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lig Neglected Palace adies aud Other Phantoms

do you begrudge me a single swift courier and refuse to save a life on the brink of
death?” Moved by her words, Cao Cao then revoked Dong S1’s original sentence.
As it was cold at the dme, Cao Cao gave Cai Yan a kerchicef for her head as
well as slippers and socks. He also used the occasion to ask: “Lady, I have heard
that your home used to be rich in books and documents. Can you stll remember
them#™ Cai Yan replicd: “My late father left me more than four thousand scrolls,
but they were all scattered during the war and now we have nothing left{ What 1
can remember and recite are only some four hundred pieces.” Cao Cao then said:
"L will have ten clerks copy those out as you recite tiwm.’?But Cai Yan replied:
“The separation of men and women, 1 have learned, is so strict thar, according to
the Rezes, men and women are not allowed to hand objects to each other directly.
Please provide me with paper and brushes, and tell me whether the copies should
be written in standard or cursive script.” She then prepared clean copies of the
texts, all withour a single error!
Later, moved and grieving over her war experiences, she recalled her sadness
and resentment in two poems. The first of these reads as follows:

T™ Atthe end of the Han, the court lost its power A
And Dong Zhuo upset the natural order.!3 ((/
As his ambition was to kill the emperor,

He first did away with the wise and good.
Asserting his force, he moved the old capital
And controlled his lord to strengthen himself.
All through the world loyal troops arose
And together vowed to quell this disaster.
When Dong Zhuo’s troops descended on the cast,
Their golden armor glistened in the sun,
"The people of the plain were weak and timid,
The troops that came were ferocious barbarians!
Thev plundered the fields, surrounded the cides,

And wherever they went, conquered and destroyed.

They killed and slaughtered, spared not a soul,
Bodies and corpses propped up one against the other.
From the flanks of their horses they hung men’s heads,

13. Don

wional power basis was Shaanxi. After his troops had plundered the capital Luoyang, he

g Zhuo (d. 192) was one of the most powerful penerals of his time. His re-

moved the court to Chang’an, where he was murdered by his underling Lii Bu. After
this the emperor fled back to Luoyang,
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And behind them on their horses they sat the women.
in this way they sped through Hangu Pass,™
On a westward journey so perilous and far!
1.ooking back 1 only saw a distant haze,
And my innards turned to rotten pulp.

The people they abducted were in the thousands,
But we were not allowed to stay together.

At tmes flesh-and-blood relatives were together,
Who would have liked to talk but did not dare.

If you displeased them even in the slightest way,
Thév’d shout right out: “You dirty slaves,

We really should just kill you off,

L2 7
Why should we even let you live!

How could 1 stll have clung to life and fater

Their swearing and cursing was too much to bear.
At other times we were whipped and beaten,

All the bitter pains rained down on us at once.
At dawn we set out, weeping and crying,

At night we sat down, sadly moaning.

One longed to die, but that was not allowed,
One longed to live but that too could qot be.
Blue heaven up above, what was our sin

That we should suffer this great calamityr

The border wilds are different from China,
And their people’s customs lack propricty.
The places where they live are tull of sno\\',.
And the Hun winds rise in summer and spring,
Tugging at my robes in all directions,
And filling my ears with their wailing sounds.
Moved by the seasons, 1 recalled my parents,
And my sad laments went on without end.
\\"hené\'cr guests would arrive from afar,
That news would always give me great joy.
But when I sought them out for udings,

J X g . L1 1 fr
14. Hangu Pass dominates the narrow passage south of the Yellow Riva

nan province into Shaanxi province.
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Fhey would never ten out to be from my home

lllL Lout of l| 12 ( '\ll S 18
I bhlL m
Vconstant wis Wals g1 HLLL

As relanves showed up 1o take me home.
So tinally T was able to make my escape
\ 5

But at & : i
the cost of abandoning my sons!

A bond of nature ties them to my heart,

Once separated there could be no reunion,

In life or death: forced forever apart.

| could not bear to bid them farewell!

,\l'\ sons tlung their arms around my neck,
Asking: “Mother, where are vou :.;Un}g?

I'he people are saying that our mother has to leave
And that you will never come back to us. )
O mother, you were always so kind and caring
How come you are now so cold and cruel? a
We sull are children, not grown-up men
Canc it really be you do not care?” ,

When 1 saw this, my heart broke into pieces
And L eleas it I'd lost my mind, gone mad! ’
I'weptand eried and stroked them with my hands

And as | was abour to depart, was filled with doubt

l,iw people who had been abducted with me,
Came 1o see me otf and say goodbye.

'Ia‘-l.llQLl.\ that 1 alone could go home,

Fhew sad laments ripped me apart.

Because of this the horses did not move,
Because of this the wheels refused to turn,
All those who warched heaved heavy sighs

And we travelers choked back our sobs

.‘n-ui:; and gomyg | deadenced my reelings,
The journey ok us day by dav further away.
\nd s0, on and on, the full three thousand I.Tlil(.‘:ii
When would | ever meet with them again?

" . “ ’
Mcemaories of the children born from my womb
ompletely tore me o picces inside. -

\rnving home, 1 found 1 had no family

The second text reads: @

l
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No relatives of any kind remained!

The city had become a mountain forest,

The courtyard was overgrown by thorns

And white bones, vod knows of whom,
» 5

Lay scattered around in the open ficld.

Outside the gate no sound of human voices:

Just the velps and howls of jackals and wolves.

Lonely I faced my solitary shadow,
As 1 cried out in anguish, my heart was shateered.
I climbed to a high spot, and gazed into the distance,
And my soul and spirit seemed to fly away.

It was as if my life was over and donc,

And those around me had to comfort me.
Becausc of them 1 forced myself to hve,

But even so, on whom could I rely?

To my new husband I entrust my fate,

I do my best to make an earnest etfort.

A victim of the wars, 1 lost my honor,

And always fear that 1 will be discarded.

How many years arc in a human life?

This pain will haunt me all my dying day! _J

How poor my fate, alas, to mect such dismal nmes!

My relatives were massacred and 1 alone survived.

I was captured and abducted to bevond the western puss,

The journey perilous and long to that barbarian land.

Mountains and valleys stretched endlessly, the road went on

Lovingly 1 looked back east and heaved a heavy sigh.

At night when 1 should have slept, I could not find rest,

and on,

When hungry 1 should have eaten, but could not swallow a thing.

Constantly awash in tears, my eyes were never dry.
Weak in resolve, alas, I was afraid to die,

And though I clung to life, 1 was dishonored and abzsed!

Now those regions, alas, are far from the essence of vang,

As yin’s breath congeals, snow falls even In summer.
The desert is darkened, alas, by clouds of dust,
And its grasses and trees do not flower in spring.
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J he people like beasts feed on rancid tlesh,
Iheir speech s gibberish, their faces unsighily,
At the end of the vear as the seasons PLISS‘]J\‘ .
[he nights stretch endlessly behind the lncl‘\';d garcs
Unable to sleep in my tent, 1 would get up, S
Ascend the barbarian hall, look out over the wide courtyard
Dark clouds would gather, obscuring moon and stars o
And the piercing north wind would coldly howl. :
\‘[ the sound of the barbarian reed pipe, the horses whinnied
:.md a lone goose returned, honking forlornly. ’
e musicians arose and plucked their zithers
Their notes harmonized so sadly and clear, ’

My heart spewed out its longings, my breast filled with rage

How I'longed to let it all out, but 1 feared to give offense
& z 3

And as 1 suppressed my sad sobs, my tears soaked my collar

\s my relatives had come to fetch me, 1 had to g0 home
But seting out on this journey meant Jbzll'ld()n.!‘llg my cl:lildrcn
vy sons cried “Mother!” all their voices grew ho;Llrsc- '
I covered my ears as I could not bear 1o ‘lislcn. ’
(%mnmg‘ they wtied to cling to me, so alone and forlorn
They stumbled, got up again, their faces all bleeding! ,
©oking back at them, 1 felt utterly shattered, )
My heart scunned, I fainted but did not clic.J

vid first-person accounts of the sutferings of war in these poems
rulﬁci_\' rar¢ in traditional Chinese poetry. Even rarer are such mr‘-
written from a woman’s perspective. Honest descriptions of t‘hc
utrcr?d. by a mother who is torced to leave her children behind (in
nal China, children belonged to the family of the father) are also
nusu-:a].- B,th this does not mean that thcsc-poems were necessarily
by Cai Yan, or even by a woman poet. In fact, over the centuries
‘-cI?ul'.irs llm\'c voiced their doubts as to the authorship of thesé jo:
‘hile their inclusion in Cai Yan’s biography in the Books of the Ii.r/w'
.:u]d seem to argue for their authenticity, we have to kcc[‘) in mind
is dynastic history was compiled more than two centuries after

| of the Later
ater Hs > ST ‘st ar i i
Han. The scrongest argument against Cai Yan'’s
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authorship are the descriptions of Xiongnu life, which do not retlect the
sinified lifestyle of the Southern Xiongnu during that time in southern
Shanxi(but rather are stercotypical generic descriptions of barbarian life
'on the steppes to the north of China)lt is also quite curious that nonce ot
the many literary critics from the third to the sixth century ever refer to
Cai Yan as a poet. After carefully weighing the various arguments for and
against the authentcity of these two pncms,(t*lans H. Frankel concludes
that the two poems could not have been written by Cai Yan, but proba-
bly were composed by two different authors, perhaps within one or two

generations of her lifetime.)
Frankel links the appearance of these poems and comparable works to

a wider tradition of impersonation:
There was a literary development in the Han and post-Han period which was
not completely understood in its own time—and even in modern times. It was a
kind of impersonation or dramatic monologue. Poems and prose pieces were
written in the first-person form, comparable to the first-person fiction of the
Western or Japanese traditions, but distinct insofar as the Chinese stories nei-
ther told their own story nor created a fictiious personality. Rather, they took a
person from history (or sometimes from among their contemporaries), identi-

fied with that person, and spoke from his or her point of view.

(Fr:mkcl points out that many of the persons who speak in these letters

and poems share a common fate with Cai Yan, “namcly, an involuntary
stay among barbarians. Contact with an alien culture is a powertul liter-
ary theme. It offers numerous possibilities, since it involves a mixture
of adventurous curiosity, uneasy hostility, depressive homesickness, and
a keen awareness of one’s cultural and personal identity.” One example
of such poems, by a named male author, is the following poem by Shi
Chong (249-300), in which he assumes the persona of Wang Zhaojun:

The Song of Wang Mingjun, with Preface

Wang Mingjun was originally called Wang Zhaojun, but her name was changed
because it violated the taboo against using the personal name of Emperor Wen.

When the Xiongnu were at the height of their power, they requested a bride
from the Han. Emperor Yuan gave them Mingjun, a girl in the Inner Palace
who was from a good family. When once before a princess had been married



