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In our survey of early Chinese literature, I have noticed a large difference between
the portrayal of the natural world in the Chinese context versus that of the portrayal
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in the Western contest. There seems to be more of a passivity, a gentle manipulation
and appreciation combined with a natural remove in the Chinese tradition, whereas
the Western cannon seems to indicate an extremely harsh interdependence, a fight for
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life or death against the elements and the natural world, and a common experience of
connection which we cannot escape. In this paper, I have chosen to examine two
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hymns/ballads from each cannon, each representing anthropomorphic harvest deities
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and the agricultural cycle, as a microcosmic representation of Chinese versus Western
literary traditions in which to further explore this concept of divergence.
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For purposes of clarity, I would like to define what I mean by the Western cannon.
As an English-speaking American, when I reference the Western cannon I indicate all

literature that has impacted our literary traditions; namely, Greek and Roman works,
Celtic and Germanic ballads/poems/tales, Western European contributions and then
the English-language works themselves. I feel there is no problem in doing this as
English is an amalgamation of various Germanic sources mixed with Latin, French
and a variety of other languages – English as we speak it now or even 100 years ago
did not exist until relatively recently in the world; it is a language that is constantly

in flux and constantly changing. I am also supported in my definition by the
curriculum set by English-language educational institutions in teaching works from
these cannons in our Western literature classes. Also, for purposes of continuity, all
Chinese works refer to all works constructed within a Chinese language framework.
I would now like to begin an examination of these two different traditions.
Contrasting General Views of Nature
One of the key differences in the development of Chinese literature as opposed to
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Western literature is found in their divergent views of man’s relation to nature. The
natural world in the Chinese tradition is depicted as a peaceful, restorative retreat
from the complicated and often misguided affairs of mankind. Much celebrated
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poems by authors such as Wang Wei and Li Bo portray the tranquil, soft beauty of
gentle streams, steady mountains, and quiet forests. The stereotype of the
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official/scholar retreating to a rural refuge either in protest of the affairs of his
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countrymen or in a sublime quest for simplicity and truth is well-established. Rural
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life is glorified within literature, from the utopia of Tao Qian’s Peach Blossom Spring
to the wise fisher couple in Li Yu’s Silent Operas. 1 During a recent trip to the

Metropolitan Museum in NYC, I had to opportunity to view their extensive collection
of Chinese calligraphic works. It did not escape my attention that almost all of these
pieces contained images of beautiful vistas and serene animals; all were considered to
be typical representations of that artistic genre.

1

From “An Actress Scorns Wealth And Honor To Preserve Her Chastity”, discussed in class and within
our textbook. It is worth noting that the wisdom and happiness of the fisher couple also convinces the
actor/official couple to eventually give up their post and move to the countryside to live a simple life.

In the Western literary tradition, however, nature is imbued with a darker,
threatening aura. It is far more common to encounter depictions of raging storms and
turbulent waters than it is to find gentle showers and soft streams. Nature is
something that always holds a hint of threat to the Western imagination; one can get
lost forever in our dark forests, stormy nights and harsh seas. It is dangerously
beautiful; we never forget that behind the flowers and trees lies a force which is
stronger than humankind, and can cause great loss and suffering. Hansel and Gretel
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wander lost in our woods, Odysseus confronts seemingly unending trials from various
forces of nature and many of our so-called Great American Novels concern
deprivation and trials in places such as the Dust Bowl 2 and on the violent seas. 3
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She Bore The Folk – A Preliminary Interpretation
She Bore The Folk is an agricultural hymn taken from the Classics of Poetry. 4 I chose
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this selection specifically because of its portrayal of the development of agriculture
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within Chinese society (an occupation which was to characterize the Zhou period), as
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well as the simplicity and beauty of its imagery. This has been one of my favorite
works covered thus far in our course.

Inside is a rendering of 后稷 (Hou Ji), the man considered personally responsible

for the development of this industry. It details his miraculously painless and divine
birth, his growth into manhood and the various endowments of his supreme
knowledge of agriculture.

2

John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath.
Herman Melville’s Moby Dick.
4
Classics of Poetry #245. The Classics of Poetry is a collection of over 300 poems, ritual hymns and
ballads that, at it’s furthest extent, is believed to date back to the beginning of the Zhou Dynasty.
3
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John Barleycorn – A Preliminary Interpretation
John Barleycorn is a very well-known Scottish ballad. I chose this specifically
because when we first discussed She Bore The Folk in class, this immediately sprang to
mind for parallels I will discuss in depth later. It is also one of my favorite works in
the English language tradition, combining sharp metaphor with elegant phrasing.
Like many older songs and works of literature, the age and authorship of this piece
are unknown. One of the earliest written versions of it can be found in the Bannatyne
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Manuscript of 1568 5 . Subsequent generations have proven quite adept at

reinterpreting this tale; the version I have chosen to examine is that rendered by the
famous Scottish poet Robert Burns (1782), as his version lends itself more readily to
literary perusal.
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When the Black Death (i.e. bubonic plague), swept through Europe and came to Edinburgh in 1568,
Scottish merchant George Bannatyne escaped to a country estate in a bid for survival, where he passed the
time by recording a manuscript of famous songs and poems. It subsequently became the only written
source for some famous Scottish poems and songs.
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Parallels
Before I begin contrasting these two works, I must first draw a closer comparison
than my initial survey delineates.
There are the obvious parallels of both being agricultural hymns/ballads focusing
on a central male protagonist as progenitor of agriculture and the harvest. Aside from
that, both works represent the foundational view of agriculture in each society. In
She Bore The Folk, Lord Millet’s very birth can be likened to the beginnings of
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optimal seed life. After his mother follows the correct rites and rituals (seed
preparation), and then treads in the footprint of a god (the tilled and furrowed earth),
Lord Millet is brought gloriously into being; smoothly sprouting without hardship, he
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survives the crucial first developmental period strongly no matter where he has been
laid.
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John Barleycorn belays the Western literary notions of the beginning of agriculture
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and indicates our cultural history of a nomadic people coming into a new land and
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discovering wild plants which where then tamed into domestic crops. John

Barleycorn is not born of a mother; he is found and “killed” (turned to seed) by the

three men 6 coming from a different land. Despite the seeming violence of his death,
after time passes the men notice that he is rising to manhood again from out of the
grave they have buried him in (growing into a seedling from the farmed earth).
Both pieces imbue a hint of the divine in their protagonists. Lord Millet is
presumed to be one of the founding ancestors of the Zhou dynasty; he is granted
6

The number three is highly significant to the West; it is the number of personalities usually attributed to
our multiple deities within one physical being (i.e. the Christian Holy Trinity of Father, Son and the Holy
Ghost and the Celtic Triple Goddess of Maid, Mother and Crone).

many honors due to his development of agriculture and is revered as the father of that
occupation. John Barleycorn is a figure reminiscent of all the sacrificed kings and
lords of the Western cannon; like the Celtic Taliesin or the Christian Jesus Christ, he
rises from the seeming dead of the grave (a symbolic womb), into glorious and robust
life. He is an Everyman elevated to nobility and divinity by the nature of the
sacrifice; after all, Jesus was born in a stable to a carpenter to die on a cross and be
reborn, while Taliesin was a poor and ignorant servant granted the gift of wisdom
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before he was devoured and then reborn.
Contrasts

It is notable to me that the title characters in each poem (“Lord Millet” and “John
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Barleycorn”), each carry within their phrasing the same essential ideas with different
implications. Each reference a type of grain that is most commonly found in their
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native terrain (the various millets of early Chinese agriculture, as opposed to the
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many barleys and corns found in the UK). Each also contains an anthropomorphic
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label – “Lord” in the Chinese tale, and “John” in the Scotch. I find it very interesting
that “Lord”, which bears implications to a Western mind of wisdom, transcendence
and superiority, is contrasted within these two tales to “John”, one of the most
common English names and one that is associated with Everyman and the
commonality of human experience. 7
Another difference lies in their visual portrayals. Lord Millet is often portrayed as
a fat, fecund gentleman of older years, still in robust health, and often is holding
7

John is, in fact, so common that anytime a person of unknown identity needs to be identified in some way
in the West, they are referred to and recorded as John Doe (usually with a number following the name for
tracking purposes).

sheaths of millet or records of some nature. There seems to be something noble and
correct in his bearing and his demeanor. John Barleycorn, however, is most often
portrayed as half-man, half-grain; a masculine face attached to a sheath of wheat, or
a largely human form with sheaths of wheat standing in for his appendages. His
other common portrayal is as a fat, jolly farmer, usually not very attractive and
extremely intoxicated.
The very development of agriculture as portrayed in these two tales points to a
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startling difference. In She Bore The Folk, the beginning is found at birth; Lord Millet
comes into the world in the first stanzas of the poem, blossoms throughout, and
everything is finished with a contemplation of his many gifts to the world.
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In John Barleycorn, the beginning comes at an end; within the first 4 lines of the

poem, the protagonist is killed. It is his seeming rebirth from death (echoing the
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Western concept of life in death), that begins the continual cycle of birth, death and
rebirth.
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It is also worth noting that depictions of the protagonists within these two texts
also point to another difference; one of personal ties to the earth. For example,

although She Bore The Folk is about Lord Millet, much time is devoted to describing
his mother’s conception and birthing process, as well as the general processes of the
rites Lord Millet developed and their applications to the generation of the time this
piece was composed. While he does develop agriculture, and while his growth
parallels that of his crops, there is a remove to the language used in describing his
association with them. Some barrier appears to separate the consciousness that is

Hou Ji from the mythical role of Lord Millet. John Barleycorn, however, exists as the

crop; every thought and action he has is likened to that of the harvest. He does not
develop agriculture so much as embody it. This indicates a vast difference in
interactions with the land; the Chinese hymn details a peaceful co-existence with the
harvest whereas the Western ballad implies a violent dependence upon the crop.
Conclusion
From these interpretations and examples, two differing themes can be wrought.
The Chinese tradition points to a concurrent existence with the harvest, where change
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is wrote through skillful and gentle manipulation of the terrain and the environment;
in the Western tradition, existence with the crops is interdependent to the point that
one cannot draw a line between man and nature.
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The Chinese tradition speaks of the noble Lord Millet who, through the divinity of

his mythical birth and his natural superiority and knowledge, brings blessings to his
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people. The Western tradition, however, implies an Everyman who must be sacrificed

men
s

in a ritual bonding with the crops to gain the secrets of growth and farming.
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The Chinese tradition bespeaks a removal from the experience of nature and

agriculture that allows for the observation of beautiful vistas and abundant crops.

The Western tradition differs in that it indicates an almost inseparable experience of

nature in humankind, in which the particular experiences of the crops are our primary
perceptions.
For whatever reason (the rise of industrialization in the West versus the Chinese
reliance on an agricultural industry, the nomadic nature of most Western cultures
versus the stationary solidity of the Chinese), differing views on the human

relationship to nature have developed in the literary canons of each traditions the
exemplify a different cultural feel for these two disparate sets of experiences.
I believe the two examples I have chosen and examined provide an excellent
rendering of these inherent differences, both which are both beautiful and full of merit
in their own right and only serve to deepen our understanding of the many facets of
nature when examined simultaneously.
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Appendix: Images of John Barleycorn and Lord Millet
John Barleycorn
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A beer label designed by artist Janis Taylor.
http://www.madriverbrewing.com/pages/brews/john_barleycorn.html
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A “tombstone” erected during a faux funeral by the Weis Brothers
Saloon in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, on the eve of Prohibition.
http://www.allaboutbeer.com/features/215wantbeer.html
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John Barleycorn by artist Graham Higgins - entitled “Resurrection.”
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http://www.pokkettz.demon.co.uk/barleycorn/index.html
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Still from a Youtube video of Mike Waterson singing the ballad.
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_NNgLqz89Z8

.com

后稷 - Hou Ji (Lord Millet)
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Bronze statuette of Hou Ji, courtesy of the Musee Guimet in Paris.
http://www.guimet.fr/-English-
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Marble Statue of Hou Ji from Wugong.
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http://www.snwugong.gov.cn/zs/News/Showlvyou.asp?id=53
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Hou Ji liquor bottles produced by Wuhan Art Beverage Bottles.
http://zyc190190.cn.ec51.com/
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