7ﬁe&xgngmﬂnﬂglM%

By Po Chii-i (772-846)

Translated by John Turner
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A PRINCE OF HAN who worshipped loveliness
Sought through his palaces long years in vain
For-one whose beauty should lay kingdoms low.
A maiden of the house of Yang there was,
Fresh come to womanhood, and in the shade
Of virgin cloisters reared, unknown to men.

Too fairly formed for loneliness, one day

She stood selected for the monarch’s side.
Glancing, one single smile she gave, which shed
Such radiance that through the palace halls
Each painted, pencill’d dame seemed pale and wan.

In the chill springtime she received command

To bathe in Hua-ch’ing Pool: and when the streams
Of the warm fountain laved her waxen limbs,

And softly by attendant hands upborne

She rose all faint and fair—then first it was

She gained the king’s deep love and preference.

With hair like clouds she moved, and flower-like hues,
And golden plumes that nodded as she went.

Amid her curtains’ roseate warmth was spent

That springtime night—the springtime night went by,
Too sadly swift; and the day mounted high.

Nor from that time was early audience held.

In feasts and merry-making day by day—

In the springtime no springtime holiday

She missed; and in the night the night was hers.
Three thousand loveliest women thronged those halls:
Three thousand loves were spared for her alone.
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Golden inhabitant of Golden Bower,

Each eve, resplendently bedecked, she waited—
The banquet in Jewelled Hall being done—
Drowsy with springtime yearning as with wine.

Her sisters and her brothers all were dowered
With royal fiefs: tender benevolence

Must dignify the roof from whence she sprung.
And so a day came when, throughout the length
And breadth of all the realm, no parents wished
To bear men-children but fair daughters only.

The heights of the Li Palace soar
Amid the azure skies;
And fairy strains, wind-blown, on every side
Are heard—soft singing and luxurious dance
Chiming with throb of strings and wood.
" And all day long the Emperor
Gazes unweariedly.
—But hark, from Yu Yang thundering
A noise of drums and cavalry
That shakes the earth and jars the melody
of “Rainbow Robes and Coat of Gossamer™!

Round the Imperial City gates
Are rising clouds of flame and dust.

Ten thousand charioteers, ten thousand knights,
Race to the South-west Border; in their midst,
Where emerald streamers flashing float,

The Emperor’s chariot rolls.

Fleven miles® west of the Capital
They halt—the armies will no longer march.
There is no choice: but wistful-eyed,
The dainty-browed beloved one
Before the horsemen dies.
Her blosmy? diadem and comb of jade
And bird-wing’d golden bodkins strew the ground
Unheeded, and her plumes of feathery pearl.
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And now the Emperor, who had veiled his face—

Powerless to gaze on her he could not save—

Looks back, blood mingled with his falling tears.

Where yellow sands are scattered far and wild winds
~whistling blow,

By cloudy foot-rails sinuous they mount the Sword-
Range rim

And pass below Mount Omi where seldom travellers go:

And daily as they journey on, their standards’ glint
grows dim. '

Fair are the rivers of Szechwan and green the Szechwan
hills. _ ’
Morn after morn the Lord of All, eve after eve, repines.
In exiled palace sojourning he views
The mournful colours of the moon,
And in the night rain hearkens to
The agonizing sound of tinkling bells.

Heaven and the earth’s upheaval being quelled,
Again returning to his native throne

The Emperor sets forth. But at one spot

His pace grows laggard, and he may not move.
There in the dust below Mount Ma-wei’s slopes
He sees no trace of the earth’s loveliest one,
Only the dismal scene of death. In tears
Sovereign and ministers at each other gaze;
Then dully turn their horses towards the town.
At home the lawns and lakes are as of old:
The rosy lilies yet in T ai-yi Pool,

The willows in the gardens of Wei-yang.

Ah, but the water-lilies are her face,

The willow leaves are like her brows—he sees;
And seeing so, how can he choose but weep!

 This phrase might more accurately be rendered “eleven leagues™.

2A deliberately archaic use of “blossomy”.
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- And thus, when with the winds of spring the pear

And plum trees spread their blossoms; and thus too,
When the tall forest trees® were bare, he mourned:
While far and wide autumnal weeds grew rank,

And fallen leaves ruddied the palace steps

Unswept. His Orchard Bands of Players now

Were white-haired all, and in the Crimson Chamber
The dark brows of the grooms were striped with age.
Nightly the fire-flies brought sad memories.

His lonely lamp he trimmed and trimmed again,
Sleepless; and slowly, slowly heard the drums

Of each long watch, until the Galaxy

With glittering lights should usher in the dawn.

Gold were the tiles above his palace Toofs
(Tiles that depicted faithful matched birds) -
Mantled with heavy hoar-frost flowers; and cold
Those gaudy silken coverlets unshared.

In life of death-lorn gloom, year after year,
Even her ghost came to him not in dreams.

In Linch’iung lived a Taoist,
One of the Hung Tu school,
Who by his special alchemy had power
To summon ghosts to flock to him at will.
This Archimage was warranted,
Through pity of the fretful king,
To make a fearful quest.
Driving the clouds and mounted on the winds
Like lightning flash he sped. ‘

3The Wu-t'ung or Phoenix tree. This tree, which is a favourite of Chinese
poets, is more beautiful than the plane-tree, with tall noble stem and
great dark leaves glaucous underneath, and a profusion of flowers whiter
than hawthorn in springtime.
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Sky-scaling and earth-probing, wide he searched
The bright empyrean and the Yellow Springs
That flow beneath the world: yet not a glimpse
On either side through endless space was seen.
At last he heard that a lone fairy isle

Far in mid-ocean lay—a single peak

Sheer in the height of the dim blue-green void;
Where glimmering towers in iridescent mist
Rose, while about in gentle numbers moved
Young fairies—one among them named “All-true”,
Of damask cheeks and skin like whitest snow.
—Passing the massy gates of gold he smote
The jewelled door that barred the western hall,
And bade the attendant elf go usher him

Into the presence of the Fairy Queen.

Who from her orient curtains hearing word
That one was come from the Han Emperor,
Startled from out of dreams, arose straightway.

Snatching a gown, her pillow thrust aside, .
In haste, pell-mell, through screens of mother-o’-pearl
And silvery veils that opened as she passed;

With billowy hair untrimmed, still fresh from sleep,
And feathered diadem askew, she came:

And stood, her elfin sleeves wind-fanned, indeed
Like “Rainbow Robes and Coat of Gossamer™,

Her woeful countenance all streaked with tears,

—A sprig of blossom drenched with springtime dew.

Then curbing her deep feeling, with fixed stare

She made obeisance to the Emperor,

And said how, since their parting, much she grieved,
His voice and shape being no longer near;
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And how those days of gracious tenderness
Were ended all to soon; and in the Halls

Of Fairyland the days and months seemed long.
Turning her head she gazed below—to see

No Royal City, but a haze of dust:

Then sadly gave into his hands, as token

Of truest love, two keepsakes: a small casket,
Gaily enamelled, and a clasp of gold.

“One golden prong I keep,” she said, “One half
Of the enamelled casket. Look, the pin

Is broken gold, the broken casket bronze.

Bid him his mind like gold and bronze be firm,

- And know that we shall meet again some time,

Whether in the sky or in the world of men.”
Then ‘parting, she enjoined him earnestly

To bear her message—and her message told

Of a deep oath that they two only knew.
—The seventh moon, upon the seventh day,
Alone at midnight in the Immortal Hall,

When none was near, in private talk they swore
In heaven as birds that yoked together fly

To fly, or else on earth to grow as trees

That twine their branches from a single stem.

“The heavens abide and earth endures,” she said,

“Yet heaven and earth some time shall have an end.

But this our woe shall evermore endure.”
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A PORTRAIT OF YANG KUEI-FEI, by T'ang Ying, renowned
painter of the Ming dynasty. Reproduced from frontispiece of
The Palace of Eternal Youth, Foreign Languages Press, Peking,
1955.
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