good friend who was stranded on the border. Nalan Xingde was so touched by 

the two pieces of “Song of Golden Silk” that Gu Zhenguan presented to Wu Zhaoqian that 

he promised to assist in rescuing Wu Zhaoqian, and wrote down: “rescuing Wu Jizi alive 

from the harsh borderland, counts as the only important matter before my eyes 絕塞生還

吳季子，算眼前此外皆閒事.”11 As a result, five years later, Wu Zhaoqian did indeed 

return from the harsh borderland to the capital with the strong rescue of Nalan Xingde. This 

story of great friendship has always been widely circulated along with these two pieces of 

“Song of Golden Silk”. 

Speaking of the relationship between Gu Zhenguan and Nalan Xingde, their great 

friendship reflected in the “Snapping Fingers Ci” is very touching too. Gu Zhenguan was 

18 years older than Nalan Xingde, but their age did not hinder them from becoming each 

other’s best friends. In the Ci poems they exchanged with each other, not only did they 

address each other as “bosom friends 知己”, but they also made a promise to continue their 

friendship in the next life. This is the Ci poem that Nalan Xingde presented to Gu Zhenguan: 

金縷曲·贈梁汾 

德也狂生耳！偶然間、淄塵京國，烏衣門第。 

有酒惟澆趙州土，誰會成生此意？不信道、遂成知己。 

青眼高歌俱未老，向尊前、拭盡英雄淚。君不見，月如水。 

 
11 Caoren Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Nalan Ci”《納蘭詞箋註》, (Shanghai: Shanghai Classics Publishing 

House, 2003), 323. 
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共君此夜須沉醉。且由他、娥眉謠諑，古今同忌。 

身世悠悠何足問，冷笑置之而已！尋思起、從頭翻悔。 

一日心期千劫在，後身緣恐結他生裡。然諾重，君須記！ 

 

Song of Golden Silk (Sent to Liangfen) 

Singde’s just a mad fellow! Whose lot, by chance: 

grimy dust in the capital, Raven robes of the mansions. 

 I sprinkle my wine only on the soil of Zhao;  

But who could appreciate Singde’s intent?  

Though it’s hard to believe, we became best friends.  

With flashing eyes we sing out loud, neither of us old; 

 Before the cups, We’ve wiped away all our tears for brave men.  

Good sir, don’t you see  

The moonlight is like water? 

 

Sharing this night, we must get deeply drunk.  

Just let those moth-brow slanders fly; 

Then and now, the same jealousy.  

The long-troubled course of our lives, no need to ask;  
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Put them aside with a cold laugh, and be done!  

Worries arise, regrets springing from the very start.  

Yet a meeting of hearts for a single day will last 1000 kalpas; 

Future affinities, I fear, must be knotted in another life.  

We’ve taken weighty vows; 

Good sir, don’t forget!12 

In this Ci poem, Nalan Xingde explains that the historical figure he reveres most is Lord 

Pingyuan, Zhao Sheng, of the Warring States period, who was well known for his virtues 

of humility and respect for the talented people. Although he is the son of a prime minister 

and born into a prominent family, he does not care about external fame and fortune at all. 

Therefore, despite being unbelievable, he still became close friends with Gu Liangfeng. In 

the second stanza of the poem, Nalan Xingde says, “Just let those moth-brow slanders fly; 

Then and now, the same jealousy.” This is a deep expression of sympathy and comfort 

towards his best friend who was often persecuted by villains in the officialdom. Saying 

“Before the cups, We’ve wiped away all our tears for brave men 向尊前，拭儘英雄淚”, 

Nalan here uses the allusion from the Ci poem “Water Dragon's Chant” written by Xin Qiji

辛棄疾(1140-1207), but uses it reversely. The original verses from Xin Qiji in “Water 

Dragon’s Chant《水龍吟》” is “to whom then may I say to wipe my tears away with her 

 
12 David McCrow, Chinese Lyricists of the Seventeenth Century, (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990), 

119. 
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pink handkerchief or her green sleeves? 倩何人，喚取紅巾翠袖，揾英雄淚”13 Xin Qiji 

expresses his frustrated and melancholic feelings that nobody understands him as a hero. 

However, Nalan Xingde takes a different approach and expresses that he can understand 

Gu Zhenguan and is willing to give him the greatest comfort. In real life, Nalan Xingde 

also usually helped Gu Zhenguan when he was in trouble. In the memorial prose that Gu 

Zhenguan wrote for Nalan Xingde after his death, Gu Zhenguan looked back on their 

friendship and wrote: “When I was attacked by those who spread rumors about me, even 

people like parents could not help but harbor suspicions, like the mother of Mencius who 

heard that her son had killed someone then threw away her weaving shuttle and fled. But 

my brother (Nalan Xingde) always mediated and protected me in secret. That is why he 

was the only one who knew me deeply and planned carefully for me with great effort.洎讒

口之見攻，雖毛裡之戚未免致疑於投杼，而吾哥必陰為調護，此其知我之獨深，亦

為我之最苦” 14 

After receiving the Ci poem from Nalan Xingde, Gu Zhenguan also wrote a piece of 

“Song of Golden Silk” as a response: 

且住爲佳耳。任相猜、馳箋紫閣，曳裙朱第。 

不是世人皆慾殺，爭顯憐才真意。容易得、一人知己。 

慚愧王孫圖報薄，只千金、當灑平生淚。曾不直，一杯水。 

 
13

Jiaxuan Xin, The Long and Short Verses of Jiaxuan《稼軒長短句》, (Shanghai: Shanghai People's Publishing House, 

1975), 51. 
14 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

591. 
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歌殘擊筑心逾醉。憶當年、侯生垂老，始逢無忌。 

親在許身猶未得，俠烈今生已已。但結托、來生休悔。 

俄頃重投膠在漆，似舊曾、相識屠沽里。名預籍，石函記。 

 

It is wise to stay longer. 

Just let others be suspicious. 

Flying letters between purple buildings  

and dragging dresses among red mansions. 

If it had not been that all people in the world want to kill Li Bai, 

How did it show the true pity of Du Fu about Li Bai’s talent? 

It is not easy to have only one confidant! 

I feel ashamed that the price expects so little in return. 

Even if it were a thousand pieces of gold and all the tears of my life,  

It wouldn't be worth a glass of water. 

 

The song lingers on, striking the Zhu  

and the soul becomes more intoxicated. 

In retrospect, Hou Sheng was already in old age  

when he first encountered Wu Ji. 
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My parents are still alive, so I cannot promise my life to you.  

The heroic act of dying for a friend is impossible for me in this life. 

Only make a pact for the next life without regret! 

Suddenly, the glue will be thrown to the lacquer again, which is like the 

old days when we met in the butcher and wine street.  

Our names have been pre-recorded in the stone box.15 

In this Ci poem, Gu Zhenguan expresses his deep gratitude to Nalan Xingde for calling 

him a confidant and for his many helps. In Notes on the Categorization of Anecdotes from 

the Qing Dynasty《清稗類鈔》, Xu Ke 徐珂(1869-1928) records that 

Chengrongruo (Nalan Xingde) was a person with refined and elegant tastes 

who loved making friends and his guests were often full. He particularly got 

along well with Gu Liangfen, a scholar from Wuxi, who was also known as 

Liang Fen. If they didn’t see each other for ten days, they felt unhappy. 

When Gu Liangfen visited Rongruo, they always went upstairs to the 

building and Rongruo would ask the servants to move the stairs so Gu 

Liangfen couldn’t leave. They could have a talk for several days and 

nights.16 

From this passage ,we can know the first verse “It is wise to stay longer 且住爲佳耳” of 

 
15 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

406. 
16 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

2. 
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the above Ci poem refers to the occasion when Nalan Xingde tried hard to persuade Gu 

Zhenguan to stay longer because they were having a pleasant conversation.  

Gu Zhenguan uses many allusions to express his desire to repay Nalan in this Ci poem. 

For example, Gu Zhenguan compared his friendship with Nalan Xingde to the great 

friendship between Li Bai and Du Fu in this verse: “If it had not been that all people in the 

world want to kill Li Bai, how did it show the true pity of Du Fu about Li Bai’s talent? 不

是世人皆慾殺，爭顯憐才真意”. This verse comes from a poem written by Du Fu for Li 

Bai, “I Have Not Seen 不見”. The original verses of Du Fu is “All the people in the world 

want to kill him, but I alone am moved by his talents.世人皆慾殺，吾意獨憐才”17 , 

expressing Du Fu’s unique admiration for Li Bai’s great talent that is not understood by 

others. Gu Zhenguan uses this allusion to express his deep gratitude towards Nalan Xingde 

for his understanding and support when others slandered him. “In retrospect, Hou Sheng 

was already in old age when he first encountered Wu Ji. 憶當年、侯生垂老，始逢無忌” 

uses another allusion on Lord Xinling 信陵君,whose name was Wuji and Hong Ying 侯嬴: 

Hou Ying was a person from the State of Wei during the Warring States period. When he 

was already very old, he was still a low-ranking official. After hearing about his talent, 

Lord Xinling went to visit him and personally drove the carriage to welcome him as an 

honored guest. Later, during the battle of “Besieging Wei to Rescue Zhao”, Hou Ying made 

great contributions for Lord Xinling. Gu Zhenguan uses this allusion to express his 

 
17

Stephen Owen, The Poetry of Du Fu-Volume 3, (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2016), 68. 
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gratitude to Nalan Xingde who could appreciate his talent, when he was also an old man 

(18 years older than Nalan). The verses “My parents are still alive, so I cannot promise my 

life to you. The heroic act of dying for a friend is impossible for me in this life 親在許身

猶未得，俠烈今生已已” refers to the allusion of “a True Gentleman Dies for One Who 

Appreciates Him 士爲知己者死”. In the end, like Nalan Xingde’s “Song of Golden Silk”, 

Gu Zhenguan expresses his expectation of continuing to be best friends in the next life.  

“Suddenly, the glue will be thrown to the lacquer again, which is like the old days when 

we met in the butcher and wine street 似舊曾、相識屠沽里” uses another allusion. The 

Chinese idiom “like glue; like lacquer 如膠似漆” ais often used to describe very close 

relationship and meeting in the butcher and wine street refers to another great friendship in 

the history of China, which is about Jing Ke 荊軻 and Gao Jianli 高漸離： 

In the state of Yan, Jing Ke became friends with a man who worked as a dog 

butcher and a skilled zither player named Gao Jianli. Jing Ke was 

particularly fond of drinking and would drink with the dog butcher and Gao 

Jianli in the market of Yan every day. As they drank more and more, Gao 

Jianli would play the zither and Jing Ke would sing along in the market, 

enjoying each other’s company. 18 

Here, Gu Zhenguan also compared his friendship with Nalan Xingde with the greatest 

friendship in history.  The use of these allusions in this Ci poem deepens the poet’s 

 
18 Qian Sima, Historical Records《史記》, (Beijing: Zhonghua Book Company, 1999), 1968. 
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description of the friendship between Nalan Xingde and him, as it echoes the great 

friendships between historical figures.  

Based on the very deep friendship between Gu Zhenguan and Nalan Xingde, When 

Nalan Xingde passed away at a young age, Gu Zhenguan was overwhelmed with grief, as 

what he said in the memorial prose he wrote for Nalan Xingde after his death: “I am 

bewildered, confused, and deeply saddened. The sun sets and the sky turns dark, my heart 

is in turmoil and my eyes are blurry.” In this extremely sorrowful mood, he wrote this Ci 

poem mourning the passing of his dear friend: 

桃源憶故人 

容若構一曲房，屬藕漁書其額，曰“鴛鴦社”。 

千金一刻三春夜，轉眼水流花謝。 

已覺都成夢話，只是傷心也。 

分明有恨如何寫？判得今生暫捨。 

還擬他生重借，領袖鴛鴦社。 

Missing an Old Friend in the Peach Colony 

Rongruo built inner chamber, asking Ou Yu to inscribe the plaque as 

“Yuanyang Society” 

The moment we had on a spring night is priceless, 

In a trice, the fallen petals have gone with the flowing river. 

It feels like the talks we had were all in a dream, 
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I am still heartbroken. 

How can I write about my sadness, even though it is so clear. 

I judge that he just temporarily left us behind in this life. 

Suppose that he could borrow a next life, 

lead the Yuanyang Society again.19 

The priceless moment they had on a spring night in the past have become memories now, 

seeming like a dream. From the passage quoted earlier from Notes on the Categorization 

of Anecdotes from the Qing Dynasty, we can know how joyful the conversations between 

Gu Zhenguan and Nalan Xingde were. The happier they were when they were together 

back then, the more heartbroken now when Gu Zhenguan is alone.  

In the above “Song of Golden Silk” that Gu Zhenguan wrote in response to Nalan Xingde, 

he uses so many allusions. By contrast, in this “Missing an Old Friend in the Peach Colony”, 

he is so sad that he could not express himself with words: “How can I write about my 

sadness, even though it is so clear 分明有恨如何寫？” In my opinion, another reason why 

there are many allusions in the “Song of Golden Silk” but this Ci poem has a very simple 

and plain style is that when Gu Zhenguan wrote the“Song of Golden Silk”, it had not been 

a long time since Gu Zhenguan became a friend of Nalan Xindge therefore there were more 

emotions of general gratitude to Nalan Xingde’s help, which can be compared to the other 

 
19 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

443. 
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friendship in history, however, when Gu Zhenguan wrote this “Missing an Old Friend in 

the Peach Colony”, they had already been close friends for 9 years, therefore their 

friendship was beyond comparison with anyone else’s, which has become the earnest 

emotions coming out from the bottom of heart without any rhetoric.  

When Nalan Xingde was alive, they made a promise that they would still be best friend 

in the next life. Now that Nalan is truly dead, the next life becomes the only expectation 

for the continuation of their friendship.  

From the above Ci poems, we can see that writing about the profound affections for 

friends is indeed a very prominent theme of “Snapping Fingers Ci”. As a passionate Ci poet, 

Gu Zhenguan not only had deep emotions towards his friends, but also his wife, which was 

also reflected clearly in the writing of “Snapping Fingers Ci”. 
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Chapter 3: The Profound Affection of Gu Zhenguan for His Wife 

 

Gu Zhen-guan’s hometown was Wuxi, Jiangsu. Since he left home for Beijing at the age 

of 24 in order to seek an official position in the late Shunzhi period in 1661, until his return 

to his hometown to live in seclusion after Nalan Xingde’s death in 1685 when he was 48 

years old, Gu Zhenguan had been traveling and working outside for as long as 24 years. 

Except for the time when he returned home to mourn the death of his parents or took a 

short leave, most of the time he worked in the capital city. During this period, he also stayed 

in Fujian and other places for a relatively long time. Therefore, he called himself as “The 

First Wandering Poet 第一飄零詞客”20. That is why he says “I have also drifted for a long 

time! 我亦飄零久” in the“Song of Golden Silk” he sent to Wu Hancha. 

Due to his long-term absence from his hometown, wandering outside, Gu Zengguan’s 

yearning for his wife at home became another important theme in his “Snapping Fingers 

Ci”, besides friendship. Although Gu Zhenguan was far away from his hometown, he still 

had a very profound affection for his wife, which was reflected in many of his Ci poems. 

For example, this “Ripples Sifting Sand 浪淘沙” was written by Gu Zenguang while 

passing by the Xunyang River during his journey, when he stayed overnight by the river 

and missed his wife: 

浪淘沙 

 
20 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

399. 
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潯陽 

擁髻燭花偏，特地遷延，縷金雙枕只空圓。 

昨夜新霜鴛瓦冷，寒到君邊。 

片鉄挂檐前，消受無眠，一聲容易破秋煙。 

央及潯陽江上雁，莫近離船。 

With hair coiled up and a candle wick slanting, 

The lady deliberately delays not going to bed. 

 The golden threads on the double pillows only form circles vainly. 

“Last night, the new frost chilled the roof tiles decorated with mandarin 

ducks. 

The cold must have reached beside you.” 

A piece of iron hanging in front of the eave,  

I am suffering through the sleepless night,  

With a sound easily shattering the autumn mist. 

Implore the wild geese over the Xunyang River,  

not to approach the departing boat.21 

The first stanza of this Ci poem depicts the author’s imagined scene of his wife missing 

him alone at home on a night. The second stanza describes the author’s experience of 

 
21 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

329. 
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feeling lonely while spending the night by the side of the Xunyang River on a journey away 

from home. His wife at home is reluctant to sleep alone for a long time at night because 

her husband is traveling far away. The “double pillows” that are supposed to be shared by 

a couple now only reflects her lonely figure. At this moment, she wonders whether the new 

frost of last night has made her husband who is away from home feel cold. On the side of 

the poet, traveling alone outside, he spent a sleepless night consumed with thoughts of his 

wife back home. Whether it was the wind chime under the eave or the wild geese flying 

over the river, everything seems to intensify his sadness at being away from home and 

missing his wife. The last line in particular serves to underscore the poet’s overwhelming 

sense of loneliness. The poet, longing for his wife back home, even implores the geese 

flying over the river not to come too close to him because in classical Chinese culture, wild 

geese are often seen as a means of transmitting news and messages from home. It is truly 

a very touching Ci poem expressing the deep affection of Gu Zhenguan for his wife even 

though within a few verses. 

Similarly, in this “Golden Banana Leaf 金蕉葉”: Gu Zhenguan also expresses his deep 

pain caused by the separation from his wife:  

郁金堂下清秋淚， 

潛滴遍、一叢蘭蕙。 

玉籠鸚鵡，而今懊惱前身慧。 

恰與鏡鸞成對。 



27 

 

In the Tulip Hall, my tears fall during the clear autumn, 

Dripping silently, onto a cluster of orchids. 

The jade-caged parrot now regrets its former wisdom, 

Only pairing with the phoenix in the mirror.22 

In this Ci poem, the poet expresses his sadness of missing his wife by comparing himself 

as a single bird. The poet feels trapped in his official position and unable to return home as 

he wishes, just like a parrot in a cage. “Regrets its former wisdom 懊惱前身慧” indicates 

that the poet regrets having achieved such a position through success in the imperial 

examination in the past. “Only pairing with the phoenix in the mirror 恰與鏡鸞成對” refers 

to an allusion. In ancient times, a king got a phoenix. He wanted the phoenix to sing for 

him but it would not, no matter how delicious the food was. One day the king put a mirror 

in front of the phoenix because he thought the phoenix would sing when it saw its own 

kind. But when the phoenix saw its reflection in the mirror, it let out a mournful cry that 

echoed through the sky and died.” Since then, “phoenix in the mirror” has been used as a 

metaphor for a separated couple. Gu Zhenguan employs the allusion of“phoenix in the 

mirror” to vividly portray the lonely and pitiful situation of being separated from his wife 

while far away from home. He even regrets his success in the imperial examination because 

of that, which is very touching. 

 
22 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

95. 
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In Chinese literature, there have been many poets who wrote about missing their wives 

at home while traveling, but what makes Gu Zhenguan special is his ability to empathize 

with his wife’s feelings of loneliness and longing for his return. For example, in the Ci 

poem “Sweep the Flowers on the Ground 掃地花”, the poet says that: 

正離魂欲接，斷煙橫鎖。 

怕夢醒時，盼殺滿城燈火。 

問誰個，掩紗窗，更愁於我。 

While my departing soul is about to arrive home,  

A screen of drifting smoke is obstructing our view.  

Afraid that when I am awake from the dream 

I am going to long for my hometown so badly  

over the crowded bustling city lights.  

Who is the one, behind the veil of the window, even sorrower than me?23 

The poet yearns for his wife at home in a distant land, even though he cannot physically 

return, he desires for his soul to go back. However, the reality is that amidst the hustle and 

bustle of the city’s bright lights, the poet is still drifting alone outside. This situation is 

already very tragic, yet the poet goes on to say that it is actually his wife who is left alone 

at home and is even more burdened with sorrow than he is. Indeed, in feudal society, 

 
23 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

16. 
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women’s leisure activities in large mansions were much fewer than men’s outside. This 

shows that Gu Zhenguan’s longing for his wife at home is not just hollow words in his Ci 

poetry, but rather a deeply felt and genuine emotion. Also, in the Ci poem “Wet Green 

Clothing”, the poet also expresses his deep concern for his wife who waits for him at home: 

“You must have suffered a lot since our separation. Even with poor provision, make sure 

to eat more.別來生受，些兒供養，也當加餐”24 “Make sure to eat more” comes from the 

classic of the Chinese poetry: “Nineteen Ancient Poems 古詩十九首” of the Han dynasty. 

The first poem of the “Nineteen Ancient Poems” depicts the sorrow of a wife who is 

separated from her husband due to his long-distance travels. In the end, it says that: 

浮雲蔽白日，游子不顧返。 

思君令人老，歲月忽已晚。 

棄捐勿復道，努力加餐飯。 

Shifting clouds block the white sun;  

the traveler does not look to return. 

Thinking of you makes one old;  

years and months suddenly go by. 

Abandoned, I will say no more  

but pluck up strength and eat my fill.25 

 
24 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

24. 
25 “胡鸟依北风，越鸟巢南枝” 360doc 个人图书馆, last modified March 19, 

2019,http://www.360doc.com/content/15/0319/00/15849958_456314547.shtml 
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In“Nineteen Ancient Poems”, it is the wife who hasn’t heard from her husband for a long 

time encourages herself to eat well and strive to live a strong life. In contrast, in the Ci 

poem written by Gu Zhenguan, the traveler in a distant land comforts his wife by telling 

her she should eat well. It is not only a response to “Nineteen Ancient Poems”, but also 

the poet adds that: “Even with poor provision”. We know that in feudal society, women did 

not work and relied entirely on the salary of their husband who worked as an official. 

Therefore, besides the persuasion that Gu Zhen Guan gave to his wife to live well, there is 

also a sense of guilt for not being able to provide a good living condition for his wife despite 

his long-term being outside. Reading this, one can deeply feel that the wife of Gu Zhen 

Guan was much happier than the yearning woman depicted in “Nineteen Ancient Poems.” 

From the analysis above, we can know the profound affection of Gu Zhenguan for his 

wife very well too. Gu Zhenguan was truly a poet with extraordinary deep emotions, as 

what he said: “Since the ancient times, the ones who have deep emotions cannot be changed 

forever.自古有情終不化”26. More important, he was expert at expressing his emotions by 

the writing of Ci poetry, as what Chen Tingzhuo 陳廷焯 (1853-1892) says in Remarks on 

Ci Poetry in the Baiyu Studio《白雨齋詞話》: “Gu Huafeng’s Ci poems are dominated by 

emotions, making him a master in his field. 顧華峰詞全以情勝，是高人一著処”

27(Huafeng is the courtesy name of Gu Zhenguan) 

 
26 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

10. 
27 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

561. 
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Chapter 4: The Writing Styles of “Snapping Fingers Ci” 

 

After discussing the most notable feature of “Snapping Fingers Ci” in terms of content, 

namely the expression of the poet’s deep emotions towards friends and family, I will 

continue to examine the writing characteristics of “Snapping Fingers Ci” in terms of its 

literary style in this thesis. 

When commenting on his own poetry, Gu Zhenguan said, “My Ci poetry is not trapped 

within the circle of the Song Dynasty, so I believe they will undoubtedly be passed down 

through generations! 吾詞獨不落宋人圈䙌，可信必傳”28  Gu Zhenguan’s Ci poetry 

indeed inherited the strengths of the Ci poetry of both the Northern and Southern Song 

Dynasties, but also showed innovation, making him a representative of excellent Ci poets 

in the Qing Dynasty.  

People usually classify Ci poems into two categories based on the length of the words: 

“short tunes 小令”, and “long tunes 長調”. In his book Study of Chinese Poetry《漢語詩

律學》, Wang Li 王力(1900-1986) referred to Ci poems with less than 62 characters as 

“short tunes” and those with more than 62 characters as“long tunes” or “slow tunes”. It 

is generally believed that “short tunes” originated from Dunhuang folksongs 敦煌曲子詞 

of the Tang Dynasty and developed further during the Northern and Southern Song 

Dynasties. “Short tunes” are generally very lyrical and could convey endless emotions in a 

 
28 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

546. 
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concise and brief form. On the other hand, “long tunes” emerged from the Ci poet Liu Yong 

in the Northern Song Dynasty and reached the peak in the Southern Song period. Due to 

the longer length, “long tunes” are more conducive for poets to incorporate narrative 

elements into their works. 

Regarding the analysis of the writing characteristics of Gu Zengguan’s “Snapping 

Fingers Ci”, the comment of Xie Zhangting 謝章鋌 (1820-1903) in Remarks on Ci Poetry 

in Duqi Manor《賭棋山莊詞話》 is the most appropriate: “Gu Liangfen’s short tunes 

contain endless emotions, while his long tunes are intricate and detailed to the fullest 顧梁

汾短調雋永，長調委婉盡緻.”29 

The “short tunes” in “Snapping Fingers Ci” written by Gu Zhenguan effectively 

inherited the feature of expressing endless emotions in a concise and brief form from the 

“short tunes” tradition, as what Xie Zhangting said in Remarks on Ci Poetry in Duqi Manor. 

His innovation and development in the writing of Ci poetry are mainly manifested in the 

“long tunes”. The “long tunes” written by Gu Zhenguan have fully developed the narrative 

characteristics of this genre, building on the foundation laid by Ci poets of the Southern 

and Northern Song dynasties. 

 

 

 

 
29 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

560. 
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Chapter 5: The Distinctive Feature of the Long Tunes in “Snapping Fingers Ci” 

 

The best reflection of the detailed narrative of Gu Zhengguan’s “long tunes” is his 

several pieces of“Song of Golden Silk”. We can see that in the two ones he sent to Wu 

Hancha, he elaborately writes about his concern and comfort for his friend, his 

determination to rescue his friend back, the origin of their friendship, his own current 

situation, and so on. The two pieces of “Song of Golden Silk” he sent to Wu Hancha 

started a tradition of “replacing a letter with the Ci poems 以詞代書”. Because these two 

Ci poems were too famous, many people later imitated this style of writing. In the one he 

responded to Nalan Xingde, he used so many allusions on the great friendship in the 

history of China within a Ci poem. Every allusion is an epitome of a historical story. for 

example, the line “The song lingers on; striking the Zhu, and the soul becomes more 

intoxicated 歌殘擊築心愈醉”, condenses the stories of two great historical figures: Jing 

Ke and Gao Jianli. “Hou Sheng was already in old age when he first encountered Wu Ji” 

briefly summarizes the relationship between Lord Xinling and Hou Ying. The extensive 

and appropriate use of allusions bring Gu Zhengguan’s Ci poems an exceptional sense of 

depth and weight, which gives readers the feeling that within a limited space, his Ci 

poems narrate numerous historical stories. In addition to the abundant use of allusions in 

his Ci poetry, there are also comprehensive depictions of famous historical scenes in the 

Ci poems of Gu Zhenguan, which also gives his long tunes a distinct narrative quality. 

For example, this long tunes “Qi Family 戚氏” is about the magnificent historical event 
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of the Battle of Red Cliffs. The typical “long tunes” consist of only two stanzas, but this 

one has three, making it the longest one in “Snapping Fingers Ci”: 

戚氏 

Qi Family 

二喬觀兵書圖，是吳北宮畫 

The painting “Two Ms. Qiaos Read The Art of War was painted by  

Wu Beigong 

十三篇。昔曾斷送兩嬋娟。 

何意孫吳，卻將韜略授釵鈿。嫣然。恰隨肩。 

象床交倚麝襟聯。 

雙珠巧合雙壁，更無相妒有相憐。 

聞道江上，舳艫銜尾，共驚狂虜投鞭。 

待同心借箸，密商帷幄，迅掃戈鋋。 

 

妝罷對展芸編。 

蠟丸封就，侍女不教宣。 

量珠做、鴛鴦陣裡，聚米山川。 

正軍前。露布催草簪花，腕弱應自怯如椽。 

擬開屏障，似撚霜毫，寫個赤壁飛煙。 
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銅雀愁深鎖，宓妃蕭颯，坐老芝田。 

爭似伊家姊妹，恁流離、卻得好姻緣。 

看他既美姿顏，兼精音樂，夫婿人爭羨。 

只英雄、兒女都難戀。定霸業、追想齊年。 

倩誰憑、阿堵重傳。向丹青、枕手且閑眠。 

忽西風緊，紅衣卸落，並蒂池蓮。 

 

The thirteen chapters.  

In the past, it caused the demise of the two beauties. 

Why did the Wu Kingdom entrust such important military strategies to 

women? 

A charming smile, fitting perfectly upon the shoulders. 

On the ivory bed and the chairs, the two beauties sit side by side with the 

smell of musk on their clothes. 

Two pearls harmoniously met two jades,  

With no envy but mutual love. 

News came from the river that the enemy ships are approaching in a 

connected formation and  

The mad barbarians are throwing their whips in terror.  

They were ready to unite their hearts, secretly planning and discussing 
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their strategy to swiftly sweep the enemy away. 

 

After dressing up, they sit facing each other and read the military book. 

 The wax seal was set,  

And the maids were instructed not to reveal them to anyone. 

The two women in the ranks of court officials gathered rice into the shape 

of mountains and rivers. 

In front of the army, they were urged to write notices  

with their flower-like calligraphy. 

Their weak wrists should have feared lifting a large brush like a beam. 

They were about to open the screen and immediately pick up their brushes 

with frost hair to write about the fierce battle at the Red Cliffs. 

 

The Bronze Sparrow Terrace was deeply locked in sorrow, while Fufei 

was sitting alone and aging in the old field of glossy Ganoderma. 

How could they compare with the sisters of the Qiao family, wandering 

around, but finding a good marriage? 

Seeing them have both beauty and musical talent,  

Their husbands were envied by many. 

It is difficult for the heroes to have romantic relationships  
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like ordinary people. 

Looking back on the past, two young people of the same age once set out 

to establish their dominance. 

Who can retell their story?  

Facing the painting,  

Let me just rest with my hand as a pillow, and doze off leisurely. 

Suddenly, the west wind blows hard, and the red petals fall off,  

withering the twin lotus flowers in the pond.30 

This is a painting-inspired Ci poem. The painter Wu Beigong created a painting depicting 

the two famous beauties of Wu Kingdom during the Three Kingdoms period, the sisters 

Daqiao 大喬 and Xiaoqiao 小喬, who were reading The Art of War. The poet Gu 

Zhenguan was inspired by this painting and used his imagination to create this long tune. 

The Battle of Red Cliffs was a famous battle during the Three Kingdoms period, which 

ended with a victory for the alliance of Wu and Shu over the army of Wei led by Cao 

Cao. In this battle, Zhou Yu 周瑜(175-210) and Sun Ce 孫策(175-200) were two 

renowned generals, and the Qiao sisters were their wives. While there is no official 

historical record of the Qiao sisters studying military strategy and participating in 

commanding the battle, Gu Zhenguan used his imagination to create this long tune, upon 

 
30 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

38. 
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seeing a painting. In this first two stanzas of this Ci poem, the Qiao sisters are depicted 

not only as beautiful but also as possessing the wisdom to command and plan war 

strategies. In the third stanza, the poet also expresses his envy for the Qiao sisters’ and 

Zhou Yu and Sun Ce’s love and marriage. The entire Ci poem uses a narrative technique 

to depict a historical scene, with only the last line describing scenery. It seems that the 

poet is immersed in their imagination of a virtual historical scene and is suddenly 

awakened by the falling lotus petals blown by the west wind, returning to reality. 

Depicting a virtual historical scene in a Ci poem was a very innovative approach in 

Chinese literature.  

In addition to referring to historical events, Gu Zhenguan’s long tunes are also able to 

serve as a record of historical fragments at that time due to its narrative quality, which has 

also become a distinctive feature of his Ci poetry. For example, this “Shengsheng Tune

聲聲令” records a major historical event of the time: 

聲聲令 

Shengsheng Tune 

松陵吳漢槎夫人出關，令妹昭質以孤孀遠送，芝麓龔公盛稱為縞綦義

烈，因賦此詞，併寄漢槎。 

Madam Wu, the wife of Wu Hancha from Songling, got out of the Shanhai 

Pass. His sister, who possessed bright virtues, sent her off as a lonely 

widow on a long journey. Mr. Gong from Zhilu praised them as virtuous 
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and heroic women. Inspired by this, I composed this Ci poem, and sent it 

to Hancha. 

香箋晚壘，翠黛朝彎。燕霜那忽點雲鬟。 

伯勞飛燕，禁骨肉，恁摧殘。盼九天，為妾賜環。 

甚日生還？酒泉郡，玉門關，燕頷小妹上書難。 

麻衣似雪，淚潸潸，背人彈。本意兒，身作木蘭。 

時尊府君蒙恩免戍，竟以憂卒。 

The fragrant paper is piled up at night; 

The deep green eyebrows are furrowed in the morning.  

The frost of Yan suddenly dots the cloud-like hair. 

The larks fly and the swallows dart;  

The flesh and blood are being separated. 

How cruel it is! 

I pray to the ninth heaven to grant me a ring. 

 

When will my brother return alive?  

In Jiuquan County, at Yumen Pass,  

A brave and imposing little sister struggles to write a letter. 

Dressed in coarse clothes like snow, her tears flow incessantly,  

hiding from others. 
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Her original intention is to be the heroine Mulan. 

The honorable lord (the father of Wu Hancha) was fortunate to be released 

from being exiled, but sadly passed away due to grief.31 

As mentioned above, Wu Zhaoqian was exiled to Ningguta due to the “Imperial 

Examination Case” in 1658. Two years later, Wu Zhaoqian’s wife, Ge Caizhen 葛采真, 

and his sister, Wu Wenrou 吳文柔, started a long journey from their hometown Wujiang to 

the capital and went to the Ministry of Justice to plead for Wu Zhaoqian. Later, Ge Caizhen 

went to Ningguta to join her husband. This event caused a sensation at the time, and many 

prestigious people were moved by the heroic act of the two women and praised them, 

expressing their admiration. This is the motivation for Gu Zhenguan to write this Ci poem. 

Gu Zhenguan first writes about how Wu Zhaoqian’s wrongful exile has caused great pain 

and sadness to his wife and sister: “The frost of Yan suddenly dots the cloud-like hair. The 

larks fly and the swallows dart, The flesh and blood are being separated. How cruel it is!” 

Here,“The frost of Yan 燕霜” is an allusion that represents being falsely accused. 

According to the records in Huainanzi《淮南子》:“Zou Yan served King Hui of Yan with 

utmost loyalty. However, his colleagues slandered him, and the king became suspicious of 

him. Zou Yan looked up to the sky and wept bitterly in the fifth month of summer, and then 

frost fell from the sky.”32 Therefore, in this Ci poem, “The frost of Yan suddenly dots the 

 
31 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

140. 
32 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

141. 
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cloud-like hair. 燕霜那忽點雲鬟” means that Wu Zhaoqian’s wife and sister suddenly 

suffered the tragic injustice of having their relatives wronged. Then Gu Zhenguan writes 

about their desire to rescue Wu Zhaoqian, using the phrase “grant me a ring 為妾賜環”. 

“Ring 環” is pronounced as “huán” in Chinese, which has the same pronounce as “return

還”. In the middle of this Ci poem, Gu Zhenguan writes about the difficulties in rescuing 

Wu Zhaoqian: “Dressed in coarse clothes like snow, her tears flow incessantly, hiding from 

others 麻衣似雪，淚潸潸，背人彈”. In the end, the poet praises their behavior as brave 

as the famous female hero Hua Mulan. 

  The strong narrative quality of the long tunes written by Gu Zhenguan is due in large 

part to the prefaces. The prefaces in the Ci poetry, outside of the main text, serve to 

introduce the background and context of the writing. For example, in the two pieces of 

“Song of Golden Silk” written to Wu Zhaoqian, it is explicitly stated that they were 

written at the Qianfo Temple when the poet was residing in the capital city during the winter 

of the Bingchen year and sent to Wu Zhaoqian in Ningguta as a substitute for a letter. 

Similarly, in the preface to“Shengsheng Tune”, the poet introduces that the inspiration for 

the Ci poem is the story of Wu Zhaoqian’s wife getting out the Shanhai Pass to join him, 

and his sister sending her off on a long journey. 

  Based on the discussion on the writing characteristics of the long tunes written by Gu 

Zhenguan, we can summarize that the extensive use of allusions, the reflection of historical 

events through Ci poetry, and the introduction of relevant background information in the 
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preface all contributed to the significant narrative achievements made by Gu Zhenguan for 

the “long tunes”.  
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Chapter 6: The Distinctive Feature of the Short Tunes in “Snapping Fingers Ci” 

 

Contrary to his long tunes, which have a very obvious narrative style, the short tunes of 

Gu Zhenguan are much more lyrical. They are very successful in conveying endless 

emotions within a very brief form. The“Ripples Sifting Sand” discussed above is a very 

good example for expressing infinite emotions within limited verses: 

浪淘沙 

潯陽 

擁髻燭花偏，特地遷延，縷金雙枕只空圓。 

昨夜新霜鴛瓦冷，寒到君邊。 

片鉄挂檐前，消受無眠，一聲容易破秋煙。 

央及潯陽江上雁，莫近離船。 

With hair coiled up and a candle wick slanting, 

The lady deliberately delays not going to bed. 

 The golden threads on the double pillows only form circles vainly. 

“Last night, the new frost chilled the roof tiles decorated with mandarin 

ducks. 

The cold must have reached beside you.” 

A piece of iron hanging in front of the eave,  

I am suffering through the sleepless night,  

With a sound easily shattering the autumn mist. 
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Implore the wild geese over the Xunyang River,  

not to approach the departing boat. 

It was written by Gu Zhenguan for missing his wife. Only in a few verses, the poet depicts 

the imagined situation of his wife missing him alone at home and his current situation of 

staying by a river far away from home at night respectively. The transition between two 

spatial scenes in this Ci poem creates a tremendous spatial capacity between the text. 

Additionally, while the poet expresses his longing for his wife, he also writes about how 

his wife is simultaneously longing for him, creating a resonance of longing for each other 

and forming a circular and reciprocating effect. The last two verses “Implore the wild geese 

over the Xunyang River, not to approach the departing boat. 央及潯陽江上雁，莫近離

船” elevates the whole Ci poem to a higher realm. The poet’s already bleak situation of 

spending the night alone by the river is intensified by the geese, which symbolizes 

transmitting messages from home. He finds it so unbearable that he has to beg the wild 

geese over the river not to fly near him. The wild geese on the river are originally just 

objectively existing in nature, but at this moment, they are all imbued with the poet’s 

sorrowful longing for his family, which magnifies the poet’s painful emotions infinitely, 

leaving the reader unable to shake off the poet’s great emotions long after reading it. 

It is one of the distinctive features of Gu Zhenguan’s short tunes that the final two 

verses often serve to intensify the emotional depth of the entire work. Another example is 

this “Buddhist Dancers 菩薩蠻”: 
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爐邊促席圍銀蠟，蘭舟准待明朝發。 

坐到五更鐘，忽然歸思慵。 

六幺催未歇，故故飛觴急。 

休卻眼前杯，玉人容易來。 

We are sitting tightly around the silver wax at the stove aside, 

Waiting for the orchid boat to set off at dawn. 

 Sitting until the clock struck five,  

I suddenly become bored due to feelings of homesickness.  

The tune of “Liu Yao” relentlessly urges us to drink, 

 So, we lift our wine cups hastily. 

Don’t put down the cup in front,  

As the beautiful lady might come easily when being drunk.33 

This Ci poem depicts a drinking party with a group of people during a journey. While they 

are happily drinking and enjoying music, the poet is suddenly overwhelmed by a strong 

sense of homesickness. However, he is even less willing to stop drinking because only 

when he is drunk could he see his beloved wife (the beautiful lady 玉人 ) in his 

hallucinations or dreams. This poem also has a huge emotional capacity despite its short 

length, due to the stark contrast between the poet’s loneliness and the bustling environment 

 
33 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

384. 
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around. The last two verses are particularly moving, as it seems that for the poet who is far 

away from his home on the journey, the only way to see his wife is to get drunk then to 

dream of her. 

  Another distinctive feature of Gu Zhenguan’s short tunes is the use of repetitive 

characters, which also serves to enhance the infinite depth of meaning within a short text. 

In “Snapping Fingers Ci”, we can find the Ci poems with repetitive characters very easily. 

For example, this is a very typical one: 

字字雙 

Every Word Doubled 

閩客謠 

The Song by the Guest of Min 

煙嵐潑翠山復山，雪浪卷空灘復灘。 

車船算緡關復關，琴劍羈遊難復難。 

The mist appears like splashed emerald ink  

on a mountain by a mountain; 

The snow waves surge into the sky on a beach by a beach. 

The calculation of tolls for vehicles and ships  

at a checkpoint by a checkpoint; 

Wandering with a sword and a lute has to face  
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a difficulty by a difficulty.34 

This short tune expresses the poet’s observations and feelings during his long journey away 

from home. One after another, the emerald ink-like mountains and the riverbanks with 

waves rolling like white snow are a summary of the natural scenery the poet encounters 

during his travels, and also represent the territories the poet has passed through during his 

decades-long journey. However, the poet’s journey is not only filled with natural beauty, 

but also with numerous toll checkpoints set up for travelers, and various hardships that are 

difficult to describe in detail, encountered while traveling alone and far away from home. 

The most distinctive writing feature of this Ci poem is that the third-last and last Chinese 

characters in each line are repeated. With these repetitive characters, “山復山 a mountain 

by a mountain”, “灘復灘 a beach by a beach”,  “關復關 a checkpoint by a checkpoint”, 

“難復難 a difficulty by a difficulty”, the journey of the poet seems even longer, and the 

hardships on the journey seem multiplied. These repetitive words could give the readers a 

sense of endless repetition. Therefore, all the sights and feelings that could be experienced 

on a journey seem to be contained in a short tune. It is thus no longer just the poet’s personal 

feelings, but a summary of the collective feelings shared by all those who have experienced 

the hardships of traveling outside far away from home. That is how the limited verses could 

contain seemingly infinite emotional capacity. That is why Zhang Deying 張德瀛(1861-

 
34 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

375. 
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1914) says about this Ci poem that “Word by word, tear by tear, able to make travelers on 

a distant journey weep upon reading it.一字一淚，能使征人逐客，讀之泫然” in Cizheng

《詞徵》.35 

Similarly, another Ci poem “Song of Picking Mulberries採桑子” , which also captures 

the poet’s emotions while on a journey, achieves the same literary effect: 

遙天欲暝重回首， 

不是燕山，卻是吳山。 

幾點煙縈幾翠環。 

登臨已改雙蓬鬢，才度邊關。 

又度江關，心逐飛鴻一昔還。 

Looking back as dusk approaches in the distance again,  

It is not the Yanshan Mountain, but the Wushan Mountain that I see. 

A few wisps of smoke linger around a few green peaks. 

As I climb higher, my hair now streaked with white, 

 I have just crossed another border. 

Once again crossing the river border, my heart follows the flight of the 

wild gooses back to my hometown in one night.36 

In this Ci poem, these phrases: “不是，卻是；才度，又度；燕山，吳山；邊關，江關” 

 
35 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

375. 
36 Bingshu Zhang, Notes and Commentary on “Snapping Fingers Ci”《彈指詞箋註》, (Beijing: Wenjin Press, 2017), 

491. 
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all have characters repeated. Like the previous Ci poem, the use of repetitive characters in 

this Ci poem creates a looping effect, giving the reader a sense that the poet’s journey is 

never-ending. As the poet looks back on his journey, he has already traversed countless 

similar mountains, thus can no longer distinguish whether the mountains in front of him 

are Yanshan Mountain or Wushan Mountain. He has just passed the border and is about to 

cross the river,, giving the reader an impression that the poet’s entire life has been spent in 

a state of wandering, truly like what he said for himself: “The First Wandering Poet 第一

飄零詞客.” Interestingly, in the Ci poem, the Yanshan Mountain is in the Tianjin area of 

China and is also used to refer to the capital city of Beijing, where the poet holds a long-

term official position; while Wushan Mountain is in the southern region of China, in the 

poet's hometown. Therefore, the confusion between Yanshan and Wushan Mountains 

conveys the feeling of the poet having gone on multiple trips throughout his life, unable to 

distinguish whether he is in his hometown or wandering outside. 

Unlike the previous Ci poem, in this poem, the poet does not directly state the difficulties 

encountered during the journey. However, readers can still feel the poet’s expressed 

emotions of homesickness and sadness from between the lines. The expression of these 

emotions is more implicit in this Ci poem than the last one. For example, when the poet 

says “As I climb higher, my hair now streaked with white 登臨已改雙蓬鬢”, he means 

that although he has been wandering throughout his life and is now an old man with gray 

hair, he still has to keep traveling for his career. “My heart follows the flight of the wild 
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gooses back to my hometown in one night 心逐飛鴻一昔還”, conveys the poet’s longing 

to return home despite being unable to do so. Just watching the geese that symbolize the 

transmission of news from his family flying back and forth, his heart seems to be flying 

back home with them. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

 

Gu Zhenguan was a famous Ci poet in the early Qing Dynasty, and “Snapping Fingers 

Ci” is his representative work. The most prominent feature of his Ci poetry writing is his 

deep affection, especially for his best friends and his wife. The several “Song of Golden 

Silk” that he presented to Wu Zhaoqian and Nalan Xingde are the most famous ones of his 

Ci poems. These several Ci poems are classic works in Chinese literary history that depict 

the theme of friendship. In “Snapping Fingers Ci”, many of the works that express the 

poet’s longing for his wife are due to his long years of wandering and living away from 

home. From these Ci poems, we can see that Gu Zhenguan had a deep affection for his 

wife, and while he was on his journeys, he often imagined his wife’s life at home, 

expressing his deep longing for her. At the same time, “Snapping Fingers Ci” has a very 

unique writing style. The long tunes are usually fully detailed in its narration through the 

uses of illusion or referring to historical events. The short tunes are all very subtle and 

meaningful. They can often leave a lasting impression on the reader due to its expression 

of endless emotions within a concise form.  
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