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Five Cantonese Love Songs
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Cecil Clementi was Governor of Hong Kong 1925-1930.

These translations are taken from Cantonese Love Songs (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1904). Reprinted by
permission of Oxford University Press.

25



26 ' RENDITIONS 1988

BmoE(—)

DS, MERRR%.
LEER, WBERT o
EREES LR,
(B, R,

E R RN, BB,
WIEBEr LR, TR,
E—SIRARL, BIEEE R
DEEE®, B GREES,
= RREIERE . RERREEE,
e, LR

B OER

IRREE TR o T HREE B A

Quit Ye the Soul’s Sorrow! (1)

Each soul has its sorrow: this ye ought first to quit and cast aside.

The soul’s sorrow galls: quit it, then there is peace.

Wide, wide is the sea of bitterness: ill-fated be more than half therein:

But whoso find joy amid the bitter, theirs is an angel-spirit.

If woe and bitterness pass beyond sufferance, then ’tis an evil shift;

Though better than that hell which is the judge’s gate: it were more grievous far.

Draw back but a step from your petty grief: ocean widens: heaven’s void deepens:
no need then to fret yourself.

The soul that can quit its thrall truly is as a land of boundless joy.

If quittance there be, but quittance be not complete, then exercise yourselves in

' secret charity.

Aye! But take count of all things:

The hoard of a good heart brings no hazard:

Look you! Its far reward is in the life to come, its near reward is beneath your eyes.
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 Quit Ye the Soul’s Sorrow! (2)

The soul’s sorrow is hard to quit: but quit it ye must, till plainly ye part it from you.

The word “quittance’, look it round and through, lighteneth wholly a myriad
troubles. : '

Methinks that the soul’s thousand sorrows have a thousand phases of malady as
their witness: ' .

Though, when the heart-ache is intense; it has no voice for men to hear.

Chiefly the word ““frenzy” drives disease in deep: likewise the word “passion’ has
the taint of malady.

If frenzied thoughts be not discarded, then even magic medicines are of no avail.

In arbours of flower and willow it is most easy to be sense-enthralled.

So from Complaisant Thorp must ye come forth as wondrous warriors.

Probe in. conscious knowledge the vanities of beauty, then verily ye are in the happy
land. :

But if long enthralled by flower and willow, ye will sink down to Sorrow City.

Ah! Needs must ye yourselves awake.

In the world naught is stable: ’tis as the nature of the willow-blossom,

Whose bent is ever to incline that way which the gale goeth.



28 RENDITIONS 1988

B3It

TEEFFEEM 5. FEEITEROLE,
BIASESEE R, (REEHIER/ER
HHER(EXfKE, BEEETERE,
HHEEZE. BRERERHE.
HESETEERRKE. BEFBEFE,
—RImARE, —RIER OB,
KERBEELET, BRHEETTHE,
RS BRI BER T HE,
Bk TEE, BREFTIR,
FRIEFTH . XEZFBE
BERETHER,

BT,
IRBRALEE 55 =k 5 K HIHRE

Error in Death

Ye err in yielding to death so easily: death it behoves to die in heart’s sweetness,

Lest dying amiss ye should say, “Would we could die once more!”

Some there be that should die, yet they steal life: verily living they regard not their
fair fame:

Some there be whose due death is not: their dying is piteous indeed.

Methinks that truly death amiss and theft of life differ full widely.

These suffer insult and abuse of men: those edge my heart with sour sorrow.

Mostly, if a man die pre-eminent and glorious, then even life gives no such lustre.

Look you! The loyal minister, the faithful wife, in a myriad ages their story endures.

From of yore, when a girl made light of life, *twas ever the word “passion” that gave
the clue.

When passion’s bars are broken down, then must the word “virtue” be set foremost.

Passion and faith, these two, a thousand aeons rarely see them consummate.

The proof is not far:

Ye see it in that which the “Red Chamber Dream” tells of Sister Tertia and of Liu
Xianglian.”

*Romanization changed to pinyin by Renditions.
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The Choice of a Heart

In the world it is hard to find a heart: _

Can I but win his heart, then even in death will I follow in his quest.

At a glance I would test his heart’s truth, by a glance I would foil his fraud.

When I have surely tested his true love, it will indeed be good to take counsel with
him.

Fraud upon fraud! Fraud has made our heart empty: one and all we beware of the
truant. -

So, e’en if he come true-hearted to court me, I still will test him twice and thrice
over. '

Methinks that of ten thousand thousand guest-gallants they who give true love are
not even one:

True passion’s flotsam and fragments are more cruel to seek, than ’twere to dredge
ocean for a needle.

Moreover, if thou canst find a true heart, one and all can find it too.

Between how many maids, then, say you, can a loyal gallant share his love?

Ponder little by little on predestined fate! Each man must meet it face to face.
No need for your hastening.

Be content awhile with your lot.

Each bears the doom of his former life. Do not thou envy any man!
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The Spring’s Oriole

Whoso is heart-broken dreads to hear the oriole in the Spring-tide.

The oriole’s voice moves men more readily to break their soul in sorrow.

Once radiant spring has come, already of itself it moves men to repine:

O Bird! Art thou then the more resolved with the Spring’s aid to crush my heart?

Men say the bird’s voice may give forgetfulness of sorrow. So I will even hsten for
a moment. :

Think you that man can scarce compare with a bird: or cannot the birds vie with
men?

See! he plumes himself on his speech-craft: aye, he speaks in wondrous wise:

Amid lovely scenes, he communes clearly with the spring.

Would that thou, O Bird, couldst in my stead speak a true saying, saying it to yon
truant!

But I fear me that, though thou say a word of import and urgency, yet will he felgn
not to hear.

Would then that my soul could dream itself transfigured, and as a bird fly with thee
in his quest!

When I find the truant, I will speak out frankly and hold him to reply.

Ah! truly desire is instant.

As I dream still I rest on my pillow. : ,

But had not my dream’s cry awakened me, then as compamon had I gone with thee.



