The Song gf the Pi-pa

By Po Chii-i (A.D. 772-846)
Translated by John D, Coleman

PREFACE

In the tenth year of Yuan-ho, I was sent in exile to be prefect of Chiang-chou,
In the autumn of the following vear, I was seeing off a guest at the mouth of the
River P’en at night, when we heard someone playing the p’i-p'a out in a boat. As we
listened, those tones, so resonant and clear, recalled the music of the capital. Upon
inquiring, we learned that the player had originally been a singing girl in Ch’ang-an
and had studied the p'i-p'a with the two masters, Mu and Ts'ao. When she had
grown older and her beauty had faded, she had given herself in marriage to a
merchant. Now, after listening to her story, we ordered wine so that she might
quickly play a few more songs for us. But when her song was finished, she seemed
downcast. Her youth, she told us, had been happy, but now, floundering and
haggard, she moved perpetually among the lakes and rivers. In the two years since
1left my earlier office, I had felt contented and at peace, but listening to her words,
that night I first realized what exile means. Therefore I wrote a long poem, 612
characters in all, to present to her. It is called ““The Song of the P’i-p’a”.

@I}%EE&%% On the Hsiin-Yang River bank, one evening, I was seeing
off a guest,

Hﬁtﬁﬁﬂﬁﬂ(%% When, in autumn, maple leaves and bullrush blossoms
soughed and sighed.

F A FEELR

% @ {';"K @( mﬁ‘g@ I, the host, dismounted. My guest was seated in his boat.

We raised our cups and wished to drink, but had no

BRI music

EUH#?‘E?/E{I{% A Intoxication brought us no joy and, dispirited, we were
. about to part :
%&ﬁ*.‘:ﬁ%% But as we parted, the river vast and shoreless seemed to
O B o , inundate the moon,
fﬂ;u\ﬁ: %mﬁ And suddenly—upon the water—-the sound of a

pi-pa.
Host forgot about returning, and guest did not embark.

Stanzaic divisions in this translation of Po Chii-i's p’i-p’a hsing have
been made wherever there is a change of rhyme in the original, Although it
was not traditional in China to prini poems with stanzaic divisions,
thematic groupings were, nevertheless, accomplished by altering the
rhyme. Each of the two long speeches in the poem has only one rhyme
throughout, and can be viewed therefore as an extended stanza, This
device, it is hoped, will enable the reader who is unfamiliar with Chinese to
better grasp the formal structure of the original. I wish to thank Gerald
Powers for his editorial help and for suggesting that the stanzaic arrange-
ment be based on rhyme.—TRANSLATOR
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In the dark we traced the notes and asked the player’s
name. '

The p’i-p’a notes ceased. The lady wished to speak, but
faltered.

We drew our boat alongside hers, and invited her to join
us,
Then restocked our wine, brought back the lamps, and
recommenced our feasting.
A thousand times we cajoled and coaxed before
she finally did appear,
Still clutching her p’i-p’a, which half concealed her face.

She turned the tuning pegs, essayed the strings. Just
several notes,
Not yet a tune. But already there was feeling.

String after string was low and muffled. Note after note
was grieved,
As though her whole life long she’d never found con-
tentment.
She knit her brow and set her hand in motion,
stroking time and time again,
Exhausting her heart’s infinite cares.

She lightly damped, stroked slowly, then swept and
plucked the strings,

Playing first “The Rainbow Skirt” and then “The Little
Six.”!

The large strings pattered like a sudden shower,
The small strings murmured like a whispered secret—

Pattering, murmuring, they then were intermingled:
Pearls both big and little dropped into a plate of jade,
An oriole’s mellifluous tremolo which wafts be-
neath the flowers,

L«The Rainbow Skirt” and “The Little Six” are the names of two
popular T’ang dynasty tunes.
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A rivulet’s lugubrious gurgling as it struggles under ice.2

Then the stream turned chilled and sluggish; the sound
of strings congealed, broke off—

Congealed, broke off. Soon the tune subsided and was
heard no more.

When it had ceased, a song of brooding sorrow and
somber grief arose,
And this time, silence spoke more than sounds.
A vase of silver swiftly shattered, its liquid spilling
out.
Armored cavalries charged quickly, their swords and
sabers clashing.

At the song’s conclusion, one stroke swept across the
center:
Four strings resounded with a single voice, like rending
silk.
In the boats both east and west, we all fell silent
And gazed into the river’s heart where the autumn
moon shone white,

Sunk deep in thought, she placed the pick among the
strings

Then rearranged her garments, arose with a collected
mien-—

And said: “I spent my childhood in the capital,

Where, beneath the Mount of Toads, we made our
home.

At thirteen, I had already mastered the p’i-p’a;

My name was first among the Music Bureau’s ranks.

When my song was over, even experts bowed before me,

And each time I dressed in finery, the Autumn Maid?
was envious.

21 have chosen to follow the alternate reading of this line, which sub-
stitutes vk T¥E for < F#. This substitution results in greater clarity of
meaning and in more perfect parallelism between this and the line above.

< In his authoritative edition of Po Chi-i’s works, Hiraoka Takeo also makes
;.7 this emendation. See Hiraoka Takeo, et al, Haku shi monju, chitan 12, pp.
1276-81.

3Ch’iu—niang, a singsong girl of T’ang times famous for her beauty.
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The Wu-ling* vouths contended with each other to
provide my turban silk:

One song, and there were countless bolts of scarlet
taffeta.

Iniaid hairpieces and combs of silver, in beating time,
were smashed,

And skirts of blood-red silk, with overturned wine, were
stained.

That year T laughed and was contented. And the next
year 1oo.

Autumn moons and winds of spring, unheeded, passed
me by.

My younger brother joined the army. My mother’s sister
died.

The evenings went, the mornings came. My beauty
faded.

By then our door was lonely and deserted. Horses and
carriages were few.

Grown old, I gave myself to be a merchant’s wife,

A merchant who thinks much of profit, but of
separation, little.

This month he has gone to Fu-liang to purchase tea,

“Back and forth I travel to the river’s mouth to wait
within my lonely boat.

The moonlight which surrounds my boat is clear, and
the riverwater cold.

Late at night, abruptly I will dream about my
youth,

And dreaming still, T weep. Red tear streaks mar my

make-up.”

Hearing her p'i-p’a, 1 had already sighed,
But when I heard her words, my bosom heaved still
more.
Both of us are exiles at the horizon’s end.
We meet. What need is there of past acquaintance?

4Wu—]ing refers to some of the environs of the capital where well-to-do
families lived.




Song of the Pipa

PAE K AL
fil 5 TEMS ¥ B 3k
Gt %
e N
HETIR TR
W TR
H 8] BB H 4
AT B M 00
RILIEHKAR
B R A
SR A
N ] 6 15
GHRHBEER
INEEALSEH- 2 W]
SR B AR —
REMEEET

BB E RAL
A (g R4 8
EENLA
i B T
BErpL T R R %
LN A s 2R

159

Then I replied: “Last year I took my leave of the
imperial city,
And, disgraced, since then in Hsiin-Yang, I’ve lain ill,
Hsiin-Yang is an isolated place where there’s no music.
For one whole year I've never heard the sound of strings
and pipes.
I’m living near the River P’en, where the terram is low
and damp. - :
Yellow rushes and bamboo grow up around my hut
And, from dusk ’til dawn what creatures do I hear
among them? : :
The cuckoos’ crying tears of blood, and glbbons mourn '
ful wailing. SR IR
In spring on flowery mornings by the river or on moon—
lit autumn nights, S
Often I will take some wine and drink alone.

Of course, there are the mountain songs and village' -~

flutes,

But cacophonous and strident, they are a burden to the =

ear.
Tonight, when I heard the sound of your pi-pa,
It was as though from hearing fairy music, my ears were
suddenly enlightened.
Please do not refuse. Sit down and play another song,
And 1, in turn, will write for you, ‘The Song of the

L% M

pi-pa’.

Moved by these words of mine, she remained a long
time standing,
Then sat and smote the strings which in distress sang
out.
The sound, more mournful still, was different from
before.
Listening to her play again, we each concealed our tears.
But who among us wept the most of all?
This prefect of Chiang-chou, whose blue gown was wet.






