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The Quintessential Chinese Poetry Form

Jueju:
Before the Sonnet, before Haiku, there was and still is the Chinese Jueju.

The history of Chinese literature stretches back thousands of years and remains vibrant to this day. 
With thousands of classical Chinese poems by masters of the Tang Dynasty (618–907) like Li Bai and 

Du Fu to Su Dongpo in the Song Dynasty (960–1279), to modern writers like Lu Xun (1881–1936) 
and the blockbuster fi ction of famous novelists like Nobel Prize winner Mo Yan (1955-), the 

range and depth of Chinese literature is second to none. 
While up to 200,000 books are published each year in China, only a small fraction of these are translated 

into English. In fact, less than 3% of books published in America every year are translations from 
other languages, and only a small fraction of these are from the Chinese. Communicating the 

richness of Chinese literature relies heavily on translation. 

Classical Chinese Poetry: 
An Ancient Game —an Ancient Test

Classical Chinese (Jueju) 
Poetry in English as a Gameplay

In 2008, scholars from The University of  
Oklahoma (OU) and Beijing Normal University 
(BNU) began laying the 
foundation for establishing 
Chinese Literature Today,
a new literary magazine created in the image of 
OU’s famous World Literature Today magazine, 
which is celebrating its 90th anniversary this 
year. With the support of these institutions, and 
a major grant from the Hanban organization 
through the OU Confucius Institute and BNU, 
Chinese Literature Today has published 10 
issues fi lled with contemporary cutting edge 
poetry, short fi ction, interviews and essays by 
China’s leading writers and literature experts 
from around the world. CLT also publishes full 
novels, like Mo Yan’s novel Sandalwood Death, 
which was published by the University of Oklahoma 
Press just weeks after he won the Nobel Prize for 
Literature in 2012. 

In addition to the Chinese Literature Today 
publications, OU is also the home of the 
Newman Prize for Chinese Literature, which convenes 
juries of famous scholars every two years to award the prize in 
recognition of contributions made by Chinese authors to enlarge and deepen 
our humanity. Most recently OU has become the home of the Chinese Literature 
Translation Archive, which collects the papers, manuscripts, letters and other 
important documents of famous translators of Chinese literature so that scholars 
in the future can learn more about the full history of Chinese literature as it moves 
across languages. 

Translation is not the only way Chinese literature moves across languages and 
cultures. It may surprise you to learn that for well over fi fteen hundred years, Chinese 
poetry was read and composed in Korean, Vietnamese and Japanese. This was 

possible because classical Chinese poetry 
follows very strict rules that can transcend 
language barriers and be mastered by 
anyone with the determination to learn. 

Over the last fi ve years, Oklahoma 
students have been writing the classical 
Chinese poetry form known as jueju (a 

stanza of four lines) as part of a state-wide poetry competition held in conjunction 
with the Newman Prize for Chinese Literature. Unlike the centuries worth of jueju 
written in other languages, the English form is just now turning 20 years old, as it 
was fi rst taught by Dr. Jonathan Stalling at UC Berkeley in 1997. By allowing English 
speakers the ability to use their own language as if it were Chinese, they are able 
to learn deep cultural concepts that have guided Chinese civilization for thousands 
of years. 

While most American students have composed a Japanese Haiku, few have 
read, let alone composed, a Chinese jueju, which inspired the Japanese form. 
Oklahoma students are leading the way in introducing this poetic form to the 
English speaking world.

Over the last 1,500 years, the ability to compose poetry following complex rules 
became important to prospects hoping to serve in the Chinese Empire. Poetry 
composition was a way to demonstrate one’s learning, and it was thought that the 
ability to harmonize the world and language through poetry revealed one’s ability to 
do the same in human affairs. A successful poem balances the sounds, meaning 
and overall arrangement of words in complex ways. This can only be accomplished 
by someone who has studied the classical 
Chinese worldview and is able to refl ect this in 
their poetry. So, while it may be hard to imagine 
having to succeed in a poetry competition to hold 
a position of power in the U.S. government, for 
much of Chinese history, composing regulated 
poetry was a way to test intelligence, creativity, 
and compatibility with the Chinese governing worldview, making it a key skill for 
anyone who aspired to move (or stay) up on the social ladder. Given this importance, 
many aspiring statesmen played games to hone their skills. So, while jueju is read 
and enjoyed, as high-art that imparts wisdom about loss, grief, love, and beauty, it is 
also a competitive social form of gameplay.

Before we can learn how to play the game, it is 
important to learn a bit about the relationship 
of the Chinese language and the jueju form. 
The primary difference 
between Chinese and English jueju lies in its 
use of Chinese characters. A single 

character like the one for /moon/ 月 is a single 
syllable sound (yue). So when you see a 
jueju, the fi rst thing you see is a set number of 
characters per line and a set number of lines 
making up something like a grid.
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When you hear a jueju, the fi rst thing you hear is a set number of syllables (in this 
case seven syllables to a line and four lines long).

Yuè luò wū ti shuāng mǎn tian
Jiāng fēng yú huǒ duì chóu mián 
gū sū chéng wài hán shān sì 
Yè bàn zhōng shēng dào kè chuán

So when we compose a jueju in English we must follow the same pattern by 
composing poetry in monosyllabic English:

 Moon sets  crow calls  frost fi lls sky
 Sweet gums  boat lights  wake I lie
 Out side  Su Zhou  Han Shan Shrine
 From boat  bronze bell  sounds close by

If we choose our words from the 3000+ vocabulary of monosyllabic words, we can 
build classical Chinese poems following most of the rules of classical Chinese jueju. 
This form of poetry is based on the monosyllable, and the English language has one 
of the largest monosyllabic vocabularies making such poems richly varied and more 
beautiful than one might expect.

The only difference between the two comes down to the tones, which can be added 
later if the student likes to match the patterns used in classical Chinese jueju (this 
lesson plan does not include the tonal patterns)

How to Write a 
Seven Character Jueju

Last year’s winner of the Newman Young writers award in the Elementary 
school category, Morgan B. from Midwest City, did a great job developing 
the proper thematic sequence in her poem: 

Notice how the fi rst two lines establish a scene in nature, while the third 
line introduces a human presence and the fourth seems to complete the 
image of a powerful storm approaching. 

Line One: Introduces a scene (often a scene in nature)
Line Two: Extend and deepen the scene
Line Three: Introduce a shift or turn (often revealing 
something of the poet’s inner feelings or toward the 
human world in general). Classical Chinese poetry 
thrives on an implicit relationship between the nature  
presented in the fi rst two lines and the inner emotional 
world of human beings presented in the third line. 
Line Four: Conclusion, ending, landing. This is the line 
that brings the poem to a full, complete end. 

Rules and Guidelines:
Here are the rules:
1. Only use monosyllabic words. Surprisingly, English has one 
of the largest vocabularies of monosyllabic words (you can access 
a storehouse of 2,000 words broken into different parts of speech and 
specifi c vocabularies here: ouci.ou.edu/jueju)
2. Choose words that are “imagistic.” Here the saying “Show, 
don’t tell” is in full effect, but the good news is that monosyllabic words 
rank high in “imagability” as they often refer to concrete things. Only rarely 
use “function” words (often called particles in English, or empty words like 
the, a, etc) in classical Chinese poetry.
3. When composing a 7 character jueju,  pair your images 
into groups of 2-2-3 word units. The fi rst and second unit are made 
up of two words each, and the third unit of each line is made up of three 
words. You can play around with different combinations of images and 
different parts of speech. In the end, you want the word pairings to be 
stronger than the connection between each set of word parings.

Here are some examples:
Dark (adj) + Moss (n) is a pair while Bent (adj) + limbs (n) is another, and  
Wind Clothed Trees completes the line with a series of three words that 
hold together as a unit. 
Rule 4: Rhyme and Rule 5: Thematic Progression.
4. Observe the rhyme scheme of AABA: June, moon, soon. 
5. Observe the thematic progression of lines following the sequence below:

1. Black comes night falls dark blue sky
2. Grey clouds slight lit see go by
3. Girls jump moist face strong wind blows
4. Soft breeze lake shines storm waves high

枫桥夜泊
张继
月落 乌啼 霜满天
江枫 渔火 对愁眠
姑苏 城外 寒山寺
夜半 钟声 到客船
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What is Parallelism in New Style Poems?
Defi nition: It is the word-for-word and syllable-for-syllable 
matching of grammar and of meaning and tones.
Rules 6 and 7
Lines must relate to one another by matching nouns with nouns 
in the same position within the lines (for instance, grass and 
fl owers), and adjectives with adjectives, verbs to verbs, particles 
to particles. In the case of the fi rst two lines, the parallelism 
should reveal a similarity, and in the second and third lines they 
should reveal a dichotomy, difference, or opposition. Notice the 
fourth line must not be Parallel or anti-parallel.
Example:

Parallelism refl ects the deep structure of Chinese cosmology: 
correlation, balance, cyclical birth and decay. We can see both 
horizontal and vertical correlations in this form of poetry and 
thereby also better understand why poetry was thought to bring 
humans (language) into harmony with nature. 

Poem by Nicole Emory, OU student

If you read the poems horizontally, you will fi nd an exquisite 
poem that enacts dawn through its rich and evocative imagery. 
But if you read the poem vertically, you will fi nd the words are 
composed in columns following the rules of parallelism: “dark” 
is parallel with “gray” and antiparallel with “clear” and the same 
is true of the next column: “night” is parallel with “dusk” and 
anti-parallel with “day” and so on down the line. This pattern 
represents the ancient Chinese belief that poets should balance 
the ‘yin and yang’ to restore balance and harmony to the world 
in every poem. These complex rules make this poetic genre one 
of the most complicated forms in world literature and Oklahoma 
students are leading the way to introduce this ancient form into 
the English poetic tradition.

The Puzzle Game Boards:
Like to practice more? On the Confucius Institute’s website 
you can download two puzzle boards. One board contains a 
scrambled poem, and the second includes “Duilian” (parallel 
couplet). To unscramble the poem, cut up the fi rst sheet so 
that each word is a small rectangle that can be placed on the 
game board. Then try to “harmonize” the language by placing 
the words in the proper parallel locations. It should be noted 
that the poems have more than one answer, but practicing will 
help you to feel confi dent that within the confi nes of the words, 
parallelism is possible.

1. Get into groups of 4-5 and use  several blank 
boards and word card sheets printed from the 
Confucius Institute’s website. 
2. Cut out the word cards from the sheets. Word 
cards are available on OU Confucius Institute’s 
Website at ouci.ou.edu/jueju. 
3. Now try out different words on the grid, 
focusing on the 2+2+3 units in the fi rst line. 

4. Pay close attention to the sound of the fi nal 
word. This sound will need to be rhymed in 
lines 2 and 4. It may help to make a short list  
of rhyming words (as concrete and poetic as 
possible) on the blank cards provided.
5. Now think about how each line should move 
from one to the next. Jueju poems follow a set 
thematic progression by line. Intro, Extend, 
Turn/Shift, Conclude. 
6. Be comfortable with changing your poem 
radically several times before fi nalizing it.

New Style Poems= 
Parallelism

Old Style vs. 
New Style poems.

   
Class Exercise 
(Old Style Poem)

Blank boards
Blank boards can be printed and used by students. Students 
can fi ll in the sheets with sample words (found on the Confucius 
Institute’s website at ouci.ou.edu/jueju) or any monosyllabic 
words of the student’s choosing. In this exercise, students can 
explore the basic forms of the poems by arranging words on the 
grid as they see fi t, substituting whenever they like, blank tiles 
that they write their own monosyllabic words on.

Try Writing An 
Old Style Poem Now
(Having trouble thinking of great words to use, please visit 
ouci.ou.edu/jueju for a word list)

Old Style Poems（古体诗）
are referred to as level one diffi culty poems as they follow rules 1-5 only. 

New Style Poems（近体诗）
are referred to as Regulated Verse and represent a level two diffi culty 

as they follow rules 1-5 as well as rules 6-7 (to be discussed). 
 

For Additional Resources go to the 
OU Confucius Institute’s website at 
ouci.ou.edu/jueju

Example: Moon+Light Soft+Breeze Cold+Bright+Haze
(Make this fi rst line as imagistic as possible.) 

Intro  New Rain Calm Breeze Grass Green  June R 

Extend Fresh Dew Soft Wind Bloom Blue Moon R

Shift Dry Wheat Fierce Gust Husk Red Sun X

Close Close Eyes Dark Clouds Please Come Soon R

Dark night    dim stars      fresh fog drifts

Gray dusk   pale moon      crisp haze shifts

Clear day     fl ushed skin    worn thoughts still

Night quits   morn’ breaks   slow hand lifts

Scene

Extended Scene

Shift

Conclusion

Rhyming Scheme

A

A

B

A

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3

Unit 1 Unit 2 Unit 3

Scene

Extended Scene

Shift

Conclusion

Rhyming Scheme

A

A

B

A
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