First published in Taiwan in 2003 by
$.K.5o0ng Design Co., Ltd,

& 2005 S.K.Soong Design Co., Ltd,

2F.; No.146 Min Sheng East Rd,,
Section 2, Taipei 104, Taiwan.
Tel: B86-2-25417069

Fax: 886-2-25639648

E-mail: shukong®ms23.hinet.net,

Please write to above address for infor-
mation concerning your lacal distriby-
tion.

All rights reserved. No part of this pub-
{ication may be reproduced or transmit-
ted in any form or ty any means, elec-
tronic or mechanical, including photo-
topy, recarding or any ather infarma-
tion storage and retrieval system, with-
out arior permission in writing from
the publisher.

ISBN 957-41-2757-5
Edited and designed by Shu Kong Soang
Printed and bouad in Taiwes,

FiEE A8E
&HE RAE
iR EBBREERAT
SATREERBUAER2E
T © 886-2-25417068
HH 806-2-25629548
E-mail : shukong®ms23. hinet.net.

ARZERIFINNR
AERT - TRUEHFA SR RENRE

CURTAEALT  FREARELAY -
HHARS

THE FRAGRANT HERMITAGE

Soong Hsun-leng

Translated by
John Minford

SHUKONG SOOMG




Biographical note

Soong Hsiin-leng, fzu Hsin-leng, also Yi-li; #ao Hsing-an (lit-
erally Fragrance Hermitage). He came from a Wu-hsing fam-
ily, in Chekiang Province. He was born in the second year of
the Hsiian-t’ung reign (1910) in Foochow, and grew up in
Shanghai. He graduated in 1932 from National Ceniral Uni-
versity.

When China Mainland fell to the Communists, he took
refuge in Hong Kong. His lyrics, written privately over the
years, have here been collected into a single volume entitled
The Fragrant Hermitage. He was never one for writing af-
fected verse, but always proceeded from something real, a per-
son in his heart, an idea conceived in his mind: such things he
would strive his utmost to express in lyric verse. His younger
work tends to be more flowery and sentimental; after the fall
of China to the Communists, his verse took on a more vehe-
ment and melancholy tone.
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Translator’s foreword

To have been invited to participate in such an intimate and
poignant literary event as this has been for me a great privi-
lege. The Chinsse lyric is, as the contemporary scholar Miao
Yiieh wrote, ‘perfectly suited to the expression of subtle feel-
ings and fugitive melancholy moods.” It is the peculiar power
of the lyric poet ‘to create, with delicate imagery, a unique
world embodying his intimate personal experience.” It has
been part of the peculiar challenge of translating these poems
of Soong Hstlin-leng’s, that I have been drawn into that highly
refined literary world of the Iyric, a world that often tests the
very outermast limits of verbal nuance and elusiveness. At the
same time I have been brought face to face with a number of
intensely lived personal experiences, with moments of lived
emotion, with life itself. To quote Miao Yiieh once more, ‘sen-
sitive feelings and transcendant emotions, deep aspirations and
intimate yeamings are the pulse of the lyric soul. All true lyric
poets, all men with a character cultivated in the lyric mould,
manifest this lyric quality in their life and thought.” My own
life has been enriched by this experience, and for this I thank
not only the poet himself, but his son Shu-kong, for his gener-
osity of spirit in making this possible.

John Minford
Fontmarty
April 2005
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Preface

I have always loved writing old-style lyric verse, but despite
all my efforts I have never been an accomplished practitioner.
Of old, Chang Hui-yen and Ch’en T’ing-cho in their critical
studies of the lyric genre layed great emphasis on certain
qualities:

ch'ing-k 'ung - ethereal interiority;

ch'en-yu — utter seriousness;

i-nei yen-wai-chih-chih — inner meaning and the reso-
nance beyond words.

These are the qualities par excellence of the lyric,
qualitites to which I, alas, have never been able to attain.

But although this can to some exfent be attributed to
shortcomings in my literary scholarship, the circumstances of
my life have also been partly responsible for this failure, The
lived experience of my generation, the things we have seen
and heard, the encounters and emotions of our lives, all these
have little in common with the traditionally rarefied world of
the Chinese lyric poet through the ages. If despite the very dif-
ferent nature of our experiences and ideas I had forced myself
to write in that old allegorical boudoir style, with all of its sub-
tle references to beautiful ladies and fragrant grass, how could
I ever have hoped to body forth my own inner feelings, how
could I ever have hoped to allow others to share my true inner
life? At the same time, I saw no reason why I should abandon
the lyric style of composition altogether, just because my




werld was so different from that of the ancients. There have
always been poets aplenty to sing the beauties and joys of na-
ture, the delights of the landscape; it was simply that for me
the flowers and plant of nature were incapable of understand-
ing or expression, the landscape was devoid of feeling. And
besides, I was such an uncultivated boor, how could I dare to
pretend to consort with such stylish and distinguished precur-
sors. So my lyrics seldom broached such themes.

With the great upheaval that has shaken China, many of
my early compositions have been lost for ever. The ones I
have been able to include here are for the most part either
fragments that have survived, or poems reconstructed from
memory. In addition, this collection also contains a number of
poems inspired by experiences that took place during my stay
in Hong Kong. Poems written in this plain, homespun manner
do not, I know, belong with literature of true distinction. But
these poems do contain true emotion, they do reveal something
of my true self. If I were to reject them all out of hand, I
should in a sense be betraying my own original feelings. That
is why, poor as they are, I have ventured to have them printed.
I shall count myself most fortunate if others endowed with
greater learning than myself should deign to peruse these
humble lines and be indulgent enough to remember them.

Soong Hsiin-leng
April 2005 Y
at the age of ninety-six

Lyric one

To the tune Ying t'i hsii (%)

The title of this lyric metre means literally ‘Oriole’s Lament’.

I wrote this poem in 1933, when I was still in my early twenties. It
has the halimarks of youth: a certain sincerity, a certain hearifelt
candour. When I read it again now, I cannot help smiling. And yet
it has undeniable qualities. Metrically, it abides faithfully by the
rules recorded by Wan Shu (tzu Hung-yu, 1625-1688; author of the
great treatise on 1z'u prosody, Tz'u-l)); its rhymes accord with the
principles in the Tz'u-lin cheng-yiin of Ko Tsai (hao Shun-ch'ing,
early 19th century}. There is a sense of diligent application about i,
an unmistakeable intensity. I could not bring myself to throw it
away.

Hard to cast aside
The myriad threads
Of ancient grief.

I still recall
The shining pendant,
The misty tresses;
Still remember

The tender
Lingering words




Of bygone days,

As she recounted in detail
The precious news

Of her visit to the West.

That easy smile
As we sat at her feet
To learn;

The subtle dots of rouge,
The delicate fingers
So sleek;
The way she drove her fancy car
Fluttering like a
Startled swan;
Soft dust rising

In her wake,

Last traces

Of her scent,

2

Once I knocked respectfully
At her door.

The turquoise screen
Was unfurled;

And there I saw a maid-servant
Fair beyond all telling.
Through the slats of the screen

Faint flower-shadows,
And a courtyard brimming
With fragrance.
Beside the make-up case
Exquisite words,
A subtle elegance;
A forceful style of expression,
Worthy of the Great Bard
Shakespeare;
Her unforgettable ufterance
Breathed orchid sweetness,
Her thoughts
Showed true distinction.

Then the sad song of parting
Was sung,
And the plaintive lament
Of the ship’s homn
Sounded.

Secret traces of tears
Were wiped away.

After we had parted
A coloured note
Conveyed your words:
You had given birth to
A daughter —
A radiant pear! in the hand.




Bearing afar
My heart’s inner message.
Time passed:
Again the river plums bloomed,
Once more the spring wind blew.
And men contended for another glimpse
Of the fairy beauty.
Fine as a flower,
Now a beautiful wife,
A lifetime companion.
We held another joyful gathering
As of old.
Ah! How the wine entered
Her very entrails,
Lighting a glow
In the shallow pools
Of her jade dimples.

I was long
A drifter in solitude,
A phoenix floating,
A luan-bird fluttering;
Sighing at my lone shadow,
My wretched fate.
I'yearned to don a monk’s robe,

To sit on the meditation mat,
To worship in the temple.

I was not destined
To touch such beauty,
To fondle those tresses,

Not destined,

No, not in this life!

On whom can I depend
To convey my message?

The wheel of the moon
Is my heart’s burden;

My grief finds words
In this lyric form,

This oriole’s lament.

Golden memories
Of joys past
Are all consigned
To a bitter void.

Paradise lies far
Beyond the clouds.

I gaze at the twinkling stars
Of the Milky Way,
Alone
With my pure feelings.




Lyric two

To the tune Chu-ying Yao-hung (B¥#ki)

Kao Ying-san the seal-carver from Yii-chiang (Yangchou) came
with his son T'ien-hsin to earn a living carving seals in Wu-hsing.
They frequently came to my home on social calls, and I used to
brew them some of our best Pi-lo-ch'un tea. T'ien-hsin wrote a
poem with the line:

Once the horse-trainer Po Le has gone,
It will be hard for him to return.

Fifteen years later, when the Japanese were running amok, 1 ien-
hsin and I ran into each other unexpectedly in Ch ‘eng-tu, and I
presented him with this lyric of mine. Today I do not know where
T’ien-hsin has made his abode,

Fifteen years ago

I recall
Walking arm in arm

In the wilds

Near Huchou,

By the T’iao stream.
You and vour father

Will be known as artists
For generations.
I pointed out to you
Ch’ao-yin Bridge
In Huchon,
And my home,
Studio of the Plum Blossom Eulogy,
Named in honour of the great T’ ang statesman
(My namesake) —
Who once wrote In praise
Of that flower.
We drank
Exquisite Pi-lo-ch’un tea;
You wrote
Your fine poem.
Ah! Such moment of leisure
And refinement were ours!

Now, in these days of turmoil
We meet again,
Both grey-haired
With the commotion of the times.
We urge one another
Never to abandon
The lofty ideals of a scholar.
We swallow the bitter sound
Of the Japanese invaders.




Lyric three

When will our warships
Sail east again?
When will we see once more
In our homeland
Of water and clouds
The old pavilions?
When the mood takes you,

To the tune Lung yin ch'ii (#€%-d}

In the late autumn of 1948, I returned to Hamgchou, afier an

When ?2;%}‘111(1 your stones; “%g : absence of more than ten years. So much had changed, so many

. 1psy, . o people that I had once known were no more. I felt a deep sense of

I write my lyric verses. . grief and loss, and wrote this poem in a mood of profound melan-

Around us stretch the rivers and hills . choly. The sounds of autumn soughing on the lake seemed to echo
Like a landscape scroll, the mournful music of my mind.

- My drifting steps return
S To West Lake;
After ten years
Who knows
This wild goose
Migrating home

i To the south?
Crimson bridges and
Fancy pillars,
(Green waves and
Painted boats,
Ducks loitering
In the sunset clouds.




The chrysanthemum garden : Gut wrenched.
In the depths of autumn; And there .
The long streets deserted, In the early light of morning,
Music of strings and flutes Stands Sl} Dyke,
Drifts from a few houses. : Summoning
I sigh at the gates and alleys of olden times, _ The soul of autumn.

Ts’ui Hu returning,
Never to see again
The face of his Fairy Consort.

I steel myself to pass by
The house on
Hui Hsing Road,
With its old echoes
Of love.

Heart-rending memories return:
Of twin swallows
On the painted beam,
Of a deep dream
Behind kingfisher-blue curtains,
Of eternal spring
On the brocade screen,
Of passionate attachment.
Fair Purple Jade
Has vanished,
Among men as in heaven.
Heart broken,
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