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EDITORIAL

This book is a collection of academic papers written in English on Chinese
storytelling by the Czech sinologist and Japanologist Vénceslava Hrdli¢kova.
The book continues the tradition that was started within the journal Ddlny vychod
[Far Easi). Specifically, it is the fourth collection in the series, which presents the
foreign-language works of a significant Czech orientalist in a comprehensive
form.'

Chinese and Japanese oral literature, along with the aesthetics of Chinese and
Japanese gardens, were the two most important topics of V. Hrdlickova’s scien-
tific interest. Particularly in the case of Chinese storytelling, she wrote a series
of studies in English, a representative selection of which is presented in this
collection. It is worth mentioning that, in addition to a careful analysis of primary
and secondary soutrces, they also rely on extensive fieldwork conducted between
1950 and 1954 at vatious locations in northern China.? The collected papers
focus on three main topics. The first is the early translations of Buddhist sutras
into Chinese literature, exploring how they shaped Chinese narrative traditions.
The second topic delves into Dunhuang bianwen, a genre of Chinese literature
discovered among the manuscripts in the Mogao Caves of Dunhuang, Gansu
Province. The final topic examines Chinese storytellers’ techniques, performances,
professional training, and organizational structure.

We used the bibliography of V. Hrdlickova, compiled by Lucie Olivova, to
abstract the list of papers for this collection.” The papets are referred to here
by their original date in the following list, which is ordered chronologically from
the oldest to the newest.

1 The first collection gathers texts from Oldfich §varn)'/ (Uher, David and Tereza Slaménikova
(Eds.): Old¥ich Svarny: Prosodia linguae Sinensis. Dalny vjchod 2019, 1X(1). Olomouc 2019.), the
second from Zdenka Hefmanova (Slaménikova, Tereza and Michaela Frydrychova (Eds.): Journey
to the East: The Lexicon of Chinese language. Dalny vichod 2022, X11(1). Olomouc 2022.) and the third
fromJaromir Vochala and Zu-¢en Vochalova (Slaménikova, Tereza and Martina Jemelkov (Eds.):
Gramata Serica Silesian. Dalny vychod 2023, X111(1). Olomouc 2023.).

2 Hrdli¢kova, Véna: The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads: Their Performances and
Storytelling Techniques. The Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan 1968, 3(10), pp. 98.

3 Olivov, Lucie (Ed.): Vena Hrdlickovd, Zdenék Hrdlicka: soupis publikovanych praci a prednasek. Biblio-
grafie 1945/46—2002. Prague 2002.
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1958  The First Translations of Buddhist Sutras in Chinese Literature and
Their Place in the Development of Storytelling?

1962  Some Questions Connected with Tun-huang Pien-wen®

1964  Some Observations on the Chinese Art of Story-telling®

1965  The Professional Training of Chinese Storytellers and the Storytellers’
Guilds’

1968a  The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads: Their Performances
and Storytelling Techniques®

1968b  The Motif of the God of the Hearth and the Division of the Joint
Family in Chinese Chap-Books’

1981  Tradition and Individual Creativity in the Chinese and Japanese Story-
telling!

1991  The Significance of The Dunhuang Jiangjing Wen for Chinese Literary
History"!

We have chosen a distinctly reverent adaptation, only interfering with the texts in
the technical sense, most often unifying the graphic elements. The adjustments
were made in favor of facilitating the reading of the papers.

The input methods of Chinese characters, i.e., sinograms, were limited when
the eatlier papers were published. It was common practice to provide the Chi-
nese versions of names, terms, or examples in handwritten form at the end of
the text. In light of current possibilities, we have typed the originally handwrit-
ten sinograms in papers 1958, 1962, 1964, 1968a, and 1968b. Moreover, we
put them into the text in places where the numerical references originally were.

The articles were written when significant language reforms were in progress
in the PR.C,, including graphic simplification of sinograms. The outcome of
these reforms is the List of Simplified Chinese Characters published by the

4 Archivorientdlni1958, 26, pp. 114—144.

5 Archivorientdlni 1962, 30, pp. 211-230.

6 Acta Universitatis Carolinae— Philologica 3, Orientalia Pragensia 11,1964, pp. 53—78.
7 Archivorientdlni1965, 33, pp. 225-248.

8 The Transactions of the Asiatic Society of Japan 1968, 3(10), pp. 97-115.

9 In: Oldfich Kral and Vlasta Hilska (Eds.), Charles University on Far Eastern Culture. Prague 1968,
pp. 81-102.

10 In: Fritz Gruner (Ed.), Literaturen Asiens und Afrikas. Berlin 1981, pp. 323—-327.
1 Archivorientdlni1991, 59, pp. 173—180.



Editorial

Language Reform Committee in 1964. Its practical implementation took time,
and there was a transitional period during which both traditional and simpli-
fied versions of the sinograms were used. It would be hard to set a strict line
between their use, even more so when many references from the time before
the simplification were used. For this reason, we refrain from any changes and,
in the texts, keep the version provided by the author. However, a different ap-
proach was adopted in the complete lists of references we compiled and added
behind each article. To maintain a unified version of the repeatedly quoted
sources, we provided all sinograms in their simplified version.

The most significant adjustment involved replacing the Wade-Giles tran-
scription with the currently used Hanyu Pinyin in all the texts, except for the
last one, where the latter was already applied. In the case of the text 1962, this
change was also reflected in the title. The reason for the transfer to Pinyin
was practical: younger generations of sinologists are no longer familiar with
Wade-Giles.

Except for the already mentioned references, we avoid making any alter-
ations to given word boundaries and to the use of capital letters or a cursive
font. However, the interspersed font used in the texts 1962, 1964, and 1965
has been replaced with bold type, as this is the standard way of highlighting
today. In addition, we keep the system of how transcribed words are graphically
marked and how simple and double quotation marks are used in the original
papers. Any interventions in this respect are made solely to ensure a consistent
approach throughout the respective paper. Moreover, each text has an inter-
nal system of in-text citations that we preserved without any changes. Finally,
should we intervene in the text’s content, it was solely to correct occasional
typos or other errors.

In a few cases, however, we decided to unify the spelling of certain ex-
pressions that appeared in older forms, such as story-telling, tea-house, or
market-place. These were replaced with their modern equivalents (storytelling,
teahouse, marketplace) to ensure consistency and clarity throughout the volume.
This change also applies to the title of the text 1964.

Following the current practice, we have supplemented all articles with En-
glish abstracts and keywords. This, in other words, means that these were not
included in the original papers, but we summarized the most important facts
as editors. The exception is the text 1964, in which the original Czech résumé
was translated into English. Furthermore, we compiled a list of full references
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for the written sources quoted in the papers. As briefly mentioned above, we
preferred uniformity throughout the whole book. This means explicitly that,
in the list of references we compiled, we not only used simplified sinograms,
but also maintained a consistent approach to word boundary notation and
capitalization, which may differ from how these elements appear in individual
papers. Similatly, we followed a uniform method for transliterating other scripts
into the Latin alphabet. Specifically, we used the Library of Congtess system
(ALA-CL) for Russian and the Hepburn system for Japanese. The format of
the citations adheres to the guidelines initially used in the journal Dd/ny vychod.
This, among others, includes adding English translations to each article, journal,
or book title in any other original language.

Although we have made every effort to minimize their occurrence, we apol-
ogize for any mistakes we have made in the digitalization and subsequent editing
of the original texts. Please send your comments to Tereza Slaménfkova, KAS
FF UP, tf. Svobody 26, 771 80 Olomouc, Czech Republic.
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Vénceslava Hrdlickova: A Devoted Pioneer of Chinese and
Japanese Oral Storytelling (Field) Research

Zdenék Hrdlicka

The life journey of Vénceslava Hrdlickova (1924-2016), who is described
by many encyclopaedia entries as a global pioneer of the idea that oral folk
storytelling plays an irreplaceable and vital role in the literary tradition
of China and Japan, was shaped in her early youth.

She was born to the family of the headmaster of a Civic School', a convinced
social democrat of the First Republic era, in the Prague-Nusle municipality.” The
idea that the low social class is not all that low and the upper class is not all that
high was ingrained in her. (Compared to academician J. Prisek, by erudition
a historian most focused on literature in its classical form who saw books as
objects which he liked to enjoy, this was a rather fundamental difference.) Her
sense of language and Vanéura—éapek—like folkloric spirit was awakened in her
by her Czech teacher O. Spalova-Srbovd, and the Czech translations of the works
of Pulitzer Prize winner P. S. Buck also influenced her.

The meeting with her future husband Zdenc¢k Hrdlicka, with whom she
used to read B. Mathesius’ paraphrases of ancient Chinese poetry during their
first dates and began attending Chinese and Japanese courses led by J. Prasek
and V. Hilska, proved fateful.

After the War, thanks to her command of English, Véna (as V. Hrdlickova
was known to all) decided to respond to the advertisement by the US Embassy in
Prague offering scholarships at American universities. At that time, other Czech
sinologists tended to stay in Europe thanks to J. Prasek’s authority. During her
studies at Harvard University, based on the wartime military drill of teaching
oriental languages, she not only mastered both Japanese and Chinese at a very
good level in a relatively short time, but also forged significant and strong contacts
(A. Lévy, R. van Gulik, S. Elisséeff, . W. Cleaves). ]. K. Fairbank’s non-elitist ori-

entation and his focus on practical issues, in addition to the number of personal

1 InGerman Stadtschule or Biirgerschule lasting between four to six years.

2 Thebiographical data are based on the entry Hrdlickovd Véna, published by the author of the text
in the Biographical Dictionary of the Czech Lands. Full citation: Hrdli¢ka, Zdenék: Hrdlickova Véna.
In: Biograficky slovnik Ceskyjich zemi, sv. 27 Hr—Hiib. Prague 2024.
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friends in China, were sins for which he was investigated and condemned in
America for a relatively long time. Despite this, or perhaps precisely because of
this, Véna adopted those values as her own. Her encounter with E. Reischauer,
a leading wortld expert on Japanese culture and later a diplomat, was also signif-
icant. An equally interesting formative moment was the proclamation of the
“New China” in October 1949. The majority of those who then used to promote
classical literature and its research in China either left the mainland with Chiang
Kai-shek or abandoned the discourse in the first years of communist rule. Since
the days of the Cultural Delegation, Véna’s strong personal friendships with in-
fluential icons of the time, such as the novelist Mao Dun, histotian Guo Moruo,
Slavist Ge Baoquan, and the author of the History of Chinese Folk Literature, pub-
lished in 1938, Zheng Zhenduo, lasted. Her enthusiasm for everything “folkish”,
including artists around Beijing’s Tiangiao and street folk storytellers, prevailed.
She and her husband used to invite various artists to their house in a Beijing
hutong called By the Iron Trough and made the world’s first unique recordings
of their performances on wire-phones. Until then, few people had thought of
systematically documenting these fleeting performances. Regrettably, the collect-
ed material did not receive much academic acclaim in Prague after Z. Hrdlicka
revealed its existence in his essay Old Chinese Ballads to the Accompaniment of
the Big Drum. Nevertheless, Véna began to study it in detail at the Faculty of
Arts of Charles University in Prague after her return to Czechoslovakia in 1955.

The dissertation, which she started compiling in 1958, was entitled Chi-
nese Storytelling. For its lack of topicality in the Prague environment, where
the main task was to translate key works of Chinese classical literature, she
was forced to base her thesis, alongside extensive field research, on a deep
theoretical base and foreign publications, predominantly in the West. Perhaps
that was why she was directed by J. Prasek, who did not approve her work
until 1968 and who sought continuation of the ancient classical works and
old stories — most likely rooted in the Song period — within the oral Chinese
tradition, to the question of even older Dunhuang bianwen, a text which
proved essential in her bibliography.” As V. Berdahl wrote in 2016:

3 Afulllistof publications by the Hrdlicka couple can be found in: Olivova, Lucie (Ed.): Véna Hrdlic-
kova, Zdenék Hrdlicka: soupis publikovanych praci a prednasek. Bibliografie 1945/46—2002. Prague
2002.

12



Vénceslava Hrdli¢kova

“... in the 19505 it was mainly Chinese scholars who undertook fieldwork on con-
temporary orally performed arts in China. This kind of study was exceedingly rare
in Eurgpe and the US.A. When VVéna delivered ber thesis on Chinese storytelling
in 1959, this must have been the first on this subject in the Western world. ...
Véna's articles during the decade 1958-1968 were all substantial contributions to

a field of studies that was only in its infancy among Western sinologists.”*

The end of the 1950s and the entire 1960s found Véna in the sinologically prolific
environment of Tokyo, where resided, alongside others, her former pedagogue
E. Reischauer, member of the Asiatic Society of Japan — a platform where she
and her husband met and became friends with the greats of their time, namely
R. van Gulik and N. Fedorenko. Contacts with Russian sinologists bore many
palpable fruits, such as her cooperation with B. Riftin on Tunkan fairy tales and
her acquaintance with N. Spésnév. As H. Honcoopova wrote for a special edition
of the Kokoro magazine compiled on the occasion of the 60" anniversary of
the resumption of diplomatic relations with Japan in 2017: “The Hrdlitka conple

2”5

first published their studies on declamatory art forms in Japan in foreign periodicals.”> Véna
collected material for her work on Tokyo storytellers in the Ueno quarters and
in the streets of the old town near the Asakusa Shinto temple, as she recollected
about half a century later in her book Laughter Is My Craft [Smich je mym femeslen).
Her Japanese was not tuned to the earthy dialect of storytellers, so she used
her son Zdenc¢k, subject to compulsory education and well acquainted with the
propetly pithy speech thanks to his boyhood wandering around Tokyo, as an
interpreter. Often, his interpreting during performances proved disruptive, and
storytellers sometimes used to make fun of it, actively using those “mishaps” to
insert anti-foreigner insinuations. The presence of many of the world’s leading
sinologists in Tokyo enabled the Hrdlicka couple to build ties with, for example,
German sinologists and thus also promote the work of their colleagues from the
homeland outside Czechoslovakia. This proved especially important after the
bans on their activities, which many were subjected to after 1968. In this regard,
it is important not to forget the revival of sinological and Japanological activities
in the United States in the 1970s. At that time, an academic battle broke out on

the pages of leading journals over the nature of storytelling, with advocates of

4 Bgrdahl, Vibeke: In Memory of Véna Hrdli¢kova, 1925-2016. CHINOPERL 2016, 35(1), pp. 83—-88.

5 Regrettably, the printed version of the issue was not published for various reasons. H. Honcoo-
pova shared its electronic version privately among friends and colleagues.
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W. Eberhard using the argument of V. Hrdlickova as a global pioneer of field
research of Chinese and Japanese storytelling(l). Today’s generations of Czech
and foreign sinologists and Japanologists might find it inspirational that despite
many fundamental academic differences, in both good and the most daring times,
there was always extraordinary human concord, friendship, harmony, and mu-
tual practical support between the followers of both schools of thought. In our
country, besides his monumental academic work, this was probably the most
significant legacy of J. Prasek.

Other close friends of V. Hrdlickova from the ranks of sinologists were
Z. Hefmanova, L. Hajek, L. Kesner senior, O. Krdl, O. Svarn}'f, Z. Cerné, later
also I. BakeSova, and many more, not forgetting the community of Japanologists,
Indologists and Orientalists. For Véna, the 1970s were a petiod of uncertainty and
political persecution. So, together with her husband, following in the footsteps
of their beloved Chinese poet Su Dongpo, they took refuge in the countryside
and until the 1980s, in addition to growing garlic and wine, beekeeping and the
art of bonsai, they were fully devoted to their writing, primarily the kind which
could at least partially provide them with a living, i.e., children’s books (The Magic
Pumphkin [Konzelnd tykev]), film and television translations (Goro-Ogon no inu-Golden
Doag [Goro, bily pes]), and TV scripts (Judgements of Ooka the Judge [Rozsudky sondce
Ov#ky]). In 1981, they initiated the establishment of the Bonsai Club Prague and
thanks to their son Stanislav, who mastered the techniques of the architectural
craft, they were able to embark on designing Chinese and Japanese gardens in
Czechoslovakia, for example, in the Boskovice arboretum. In 1983, their Japanese
garden created for the Flora Olomouc festival won a gold medal.

At that time, V. Hrdlickova taught Chinese literature, Sinological propae-
deutics, and other related subjects at the Institute of the Far East, the Faculty
of Arts, Charles University in Prague. There, many close ties started not only
with J. Vochala, with whom she wrote university textbooks and other academic
texts, but also with many students, including from other fields of studies, of
which the most media-gracious include O. Hejma, T. Smetanka, and P. Kolaf,
in addition to very close friendships with H. Ttiskova, J. grajerové, L. Olivova,
O. Lomov4, .. Obuchova, V. Lisc¢dk and others.

As paradoxically as it may sound, after her politically forced retirement and
despite the adversity of fate, she found the much-desired peace of mind around
1988, i.c., just before the Velvet Revolution, thanks to all her extra academic
work and support from her peers. Then, she began to fully revive and deepen

14
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her international contacts, for example with the famous folklorist D. Ben-Amos.
The success of the publications of Japanische Gartenkunst [Japanese Garden Art] and
L'art des jardins japonais [The Art of Japanese Gardens] allowed the Hrdlicka couple
to start travelling again and visit their friends in China after a long time in 1988
and 1989. The relaxed nature of their lives at that time is reflected in the epic,
yet practical, publication Emperor Shenzong's China [Cina cisare Sen-cunga], published
in 1992. Véna’s devotion to Chinese literature is also evident in the collection of
translations of modern Chinese short stories by vatious authors on the theme
of the Cultural Revolution called The Voices of Spring [Jarni hlasy] from 1989. 1t
was the first publication of Chinese literature translations after decades of China
being taboo. With the detective Stories of Judge Ooka [Pibéhy sondce Ooky], she en-
couraged her student O. Lomova, who later became the leading Czech expert in
Chinese literature, in her work on Judge Bao Stories [Pribéhy soudce Paoa]. In 1990, she
advocated for the establishment of both the Czechoslovak-Japanese Society and
the Czechoslovak-Chinese Society, of which she was the Chairwoman until 2001.

After the Velvet Revolution, her husband declined the post of Czech am-
bassador to Japan, offered by J. Dienstbier, out of great love for his wife and
a desire to make many of her unfulfilled dreams come true. These comprised
publishing of previously unpublished texts, closer contacts with both Japan and
China, and taking care of their beloved Elbe estate .47 the Press [Na Lisu]; to
ensure that during the autumn of their lives they could do everything they had
not been allowed to do until then. And it was not a dry autumn, but a fruitful
Indian summer — a decade when they once again declared their love for each
other through a collection of poems Ocarina with a Bouguet of Chinese Flowers —
Verses for the Married [Okarina s kytici éinskych kvétii — verse pro vdané a enaté] and
when they were, thanks to constant diligence and devotedness, able to remain
close not only to each other and their family, but also to the general public and
the leading authorities in their field of expertise. One of the undisputable peaks
of V. Hrdlickova’s career was the Oral Literature in Modern China conference held
in Copenhagen in 1996. It was also around that time when L. Olivové, who had
returned from Berkeley, began to follow in her footsteps of interest in Chinese
storytelling, albeit with a slightly greater focus on Yangzhou, and further devel-
oped this line of Czech contribution to world sinology on an international scale.

Although she resigned from numerous honorary positions and reduced her
involvement in various organisations after her husband’s death in 1999, she im-

mersed herself even more in everyday contemplation and writing. Even under
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rather complicated personal circumstances she repeatedly visited China after
2000 when she was in her eighties, to attend the Kunming International Flower
Expo, the Yangzhou conference on storytelling, and to take a “backpacker”
trip via now-unknown night hard seat trains and sleeper coaches across China
from Shanghai through Jingdezhen, Wuyishan, Xiamen, and Guangzhou to the
distant hills around the J. Straka’s residential city of Guiping,

Thus, even in her mature years, she still managed to please her friends and
the general public with books such as The Wisdom of Ancient China [Moudrost
stare Ciny] and The Most Beantiful Chinese Stories [Nejkrdsnéjsi éinské pribéhy], beside
numerous essays and articles. She often Skyped with J. Vochala for long hours
about Qu Yuan or the issue of F Stoces’s translations of Li Bai raised by some
younger, not yet mellowed out, sinologists, some of whom called them snoro-
mantics, believing it was derogative.

The legacy which should be most cherished and emphasised, in addition to
compassion, kindness, and grace, is her unprecedented diligence, adamance, and
adherence to principles. After all, when she passed away in the winter of 2016,
she left a book draft on her laptop about her beloved poet Su Dongpo, with
whom she felt a close connection and who accompanied her on her final path.

Acknowledgements:

The author would like to express his gratitude to Alice Lamb for kindly refining
the English language of this article.
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The First Translations of Buddhist Satras in Chinese Literature
and Their Place in the Development of Storytelling

Abstract: This study explores the early translations of Buddhist sutras into Chi-
nese literature and their significant role in the evolution of Chinese storytelling,
It emphasizes the introduction of the prosimetric form, i.e., an alternation of
prose and verse, into Chinese literature. The text is divided into two parts. Part
one traces back the translations of Buddhist sutras into Chinese in two time
periods: a) from the Han dynasty to the end of the Western Jin and b) from the
Eastern Jin to the end of the Sui dynasty. It provides an overview of the eatly
translators of Buddhist sutras and examines the challenges they faced and the
methods they used. Among others, this part of the paper demonstrates how the
prosimetric form was introduced and adapted and how the blending of Indian
and Chinese literary traditions eventually led to a creation of a new narrative
style. Part two investigates the manner in which sutras were recited. It points out
how the originally simple and strict format of Buddhist sermons was enriched

by national elements and unique storytelling techniques.

Keywords: Buddhist sutra, Chinese translation, Chinese storytelling, narrative

style, prosimetric form.

Introductory Note

Shuochang wensxcue FHIE L2 — “stories combined with songs” play an impor-
tant role in contemporary Chinese literature. They include a great many kinds,
varying as regards form, melodies and place of origin. Besides enjoying great
popularity among Chinese people to this day, they have also attracted the at-
tention of scholars, such as Zheng Zhenduo %lﬁ’}?zﬁ%, Sun Kaidi %#&?Eﬁ, Zhao
Jingshen %ﬁ%gfi, Li Xiaocang 252 and others. In the field of Czechoslovak
Oriental studies, J. Prasek who is the well-known pioneer of research in this in-
teresting branch of Chinese literatute, has devoted to it several valuable studies.”

1 The figures in brackets refer to the List of Chinese names and terms at the end of the article.

Editors’ note: For clarity, we placed the Chinese characters directly in the text.

2 See “The Narrators of Buddhist Scriptures and Religious Tales in the Sung Period.” Archiv Orientdlni 10,
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Thanks to this research, and above all to the work of Professor Zheng
Zhenduo, it has been possible to reconstruct the whole line of development of
the stories combined with songs, in which the turning point was the discovery
and proper evaluation of Dunhuang bianwen RS,

Tt was Hu Shi #i# who showed the important place of the translations of
the sutras in Chinese literature. Zheng Zhenduo then drew the attention to the
connection between Dunbuang bianwen and the translations of Buddhist sutras.
Between Dunbuang biamwven and the translations of sutras there are two striking
points of resemblance: the Buddhist content of some of the bianwens and the
prosimetric form common to both, that is the alternation of songs with nar-
rative prose. This form is also characteristic of some of the storytelling forms
which have been preserved up till the present time, as for example the South
China zanci F85), with purely secular content, and the moralist bagjuan 45
Storytelling in prosimetric form also influenced the Chinese theatre, especially
the Yuan zaju TGHER, as well as mediaeval popular stories and novels. If we
want to gain a proper understanding of development of shuochang wenxue we
have to go back to the translations of Buddhist satras into Chinese, in which
prosimetric form appears for the first time in Chinese literature. The recitals
of sutras were supplemented with oral commentaries and singing as we find it
in some of the Dunhuang texts. The content of these texts are excerpts from
the sutras, with explanatory commentaries. And it is just in these commentaries
that we find vatious secular elements. Moreover, among Dunhuang bianwen we
find several secular and typically Chinese themes.

Our aim will be to show the gradual development of the storytelling forms
from the sermon in the temple to the storytelling in marketplaces. For this
reason we take as our starting-point the earliest translations of the Buddhist
sutras dating from the Later Han dynasty to the beginning of the Tang period.
I would like to emphasize that a great deal of translation work was done and
the problems connected with it would require a special investigation. In any case
this would take me too far from my original aim which is to explain the origins
of shuochang wenxue. 1 shall therefore limit myself to considering the translations
solely from the point of view of literature and of their connection with the

introduction of the prosimetric form into Chinese literature.

1938, p. 375 et seq. — “Researches into the Beginnings of the Chinese Popular Novel,” Archiv Orientalni
11,1939, p. 104 et seq.
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The Fitrst Translations of Buddhist Satras in Chinese Literature

The period of translation of Buddhist sutras into Chinese is of special
interest as providing an instructive example of the influence of a foreign liter-
ature — in this case that of India — on Chinese literature. To avoid the danger
of overestimating such foreign influence we must bear in mind that every lit-
erature reflects the life of the nation that creates it and that correspondences
between literatures arise as a result of the similarity of conditions under which
they have developed. At the same time we must reject the opposite tendency
to minimize such an influence for fear of detracting from the originality of
Chinese literature.

In seeking an answer to the question of the introduction of prosimetric
form into Chinese literature, we cannot satisfy ourselves with the simple
answer that the form came from India. The problem must be studied more
broadly and taken into consideration the merging with Chinese elements —
especially in the field of poetry and music — and the development of the form
to the stage when it became thoroughly national along with the new content,
making it possible for the prosimetric form to survive up till the present
time. We shall show that this form was not taken over mechanically but that
it passed through the modifying medium of creative artistic experience.

Thus we can trace its development from the first translations of the Bud-
dhist satras to the rise of the secularized biamwen. Here we must point out that
the translated satras could become a weapon of religious propaganda only if
they were made understandable for the common people. This the translations
succeeded in doing at least in part and so were able to fulfil their main purpose.
Their originally religious content gradually became in the course of the sermons
enriched with descriptions and illustrations from daily life, till the religious
elements finally receded into the background to make way for the new realistic
stories which have left their indelible stamp on the Chinese literary tradition.

Sources:

My main source for the translations themselves was the “Buddbist Canon” — Da
Zangjing KK &L and for the identification of individual translations and for
information about their authors I used Bunyiu Nanjio’s, “.4 Catalogue of the
Chinese Tripitaka” (Oxford, At the Clarendon Press, 1883).

The Canon contains two works which are valuable for the light they throw
on the work of translation: the first of them is the Gaoseng Zhuan B8R _ < The
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4

Lives of Honourable Monks” which was compiled in the year 519 by Hui Jiao 2
K. Tt contains the lives of five hundred monks from the Later Han to the Liang
dynasty. The lives are grouped according to the abilities which distinguished
their subjects. They include “translators” — yijing 4%, “wonder-workers” —
shenyi P, “self-tormentors” — wangshen 155, “the sutra tellers” — jingshi £
fifi, “those who showed the way through song” — changdao "&iH, etc. For our
purpose the chapters on translators (7—3 juan), the sutra-tellers and changdao
(both in juan 13) are of special interest. From these we can draw enough ma-
terial — though not always altogether reliable — not only about the work of the
translators, but also about the way in which the Buddhist satras were recited.

The other source of similar kind is Xugaoseng zhuan 4 =115 — “The Con-
tinuation of the Lives of the Hononrable Monks”.* Tt was compiled by Dao Xuan 18
H in the year 645. The best material is to be found in the chapter entitled Zaske
shengde pian FEFVEARFS (uan 30).

Of the modern authors Hu Shi devoted to this theme the ninth and tenth
chapters entitled Fojiao de fanyi wenxue W2 THRE L2 in his Baibuna wenxue
shi FARE L 5 (book 1, chapter 15, page 255-263). Zheng Zhenduo devotes
a relatively short chapter headed Fojiao wenscuede shurn W25~ BFIHIN in his
Zhongguo wenxcneshi W E 3L 5 (Book 1, ¢. 255 et seq.) to this problem.

Many scientifically well-founded facts are to be found in the study by Pro-
fessor Sun Kaidi entitled Tangdai sujiang guifan yu qiben 2hi ticai ERABR FHEHLE
BLH A #83% included in the book Lun zhongguo duanpian baibua xiaoshno &
HE 55 R G /ZNER. Tt is especially valuable for the information it gives on
the formal aspect of sutra recitals. To Prof. Sun Kaidi I am also indebted for
valuable advice and assistance in my work on this subject and for the explanation
of several difficult problems.

I also gained many helpful suggestions from the article by Zhou Shujia J& #{
W, Mantan bianwen de giynan ¥% 5% 5% SCHIFZUE, published in the magazine Xian-
dai foxne BRI, No. 2, 1954 and from Wang Wencai’s 37" introduction
to the book Dunhuanggu chutan FIE AR, As regards European literature,
I was able to draw on the study by M. P. Demiéville “Les débuts de la littérature en
Chinois vulgaire” in AIB, 1952, p. 536 et seq.

3 See Da Zangjing, Zhuan jibu {550 H5E, juan EK:.
4 See Da Zangjing, Zhuan jibu, juan 30.
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Part one. Translations of the Buddhist siitras into Chinese from
the time of the Han dynasty to the end of Sui

The need to translate at least the most important works into Chinese to facilitate
the spread of the new religion, which was in many respects alien to Chinese
thinking, faced the enthusiastic propagators of Buddhism during the Later Han
dynasty, soon after this religion penetrated to China.

The combination of verse and prose, which we find in the original Buddhist
sutras, was kept to also in the Chinese translations and thus appears, as present
research would indicate, in Chinese literature for the first time. This form, as
originally in India, was very well suited to the purpose for which it was designed —
the propagation in a simple and interesting way of a far from simple religious
doctrine. The combination of prose with verse not only helped to add variety
to preaching, but also made it motre comprehensible, because the verses often
repeated the story already recited in prose and vice versa.

Nor was the soil of Chinese literature altogether unprepared for the Indian
innovation. At that time there was alive among the Chinese people a very rich
tradition of mythical and legendary stories, as is clearly reflected already in
such works as Shujing EEE, further in the work of Qu Yuan J# Jii and also in
the book Shanhaijing |11 #FEE. Some affinities with the storytellers’ methods are
also to be found in some histoties, especially Zuozhuan E{%—, then in the work
of the Han historian, Sima Qian ) ,%i%;, further in the Zhanguo ce BB %K and
in the collection Lieniizhuan 5% #%. Among the people many historical stories
survived in the oral tradition, of which, however, only fragmentary versions
have been preserved. We must point out, that it was just these stories, which
gradually replaced in prosimetric form those with religious themes, as we can
see from some of the secular Dunbuang bianwen.

Chinese literature was also in respect of form fertile soil for the seed of
foreign influence. Chinese poetry especially was very highly developed. Already
in the Han dynasty we can follow the development of five and seven-syllable
lines. Characteristic of these verses from the first was their close connection
with music, and this, as we shall see, was of great significance for the use of
this metre in the translations of the Buddhist satras.

And the fact that the verses of the sutras were interpreted to the Chinese
people in the form well-known to them, greatly helped to divest the transla-

tions of their alien character and to make them acceptable to popular taste.
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a) The Work of the Translators from the Later Han to the End of the
Western Jin

This is the first phase of the translator’s activity. The task of the first propaga-
tors of Buddhism who came to the Han court to introduce the new faith into
China, was a very difficult one. They had no material in Chinese from which
they could preach, and they themselves knew no Chinese. At first they probably
read the texts which they brought with them in the original, they may even have
recited the sutras by heart. Soon of course it became evident that this method
was ineffectual for propaganda of a new religion in a foreign country. It thus
became a matter of urgency to translate, if only in a very simple form, some
of the sutras into Chinese.

Gaoseng Zhuar’ introduces as the first translator She Moteng I Hé, a monk
of Indian origin, from the monastery of the White horse — Baimasi HESF in
Luoyang, who translated the “Siitra of 42 Chapters” — Sishi'er zhangjing V41—
£ 6 Tradition has it that this siitra was brought to China as early as 70 A.D. The
whole translation is in prose. The sutra contains forty-two chapters, in which it
presents very briefly the essence of Buddhism.”

Among the first translators of Buddhist satras into Chinese are An Shigao
ﬁﬁ%—, Zhiloujiachen S EINE and Yan Fodiao /i Eﬁ, from Later Han
petiod. The author of Gaoseng huan® desctibes in considerable detail the life of
An Shigao. Unfortunately he devotes more attention to the different miraculous
stories connected with An Shigao than his work and methods as a translator.
An Shigao was said to be of princely origin and to come from the present-day
Iran. He arrived in China in the year 148 and after studying Chinese for a short
time, soon devoted himself with great energy to the work of translation. He
is said to be the author of translation of 176 sutras.” Some of his translations
are all in prose, as for example Chang ahanshibaofajing 181 F 13RIEAL10 At the

5 Chapter1,juani,p.1.
6  See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 678.

7 Thefactthat thissiitra is not extant in the Sanskrit original leads some scholars to suggest that
there was no Sanskrit original and that it was therefore no translation, but a compilation, based
on the thoughts from several siitras. See for example Nanjio, opus cit., No. 678, further Huang

Chanhua & 3E: Zhongguo fojiaoshi HF E #2882, p. 5.
8 Juan1, chapter Yijing, p. 1-2, see also Nanjio, opus cit., p. 381, No. 4.
9 See Nanjio, opus cit., p. 3, No. 4.

10 Siitra on the law of ten rewards in the Dirghagama, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 548.
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same time we find among his translations works also in prosimetric form, as
Fowei'azhilugjiayeshnozita zuokujing 9 2580 >C A M BE R F A (read AR FE AR
The prosimetric form is here quite evident. The verses are in pentasyllabic me-
tre. An Shigao uses the same form also in his translation of Foshuozishisanmeijing
et 2 = BRAE 2

The fact that An Shigao made use of this form in his translation is very
important, because it shows us, that even the earliest translators did their best
to do justice to the literary form of the original. The style of An Shigao’s trans-
lations is characterized by Hui Jiao as follows: “The sense is clear and readily
grasped, his words are suitable and right. They are appropriate, but not flovery.
They ate simple, but not vulgar.”"

This valuation is not only just, but shows us that at this time the main
demand was for simple and clear translation and the use of a comprehensible
language. That it is so will become evident from a very short extract from An
Shigao’s translation of Foshuoyinsanmeijing # a5 F} = BREL14

“Each of the delegated Bodhisattvas flew to the place where Buddha was seated. They
all satdown round about (him). Thus all the Bodhisattvas were assembled here. They
were as many as the grains of sand in the river Ganga for number. Every grain of sand,
aBodhisattva. Like forty grains of sand from the Ganga, they sat here side by side. Each
of the Bodhisattvas was sitting in a natural position on a single large lotus” £ 1& 74
FEE MBI ALpRIEA . RS . HBEKERY. —WER
—FEMRNEEY ., BB, TR, R AR RHEEE b

Simplicity and intelligibility also distinguished the translations of An Shi-
gao’s contemporary, Zhiloujiachen,” who was also a foreigner from Yuezhi
H >Z. He came to China probably round about the year 147, and he devoted
himself to translating the sutras till the year 186. He lived in Luoyang. His

translations also made use of the prosimetric form, as for example in the satra

11 Sitra spoken by Buddha to Akira (?) — kasyapa on pain caused by oneself or another, see Nanjio, opus,
cit., No. 705.

12 Siitra spoken by Buddha on the Samadhi called Tsz'-shi or vow, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 282.
13 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 1.

14 Buddhamudra-samadhi-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 451, see also Da Zangjing, Fangdengbu 75
Eﬁlg 67
SFHP, p. .

15 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 3 and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

23



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

Banzhonsanmeijing FERF —IREL 1 where he uses five and seven-syllable verses.
Gaoseng ghuan says about his translations that “they give the original meaning
without any ornaments.”"’

We may ask how it was possible for foreigners to translate into Chinese the
works of such a difficult religion as Buddhism. The answer is to be found at least
in part in the description of the co-operation of the above-mentioned Zhilouji-
achen with two Chinese scribes, Meng Fu o and Zhang Lian of$3d# . Zhilou-
jiachen read the sutra aloud in Chinese and the sctibes put it down in writing.'®
From the names of the scribes we can see that they were not monks but laymen.
Their role may seem passive and insignificant, but it was not necessarily so. Chi-
nese was their native tongue and they gave valuable assistance in making the
translation more perfect. Here we have the channel through which comparatively
early popular elements could find their way into the translations. This fact is of
cardinal importance, for it shows that the way in which the translations were
done by the foreign monks was not translation in the real sense, but mostly oral
interpretation of the text. And in writing it down the most important role fell to
the Chinese themselves.

Further proof that the method described above was used in translating the
sutras is documented in the co-operation of An Xuan 4% and Yan Fodiao."”

An Xuan was a foreigner. His duty was to read aloud the Sanskrit text,
which Yan Fodiao — of Chinese origin — wrote down in Chinese. The trans-
lations resulting from this cooperation were valued especially for their beauty
and accuracy.

The last of the Han translators whom we shall mention here was Zhi Yao 3
i 2 also from Yuezhi. He lived in Luoyang round about the year 185 and was
engaged in translation. Two of his translations are preserved in the Ming Canon.
His translations also employ prosimetric form, as for example in the satra Foshuo
cheng guangmingdingyijing W5 IO I 5E B4R 2! The alternation of prose and verse
is very evident here. The verses are in lines of four and five syllables. Of his

16 Siitra on the Samadhi, called Pratyutpanna, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 73.

17 Seejuan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

18 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

19 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

20 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 7 and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

21 Pirpaprabhasa-samadhimati-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 381.
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translations it was said that “his words were straightforward, the meaning aptly
expressed and without additional ornaments.”

As we have seen from the examples cited above, the use of prosimetric
form in the Later Han translations is evident and undoubtedly contributed
to their comprehensibility and variety. Great merit is also due to the Chinese
scribes, who helped the foreign monks to overcome otherwise insurmountable
language difficulties.

The form of five and seven syllable metrical lines favoured in these transla-
tions remained popular in the shuochang wenxue up to the present time.

For translation work of this period is important to note that all known
translators were foreigners with the exception of Yan Fodiao, who is described
as An Xuan’s assistant.”® The names of the other assistants have not come down
to us. In their cooperation with the foreign monks, however, they did a great
piece of pioneer work and only thus can we explain that in this early period
a great number of complicated religious works was successfully translated into
such a difficult language as Chinese.

The unstable conditions in the time of the Three Kingdoms and the South-
ern and Northern dynasties, when the whole country was troubled by wars, were
particularly favourable for the spread of Buddhism. The growing popularity
of the religion made correspondingly greater demands on the translators and
their ability to present the teachings of Buddha in a way acceptable to the
common people.

Well-known among the translators of this period was Zhi Qian AR
originally from Yuezhi. He came to China towards the end of the Later Han
dynasty. After 220 A.D. he fled to the South where he was engaged in the
state of Wu as a tutor to the Emperor’s son. Hui Jiao praises his wisdom. He
was reputed to know six languages and is described as having “eyes yellow as
a cat’s and although he was very thin, his body was a sack of wisdom.”* For
three decades, from 223-253 he devoted his whole energies to the translations
of the Buddhist sutras. According to the Ming Canon he translated 49 works.
Of special importance is his translation of the sttra Weimgjigjing 4 FEE 7548 26
22 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 2.

23 See Nanjio, opus cit.,, No. 9, p. 384.
24 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 18 and also Gaoseng zhuan, chapter Yijing, p. 3.
25 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 3.

26 Vimalakirtti-sitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 147.
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which played an important role in Chinese literature and art, as will be shown
later. Zhi Qian also used prosimetric form, as for example in his translation of
the stitra Foshuo wuliangmenweimichijing 9t 1% 8 P FF ALY where five and
seven-syllable verses ate inserted into the prose. In Gaoseng ghuan®™ his transla-
tions are assessed as follows: “The songs acquire sacred meaning. The sentences
are beautifully composed and the expressions elegant.”

Another translator, Wei Zhinan 4EfX#E% came to China in the year 224
along with the monk Zhu Lityan 2 %¢ bringing with them the text of Dhar-
mapada-sitra which they translated into Chinese under the title Figjjing 123748 20
This translation is important because it is in verse throughout. Gaoseng zhunan

says of it and of Wei Zhinan’s arrival in China:

“Wei Zhinan came to Wu in the third year of the reign of the Emperor Huang Wu,
with his companion Zhu Liiyan. They brought with them the Sanskrit text of Tan-
bojing #4845, And Tanbo is no other than Fajujing. At that time the people of Wu
begged them to translate it. Although (Wei Zhinan) was not yet sufficiently versed
in the language of that country (it is China, tr. note), he translated it in collaboration
with Lilyan, into Chinese. Yan did not know Chinese well either. Because of this their
translation is very imperfect. They tried to preserve the sense of the original. Their
words are over simple.”

From this we can draw a further conclusion, namely, that not even this imperfect
translation, considering the translator’s small knowledge of Chinese, could have
been made without Chinese help. And that this translation was more under the
influence of the Chinese vernacular than of the difficult literary style is apparent
from this short excerpt:

Although you utter a thousand words.

If the sense of the sentence is not correct, what use it is?

Does not a single word serve much better,

which, when you hear it, enables you to mortify all your desires?

27 Buddhabhasita-amitamukha-guhyadhara-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 355.

28 Juan1,chapter1,p.3.

29 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 4, see also Nanjio, opus cit., No. 19, p. 389.
30 Seealso Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1365.

31 Juan1,chapter1, Yijing, p. 4.
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If you express a thousand thoughts,
if they are not correct, what use are they?
Is it not much better to express only one
which if you hear it, can carry you over the see of death?
If you recite many siitras
and understand not their meaning, what use is it?
Butif you understand but one sentence,
you can achieve wisdom.*?
BT 5 /R BA IR/ A n—2 /B R E
fEE T 7 /A A /A — 28/ BAT W B/
8 22 SAR /AR 2 / il — ) /AT NI A9

In the time of the Western Jin dynasty lived another notable translator, Zhu
Fahu #2755# % also known as Fahu or Zhutanmoluocha %5 B8 4§ %% which
is the phonetic transcription of the Sanskrit Dharmaraksa. His people were
of Yuezhi origin, but had been settled for some time in Dunbuang. Fahu trav-
elled with his tutor to the Western regions where he is said to have acquired
knowledge of thirty-six languages and different dialects. In 266 A.D. he went
to Luoyang, taking with him sixty-five sutras which he then started to translate.
Gavseng zhuan has this to say of his work: “His whole life was spent in doing
translation. He worked unweariedly. It is thanks to him that the Buddhist sttras
spread throughout the whole country.””**

Zhu Fahu’s work as a translator was very extensive. The Ming Canon contains
ninety of his translations, though the total number was over two hundred.

Zhu Fahu’s Chinese assistant is known to us by name. It was Zhu’s talent-
ed pupil Nie Chengyuan 84 IE, who revised Fahu’s translations, as we can
see from this quotation: “In the sutras translated by his master, Hu very often
corrected words and sentences.”*

Nie Chengyuan translated himself several satras. Fahu’s other assistant was

Nie’s son, Nie Daozhen ##H18 H.7 who also made some independent transla-

32 See Da Zangjing, Shu Qianpin iR T i 6.

33 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 4, and also Nanjio, opus cit., No. 23, p. 391.
34 Seejuan1,Yijing, p. 4.

35 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 4, and also Nanjio, opus cit., No. 31, p. 395.
36 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 4.

37 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 4, and also Nanjio, opus cit., No. 32, p. 395.
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tions. Today we cannot, alas, ascertain whether the pupils were not perhaps
greater than their master. It is certain, however, that they had a great merit as
regards the fluency of Fahu’s translations, which Gaoseng ghnan evaluates as
follows: “His translations, although they make no pretence to be of showy
beauty, ate very noble.””®

Among the most interesting of his translations, both as regards form and
content, is the Xiuxing daodi jing 1EAT TEILEL.® This sitra was translated into
Chinese in the year 284. It is divided into four parts and thirty chapters. In form
this satra does not differ in any respect from the later bianwen, bagjuan and the
contemporary Zanci. Narrative prose alternates quite regularly with verses and
in comparatively short sections. The verse lines are five or seven-syllable and
are in most cases introduced by the formula: And then the hymn says [y# shi
song yne J* 72 &l E).

The following extract from the 9" chapter of the 3™ juan called Quanyi pin
dijin e pﬁl%ﬂ, will give some idea of its character:

“(How) to devote oneself to religion and make one’s heart pure, of this | once heard
told this story: In the olden times there lived a prince, who wanted to choose some
wise man in his kingdom to perform the duties of minister. This prince was not only
very powerful, but he was also famed for his wisdom. He chose a man who was very
wise, intelligent, had a strong will, was strict, but not cruel. His name was Dejuzu {2
L /2. The prince wanted to try him to find out what his real qualities were and so laid
on him very heavy punishment. He ordered his officials to let this man carry a bowl
filled to the brim with oil from the northern gate to the southern gate. The man was
to carry this bowl through the town twenty li to the park Diaoxi F4%. The prince com-
manded that should he spill a single drop, his head would be cut off without mercy.

The hymn says (here follow four seven-syllable verses):

If this man reaches the garden

without spilling a single drop, as | have commanded,

then esteem him as myself.

But if he spills its content on the way, then cut off his head.
When the ministers heard the prince’s severe order, they filled the bowl to the brim
with oil and gave it to the man. He raised it in both hands, turned very sad and said
to himself: — The bowl is full to the brim with oil. In the city there are many people

38 Seejuan1,chapter1, Yijing, p. 4.

39 Karyamargabhiami-sitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1325.
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and the road is full of carts, horses and onlookers. If the wind blows on the surface of
the water, waves rise. And it is the same with a man who has no peace in his heart. —
He withdrew into his own thoughts and said to himself: — There is no one who could
encourage me and say: — Fear not! — And this bowl is so full of oil, that were | to take
only seven steps, | would spill some of its content, much more were | to walk such
a long distance. — And so he was very grieved and did not know what to do. Within
him he was greatly afraid.

The hymn says (here follow four seven-syllable verses):

| see people, elephants, horses and waggons.

My heart is perturbed as when a strong wind blows upon the water.
| am afraid, terribly afraid that | shall not reach my goal.

How can | possibly fulfil this task!

Our man thought to himself:—Today I shall certainly die. Of that there is no doubt.
How could | carry the bowl of oil as far as the garden without spilling a single drop and
thus save my life?—So he made a plan. When he saw that nothing could be done about it
he had no otheralternative but to concentrate on the bowl of oil. If he thinks of nothing
he will succeed. And so this man set out ata moderate pace. Hundreds and thousands of
officials, soldiers and onlookers without number followed him with their eyes, as when
clouds rise and envelop mountain Taishan A L.

The hymn says (here follow four seven-syllable verses):

The man carried the bowl and his heart was unwavering and strong.

Bordering the road he saw immense crowds of people

who surrounded him and followed him

like a river or great clouds.

When our man had thus set out with the bowl in his palms, the news of it spread
everywhere and there was none who did not know about it. Without being called,
numberless people thronged the road. They all said that the (man’s) dress, his ap-
pearance and his movements bore the mark of a man destined to die. When these
words reached the ears of his family, and when his father, mother and all his relatives
heard aboutit, they hurried to him and wept broken-heartedly and lamented. But our
man concentrated entirely on the bow! nor did he pay any attention to his parents,
wife, son or other relatives. With his whole heart he concentrated on the bowl of oil
and thought of nothing else.

The hymn says (here follow four seven-syllable verses):

Tears streamed down the cheeks of his son,

in a torrent of words he lamented (the fate of his) father.
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But his father was so tensely strained

that he took no heed of his relations and only concentrated on the bowl.

The people round him talked unceasingly. The minister ordered them to make
three times as much noise. There was a throng of onlookers, who shouted, ran here
and there and when they got where they wanted, they sought one another, knocked
one another down, got up again, stamped on one another’s feet, so that it was not
possible to get through (the crowd). But our man did notallow himself to be distracted
and paid no attention to them atall.

The hymnus says (here follow four seven-syllable verses):

People kept making a hullaballoo.

They were running here and there, so that it was not possible to get through
the crowd.

But our man carrying the bowl paid no heed toitatall—

as if the storm could not harm him.

The news spread among the onlookers that a woman had appeared, virtuous,
beautiful, dignified of bearing, with lovely features and of beauty unequalled in the
whole country. She was like a full moon, whose light outshines the stars. Her skin had
the texture of a lotus-flower. And thus she made her way along the highroad. Noble
of mien and her beauty such that people compared her to the daughter of heaven.
She was like an empress, the wife of the Heavenly ruler of the City of Paradise, the
city of pure silver. Her name was Huli ##H). There was no one in the whole word, who
would notadore her for her virtue and beauty. And today this woman shone in all her
glory. Her voice was pure and sweet.

The hymn says (here follow sixteen five-syllable verses):

She moved gracefully and quietly,

she sang and danced without violating a single rule.

She was of a happy disposition

so that she made on all a deep impression.

As she sang the hymns, her voice expressed such longing

and her body rippled like the waves of the sea.

She walked neither too quickly nor too slowly.

She was beautifully dressed

and skilled in all seven tender sounds (of music),

and she knew by heart different stories.

Her body, mouth and mind were pure,

she sang correctly according to the melodies,
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her body was adorned from tip to toe
with precious stones and necklaces.
Her language was choice

asdew falling from heaven.

Atthese moments our man concentrated his whole heart on the bowl. His atten-
tion was not in the smallest diverted nor did he even turn his head. All the onlookers
said: Itis better to take advantage of this moment and look at this woman at the risk
of losing one’s life, than to live long and never to have seen her. But our man, although
he heard these words very clearly, remained concentrated on his bowl and paid no
heed to anything else.

The hymn says (here follow eight five-syllable verses):

She was clever and mild,

she could dance exquisitely,

so that everybody was enchanted by her.

She was like the empress of demons.

She was able to move even a man who can divest himself of passion,

not to speak of us, ordinary people.

But our man, by whose side she stood,

remained unmoved and concentrated on the bowl”

This short extract shows that instead of words of deep philosophical meditation
we have a story directly created for a crowd of eager listeners, a story full of
dramatic tension. From the translation we can at the same time see what part the
poetry interspersed among the verses played. Its role was to enrich the story, to
make it more colourful and at the same time also help to keep up the dramatic
tension. Thus the author did not hesitate to repeat in verses what he had already
said in prose. If the verses were omitted, the content of the story would not be
in the smallest effected, but such a text would have much less variety.

From the above description of the translation in the period reaching from
the Later Han to the end of the Western Jin, we can see that already in the very
early period the translation of Buddhist sutras went through a well-marked
development. Characteristic of the translations is the simple language and prosi-
metric form, features, which were the best guarantee that from these beginnings

a rich narrative literature would gradually grow up.
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b) Translation in the period from the Eastern Jin till the end of the
Sui dynasty

In the 4™ and 5" centuties Buddhism made rapid progtess, especially undet
the Wei dynasty, who ruled in Northern China throughout the 5" century. The
seed of Buddhism was beginning to bear fruit. Already around the year 450
extensive works were started in the Yungang caves at Datong, where at the
Emperot’s order, thousands of workers and artists hewed the caves chiselling
statues of Buddhist saints and rich reliefs, in which Indian elements clearly
mingled with the Chinese. The same process is observable in the translations
of the sutras. They ceased to be novelty and gradually merged with their envi-
ronments. A positive feature is that the art of translation did not stagnate, but
developed further. Thus the translators of this period, especially the famous
Kumarajiva, laid stress on more fluent and intelligible language.

Under the Eastern Jin, as under the Western Jin, translation flourished on
a wide scale. Nanjio gives the names of sixteen translators* while many of
them remained anonymous.

Of these translators we shall mention here Qutansengjiatipo £ Z il
T%%,“ whose real name was Gautama Safighadeva and who came from pres-
ent-day Kabul. He reached China in the year 383. Only three of his trans-
lations have survived. The longest of them is the translation of the sutra
Zhong abanjing FBT 5 L ,# divided into 60 juan which were transposed into
Chinese in prosimetric form, with prose prepondering, but in parts also con-
taining poetic passages of some length. The verses are in five and six-syllable
lines. Similar in style too, is the translation of the sutra Sanfadulun =W E e

The most fertile translator of this period was Zhutanwulan & R ¢
by origin a foreigner from the Western regions, who lived in China from 381
till 395. The Ming Canon has preserved twenty-nine of his translations. These
include, for example, Foshuojizhignojing Mt 5 & R 4L+ which was translated

altogether in prose and concludes with a poem composed in five-syllable verses.

40 Seeopus cit., No. 397—403.

41 See Nanjio, opus. cit., No. 39.

42 Madhyamagama-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 542.
43 Tridharmaka-sastra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1271.
44 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 38.

45 Siitra spoken by Buddha on the fruit of the calm-minded, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 593.
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At this time translators were mostly foreigners. Out of sixteen translators
eleven were foreigners, while of the five remaining, the Chinese origin of three
is doubtful. Two whom we know for certain to have been Chinese are Shi Faxian
P28 and Shi Tuigong FEIR A%

Faxian, the well-known traveller to India, set out in 399 A.D. and returned
in 414. After his return he devoted himself, along with the Indian monk Fotuo-
batuoluo i FEER FEZEY to the work of translation. He also translated a number
of sutras independently. Four of them are preserved in the Ming Canon.

The translations of sutras continued to develop during the comparatively
short dynasties of the Earlier and Later Qin. Noteworthy among the transla-
tions of this period is that of the satra Ayuwangzifayibuainmnyin ynanjing B &
FFikai s H I AS . # Tt is a long epical poem, translated into Chinese in
verses of four syllables. It contains 10,880 characters corresponding to the
343 $lokas in Sanskrit.

An untiring assistant of the translators of this period was the well-known
Chinese Shramana Zhu Fonian 2% who was himself the author of
several translations. In Gaoseng ghuan we find an interesting description of
his translation method. Zhu Fonian knew Sanskrit. Later on, when a foreign
monk called Sengjiabacheng i flll ¥ > came to Chang’an, the Buddhist be-
lievers asked him to translate sttras. He however, refused, because he did not
know enough Chinese. “Thereupon everybody started to praise Zhu Fonian.
So Cheng read the Sanskrit text and Zhu Fonian translated it into Chinese.””!

Of Zhu Fonian own translations, his translation of Zhongyinjing 2 g%
is of interest as showing distinct prosimetric form. The verses are mostly

R 53

five-syllable, as also in his translation of Chuyasjing HREES

46 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 45 and 50, and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 3, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 12-13.
47 See Nanjio, No. 42, p. 399.

48 Siitra of the Nidana or cause of the eye-destruction of Fayi (Dharmavardhana) of the prince of ASoka, see
Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1367.

49 See Nanjio, No. 58, p. 405, and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing.
50 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 54, p. 404.

51 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 6.

52 Antara-bhava-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 463.

53 Avadana-(siitra), see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1321.
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The best and most famous translator of this whole period however, was
the monk Jiumoluoshi /B ZE {1 — that is Kumarajiva. Born in Karakar
he came to Chang’an in the year 401, being involved in a somewhat long
adventure, which was the cause of war between the ruler of the Former Qin
dynasty Fujian £ B and Karakar. From Karakar his fame as a preacher of
Mahayana Buddhism spread to China. Fujian wanted to get Kumarajiva by
force if necessary and so he sent a military expedition to Karakar to fetch
him. The commander of this army, Lit Guang 5 conquered Karakar, but
here he set up his own kingdom, where he kept Kumarajiva seventeen years.
It was not till the reign of the Emperor Yao Xing Wk BH that Kumarajiva fi-
nally reached China, where he spent a short but the most fruitful period of
his life. In the years 402—412 he devoted himself to translations of the sutras,
of which fifty are preserved in the Ming Canon. In Gaoseng ghuan Kumarajiva
is described as a man who did not give up worldly pleasures. It is said that
the emperor sent him eleven concubines and insisted on him accepting them.
After that Kumarajiva no longer lived in a monk’s cell, but had his own
dwelling where he lived in luxury. Speaking of himself he would often say
to his pupils: “Take for example the lotus — a flower, which grows in stinking
mud. If we pick the lotus we do not take the mud with it.”

Even in the case of Kumarajiva all the credit was not exclusively his, because
not even he always translated quite independently as the following quotation
shows: “When he translated the satra Dapinbanruojing K45 &5, he held in
his hands the Sanskrit text, which he interpreted aloud (into Chinese), while
Xing #4 held the old sutra, which he compared (with Kumarajiva’s words), and
more than five hundred other monks, who knew the old text well, examined in
detail the sense of his words and then wrote them down.”

Here a new feature appears. Some of the sutras, already before translated
into Chinese, were re-translated. The new translations developed a well-defined
style more elaborate than that of the earliest simple translations, yet different
from the official written style. It was closer to the spoken language and therefore
comprehensible to a mixed audience.

As an illustration of how these old texts were revised and improved we
quote this description: “When in the old times Zhu Fahu translated Fabuajing
VEHER, chapter Shoujuepin S 1L, he said (in his translation): Heaven sees

54 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 59 and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 2, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 7-9.

55 See Huang Chanhua, opus cit., p. 30.
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people and people see heaven. Shi (i. e. Kumarajiva tr. note), when translating
this sutra drew attention to these words saying that, though they corresponded
to the original meaning, they were too simple. Rui &) replied: What if we should
say: people and heaven are in mutual correspondence, one sees the other. Shi
said delighted: Yes, that’s right!”>

The work of Kumarajiva and his pupils is very voluminous. The Ming Canon
contains fifty translations under Kumarajiva’s name, some of them running to
dozens of volumes. Among the most outstanding are Miaofalianhuajing Y0% 7k
HELK 57 Weimosnoshuojing YEVEE FITEER 58 Mobebanrnoboluomidamingzhonjing BE 5
PR Uk e B O B R4S, and others.

All of these translations were widely popular. Nor was it a vain boast when
Kumarajiva predicted that after his death, when his body has turned to ashes,
his tongue would remain unscathed by fire as a proof of the truthfulness of
his translations.®

If we study some of the works translated into Chinese in greater de-
tail, we cannot but admire some of their beautiful realistic descriptions. To
translate them successfully it was necessary to have a deep knowledge of the
Chinese language. An extract from the sutra Miaofalianhuajing, from the 3
chapter Piyupin B Wi i 5 = tells about the children playing in an old house
whose “walls are in ruins, the plinths of the pillars are rotten and threaten
to collapse”. And this house has only one door. All of a sudden fire breaks
out on all four sides, so that the whole house is in flames in which children
are playing, knowing nothing of the danger. The anxious father, although he
could have got out through the only door and saved himself, thinks first of
the children and does not want to leave them to perish. So in order somehow
to get them out of the house, he tells them to fly. “But the children were
enjoying their fun and went on playing. They heeded not their father and
did not feel the slightest fear. Nor did they have any intention of leaving,
Then the father promised them “carriages drawn by sheep, does and bulls”,
all of which are waiting for them outside in front of the burning house. The
children tempted by this promise rushed out of the door, so as to get all the

56 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 6, chapter Yijie, p. 34.

57 Saddharmapundarika-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 134.
58 Vimalakirtti-nirdesa, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 146.

59 Prajiaparamita-hydaya-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 19.

60 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 9.
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things their hearts longed for. The father gave each of this children “a large
waggon. The waggon was high and broad. It was loaded with treasures, small
bells hung from the sides. Covering the waggon was a sailcloth crusted with
stones and pearls.”

It is a metaphor in which the children stand for humanity and the loving
father for Buddha, who wishes to lead his children out of the burning house —
this sinful world.

The passage in prose is followed by a section in verse which supplements
the preceding story with rich descriptions and has the same function as in

the later shuochang wenxue. The following extract will serve as an illustration:

Like the old man

who had an old house

The house is shabby

and broken

The halls and premises are high and lofty,

the plinths of the pillars are rotten,

the beams are ready to fall,

the steps are mouldering away,

the walls are broken,

the plaster s falling down,

the thatch is hanging untidily from the roof.
Roof timbers are yawning apart and falling in,
the veranda round the building is ready to collapse,
dirtall around —

and there inside

lived five hundred people.

Owls, eagles,

falcons, vultures,

crows, magpies, turtle-doves and pigeons,

big ones and small ones, snakes, cobras, scorpions,
reptiles and centipedes,

lizards and millepedes,

weasels, foxes and mice,

all kinds of nasty insects
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were running all over the place.
The place stank of their excrements
and it was full of filth.

It was overrun by beetles and other insects.
Foxes, wolves and wild beasts

suckled, chewed the cud, stamped their hooves
and gnawed carrion.

Wolves devoured the flesh with the bones.
Whole packs of pariah dogs went there
and fought for what they could get.

They were hungry, thin and terribly jumpy
and everywhere they scavenged for food.
They fought for the booty

bared their teeth and howled.

It was a terrible house!

This very short extract suffices to show what a wide and deep knowledge of
Chinese the translation of Buddhist suatras called for. Kumarajiva translated,
among others, the satra Weimojiesnoshugjing out of which grew the long bianwens,
preserved in Dunhuang, The Vimalakirtti sutra had been translated into Chinese
by Zhi Qian in the period of Three Kingdoms. Kumarajiva made a new trans-
lation of this very interesting sutra. — It comprises fourteen chapters which, in
their structure, resemble the chapters of a novel. Kumarajiva translated it in
three juan. It may be worth while, especially considering the important place this
sttra has in Chinese literature and art, to give here some idea of its content and
form. The translation is in prose with the exception of two hymns. The first
of them is in the first chapter and is composed of seventy two seven-syllable
verses. The second one, in the eighth chapter contains a hundred and twenty
five-syllabic verses.

Thesttra tells the following story: In the city of Vaisali there lived the hero of the story,
the noble Vimalakirtti who, although he did not wear a monk’s robe and remained
alayman, was an example of all Buddhist virtues. He was so virtuous, that “when he
visited gambling-dens, he did so in order to recall the gamblers to the straight way.
When he crossed the threshold of taverns, it was in order to lead people away from
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their passion for drinking.”¢' As another means of accomplishing people’s salvation,
he allowed illness to come to him and made use of the opportunity when crowds
came to ask about his health to preach to them about the ephemerality of the hu-
man body. He said to them: “Dear friends, this body is not eternal, has no potency
and no power of resistance. It is something that will pass away quickly. It is nothing
to be relied upon. Itis the source of pain and suffering, it is the seat of innumerable
diseases. Dear friends, a wise man never relies on this body. It is like a spray which
we can neither catch nor touch. Itis like a foam, which cannot keep long. This body is
like a flame which on touching water changes its physical character. Itis like a banana
tree which lacks strength. This body is like a phantom that vanishes, like dream which
has no substance.”s

In such and similar poetical comparisons did Vimalakirtti speak to the crowds
about the ephemerality of the human body. In the meantime Buddha, who was in-
structing his pupils in the Amrapali grove, turned to them and asked them to go to
Vimalakirtti to inquire about his health. And what was his surprise when the best of
his pupils refused to go to the sick saint for fear of his scholarly powers of disputation,
which at one time or another had put every one of them to shame. The siitra gives in
detail the answers of the eleven pupils.

Ananda, for example, answered as follows: “Buddha said to Ananda: You will go
to Vimalakirtti and ask him about his health. Ananda made reply to Buddha: Most
Mighty, | cannot accept this duty and go and ask him about his health. And why not?
| remember once when you, Most Mighty, were somewhat ailing and were to drink
milk. So I took a bowl and stood at the door of a rich Brahmin. Then Vimalakirtti came
and asked me: Ananda, why stand you here so early in the morning with a bowl in
your hand?— | replied: — Sir, the Most Mighty is a little sick and is to drink milk. That
is why I am here. — Vimalakirtti said: — But just a minute, just a minute, Ananda, you
mustn'ttalk like this. The body of Tathagata has the invulnerable quality of adiamond,
from which all thatis bad, has been excluded and in which all good has been includ-
ed. How then could he have any kind of illness? How then could he have any kind of
grief? Be silent, Ananda, and do not accuse Tathagata of wickedness. You should not
allow strangers to hear such a nonsense. Do not, | beg you, commit the mistake of
letting such talk come to the ears of the mighty gods and Bodhisattvas, who come
from the Land of Purity. Ananda, you have surely heard that the Prince (Cakravartin),
although he had not such great merits (as Buddha), did not suffer from any sort of

Seejuan 1, chapter 2, Fangbianpin J5 8 &, p. 2.

Seejuan 1, chapter 2, Fangbianpin, p. 9.
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illness. How much less then Tathagata, whose luck and perfection are unlimited. Go,
Ananda,and do not bring us to shame. If non-believers or Brahmins were to hear such
words, they might think: —How can he call himselfa teacher, when he cannot protect
himself from diseases. Leave this place quickly in secret, so that nobody hears you. You
should know, Ananda, that the body of Tathagata is the body of the (Buddhist) laws
and is not a sinful body. Buddha is called the Most Mighty and he has gone through
all three worlds. His body is free of passions. What kind of disease could such a body

suffer?— And at that time, Master, | was completely embarrassed.”

All the answers are written vividly and in form of natural conversation like
this one. The author makes skilful use of the question and answer form,
which enables him to employ dialogue very close to the speech of everyday
life. At the same time he uses comparatively simple examples and parallels
to explain religious ideas. Kumarajiva in his translation used fluent and easily
comprehensible language.

These chapters, in which Buddha asks his pupils to go to Vimalakirtti, were
later on worked up into several Dunbuang bianwen.

In the fifth chapter of the sutra we learn that the only pupil never to have
been taken to task by Vimalakirtti was Mafijusti, who is thus able to undertake
the difficult task of visiting him. Then the whole splendid procession headed
by Mafjusti goes to Vaisall, where Vimalakirtti is lying ill in bed. The remaining
chapters describe not only the wisdom of Vimalakirtti, but also MafjustT’s ability
to hold his own with him in learned dispute.

Most of the explanations of difficult philosophical ideas in this sutra are in
the form of dialogues. The heroes of the story — the Bodhisattvas — are char-
acterized very truthfully, so that they leave a deep impression on the listener.
The best of them is the portrait of Vimalakirtti, for whom the pupils express
their deep respect, but the main impression is fear of this uncompromising

layman, who always gets the better of the Bodhisattvas.

Under the patronage of the rulers of the Northern Liang dynasty, the work
of translation continued to flourish. A number of direct translators — Chinese
monks — is now at work. Out of nine known translators, five were certainly
Chinese, three were foreigners, while the origin of the remaining one is doubt-
ful. At the same time journeys to Western regions for the purpose of seck-

ing new Buddhist texts become more common. For example, the translator
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Juqujingsheng YH % HUEES left in his youth for Khotan, where he formed
a friendship with the Indian preacher Buddhasena and where he learned to
recite Sanskrit texts. On his return to China he translated several texts which,
however, have not been preserved. The next Chinese monk to go in search
of satra texts was Shi Zhimeng FERJfi,* who set out for India in 404 A.D.
with fourteen companions. Nine of them turned back on reaching Himalayas
and one died on the journey. Shi Zhimeng got as far as Pataliputra, where he
obtained quite a number of text, returning to China with them in the year
424. After his return he devoted himself to translating but, unfortunately, his

translations have not come down to us.

*

Kumarajiva died at the beginning of the 5™ century, which saw great progress
in this branch of literary activity. At the beginning of the period translation
was being done in the south as well as in the north.

One of the outstanding translators of this time was Tan Wuchan =
8.5 His life is typical of monks who devoted themselves to the translation
of sutras. We shall therefore deal with it in greater detail. Tan was of Indian
origin. In his youth he gave proof of unusual intelligence and so his mother,
a poor widow, sent him to a monastery to become a monk. The boy was
able daily to memorize ten thousand words and he shone especially in phil-
osophical disputations. When he was twenty he already knew by heart two
millions words of sutra text. As he could also predict the weather, his fame
spread far and wide. He was invited to China, arriving there in the year 414,
and he was immediately asked to translate satras. He replied that he could
not do so until he had studied Chinese three years. And in fact in these three
years he is said to have acquired such a good knowledge of Chinese that he
could talk fluently and dictate the translations to the Chinese monks. During
his stay in China he once more returned to the West to obtain some more
texts, and later on sent his pupils to try and find the missing parts of the
satra Dabanniepanjing NIEIEIEEL % Tan’s notable achievement is the trans-

63 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 68.
64 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 70, p. 412.
65 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 2, chapter 1, Yijing, p. 11, and also Nanjio, opus cit., No. 67, p. 411.

66 Mahaparinirvana-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 113.

40



The Fitrst Translations of Buddhist Satras in Chinese Literature

4% 6

lation of Fosuo xingzanjing ﬁ”ﬁﬁ“%ﬂ%m, 7 the wotk of the great Indian poet
Asdvaghosa. An interesting comparison of the Chinese translation with the
Sanskrit text has been carried out by E. Wohlgemut.® E. Wohlgemut points
out the deviations in the Chinese text from the Sanskrit original, which may
be mostly attributed to the use by the translator of a different variation of
a Sanskrit text than the one which we have now. These deviations are, how-
ever, of no great importance. On the whole we can say that, although this
translation did not attain the high artistic level of the original, it had a wide
influence and enjoyed great popularity among the Buddhist believers. This
translation was in verse throughout. A number of other translations by Tan,
as for example the Dafangdengdajijing K755 KELL 9 show definitive pros-
imetric form. The alternation of prose with verse is here very common and
some of the rhymed sections are of considerable length. The verse lines are
of seven, five or four syllables.

From the period of the early Song a whole group of translators is known
to us.”’ Ten of them are of foreign origin, three of Chinese, five are prob-
ably Chinese, while the origin of one is unknown. The greatest volume of
work, to judge from what is preserved in the Ming Canon, falls to the transla-
tor Qiunabatuoluo KB FE&E™ known in China as Gong Dexian T4

Under the rule of Northern and Eastern Wei, too, there was a number
of translators, mostly of foreign origin. One of the most active of them was
Putiliuzhi 3% $2¥i % 7> who came from North India to China in the year 535.
With the help of Chinese assistants he translated more than thirty works.
Well-known is his translation of Jingangbanruobolnomijing %M\ FEH5 % & HE 487
in prosimetric form. Of the remaining translators of note belonging to this

petiod, we may mention Ji Jiaye 7 #7%7* and his translation in prosimetric

67 Buddhacarita-kavya (sitra), see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 1351.

68 See E. Wohlgemut: Uber die chinesische Version von Asvaghosha Buddhacharita, Berlin, Inaugural-
Dissertation, 1916, 76 pages.

69 Mahavaipulya-mahdsannipata-siitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 61.

70 See Nanjio, opus cit., p. 414—419.

71 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 81, p. 416 and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 3, chapter Yijing, p. 17.
72 See Nanijio, opus cit., No. 114, p. 427 and also Gaoseng zhuan, juan 1, chapter Yijing, p. 86.
73 Vajrachedika-prajiiaparamita-sitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 11.

74 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 110, p. 426.
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form of Fufagangyinynanjing SN2 58K 4% 487 where verses are mostly of five
syllables.

We shall mention only very briefly the translation work done during the
Sui period. From these years Nanjio notes six translators, of whom not one
is of Chinese origin. Of these the translator with the largest output was
Dunajueduo [E AU % 7 a native of Gandhara. In the Ming Canon thirty-six
translations are attributed to him. Definitely prosimetric form is employed,
for example, in his translation of the satra Dafangdengdajiscianhujing K7 55K
LB FELL 7 The verses are translated in seven-syllable lines.

And now a few brief observations on the language of these translations.
Demiéville™ makes this critical comment: “The Chinese translators worked
out for the translations of the Sanskrit Buddhist satras a special language,
which was not altogether the language of the vernacular, but differed at the
same time from the literary language in vocabulary, syntax and still more in
its easier rthythm, more natural than that of the Chinese written language.”

This assessment is very just. The reason why the translators could not take
over the literary language has been made clear above. Of main importance
was the audience for whom these translations were designed. This was the
general public and not merely the narrow circle of literati, who at that time
produced literature in the fossilized style of pian’ouwen B 3, where content
was subordinated to form. The style was of no use to translators who had
to serve practical needs. In spite of that, they also took over some of the
features of the pian’omwen style, but in a vulgarized form. The language of the
translations went through a certain development, from a very simple diction
to the style of translation represented by Kumarajiva, when the translators
set themselves high artistic standards.

In conclusion we may say that the translations of the Buddhist sutras
introduced new and interesting features into Chinese literature — the most
important being the prosimetric form — but that from the very beginning
they absorbed a number of purely Chinese elements. Thus was initiated the

fertile merging of Indian and Chinese influences, the translations gradually

75 Siitra of the record of the Nidana or the cause of transmitting the Dharmapitaka, see Nanjio, opus cit.,
No. 1340.

76 See Nanjio, opus cit., No. 129, p. 433.
77 Mahavaipulya-mahasanipata-bhadrapala-sitra, see Nanjio, opus cit., No. 75.

78 See “Les débuts de la littérature en Chinois vulgaire,” p. 566.
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lost their alien character, became domesticated and prepared the soil for the
growth of the rich literary form of the shuochang wenxue.

The Indian influence here represents a fruitful impulse, which very soon
assimilated itself to Chinese conditions. In this process the method of transla-
tion was of first importance: the translator — a foreigner — usually translated the
original text into Chinese orally, while Chinese scribes corrected his Chinese and
put down his translation in writing. These scribes were not of course Confucian
literati, but apparently simpler folk who were not so much bound by tradition
and were closer to the people.

Important, too, was the selection of the sutras. Works which enjoyed the
greatest popularity, were such, where the philosophy of Buddhism was repre-
sented in the form of realistic stories, in parables and metaphors instead in the
form of abstract theoretical treaties.

It should also be noted that very soon the translations of the satras formed
only a basis for the sermons. The monks and especially the less educated ones,
started to alter and adapt the sutras in order to increase their popularity among
the listeners. Thus the sermons were again enriched with new Chinese elements,
an aspect to which we shall devote attention in the following chapter.

Part two. The Recitation of Buddhist Stutras from the Earliest
Times till the Tang Dynasty

If we are to gain complete picture of the way in which the Buddhist sermons
became increasingly popular and moved more and more away from a strictly
religious basis, we must look more closely at the manner in which the satras
were recited. Comparatively early the translations of the satras provided only
the core of the sermons, to which new elements were added. It was above all
the music, accompanying the songs, then the explanations of the different
parts of the sutra in the preachers own words and, finally, the narration of
independent stories with religious themes. Such sermons then became very
popular among the masses.

At first the form of Buddhist sermons was very simple and strictly laid
down. The preacher took his place on a raised platform, paid honour to Bud-
dha and started to sing the introductory hymn. Then followed the recitation of
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the sutra. In conclusion he again sang a hymn, made obeisance to Buddha and
slowly and with dignity descended the platform.”

The believers also met at special meetings, where they repented their sins,
called on the name of Buddha, bowed their hands in adoration etc.

Even at this still quite simple stage the propagators of Buddhism came
up against the difficulty of introducing into China the Buddhist hymns, called
Janbai FEW which were sung in India to prescribed religious melodies with
instrumental accompaniment. It would have seemed quite simple just to take
over the music as it was. But the question was more complicated as we learn
from the old sources. It was very difficult to apply the more simple phonetic
values of Chinese to music otiginally composed for Sanskrit.*

The best solution of this problem and the one that was adopted was to
create new music which of course was under strong foreign influence. The
first composer of music to accompany the fanbai, is according to tradition Cao
Zhi %#ﬁ,“ but it is more probable that the creation of new melodies was not
the work of one man, but was the result of a longer development. Later the
hymn melodies were divided in China into two sections — fanbai and ghuandu
HRE®. Fanbai were the introductory hymns accompanied by wind and string
instruments, while the singing of the hymns and verses of the sutras — more
chant or recitative than songs — were called ghuandn.

To be able to fulfil his duties well, the monk had to be not only good reciter,
but also an accomplished singet. In Gaoseng ghuan®® we have many allusions to
what was required of the reciters of the satras and which of their accomplish-
ment were most highly esteemed. So, for example, speaking of Bo Faqiao V2
& (p. 74) it is said that from his youth he had a passion for reciting satras, but
was not very successful. All at once, after seven days fasting, his throat opened
and he was able to sing so that his voice could be heard far and wide. Of the

79 See Sun Kaidi: Lun zhongguo duanpian baihua xiaoshuo, p. 72.

80 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 13, Jingshi, p. 76, where we find the following comment: “The sounds of
Sanskrit are very rich, while those of Chinese are very simple. Were we to use Indian music to
accompany Chinese words, then there would be too much of musicand the singing of the hymn
would be difficult. If we should use the Chinese music for recitation of Sanskrit, then there would
be too little music for the words. Thus it was that the siitras were translated, but the Indian music
was not introduced (to China)”.

81 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 13, chapter Jingshi, p. 76.

82 See Wang Wencai: Introduction to the book “Dunhuang qu chutan,” p.15.

83 Seejuan 13, chapter Jingshi, p. 74-76.
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other famous reciters it was Zhi Tanyue S Z# (p. 74) whose voice is described
as being especially pure, resounding on all four sides and returning as an echo.
Also noted for his beautiful voice was the monk Zhi Zong £ 5% (p. 75), who
was such a skilled reciter that, at the night sermons, when the “snakes of sleep”
appeared, he had only to start reciting and no one felt tited any more.

Even if the preacher used every means to hold the attention of the audience,
it was not possible to do so with entire success so long as the believers did not
fully understand the meaning of what was sung. In the satras there were many
new thoughts and expressions which called forth questions among the listeners,
who no doubt often turned to the preaching monk for explanation. And thus
the sermons were enriched by new elements.

As to the performance of such sermons valuable matetial exists in Gaoseng
ghuan, chapter Jingshi and Changdao and in the bianwen also called jiangchang jingwen
FIBAS S found in the Dunhuang caves, especially the three fragments about
Vimalakirtti.® (A detailed analysis of these text will follow in a special study.)
Although these texts were written at a later period, they show very clearly how
the Buddhist sermons developed. The texts in question are composed of regular
sections, each containing a quotation from the sttra followed by its explana-
tion in prosimetric form. These texts are concrete, written records of popular
sermons, of “reading and singing sutras”, as practised during the Tang dynasty.
From certain allusions in Gaoseng ghuan it is evident, however, that this “reading
and singing of sutras” existed already in an earlier period.

About this we can form the following picture: at first the preacher probably
explained the difficult passages himself and he may also have answered ques-
tions given to him directly by the listeners. This of course was possible only
when there were not too many people present. But the duties of the preacher
were many — he had to recite, sing, explain and answer questions, so that soon
it was found to be too much for one person. Probably already from the begin-
ning of the fifth century two persons usually took part in the explanation and
recitation of the satras — it was the fashi i£Hf — the master of Buddhist laws
and the dujiang #BiHS — the preacher, — he was usually fashi’s pupil.

84 See Dunhuang bianwen huilu BESE L 58k, p. 29 et seq.

85 Both these terms occur, for example, in Gaoseng zhuan, chapter Yijue, juan 4, p. 24, where in the
description of the life of the monk Zhi Dun 373 itis said: “In the evening he left Shanyin to recite
the siatra Weimojie. Dun was fashi and Xu Xun 7 dujiang.” See also Sun Kaidi, opus cit., p. 105,
where there are further references to the existence of the fashi and dujiang.
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The fashi sat during the sermon on the left side, known as fazuo 1234 — “the
place, where the laws are explained”, on the right side sat the dujiang and his

seat was called jingzuo &8 or changjing zno WEEE BE, “the place where the sitras

are sung”

The fashi besides explaining the sttras had also to answer questions put by
the dujiang. These questions were called “nan” ¥ and the answers “fong” JH.¥
The explanation of the sutra given by the fashi was another new element in the
sermons. As long as it was given by highly educated priests it could not endanger
the strictly religious spirit of the whole sermon. But as soon as it got into the
hands of less well educated monks, it gave them a good opportunity for their
own descriptions and comparisons taken from real life and thus the penetration
of secular elements was greatly facilitated.

Besides the fashi and the dujiang, an important part in the ceremonies
connected with the sermons was taken by the monk known as the changdao.
Originally the ritual at the sermons prescribed prayer, but soon this proved
to be too tedious and monotonous for the believers.*® To revive their in-
terest when it was flagging a monk was invited who could sing to them in

13

‘and
2589

the middle of the ceremony, when the listeners were tired and sleepy
through the singing about Buddhist laws open the heart of the people.
He told them about “causes and effects”, “about the circle of life and
death”, about the meaning of the sermon. His performance was, as we can
imagine, successful. The attention of the listeners was captured and the
ceremony could go on. Soon some of the monks went in exclusively for
changdao. The author of Gaoseng zhuan devotes the whole final chapter to
them, although he feels it necessary to excuse himself for giving so much
attention to such a small and unimportant art, which however, as he says is
very popular (p. 78). In comparison with the other features of the religious
ceremony this element of changdao was the newest and gave the greatest
scope to storytelling talents among the monks and the opportunity now and
again to introduce some secular theme into the narration.

Such a performance of the changdao is vividly described by the author of
Gaoseng huan: “The monks of all four grades concentrated their thoughts,

86 See Sun Kaidi, opus cit., p. 107—108.

87 See Sun Kaidi, opus cit., p. 115.

88 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 13, chapter Changdao, p. 78.
89 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 13, chapter Changdao, p. 78.
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folded their hands and were silent. Then the preacher ceremoniously lifted the
censer. His speech was melodic, his argumentation vivid, his words without end.
When he talked of the spirit which comes in the time of death everybody trem-
bled with fear, when he talked of hell, everybody shed tears. When he preached
about past causes, everybody saw the past rise up before him. When he talked
about future consequences, everybody began to anticipate the rewards which
await him. When he talked about joy, everybody was happy. When he spoke of
sad things, everybody wept and was filled with grief.””

Thus at a very early stage we see that distinct narratory elements are present
in the performances of the Buddhist monks. We do not know exactly what form
changdao took at first, but we can presume that they were composed in prosimetric
form from the description of the main qualifications which were required of
a monk performing changdao. He had to have sheng & — voice, bian ¥ — the ability
to dispute, aai 7" — talent and finally bo {# — wide knowledge. “He who has no
voice cannot hold the attention of the listeners. He who cannot dispute, cannot
cope with a situation, who has no talent, his words are of no use, and he who has
no wide knowledge, has no proper foundation for his preaching””'

The main qualities which were required of the changdao were also those
which were later characteristic of the storytellers in the Song marketplaces, who
had to recite fluently as when “a small ball runs over a board”, or “as when
water is poured into a cup.”

Thus the Buddhist sermons gradually came closer to the common people.
One of the reasons was that preaching was entrusted to less scholarly monks
simply because more and more preachers were needed. In any case the common
folk did not demand such erudition from the preacher, but had his own require-
ments which the monks, if they wanted to satisfy their audience had to respect.
It was above all the demand for comprehensible and interesting subject-matter
and not least was the enjoyment derived from the pleasant music.

In Gaoseng hnan’® we read that the patterns of the musical melodies com-
posed, according to tradition, by Cao Zhi were changing all the time. Many of
them were interpreted incorrectly, so that gradually the original basis was en-

tirely lost. The religious melodies began to merge with secular folk melodies,

%  Seejuan 13, chapter Changdao, p. 78.
91 See Gaoseng zhuan, juan 13, chapter Changdao, p. 78.
92 Seejuan 13, chapter Jingshi, p. 76.
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especially melodies from the region of Zheng K and Wei 187 and thus during
the Tang period there was no longer anyone who could compose music of
an exclusively religious character. This penetration of folk melodies into the
singing of sutras was an important factor in the popularisation of the satras.
What, however, was to the liking of the common listeners, did not please the
noble and scholarly monks, and so the author of Xugaoseng zhuan also talks of
the decline of the recitations.” He reproaches the singers for their fondness
for the melodies of Zheng and Wei and for the careless way in which they
took over this free music, in which there is much that is vulgar and secular
and so brings confusion into the people’s minds instead of showing them
the right way.

The original fanbai then came to be called zianyin R — heavenly music — or

. 2 HIL, 2 . .
baizan HEE or gezan SJAEJ’,%, a meaning a “hymn of pralse”.°5

96

In Xugaoseng zhuan™ the melodies are grouped according to their place of
origin, and we can assume that the purely religious music was by then entirely
lost. The author of Xugaoseng zhuan describes the melodies of different regions
and points out the main differences especially between northern and southern
melodies.

Though the Buddhist authorities observed with satisfaction the growing
influence of Buddhism, they no doubt realized the danger of too great pop-
ularisation of the sermons for their greater tendency to break away from the
religious basis. Therefore five errors were enumerated for the monks to avoid:
it was a mistake for the monk 1. to sing in too enthusiastic voice, 2. to arouse
among the listeners a love for his own voice. 3. It was also a mistake when
the laity started to imitate him and 4. when the song did not leave in people
solemn feelings but on the contrary 5. brought confusion into their hearts.”’

From this we can see that the higher Buddhist priests looked with disfa-
vour on the acting of the priests during the singing of hymns and recitations
of satras. But they were also aware that these preachers were gaining new
adherents for the Buddhist faith. And so at this stage, they did not make any

special prohibitions as far as the manner of preaching was concerned and

93 See Sun Kaidi, opus cit., p. 66.

94 Seejuan 30, chapter Zake shengde pian, p. 59.
95 See Zhou Shujia, opus cit., p. 13.

9  Seejuan 30, chapter Zake shengde pian, p. 60.
97 See Sun Kaidi, opus cit., p. 73.
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gave the monks a comparatively free hand. The educated monks looked on
the fashi and changdao with a good deal of contempt, but this only drove the
common monks into closer contact with the people. It is certain that the ex-
planation of the sttras became increasingly free and that for example two or
three sentences of the sitra, themselves quite comprehensible, were explained
in a flood of words, sometimes entirely irrelevant to the original text.

Xugaoseng zhuan severely criticised the performance of the changdao saying
that they were insufficiently educated and that they were sometimes even vulgar:
“When they talked about the free manners of beautiful women, so it may even
induce men and women to elope. Common people may be moved, by this, but
good monks will stop their ears and educated people will feel cold at heart.””®

It is of course natural that the monks had to adapt their preaching to the
kind of public to which it was addressed.” In preaching to monks their aim was
to evoke in them pious thoughts. In preaching to educated people their style
must be elegant and learned. While for the common people such stories they
could readily understand were the most suitable.

In conclusion we may say that the main characteristic of the Buddhist
sermons in the period extending from the Later Han to the beginning of
Tang, was gradual departure from their original simple and strict form and the
constant penetration of national elements, especially through the medium of
music and the oral explanation of the text of the sutras. Special storytelling
features too, were introduced into the performances of the changdao.

Up to the beginning of the Tang dynasty the development had not yet gone
so far as to necessitate the expulsion of the preachers from the temples. The ties
between the newly developing forms and religion became increasingly loose and
very soon the time came when the religious sermons developed purely secular
forms as in some of the Dunbuang biamwen. Thus a new literature and art was

born on Chinese soil.

98 Seejuan 30, chapter Zake shengde pian, p. 59.
99 Seejuan 30, chapter Zake shengde pian, p. 59.
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Some Questions Connected with
Dunhuang Bianwen

Abstract: The paper discusses the challenges in defining Dunbuang bianwen as a
literary genre. First, it reviews the history of the existing bianwen collections,
highlighting their contributions to the field. The disputable content of these
collections opens a discussion about which Dunhuang texts are supposed to be
designated bianwen. Unfortunately, only a limited number of rolls have maintained
the original designation. Considering this, the paper identifies content as an ad-
ditional classification criterion. Moreover, it points out the significance of the
prosimetrical form. Consequently, it emphasizes that some other literary forms
must be considered while investigating biamwen. In light of this, the article pro-
vides a list of texts that can be categorized as either biamwen or other Dunhuang
texts that are closely related to them. The second part of the article introduces
the plurality of approaches used by different scholars while defining the literary
genre of bianwen and provides a new insight into the issue.

Keywords: Chinese Buddhist literature, Dunhuang texts, biamwen, narrative, pro-
simetrical form.

Dunbunang bianwen BI85 3L often briefly described as huaben 7% A — it is hand-
books of texts for narration of either sacred or secular content — are very im-
portant Chinese literary documents. They not only contribute to the knowledge
of the development of narratives combined with song — shuachang wenxue 5t
ME SCE: but also throw light on certain features of the short story, of the folk
novel and of the folk drama.

The discovery of biamwen has helped to fill in an appreciable gap in the his-
tory of Chinese literature. Nevertheless, although more than half a century has
passed since then, these important and valuable texts have not yet been adequaly
investigated.! The reason is probably that not till recently were the principal texts

1 Beforethisarticleappearedin printavery valuable book by Arthur Waley, Ballads and Stories from
Tun-huang, George Allen and Unwin LTD 1960 was published. It contains the English translations
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reprinted in an edition which would satisfy the requirements of scholars. The
original texts are deposited mainly in three different libraries — in the Peking Li-
brary (Begjing tushugnan), in the British Museum and in the Bibliotheque Nationale
de Paris. Prior to 1954 the biamwen were published occasionally in periodicals
except for several pioneering and now not easily accessible publications from
which the following are the most important: Luo Zhenyu’s ZE 4k £ Dunbuang
lingshi SRR, published in the Luoshi gianyinben, 1924. Tuo Zhenyu was the
first to reprint fragments of four texts, which he termed fags {1, and which are
known under the titles: Weimajie wenjipin biamven 4 JBE 55 15 i 5 3L, Xz'zmgmo
bianwen |5 JB5 55 I Huanxi gnowang bianwen S B F 5 and Ji Bu Ge AR
From further works there is the already more comprehensive collection edited by
Liu Fu RU18: Dunbuang duosuo ZLIEFEIA published in 1925 by Zhongyang yanjin-
yuan in 2 vols., which contains the texts deposited in the Bibliothéque Nationale
de Patis, copied by Liu Fu during his stay in Paris. It consists of 104 fragments of
texts of all kinds. Among the bianwen here texts with secular themes predominate.
Another pioneering work is the collection Dunbuang shishi xiejingtiji yu Dunbuang
zaln HEA = E R E AL R A, compiled by Xu Guolin FFBIFE, 2 vols.,
published by Shangwu yinshuguan, Shanghai, 1937. The first volume of this
publication contains over 400 collected manusript notes made by copyists and
commentators of Dunhuang texts. The second volume reproduces 12 bianwen
texts, the originals of which are in the Peking Library.

The growing interest in folk literature prompted the endeavour to com-
pile a new colection of bianwen, which came out in China in 1954 under the
designation Dunhuang bianwen huiln FUIE5% L SR, of which Zhou Shaoliang
JA# I was the editor. It was brought out by the publishing house Shanghai
chubangongsi. There are 36 texts in this collection. In 1955 a second revised
and enlagred edition was published. The book Dunhuang bianwen huiln though it
contributes to a basic acquitance of the reader with the bianwen, cannot serve
as a basis for research work owing to the uncritical reproduction of the texts
without notes, even though in the second edition some of the shortcomings of
the first one were corrected. Two years later a valuable addition to the literature
on biamwven appeared with the comprehensive two-volume collection: Dunbuang
bianwenyji T8 LEE edited by Wang Zhongmin T H [X, \X/ang Qingshu T &
j‘X Zhou Yiliang /& J&— § Qi Gong ' Ij] Zeng Yigong 5 B ZE N and Xiang Da
['—JJQE, published by the Renminwenxue chubanshe. The texts are provided with

of important Dunhuang texts.
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rich glossaries and notes and it is the most satisfactory publication to appear so
far in this domain of literary research.

The task of compiling a selection conforming to the requirements of schol-
ars is particularily difficult, not only because the texts are not easily accessible,
but also because the reconstruction of the ancient often not well preserved rolls
calls for a comprehensive knowledge of the Tang language and of the social
and historical background. Here must be stressed that the textual criticism in
the collection Dunhuang bianwenji is carried out (with the exception of minor
blemishes) with thoroughness and accuracy and is the work of qualified spe-
cialists. We have, however, certain critical reservations as regards the choice of
the texts and their classification and certain opinions put forward by the editors
on the basic questions relating to bianwen as a literary genre.

Above all, it has not yet been laid down with precision which of the large
body of Dunhuang texts can be really called biamwen, nor has the exact and
exhaustive definition of this literary gente been so far formulated.

In seeking for a solution to these problems I should suggest that first of all
we should select from the Dunhuang texts those which are designated bianwen
in the original manuscripts. This first and in my opinion essential step has so
far been neglected and, in fact, we meet with the tendency to call all Dunhuang
literary rolls bianmwen. This is the case, for instance, in the collection: Dunbuang
biamwenji. Included among bianwen are also texts which, in the original rolls are
designated either /i B — for instance Han Peng fu HEAAER P 26532 or shi 5 — for
example Ye Jingneng shi BEIFRERE, S 6836, or ¢ &), see for instance Xianii ci yiben
I 22, P 3350 and others. This only adds unnecessarily to the difficulty of
finding an accurate definition of true bianwen. On the other hand, however, the
publication of these texts with critical notes is highly recommendable, for it helps
to give us a picture of how rich and varied was verbal folk art in the Tang period.

Besides manuscripts bearing one or other of their original designations,
whether bianwen ot fu, shi or ¢, a large body of fragments was found in Dun-
huang without designation. Most of these texts, rightly or wrongly, are included
in the category of biamwen. The rolls in which the original designation, bianwen,
has been preserved are relatively few. Insofar as the accessible material is known

to me, they comprise the following:

2 P 2653 is the index number of the Dunhuang text, P is abbreviation for Pelliot and (in other
instances) S for Stein. In Peking Library the index number consists from one Chinese character
and number, as for example chengzi % 7.
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1. Theme: Xiangmo

Texts:

a)  Xiangmo bianwen yijuan V& BES L —2, S 5511, nine lines,
including title.

b) Xiangmo bianwen yijuan, without number and with the des-
ignation at the end. Together with text a) it forms one roll
torn into two parts. Prosimetrical form.

c) Xiangmo bian yijuan, S 4398, lines 1—41 with title.

2. Theme: Mulian B 1#

Texts:

) Damu gianlian mingjian jinmm bianwen bing tn yijuan K FH §21E
e BRI E— 4%, S 2614. The text is complete.
The title is noted at the beginning and at the end. The latter
runs: Damujianlian bianwen yijnan RN B HEHEE L —4. The
text is in prosimetrical form.

b) Damugiantian mingjian jinmu bianwen yijuan, P 3107, in prosi-
metrical form.

©)  Damungianlian bianwen yijnan, Beijing yingzi AL BT 76. The
beginning is missing, the designation is at the end. In prosi-

metrical form.

3. Theme: Baxiang )\

Texts:

Basciangbian )\}5%, Beijing, yunzi 225 24. The title itself is miss-
ing, but the designation Baxiangbian is on the back of the roll,
which is otherwise blank. In prosimetrical form.

4. Theme: Pinposuolnowang Y25 T

Texts:

a)  Pinposnoluowang hongong cainii- gongdeyi gongyang ta shengtian yin-
ymanbian FREEFE T )5 B AR L E R RS RN 552,

S 3491. The end is missing; In prosimetrical form.

5. Theme: Pomo 1% JEE

Texts:

Pomo bian yijuan T JBE 5% — 45, P 2187. Designation at the end of
the text. At the beginning, it is designated Xiangmobianshi yazno-
wen B BESE 7R BE 3L, Tn prosimetrical form.

Manuscripts of secular content:
1. Theme: Lin Jia taizi RIZX KT

54

Texts:

Lin Jia taizi bian yjjnan P ZF KT 5% —35, P 3645 — designation at
the end of the text. At the beginning of the text: Qian Han Liu Jia
taizi zhuan WIERIZK K F 4. The text is exclusively in prose.
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2. Theme: Shunzi Tk

Texts: ) Shunzi bian 5E 145, S 4654 — fragment. Only the first part
of the manuscript is preserved. It contains the original title.
Prose throughout.

b)  Shunzi Zhiiao biamven yjuan 5§ BZF5E L —45, P 2721. The
second part, which though it links up with a) is obviously not
of the same origin. The designation is at the end. The text is in
prose, but concluded with two poems.

3. Theme: Hanjiang Wang Ling 58 T %

Texts: a) Hanjiang Wang Ling bian V3% T 5. Text originally in the
possession of Shao Xunmei fil¥J3E, now in the Peking Li-
brary. In prosimetrical form.

b) Hanjiang Wang Ling bian, S 5437, in prosimentrical form.

) Han banian Chu mie Han xing Wang Ling bian yipu 3 )\5F-
HE R B 5% — 8, P 3627. Designation at the end of
the roll. This roll is one of the three parts into which a sin-
gle roll is torn, the parts being catalogued under numbers:
P 3627 [1], P 3867 and P 3627 [2]. The text is in prosimetri-
cal form throughout.

Thus in the category of religious themes texts’ treating of five different sub-
jects are preserved and the secular category comprises three subjects. The
different themes are then often treated in several variants, which points to the
considerable popularity they must have enjoyed. In the original designations
the term bianwen occurs in our survey six times and the term bzan nine times.
The religious texts are written in a very characteristic prosimetrical form,
which is reminiscent of translations of Buddhist satras into Chinese. The
same form is adopted for bianwen of secular content: Hanjiang Wang Ling bian.

I think that this preliminary narrowing down of the texts to those that are
undeniably bianwen being as such designated in the original titles will to some
extent pave the way for further research.

The second step then will be to add to them those texts which though not
actually bearing the designation on the original roll, may from their form and
content be held to be bianwen.

Here I should list the following texts:
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Religious themes:
a)  Taizi chengdao bianwen ¥ NI 3L, P 3496, prosimetrical form
ditto S 4480, short fragment, prose only
ditto S 4128, short fragment, prose only
ditto S 4633, short fragment, prose only
ditto S 3096, short fragment, prose only
b)  Mudsan bianwen I 55 3L, Peking, chengzi I 96, prosimetrical form.
) Diyu bianwen YERSE L, Peking yizi A< 33, prosimetrical form.

Secular themes:

) Wu Zixu bianwen ¥ 755 3C, P 3213, beginning of the story
Wu Ziscu bianwen
ditto S 6331, short fragment
ditto S 328, main body of the story
ditto P 2794, similar to S 328
All texts are in prosimetrical form.

b)  Meng Jiangnii bianwen 132 L33, P 5039.

o) Li Ling bianwen 258 3L, fragment, Peking Library, not numbered,
prosimetrical form.

d) Wang Zhaojun bianwen TWAFSEIL, P 2553, fragment, prosimetrical
form.

€) Zhang Huaishen bianwen 5RUETRSE L, P 3451, fragment, prosimetrical
form.

) Qin Hu bianwen FHEE L, S 133 rhythmic prose.

@) Dong Yong bianwen AR, S 2204, all in verse. (This form, too, was
evidently intended for singing and narrating. The verses only, however,
have been recorded in writing, while the prose was improvised and
added by the storyteller.)

h)  Zhang Yichao bianwen 5RFET5E L, P 2962, prosimetrical form.

Summing up we may say that the texts which we can call authentic bianwen are
both of religious and secular content, and that the majority of them are written
in a characteristic prosimetrical form.

Let us first of all pay attention to the fact, that bianwen are written in a form,
which consists of alternation of verse and prose. From it developed a charac-

teristic literary genre — narratives combined with song — whose development
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we can follow in the Chinese literary tradition uninterruptedly from the Tang
period up to the present day.

If we take prosimetrical form as the main criterion for our further selection
of texts belonging to the body of bianwen, we see that among the Dunhuang
rolls have been preserved, in addition to those enumerated above, a group of
unusually interesting texts written in this form. They differ from the above-men-
tioned religious bzamwen in that that they contain direct quotations from sutras,
which are then expounded in verse and prose in such a way as to make them
understandable for the uneducated listener. These texts are usually called — texts
for the exposition of the satras — jiangingwen 545 3, after the title of the text
P 3808 Changxing sinianzhong xing dianying shengjie jiangjingwen 1= 5L U 4F v B
JiEBE I S AS 3L This text is in prosimetrical form and contains quotations
from the sutras.

Other rolls of the same character, but without original designation, are:

b) Jingang banrno  bolwomijing  jiangiingwen 4 AT I A EE AL FHAL L,

P 2133 with quotations from the Diamond Sutra. Several quotations
from the satra are introduced by the typical storyteller’s formula —
changjianglai WEFE B — now we shall start to sing,

) Foshuo Amitujing jiangjingwen Mt Pl FEALFHAE L, with quotations

from The Amida Buddha Sttra, P 2931. Prosimetrical form.

d) Foshuo Amitnojing jiangingwen, S 6551. A somewhat different way of

quoting sutras. Prosimetrical form.

e) Foshuo Amitnojing jiangiingwen, P 2955, short fragment, prosimetrical

form.

f)  Foshuo Awmituojing jiangiingwen, 3 rolls of the same content, P 2122,

P 3420 and Peking yingi 62 FX F751 5.

Q) Miaofa lianbuajing jiangjingwen WIEFEHELLTHAL L, P 2305. Quotations

from the Lotus Sutra are introduced with: Changjianglas.

h) Miaofa lianbuajing jiangjingwen, P 2133. Quotations from sutra are intro-

duced with: Changjianglai. Prosimetrical form.

i) Weimgjiging jiangiingwen HEFEERETHAEL, S 3872, prosimetrical form.

Quotations from the Vimalakirti Sttra are introduced with: Changjianglai.

i) Weimojiejing jiangjingwen, S 3872, prosimetrical form. Quotations from

sutra are introduced with: Changjianglai.

k)  Weimojiejing jiangiingwen, P 2292, prosimetrical form. Quotations from

sutra are introduced with: Changjianglai.
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Weimajigjing jiangingwen, P 3079 and Peking gnangzi 94 Y5 /L. Pro-
simetrical form. Quotations from sutra introduced with: Changjiangla:.
The designation at the end of the Peking roll runs: Chishijing di‘erjuan 5

JLERSY e o

m) Wenshu wenji diyijnan SR 195 55— 4. This is the original designation

)
b)

at the end of the roll, which is usually referend to as Weimagjiejing jiang-
Jingwen (see, for instance Dunhuang bianwenji, p. 632). The original text
was the property of Luo Zhenyu. Prosimetrical form. Quotations from
sutra are introduced with: Changjianglai. At the end of the roll there is
the same designation as at the beginning;

(In the Dunbuang bianwenji, included among the jiangingwen, is text P 323,
which is entirely in verse. It is nearer in character, however, to yazuowen
D).

Foshuo guan Mile Pusa shangsheng Donshuaitian jing jiangjingwen 155085 %))
T AR AR R AT AL L, P 3093, prosimetrical form.

Fumn enzhongjing jiangiingwen L BF B B ELFELE L, P 2418. Prosimetrical
form. At the end the designation: Yousu dilin 518 557,

Fumu enzhongjing jiangjingwen, Peking, hezi 12 0] -1 5. Prosimetrical
form. Quotations from the sutra are introduced with: Changjiangla:.
Taigi chengdaojing yijuan XT FIELE—45, P 2999. The original desig-
nation is preserved and the text represents a transitional form between
Jiangjingwen and bianwen. 1t alternates verse and prose, does not quote the
sutra directly, but we find in it the typical changjianglai. Identical in con-
tent are rolls S 548, S 2652, P 2924, P 2299, S 4626 and Peking giangi
80 T\ 5.

Wichangjing jiangiingwen 70T &ETHAL L, P 2305, Almost all in verse,
with only short prosaic passages interspersed.

In listing the texts which we wish to make subject of our investigation, we must
also take into consideration those rolls designated yuangi 3%@, which do not
differ in form from bianwen of religious content. The designation yuanqi occurs
among the Dunhuang rolls in connection with the following texts:

Mulian ynangi B 5L, P 2193,
Huanxi guowang yuan yibenxieqi B 80 F 45— A 53 2. This designation
is noted at the end of the text. The roll was originally divided into two
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parts — the first part being in the possession of Luo Zhenyu. Now it is
deposited in the Shanghaishi wenwu baoguan weiyuanhui. The second
part is in Paris under cat. no P 3375.

Chounii yuangi fif 27 %55 EC. This is the title of text P 3048. Almost iden-
tical with it are four more texts. Of these, text S 2114 is entitled Chounii
Jingangyuan BRI 445, The others are: S 4511, P 3592 and P 2945,
Text P 3048 has the following interesting note at the end: Shanglai suo-
shuo choubian L HEFTEREAS%. — Thus was told the story (bian) on the

ugly woman.

Finally, we may number among the yzang: the text (without original title) Nantuo
chujia ynangi VG H ZK 45, P 2324,

An important feature in the recitation of jiangjingwen and biamwen were the

short verse introductions — yaguowen. We mention them because they contribute

to our picture of popular interpretations of sutras.

Yazuowen, originally so entitled:

)

b)

9
d

©)
)

g
h)

Weimajing yazmowen HEBELEHR JBE 3L, S 2440, two copies on the same roll.
Other identical texts: P 3210, S 1441, P 223.

Sanshen yaznowen = SR HEL, S 2440.

Baxiang yazuowen )\AHFJEE ST, S 2440.

Wenshi jing jiangchang yaznowen It % &EGHEMEFTHESL, S 2440 and the
identical text P 3210.

Zugjie senglu dashi yazmowen Fr- A1 $5% KRl J2 3L, S 3728.

Gu Yuanjian dashi ershisixiao yazuowen 55|58 K Ef — VY224 86 3L,
S 7 and the identical rolls P 3361, S 3728.

Yazunowen P 2044.

Xiangmo bianshen yaznowen [ JEESFFRIR L L, P 2187 — this is the title
on a text which is designated at the end Pomo bianwen. The designation

yazguowen relates to the introduction which precedes the bianwen proper.

The two remaining yagunowen are without original title:

)
b)

Yazuowen, S 4474.
Buzhi ming yazmowen KN4 HESL, P 3128.
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We have thus delimited the larger body of texts which we may call bianwen and
the other Dunhuang texts closely related to them. These we may divide into
two principal categories:

1. Texts of religious content.

2. Texts of secular content.
The first category would then contain the following sub-divisions:

a) Texts quoting sutras — jiangjingwen.

b) Texts without quotations from sutras — bzamwen and yuangi.

©) Versified introductions — yazuowen.

As the form of the texts included under the heading bianwen and other Dun-
huang texts closely related to them, is with only a few exceptions (most notably
the verse yaguowen) the same, i.e. prosimetrical, we shall make the subject-matter
the principal criterion in grouping them. This is the procedure adopted by
Zheng Zhenduo SFHIRSE (see Zhongguo suwenxaeshi B SCE: 5, published by
Zuojia chubanshe, Beijing, 1954, 2 vols., vol. 1, p. 205) and Zhou Shaoliang (see
op. cit., p. XII). Zhou Shaoliang sub-divides the first category into the following
three groups: a) texts with quotations from sutras, b) texts without quotations
from sutras, the verse being introduced by some fixed formula such as dang er
hishi & T Z IF§ and under c) texts of essentially the same character as those
grouped under a) and b), but without in introductory formula preceding the
verses. I consider this third group unnecessary, as there is no basic difference
in the texts and suggest their being bracketed with those under b).

We come across a rather different approach to the problem of grouping
bianwen in the collection Dunbuang bianwenji. Here grouping is carried out, as
already mentioned, on the basis of the inclusion of a very wide body of texts
from Dunhuang, regardless of their inherent differences of form and content
and not considering the prosimetrical form to be one of the main distinguishing
features of biamwen. The editors of the collection divide the texts which they all
call bianwen into two main categories (see op. cit., p. 1); 1. historical tales (/ishi
gushi JEE LT and 2. Buddhist tales (fojiao gnshi M), The historical
tales are further subdivided according to the form into those written in a) pro-
simetrical form, b) in prose and ¢) in dialogue. The Buddhist tales are grouped
under a) tales about Buddha, b) exposition of sutras in prosimetrical form and

¢) Buddhist tales in general.
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As regard this basic grouping, I would point out that the use of the term —
historical tales — is not accurate. A much more suitable designation is — secular
tales —, in contrast to religious or, still better, Buddhist tales. There are, namely,
among the historical tales in the Dunbuang bianwenji several which are undoubt-
edly bianwen, but which draw on contemporary events for their subject matter
(Zheng Zhenduo calls them jimwen % [H — topical tales, see op. cit., p. 252). An
example is Bianwen on Zhang Yichao. In addition, grouped along with historical
tales, are in the book also texts written in dialogue form, such as Cha jiu lun

Yijnan 945 and Xianii fuci % 5, which are neither historical tales

nor are they bianwen in the strict use of the term. At the same time I support
the view that, considering the close and demonstrable connection between /-
anwen and Buddhist expositions of sutras, Buddhist tales should form the first
category and secular tales the second one. Here, however, we are faced with a
deeper problem: What is the origin of the biamwen? Secular — or did these texts
develop from expositions of sutras? The compilers of Dunbuang bianwenji, while
not giving a formal answer to this question, indicate by their groupings that
they incline to the view that bianwen are of secular origin and that they consider
the influence of Buddhist literature to be of secondary importance. One of
the editors — Xiang Da — puts forward in his introduction to this collection of
Dunhuang texts a number of important questions (see p. 4): In what period
did the biamwen become popular? Did they originate in the temples or did this
kind of combined narrative and song exist previously among the people? And
at once he adds that it is difficult, owing to the lack of material, to find the
answer to these questions.

We cannot, however, quite agree with this view. In our opinion, Xiang Da
and his collaborators have unnecessarily complicated matters by giving too
broad connotation to the term biamwen and have not drawn an accurate enough
line between true bianwen and texts having the form of prose stories, or of long
Jfuor of dialogue. It is obvious that many prose pieces preserved in Dunhuang
are tales designed more for reading than for telling. In the texts written in dia-
logue form, we can then follow the transition to drama, while true bianwen were
a specific form, different from these, though closely connected with them. Let
us attemp now, taking as our starting-point the typical features of the above
delimited body of texts, clear up the relation of biamwen not only to the Buddhist
expositions of the satras but also to the Chinese tradition of verbal art.
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The bianwen, as we find them recorded in writing in Dunhuang, date from the
Tang period and also partly from the beginnings of the Five Dynasties. Zheng
Zhenduo (see op. cit., vol. 1, p. 268) lays down, as the outside limits of this period,
the beginning of the reign of the Emperor Xuan Zong (713-756) and the seventh
year of the reign of the Emperor Zhen Ming (921 A.D.). The determining of the
period when bianwen flourished is made easier by the fact that some of the texts
are dated in notes added by the copyists or revisers (see, for instance, the text
Jingang banruoboluomijing jiangjingwen, P 2133, or Weimojiejing jiangjingwen, P 2292).
The eatliest biamwen and other texts found in Dunhuang are separated by more
than three centuries from the oldest Dunhuang texts, while the dates of the last
Dunhuang texts correspond roughly to the dates of the last bianwen.

It should be remembered too that the bianwen, as they have come down to
us, are not from the brush of the original authors, but mostly — and especialy
the jiangjingwen — are the work of copyists, whether monks or laymen, who
copied them with the same purpose as they copied sutras, namely, as a pious
act that would help them to the fulfilment of their wishes. Besides, it is evident
that there were also professional copyists in Dunhuang. The latter worked for
a fee, being commissioned to make copies of sutras and other religious texts
for those who wished, without personal exertion, but for a sum of money, to
acquire merit. A number of rolls found in Dunhuang even note the fee was
paid to the copyist. Among the reasons that prompted believers to make or
have copies made were, for instance, husband’s sickness or the desire to return
from a distant place to one’s native village. Some notes written on the rolls show
that the copying of sutras was an act of piety executed in some cases with the
greatest care, the text having been collated twice or thrice with the original.
Side by side, however, with these carefully copied rolls are other texts which
are very negligently copied — among them several biamwen — with many wrong
or artificially constructed characters where the copyist was unable to read the
original. The authors of these copies were probably monks with little education
or semi-illiterate women devoted to the Buddhist faith. (See Introduction to the
book Dunbuang shishi xiejingtiji yn Dunbuang zalu.)

Bianwen were thus written and copied in the course of two centuries — from
the middle of the eight to the middle of the tenth century of our era. Prior to
this period we have no proofs of the existence of similar literatury creations
under the title bzamwen and the term itself disappears with the closing of the
Dunhuang caves, although the form continues under different designations in
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varying kinds of folk storytelling up to the present day. What then were bianwen
and what was the meaning of this special term?

The views of scholars are not unanimous in their interpretation of the term.
Zheng Zhenduo (see op. cit. p. 190) explains — bian — as a verb with the meaning
of — to change —, so that — bianwen would mean something like — a changed
text —, in the sence of — to change the original religious text to popular exposi-
tions — sujiang 1A Zheng Zhenduo notes in this connection the existence of
the term — bianxiang 5 #H, the name given to paintings on walls or on scrolls
preserved in Dunhuang. On the same analogy, he explains — bianxiang as — sutra
changed into pictures —. Professor Sun Kaidi FAHE S holds a different view (see
Lun Zhungguo duanpian baibua xiaoshuo wyH BIFLR FI55 /N, published by Tang
di chubanshe, 1953, pp. 1-2). He does not explain the meaning of the word —
bian — as — to change —, but as — unusual, special —. According to Sun Kaidi,
bianwen are thus texts which narrate something unusual or special. A similar
view is evidently shared by Zhou Shaoliang (see op. cit., pp. X—XI), who states
without further explanations that biamwen signifies — verbally explained strange
stories in the sutras.

The question of biamwen has also attracted the interest of Japanese scholars.
Professor Naba Toshisada 3V F] 5, for instance, assumes that the main put-
pose of bianwen was to serve as a verbal accompaniment to, or commentary on,
the pictures known as bianxiang (see Zoko to henbun 187t & 58 3L, Bukkyo shigakn,
nos. 2—4, Showa 25, published by Bukkyo shigakukai, p. 104). He explains —
xiang — in the word — bianxiang— as meaning the same as — renxiang NAH —and —
bian — as equivalent to — bianhua 34t —. As a Buddhist term the designation
bianxiang was originally used only for the picture of Buddha, but later came to
be used in a wider sense for the depicting of other circumstances and incidents,
but always bearing some relation to — bian —, change —, that is, to various events
forming the content of the stories about Buddha. A similar explanation to that
given by Prof. Naba is offered by Kanaoka Terumitsu [ 43 [if], namely that
biamwen, as Chinese equivalent to the Sanskrit — parinnama — (in the sense of —
stories about the life of Buddha or about the life of other saints (see Kanaoka
Terumitsu Chugokn bungakushi kenkysi hihi no ichi mondai "1 B SC 5 SR 5T T7
%D — [ published by Junshin joshi tanki daigaku p. 34). Bianxiang is then
the Chinese equivalent for the sanskrit — mandara — picture of Buddha and of
the stories of his life. — (The painting of mandara was particularly widespread
in Tibet and in Mongolia.)
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Thus both Japanese authors agree with the view of Zheng Zhenduo that —
bian — has the meaning — to change —, but differ in respect of what it is that
changes. According to scholars Naba and Kanaoka — bian — relates to the changes
in the flow of events, that is to the different episodes, while Zheng Zhenduo
relates it to a change in form — a change of the original sutra into a story or into
a visual representation. Here it is of interest to recall the view of Prof. Pelliot,
which is basically in agreement with Naba’s. J. Prasek quotes Pelliot in his work —
Researches into the Beginnings of the Chinese Popular Novel —, Archiv Orientdlni,
11, 1939, — in connection with his use of the English translation of the term
biamwen as — changing texts — (p. 104 et. seq.): “I doubt that pien-wen is altered
texts. Of the meaning of pien and pien-hsiang for the scenes illustrating episodes
of Buddhist satras and the Japanese use of the term bengo. The Buddhist use is
the most ancient one and may apply to — episodes — as a transitory aspect of a
permanent truth.”

The author of the article — Hen o henbun 55 & 53 — Umetsu Jiro U BB A
1 (in the periodical Kokka [B#E, No 760, July 1953, published by Kokkakai,
pp- 191-207), supports the view that — bian — is the Chinese analogy for the San-
skrit — mandara — He rejects the view of Sun Kaidi and stresses that the meaning
of bian is closely connected with the Buddhist terminology and quotes old sources
in confirmation. According to Umetsu, the designation bianwen relates only to
that part of the Dunhuang texts written as an explanatory commentary on the
pictures. This was originally its principal function and hence, too, the designation.
In the course of time bianwen became separated from biansciang (p. 194) and came
to form an independent literary genre.

In the preceding paragraphs we have summed up the main views as to the
meaning of the term bian or bianmwen. None of them, of course, can give a fully
satisfactory answer, for we are dealing with the reconstruction of a very ancient
term and one used for unofficial, folk literature, and, furthermore, a term,
which occurred only in a certain limited period. We have seen that the authors
of the above cited views base their deductions on a translation of the word
bian. They then relate their translation to different contexts. Nearest the truth
would seem to be those scholars who incline to the view that biamwen is the
Chinese equivalent for the Sanskrit parinnama and bianxiang for the Sanskrit
mandara, for they take into consideration all the circumstances accompanying
the rise of biamwen and of their presentation. They consider the word bian to
be etymologically associated with a root meaning — to change — in the sense of
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a change qualitatively different from the sense which Zheng Zhenduo would
assign to it. They are closer to the explanation of Prof. Pelliot given above.
Bian thus has the meaning of a flow of epic episodes, of passing scenes,
from the life of Buddha or of some other saint. This is borne out, too, by
the content of religious bianmwen, bearing the original designation, such as the
bianwen about Mulian, which describes the sequence of events in which the
monk Mulian went to look for his sinful mother in hell, or the bianwen about
Buddha’s Eight Incarnations, or the bzanwen about the Casting-out of the Devil,
the content of which is the description of the great variety of Shelif’s incar-
nations in his fight against heretics and so on.

This explanation points, too, to the close connection between biamwen and
Buddhist literature, despite the fact that in the course of development the
term biamwen came to be used also for literary forms of secular, but always epic
content.

There can be no doubt about bianwen and bianxiang being neatly related.
Among the grounds for the assumption is also the designation of a number
of bianwen as pu #f — the numerative for rolls — as, for instance, the Hanbanian
Chu mie Han xing Wang Ling bian yipu, P 3627. A further proof is possibly the
text Wang Zhaogun bianwen, P 2553, where we read; Here ends the first p# and
the second begins. (See Dunbuang bianwenyi, p. 100).

Besides bianxiangs painted on the walls of temples, an example has been pre-
served of an illustrated bianwen. 1t is Xiangmo biamven, P 4524, where at the side
of the pictorial scroll ate verses explaining in detail the episode depicted in the
picture. There also exists a biamwen with the original title — “An Illustrated biamwen
about how Damugianlian saved His Mother”, S 2614.

We may thus suppose that biamwen were also originally texts accompanying or
explaining pictures. The majority of those that have been preserved, however,
are quite independent literary pieces, overstepping the limits of a mere verbal
explanation of pictures, and can be investigated as such.

Bianwen are usually most briefly described as buaben for sujiang — a man-
ual of text for popular sermons. (See for instance Zhou Shaoliang: Dun-
buang bianwen huiln, p. V11, ot Dunbuang bianwenyji, p. 3.) The sujiang was very
much in favour in the Tang. Its aim was to make the content of the sttra
comprehensible to common folk, which preachers endeavoured to do by
explaining the quotation from the satra in their own words and also, on

various occasions, by telling and singing independent Buddhist tales. Huaben
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for the original manner of expounding the sutras are rolls called jiangjingwen,
characteristic of which is — if we look carefully at their content — that very
often their authors lay greater stress on the colourfulnes and attractivenes
of the description than on the deeper interpretation of the religious thought
contained in the quotation. It is interesting that, for instance, in the fragment
usually called — Weimoyiejing jiangjingwen, there appear by the side of the ver-
sified parts indications as to the character of the poem or the manner of its
performance, as — recite — -yin- W (see Dunbuang bianwenji, p. 621), ot rhymes
yun- B8 (Dunbhnang bianwenji, p. 622), which is one of the proofs that these
texts served as huaben for preachers of popular sermons — sujiang. Another
interesting feature of jiangjingwen and, at the same time, a proof that these
texts were actually recited, is that they are divided into shorter sections by
quotations from the sutra and these are preceded by the formula — now we
shall start to sing.

In general, these texts for the exposition of the sutras have a very marked
narrative character and it is quite natural, that thanks to their attractive qualities,
they should have become very popular among a wide circle of listeners. Their
form — the alternation of verse and prose — is in no way different from the
prosimetrical form of the Buddhist sutras, the translations of which occupy
an important place in the history of Chinese literature.” This place they have
earned, not only because of their form, but because the language in which they
are couched was influenced far more by the language of everyday speech than by
the written language, which would not have been understood by ordinary folk.

There cannot be the smallest doubt about the close connection between
the explanations of the sutras and the jiangingwen. A greater freedom in the
treatment of the original religious text is to be found in texts which are
religious, but without quotations from the sutras — that is, in biamwen in the
strict use of the term. They come under section b. of the first category of
our classification. Their prosimetrical form, like the form of the jiangjingwen,
derives from the Buddhist sutras which was its pattern. Only a small step was
needed for the layman or the preacher himself, in his endeavour to attract the
interest of his audience, to substitute a more interesting secular subject for the
religious one. There were plenty of such stories at hand, for Chinese literature

was rich in traditional tales, while presentation in attractive narrative form

3 SeeV.Hrdli¢kova, The First Translations of Buddhist Stitras in Chinese Literature and their Place
in the Development of Storytelling, Archiv Orientilni 26,1958.
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must have found appreciative listeners. And just at the juncture when religious
subjects come to be replaced by secular themes, the process of the fertile
blending of Indian and Chinese literary influences reaches its culmination.
It is certain that without a strong and healthy Chinese literary stock, without
the tradition, of rythmic prose f# and of folk storytelling, bianwen could never
have become an inseparable part of the Chinese literary tradition, but like
alien plants would have perished without taking deeper and permanent root.
Nevertheless, it would be wrong to try to belittle or even exclude the influ-
ence of popularized interpretations of the sutras from the history of Chinese
narratives combined with song, or to try and separate the development of
prosimetrical form in Chinese literature from the translations of the sutras
into Chinese. And even though some authors claim that examples are to be
found in the pre-Tang literature of forms mingling verse and prose (see, for
instance Wang Qingshu BB Shitan bianwende chansheng he yingiang 5k 55
S A AL, in Xin Jianshe, March 1957, pp. 21-26, esp. p. 24), it would
not be legitimate to infer that texts such as the Wang Zbhaoqun bianwen arose
quite independently of jiangjingwen or even that they influenced the rise of
texts such as the Mulian bianwen and others like it. Moreover, the prosimetrical
form of bianwen is so mature and the alternation of verse and prose so fluent,
that it far surpasses comparison with the rhythmic prose of fu or with other
forms where one or two short poems are interpolated into the prose in which
the main body of the work is written (See Zheng Zhenduo, op. cit., p. 191).

Above I have noted several circumstances which point to a connection
between bianwen and Buddhist s#jiang. I have also mentioned that biamwen have
absorbed many elements of the Chinese literary tradition and this influence has
helped so much to shape them that they have become, in the form of a widely
popular narratives interspersed with songs, an inseparable part of Chinese lit-
erature. In what features of the biamwen is this influence reflected?

If we consider that bianwen arose in milieu as saturated with creative activity
as the Tang, they could not but assimilate many features of Chinese national
literature.

This influence is already apparent in jiangjingwen and in bianwen treating the
religious themes. As in translations of sutras into Chinese, here, too, the verse
sections are long hymns of praise, written for the most part in verses of five or
seven syllables, a favourite metre in the Chinese prosody and one which is still
used in forms of mixed verse and prose. The five-syllable line was especially
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characteristic of the Han yuefi and was obviously favoured in translations of sutras
and in bianwen, because is was well suited to setting to music.

Not even the prose section of jiangjingwen and bianwen, however, remained
unaffected by Chinese literary traditions. Although they were mostly written
in an idiom approximating to the vernacular, and often with the addition of
lively folk-colouring, their authors were fond of using device of parallel sen-
tences — pian’onwen S8 L. Pian’omwen was a dry stylistic device used in essays
by literary pedants. The authors of bianwen, however, turned them into a lively
and effective ornament of style and made especially good use of them in their
long and remarkably inventive descriptions. Here was an element that, in official
literature, had lost its vitality and become a mere cliché unexpectedly developed
into new and lovely forms and preserved as a valuable stylistic element for
future generations not only of storytellers, but also of authors of folk novels.

Purely Chinese influence is clearly discernible, too, in the rhythmic of certain
bianwen, enriched by numerous poetical elements. This is the case, for instance,
in Miaofa lian buajing jiangjingwen, where the prose sections do not differ essen-
tially from poetry. They are similar in style to f#, for they are composed of
sentences of unequal length, with irregular rhymes.

Chinese traditional influence is reflected most strikingly in the content of
biamwen relating stoties that are purely Chinese. Yet here mention must be made,
too, of several biamwen of religious content, the conception and treatment of
which betray clear evidence of the Chinese way of thought and Chinese feel-
ing, A striking example is the Mulian bianwen, preserved in Dunhuang in several
variants, which points to the great popularity of this story only very episod-
ically treated in the original sutra. The Chinese listener was evidently moved
by the powerful motive of filial love embodied in this tale, for the principle of
honouring father and mother is deeply rooted in Confucian ethics and is cor-
respondingly firmly anchored in the minds and hearts of the Chinese people.
Folk fantasy then worked up from this modest core a full-scale story glorifying
Mulian more as a devoted son, who allowed no obstacle to stand in the way of
saving his mother, than a pious and, indeed, ascetic monk, as he is represented
in the satra.

In addition, there have been preserved among the jiangjingwen two interest-
ing fragments of the theme Fumu enzhong jing jiangjingwen (Interpretation of the
scriptures on the devotion of parents and children). The quotations from the
sutra are here obviously unauthentic, and the whole story has been made up by
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the preacher, layman, or perhaps even a woman, with the idea of working as
strongly as possible on the feelings of the audience. The religious content yields
in interest to descriptions with a purely secular appeal, such as an account of
the tribulation and suffering of a woman before the birth, at the birth of her
child and afterwards. At the close, the listener is called upon to hold his parents
in unflagging love and respect. In the Peking fragment, hezz 12, there occurs
the phrase, he wept in front of the bamboo and lay on the ice- (see Dunbuang
biamwenyi, p. 699), which is an allusion to the classical examples of filial devotion
contained in the book Ershisi xiao —. V2%,

The authors of all these texts, moreover, themselves contributed greatly to
the secularisation of their content and its separation from the religious base
on which the bianwen originally arose. By means of their creative powers, they
transformed what were simple and didactic interpretations of the Buddhist
scriptures into exciting, true-to-life stories, where the realities of this world, so
scorned by religion, are projected into the foreground with almost ironizing
force. In them the heroes succumb to passions, instead of raising above them as
should saints who have become dead to this wotld. The consideration, too, that
the story related should confirm the transience of human existence, and that
grasping of this fact will enable us to attain the consciousness of eternal truth
and bliss, retreats into background. Quite on the contrary, the story of the true
life, without thought of future consequences, became the centre of interest of
the audience, most of whom were illiterate and who had few other opportunities
of amusement. Thus an independent and characteristic genre gradually grew
up and it is remarkable that the whole long stories were recorded in all their
details in writing, It indicates that they must have been immensely popular and
that copies must have circulated among less gifted preachers and storytellers,
who recited them without substantial change. At the same time this form of
verbal art must also have attracted a number of educated literati, whose wish
it was to write more freely, without shackles of a literary art style. And so we
find among the bianwen compositions of widely varying levels; some written in
a richly expressive and flowing idiom, and others in which a strongly folk tone

predominates, which at times does not avoid downright vulgarity.
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In addition to jiangjingwen and bianwen, we include among the texts belonging
to this field of investigation the prosimetrical compositions known as_yuang:.
As we have already pointed out, these texts do not differ essentialy from
bianwen of religious content. Zheng Zhenduo (see op. cit., p. 187) regards
ynangi as a kind of introduction preceding the sermon or the recitation of
true bianwen, but also suggests that yuangi may have been only another name
for bianwen. According to Zhou Shaoliang (op. cit. p. 241) this designation
is a translation of the Sanskrit — pratit yasamutpoda — in the sense of —a
cause which has its effects in a future life. Prof. Naba (see op. cit., p. 91)
holds yuangi to be a kind of biamwen. 1t is clear that yuangi were originally
designed to introduce a serious sermon by attracting to it the attention of
the listeners. For example, the Mulian ynangi concludes with the words (see
Dunbuang bianwenji, op. 172); “Today I have told this story and early tomorrow
morning come and listen to the sutra itself.” But there certainly seems to have
been no strictly drawn line between bianwen and yuangi. Thus, for instance,
the text Chounii ynangi ends with the sentence: “I have told the bian about
the ugly woman”, (see Dunbuang bianwenji, p. 800), although this text bears at
the beginning the original designation of yuan in the title.

There remains to be said only a few words about yazuowen. These were
short introductions to expositions of the sutras, mostly in verse and usually
concluding with the set phrase: “And now the title of the sutra will be sung.”
(See for example Sanshen yagnowen, S 2440 etc.). An explanation of the term

yazmowen is not easy and there is little material on which to base conclusions.
So, in the meantime, I shall confine myself here to mentioning the principal
theories, without formulating my own standpoint. Prof. Sun Kaidi (see op.
cit., p. 129) bases his view on an explanation in Huilin Z#k Y7 gie jing yinyi
— VI8 & 38, juan 26, where the character ya is interpreted as ya B — to qui-
eten, to tranquilize, suppress excitement etc., and guo, as having the meaning
of sizno VU JB. From this it would follow that the compound yazzo would
signify “to quieten all who sit below the platform”, or, in other words “to
quieten the people before the exposition of the sutra starts. Zhou Shaoliang
mentions the view (see op. cit., p. XIV), according to which the term yazuowen
means the text being recited beneath the platform (370 meaning platform).
He himself, however, inclines to the view of Prof. Sun Kaidi. Quite a dif-
ferent explanation of the term yazuowen is given by Prof. Naba (see op. cit.,
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p. 48), who suggests that yz here means a stick or some other object used
for pointing at pictures.

In concluding these notes on some questions connected with bianwen, we may
sum up by saying that biamwen, closely related to the expositions of the Buddhist
sttras, are a valuable product of the Chinese creative spirit in the domain of
literature. A detailed study of the language, content and form of the bianwen will
contribute much of value to Chinese literary studies and mark further step for-
ward in the investigation of the development of narratives combined with song,
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Abstract: Chinese storytelling is a representation of an extraordinarily rich
creation. In its overall assessment, it is not enough to confine ourselves to
studying written texts alone. It is necessary to extend the research to ethno-
graphic methods, enabling us to grasp the range of significant circumstances
that accompanied the emergence and practice of storytelling. Only then can
we reach positive conclusions about the extent to which storytelling was indeed
folk art and to what extent it was dependent on texts written, so to speak, “for
the people” by representatives of the educated strata of society. However, it
must also be considered that the art of storytelling is rooted in the people and
gradually spread to other sections of the population. In evaluating texts, thus,
we must always ask ourselves for whom they were intended. To shed light on
the extent to which folk storytellers depended on written texts, research into
living storytelling traditions provides a great deal of material. Based on this, we
can observe that the folk storyteller was a genuinely creative artist within the
framework defined by the tradition and was not a mere mechanical reciter of
the written text. These texts, conversely, drew inspiration from the oral tradition

and were usually intended for reading rather than recitation.

Keywords: Chinese storytelling, professional training, forms of Chinese sto-
rytelling, prompt book, improvisation.

Introduction

In recent years Czechoslovak sinologists have devoted particular attention to the
narrative literature of China, which presents an unusually fertile field. A thor-
ough study of this genre is fraught with difficulties, but can be most rewarding,
for the results offer useful material for the comparative study of the storytelling
and epics of other peoples.

Considering the fundamental aspects of our approach to Chinese narrative
literature, to determine its general character, it is essential to deal with it in the

broadest possible context. We cannot confine ourselves to the study and analysis
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of those texts alone which have been given a fixed written form. The theoretical
conclusions we would reach in this way would be one-sided, for they would be
based on knowledge of material that has been refined and deprived of many
factors which helped to create this kind of art and keep it alive for centuries in
an oral folk tradition.

The approach limited to the study of written texts, often leads to adoption
of the theory of the “aristocratic” origin of folk art, and degenerate cultural
values, put forward by H. Naumann'. According to the suppotters of this the-
ory, the talent of the ordinary people is reduced to mere reproduction of what
has been created by higher social strata. However, scholars like V. V. Radlov,
the Sokolov brothers, M. K. Azadovski, M. Parry, A. M. Astachova, I. V.
Tchitcherov, L. Dégh and V. Zhirmunski and others proved in the coutse
of detailed research in the field, among folk-singers and storytellers, that the
folk artist has a gift of original creative power and is rarely a passive interpreter
of a written text. Even when the folk-artists draw their themes from written
literature, they do not take them over in a passive, mechanical way, but develop
them in a creative fashion. On this point Vaclavek rematked that the people
already perform a valuable activity in their choice of what they like and can use
of the individual’s contribution, in the way they adapt what they have chosen to
their own manner of feeling, and in the way they remodel it after their own taste.
“It is essential,” Vaclavek continues, “to consider this from the ethnographical
standpoint, tracing the way in which the element which has been taken over
becomes an integral part of folk art and popular taste, and what constitutes the
special character of folk art. Above all, the creative talent of the people must
not be judged only from the point of view of the origin of the song. Looking
at the matter in this light we realise that it is not true that folk song is only a
passive factor without creative power. Even in the way literary verse is taken
over by the people we must see the creative element.”

V. Zhirmunski gave a valuable summary of the results of comparative
study of the folk epic in his book Narodnyi geroicheskii epos, stressing that knowl-
edge of the living epic tradition of our own day gives us the key to “knowledge

1 SeefurtherV. . Tchitcherov: Russkoye narodnoye tvorchestvo; Moscow 1959, p. 117; and B. Vaclavek:
Pisemnictvi a lidova tradice; Prague 1947, p. 50.

2 Vaclavek, op. cit., p. 63.
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of the epics of the ancient and mediaeval worlds, which have only been pre-
served in written form in both east and west.””?

When studying Chinese narrative literature research into living storytelling
traditions is all the more important since the written texts are only a very small
fraction of the total wealth of stoties handed down among the people in in-
numerable different forms without ever being written down. When they were
written down (and this was usually in order that they might be read and not
listened to, as we shall see later), this fixing of their form in the written word
meant a greater or lesser degree of deformation of the original, especially an
ideological deformation. If we do not take this into account, and try to state
definitively the degree of folk or nonfolk character of narrative literature as a
literature created mainly by the educated for the non-educated,* we shall find
ourselves dealing only with a very small part of this literature, while the main
sources from which it springs will have escaped our notice.

In China, as among other peoples, the telling of tales was an art which arose
among the people and which kept its vitality for the most part among the peo-
ple, too. Naturally, educated writers often drew their inspiration from this folk
art, imitating it and creating on this basis works for their own pleasure. We must
not, however, when analysing and assessing the character of such works, which
are more likely to have been preserved in printed form than the real folk tales,
assume that they were the “spiritual food” of the broad masses of the people.

It is enough to consider logically the simple fact that the majority of the
Chinese people were illiterate, and the untenability of such a belief is clear.
Well-founded information on the real character of the art of storytelling can
be gained from research into the living narrative traditions. This is possible in
China, where the art of storytelling existed in its original form till shortly after
the liberation, and to this day is a wide-spread and popular form of amusement
among the Chinese people. Significant facts are to be found in the works of
Chinese scholars such as Zheng Zhenduo ¥ #R5#,° Fu Xihua f§154£ 6 Zhao

3 Op.cit. p.241.

4 M. Velingerova: Jaké jsou charakteristické rysy cinské populdrni slovesnosti; Zpravy €SO, 111, Novem-
ber1961.

S Zhongguo suwen xueshi H1 31 SCE: 51, 2 vols., Peking, 1954.
6 Beijing chuantong quyi zonglu L5845 i 2448 8%; Shanghai, 1962.
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Jingshen i 5{X,” Zhang Changgong 5k1< 5} Li Xiaocang i & Chen
Ruheng B and many others. The writer Lao She £ %' has also valu-
able information to give. There is much original material in studies and articles
published in Minjian wenxue BT L5, Qnyi gongzmo tongscnn H1EE TAEMEN and
QOnyi 1Ek | especially about the technics of storytelling and the experience of
some of its great masters.

In this study I shall mention the different forms of storytelling, in order
to give a brief survey of the wealth of forms, and shall then concentrate on
certain conclusions to be drawn from the study of the origin and development
of individual forms in relation to the environment in which they came into
being and were practised. I consider this question important, for its analysis can
show us the different levels of development of the art of storytelling, which
was not only popular among the common people but also became one of the
pastimes of the ruling classes. It is important to draw a clear line between works
which came into existence among the ordinary people and were intended for
their pleasure, and tales narrated in quite a different environment and differing
from the true folk storytelling not only in content and purpose but usually also
in their more sophisticated form. Farther I shall use the results of my own
research in the field, and the study of Chinese sources, to describe the creative
methods of these folk storytellers.

The Forms of Chinese Storytelling and their Development

Feudal society, the vast expanse of the country, the isolation of one region from
another, the difficulty of learning the written language, which made books the
privilege of a small circle of educated men, and the differences in dialect — all
these things combined to make China fertile soil for the art of storytelling which
did indeed develop in many distinct forms.

From the formal point of view the products of this art can be divided
into simple narration in prose only, now usually called shuodashn &5 K75 and

narration combined with song — shuochang SRNE. Certain transitional forms also

7 Dagu yanjiu KEHT 7T; Shanghai, 1936, and other works by this author.
8 Henan zhuizishu 7] 74 B% T 3; Peking, 1951.

9 Quyitan B EEF; Wuhan, 1951,

10 Shuoshu shihua 558 3 S$15%; Peking, 1958.

1 Guo xinnian 37 4; Shanghai, 1951.
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belong to the latter category. In these forms verse predominates and prose pas-
sages are either very short or are absent entirely. Examples are to be found in
the ballads accompanied by the big drums, dagushn K¥% 75, the ballads zidishu ¥
%7 and others. Finally there is the important category of rhythmic narration
mainly in verse, like the Shandong kuaishu 111 TR, the comic dialog xiangsheng
FHE and so on.?

In old texts Chinese scholars have found references to forms which no lon-
ger exist today under the same names — among them the yaci JE5 of the Song
period and later the zaozhen Fi] B and others. These old sources of course touch
only on a fraction of the wealth of this folk art. This is clear from information
published in the last few years. An editorial article in the journal Quyi gongzuno
tongxun" states that in the course of field wotk in China in the year 1954 over
ninety independent narrative forms were noted down, of which only about
half were known before. It is also characteristic that those forms popular in
the towns, where they could more readily be taken down, were better known
than those practised in the country, where for the most part they existed only
in oral versions.

A considerable level of formal development can be seen in that type of
tales which combine prose with song. This category can be divided into two
groups — yuegu 45 M1 and shizan 5578, Tt is characteristic of the former that the
melodies are more intricate and the number of the syllables in the line is vari-
able. Of the historical forms the zhugongdiao 78 = i falls into this category, as
do lianhnalao SEAETE, paiziqn Bl and other forms that have been preserved
up to the present day.

The latter group covers those forms in which the metrical parts are com-
posed of regular seven-character lines (this basic number of characters may be
enlarged to ten or more by using ,,inserted characters® chenzi #lF) and employ
simpler and more monotonous melodies than the forms in the first group. It is
to this category that belong the most popular narrative forms such as fanci 5
#), dagn, baojuan E A and others.

12 M. Ry3ava kindly allowed me to use a scheme of a practical division of Chinese storytelling lite-
rature given to her in conversation by Tao Dun Pl in 1961. Chinese scholars use the following
basic categories: chang—sung forms; changshuo—forms in which song predominates; shuochang —
formsinwhich narrative predominates; xiangsheng—all kinds of dialogue; shuo—straightforward
narration.

13 No.2,1954, p. 45.
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This division of the narrative forms, introduced by Ye Dejun Z {351 is
useful but can serve only as a basis, for in the group of the shizan in particular,
we find forms which besides simple melodies sometimes use more involved
ones, to vary the narrative, according to the ability of the singer. These are some
of the big drum ballads.”” The same was true of the zanci especially the form
called nanci T 7). It is an intricate question which will involve detailed study
of material collected in different regions of China.

For the study of form it is worth while paying special attention to the forms
which are transitional to theatrical forms, or from which independent theatrical
forms have developed in the course of time. The relationship between the
narrator’s art and the theatre was always a close one. Of the historical forms,
the hugongdiao influenced the Yuan theatre — zaju $f .17

There is a form called the paizign, or the danxian ¥.5% which follows di-
rectly in the ghugongdiao tradition. This form too, passes into the theatrical form
paizixi BT I8, as eatly as the second half of the eighteenth century. Paigixi is
petformed by several actors in costume.'®

The lianbualao also showed a marked tendency to develop into a theatrical
form, giving rise to the interesting border-line form xiaokou lianhualao /> 13&
7%, A man and a woman take partin it singing the narrative together with
the direct speech taking the form of a dialogue. The woman sings the main role
and the man the subsidiary role.”” Even closer to the theatre is the off-shoot of
the Lanbualao, shibuxcian 11/, in which the actors assume simple costumes —

sometimes changing them in the course of the performance — and use simple

14 Song Yuan Ming jiangchang wenxue 7 7T W15 IE 3 £2; Shanghai, 1953.

15 Z.Hrdlicka: Old Chinese Ballads, Archiv Orientalni, 25,1957, 1, pp. 83—145, pag. cit. 113-114.

16 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p.185, r: Zhao Jingshen, Tanci xuan 5857 3%; Shanghai, 1947, p. 3.

17 Inanarticle entitled “Les documents chinois trouvés par la mission Kozlov a Khara-Khoto”, in the Jour-
nal Asiatique, 1914, Mai-Juin, P. Pelliot calls the fragment Liu Zhiyuan zhugongdiao S| A1 74
= F, which has been preserved without its original designation, a stage play. Professor Zheng
Zhenduo was the first to give this valuable scrollits correct designation: zhugongdiao. See Zheng
Zhenduo: Chatuben zhongguo wenxueshi 47 & A< o B8 32 512, Peking, 1932, pp. 707-710. On the
same question see also L. N. Menshikov: O zhanre chu-kung-chiao i o Liu Chih-yiian chu-kung-tiao,
in: Voprosy filologii i istorii stran sovyetskogo i zarubezhnogo Vostoka; Moscow, 1961, pp. 78-82,
pag. cit. 79.

18 LjXiaocang, op. cit. p. 48.

19 7. Hrdli¢ka: O privodu a vyvaji lien-hua-lao; Ceskoslovenska ethnografie, IV, 1956, 2, pp. 154-169,
pag. cit. 156.

20 LjXiaocang, op. cit. p. 83.
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stage properties such as fly-swatters, feather dusters, riding-whips etc. This form
often takes subjects from the operas. There is also a close connection between
the lianhualao and the folk theatre bengbengxi i3 i B 21

The fanci was also dramatized to a considerable degree, frequently employ-
ing direct speech in dialogue. The comic character ¢ho# H. and the noble hero
xiaosheng /W appeared in this form.?

We are aided in forming a correct picture of Chinese storytelling by the
results of research into the development of the different forms. In Chinese
sources there is a relatively large amount of material on this point which can
make up to some extent for the lack of genuine narrative texts to come down
to us. Not all this material is reliable, as is natural in a field which was excluded
from literary research almost up to the twenties of this century. The origin of
a narrative form is often known only in the version tradition has handed down
to us, and cannot be accepted without reservations. If our aim is to get a better
picture of where and for whom these tales were told, however, research into the
development of individual forms can tell us much.

The fact that information about the forms known in towns is better pre-
served both in the historical and the later sources and that many such narratives
were printed in popular editions, should not lead us to imagine that the people
of the towns were the main public, or that only the towns gave birth to this
art. This view was held among others by the Chinese scholar Zi Chen /%,
but later he renounced it.?

Zhu Zeji 4i5% 75, another scholar, stresses that most of the forms of sto-
rytelling current in the towns developed from narrative forms current among
the country people, and shows the close telationship between the two.”

In the writings of Chinese scholars who have studied the origin of these
forms we find convincing proof of the intricate path of development followed
by the different forms, from the simple country audiences to the select audi-

ences of the towns, and sometimes back to the village again.

21 XuJiping 140 Laozi de yuanqi cunyi & T HIJRAL A BE, in: Xiqu biji & #1ZE 5T, pp. 1-11,
Dongbei, 1951.

22 Zhenzhuta tanci 2 Bk IE 585 in the collection Tanci xuan, pp. 81-123.

23 Quyi huiyan gei wode qifa I 5 & H A T BT, see: Minjian wenxue, August, 1958, pp. 26-29.

24 Bixu cong yuanze shang huaqing minjian wenxue de fanwei 2808 JR R ERI7E [ RESCE ] 19
0 [#]; see Minjian wenxue, July, pp. 51-57, 1957, pag. cit. 54.
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The big drum ballads provide an eloquent example of this. These ballads are
divided into several types according to the way they were narrated and the type
of the musical accompaniment. One type was the /hunadagn ZA16 K E, the orig-
inator of which, according to the tradition, was a peasant named Hao Laofeng
HZ Bl At first, he sang his ballads in the villages of his native Shandong in
the nineteenth century.® It is probable that Hao Laofeng metely petfected the
performance of the dagn, and was renowned above other storytellers for his
art. He was even credited with the power to drive away sickness. “When Hao
Laofeng appeared, the sick wete cured.”®

Hao Laofeng sang in the Shandong dialect, to local melodies. He would
sit on a mat on the ground to perform, with a drum on a low stand in front
of him. He would beat the drum as he sang. Later on Hao performed in the
marketplaces of the towns as well, and as his fame grew he was invited into the
homes of the wealthy townsmen. His manner of singing was called cusu dagu
FAB K8 “vulgar dagi”, because he sang in the local dialect. The /ihua dagn
soon became very popular in the towns and its style was adapted to the taste
of their town audiences.

Unlike the /ibua dagn, the ballads known as Xike dagn P87 K%, which orig-
inated in Hebei province, remained faithful to their village origin, for the most
part. They were sung in the dialect to simple folk tunes.?”

The jingyin dagn ballads 3% & KX became quite at home in the towns, being
sung for the amusement of the rich. They told of the heroic deeds of imperial
generals or of the life of officials and students preparing for the official exam-
inations. At the same time these ballads were still sung by the simple people,
on the themes drawn from popular romances.

The Henan zhuizi also underwent an interesting development. According
to the latest theory of Chinese scholars they were the result of fusion of
the Henan form of narrative, samxianshu =5% %, and the daoging 181752 The

25 Hrdlicka, op. cit. 1957, pp. 88—89.

26 The tendency to connect the rise of individual forms or tales with certain definite events and to
ascribe them to certain individuals is found in other literatures of the world; see Zhirmunsky,
op. Cit. p. 264.

27 Hrdlicka, 1957, op. cit. pp. 92-93.

28 YuZhang & % Henan zhuizi yuan yuan xinshuo i 74 BE IR 75, in the periodical Quyi, No.
2,1962, pp. 6365, pag. cit. 63. Differs from Zhang Changgong op. cit. p. 2, who believes that

they were the result of the fusion of daoging with the folk melodies yingge liushu & Ji i & . See
also . Prisek: Cui-c-$u: Lidové zpévy z Chenanu, Rozpravy CSAV, 64, 1954.
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sanxianshu were originally sung in the country, but the singers went to seek
a living in the towns, where their art was influenced by the daoging. Originally
the Henan zhuizi were sung only by men, seated on mats on the ground in
an open space. Gradually, as their art became more popular in the towns, the
singers began to perform in the teahouses as well. The zhuizi were still sung by
wandering blind singers, however, who came to the town from the countryside
and were invited into the homes of the wealthy on feast days or for domestic
celebrations.

The daoging, which we have already mentioned, is a form mainly connected
with the spreading of Taoist teachings. It was well known both in the towns
and in the country. The same name was given in Shaanxi province, however, to
a type of storytelling which had little in common with the real daoging except its
name, and which was discovered relatively late. Liang Wenda did his research in
an out-of the way region of Shaanxi province, in the village of Suide, where he
worked with a blind artist. He was given valuable material for the study of this
purely folk form of storytelling, which is a transitional form moving towards
the theatre. The musical accompaniment is provided by local folk tunes.”’

One of the truly folk forms of storytelling is the “rhythmic narrative”
represented primarily by the shulaibao ¥R # . The shulaibao was a simple form,
but one in which the narrator had to improvise with skill, reacting to all that
was going around him.

A complicated development, along several different lines, was the fate of
the paigigu, which although originally a folk form, soon attracted the notice of
literary minds.” In the towns this form soon reached a point of stagnation,
because it was cut off from its source of life, folk melodies. In the country
among the peasants, it continued to grow and develop.

Besides these types of Chinese storytelling, originating in folk art, there is
also the category of forms which drew on folk traditions but were primarily
intended to meet the needs of the ruling class. Foremost among them were
the Manchu zzdishu, composed by Manchu men of letters, the sons of wealthy
families who performed their own ballads on festival occasions in the homes
of their friends. Zidishu were polished compositions in which the lyric element
often pushed the dynamic, dramatic element into the background. The language

of these narratives is much more literary than that of folk narratives.

29 Shanbei daoqing yinyue 2 ALIE 1755 4%, collected by Liang Wenda %233, Xi‘an, 1953.
30 LiXiaocang, op.cit. p. 50.
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Another traditional form is seen in the bagjuan which were originally used
to propagate religious ideas. Even in this case the development of the form
followed more than one line. Folk themes kept appearing so that the content
became more and more “democratic”.’' Bagjuan have been even called “very
popular literature”.”> Copied out and printed, the bagjuan were also used as a
vehicle for political activity by secret religious societies. The messages these
societies issued, calling for revolt against the ruling dynasty, were found in
cipher on the song sheets.”

We cannot mention here all the different forms of Chinese storytelling. Our
purpose was to quote some of the most characteristic examples in order to
show the broad range of types that went and still go to make up the vast fabric
of Chinese epic narrative and ballads. To sum up, we may say that in the case
of many of these forms, we can trace the line of development not only among
the simple people but also in higher social circles, who took this popular art
over and adapted it to their own needs. This is the reason why research into and
analysis of Chinese narrative literature must pay great attention to the question
of where each form of narrative came into being and for whom it was intended.
Our main guide must be the content, the language, the general conception of
the narrative, and the knowledge we can gain from analysis of its form.

It would be simplifying the whole question to ignore these involved aspects
of the development of the art of storytelling and instead of that take into con-
sideration only two well-known facts, i. e. the existence of written texts and the
knowledge of the fact that the people listened to the professional storytellers and
from this draw the conclusion that the common people listened only to what
was written down for them — and therefore that storytelling literature was not
folk-literature, but so-called “popular literature” in the sense of “literature written

by the educated for the requirement of the people.””

31 B. L. Riftin, Skazaniye o velikoi styenye; Moscow, 1961, p. 62.

32 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p. 124.

33 Fou Si-houa: Catalogue des pao-kiuan, Peking, 1951, p. 1. Itis interesting to compare this with the
story of the Czech broadsheet ballad , Kde hrob nas* (“Where is our grave”), a variant on the song
,Kde domov m{j“ (“Where is my home”, now the national anthem of Czechoslovakia), which at
the end of the sixties of the last century was printed on the illegal handbills issued by the anar-
chist society Jednatelstvi z Blanika; see: K. Krej&i, Piseii prazské ulice, jeji vztah k pisni kramarské
a literature, Vaclavkova Olomouc, 1961, pp. 59-77, pag. cit. 71.

34 M. Velingerova, op. cit. pp. 149—150.
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This of course does not mean that we deny the existence of the so-called
“popular literature” in the narrative genre. We acknowledge it, however, in
a different sense and a different context from that accepted by M. Velingerova,
who describes the popular literature as among other things a literature of great
artistic value. In our view and that of other writers (as we shall show later)
this truly “popular literature” is normally taken to refer to second-rate works.
At the end of the nineteenth century, when the growth of the big cities like
Shanghai, Tientsin, Peking and others brought about a great expansion of
the art of storytelling in such centres, the printing of the favourite tales was
a successful commercial venture. There were printing firms that specialised in
these texts, like the well-known Damo chang ¥T B i press or the Baibenzhang F1
A5R publishing house in Peking that circulated manuscript copies of them.’

It is essential to stress that these texts, although written in narrative form,
were intended far more as reading matter than as texts for oral performance.
Existence in the tradition was not essential for them.*

Popular texts of this type are often poor literature, serving the interests
of those trying to reimpose feudal relationships on society. They are a typical
example of the way forms created by the common people are taken over by
the ruling class and used as the vehicle of the ideology of that class, to exert
an influence on the people.

Chinese scholars have pointed out the need to define these works, whose
literary value is usually below that of true folk literature, and have suggested
that they should be grouped with the suwenxue 18 L5 popular or semi-folk
forms closely related to real folk literature. Chinese scholars vary in their
approach to this question.”” Xi Jin, for example, suggests a broader interpre-
tation of the term “winjian wenxue’ including under it works of the suwenxue
type and at the same time defining a narrower circle for literature transmitted
by oral tradition only, the so-called outon wenxue 11 5H L EE 38

35 Duringourstay in China 19501954 Z. Hrdlicka and | got together a collection of these popular
booklets, especially the Wenming dagushuci 3 B K &% 3 5 series.

36 R.Smetana deals in detail with this problem, on the basis of Czech broadsheet ballads, in the
study: K problematice jevu Ceské pisné kramarské; Vaclavkova Olomouc, 1961, pp. 13-58; see espe-
cially pp. 39 and 57-58.

37 Zhu Zeji, op. cit. pp. 51-57.

38 Xilin )4 Guanyu minjian wenxue, renmin koutou wenxue de gainian jiqi fanwei jiexian B+ [ [
FISCE: ] T NRVBASCE: | (Mg S 48 B AL, Minjian wenxue, 1957, July, pp. 58-60,
pag. cit. 59.
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To cover the entire breadth and variety of Chinese narrative literature, we
should not omit mention of those works by outstanding writers which are
written for narration. These are works which are so closely in conformity with
the attitude and the interests of the people that the people have adopted them
as their own, narrating them and adapting them until they have become the
cultural property of the people. One such example are the daoging of the Qing
writer Zheng Banqiao ¥, which were widely known among the people,
and sung and recited almost up to the recent times.

The mutual relations between folk and literary creation were particularly
close in the field of subject matter. We shall not be dealing with this question
in greater detail here, but it is one which deserves careful attention in the wider
problem of narrative literature and the narrator’s art.

Here, as in many other questions, Chinese scholars are faced with many
problems. There is a great deal of material still to be dealt with. The subject of
storytelling is one to which considerable attention is paid in China. Twenty years
of collecting work is summed up in the important publication of Fu Xihua®
“Comprehensive Catalogue of Narrative Literature Current in Peking”’. No attempt to
give a comprehensive view of Chinese narrative literature would be complete
without careful study of this catalogue and the material it contains. It would
be significant, for example, to base on this catalogue a study of the degree to
which the works quoted drew on literary texts, and the degree to which they
drew on other sources for their subjects. Naturally not even the picture given
by Fu Xihua is complete, in this respect, for it deals only with a clearly defined
city region. The variety of material waiting to be studied in this field is very
wide. Zheng Zhenduo™® for example remarked that he possessed a collection
of twenty thousand narrative texts. In Peking alone Zheng Zhenduo collected
over two hundred texts on themes taken from the novel “Water Margin”. His
collection included also over three hundred different Fujian versions of the
narrative Linhuameng RAA6EE. Besides the texts which have been written down
and printed, as Zheng Zhenduo emphasises, there are many tales circulating

only in an oral version. In this connection he stressed the need to take down

39 FuXihua, op. cit.

40 Zheng Zhenduo: Po zichanjieji de zhixue fangfa, li shehui zhuyi de lichang guandian he fangfa B4 &
B AT (VA2 3, SEALE 1 285735 B BE AT 515, Minjian wenxue, 1958, double no. 7-8,
pp. 42—44, pag. cit. 43.
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the tales told by storytellers, whose creative ability, as he said, “has no equal in
the world.”*!

Storytellers’ Prompt-books

Now we shall consider in greater detail the actual activity of the storytellers.
First of all we shall try to answer the question: what was the basis of their nar-
rative? Was it texts written by poets, and learned by heart to be repeated before
the audience with very small alternations, or were these storytellers creative
artists in their own right, capable of improvisation even if only “within the
framework of a settled tradition not only in subject, motive and metaphor, but
also in the elements of style, in adjectives, compatisons, the phrases used, and
so on, which provided the poet-improviser with a ready-made poetic diction.”*

Radlov, who studied the development of the Kirghiz epic of Manas in the
narrators’ art, showed clearly that every singer improvises that is to say he does
not create a new work each time, but accordingly to his ability to improvise he
adapts the traditional basis of his narrative. He combines known elements of
the story, changing or adding them according to the need of the moment and
the audience for whom he is performing, He draws the necessary components
from the narrative diction which includes many accepted formulations to help
the poet complete his lines, expand his description of the setting or put finish-
ing touches to the character of his hero, Radlov quotes an interesting example
of this, from his own experience:* the Kirghiz storyteller he was listening to
introduced into his tale of Manas a meeting of his hero with the Russian Czar,
as a token of respect to his Russian listener.

Zhirmunski points out that the ability of folk storytellers to improvise is
closely connected with the conditions of their professional training. He dis-
cusses the theoretical problem of the relationship between the storyteller’s
creative individuality and the ancient oral tradition with which he works, and
comes to the conclusion that there is no conflict between individual creativeness
and a collective tradition. On the contrary, he believes that they are mutually

complementary.*

41 Op.cit. p.43.

42 Zhirmunsky, op. cit. p. 247.
43 Zhirmunsky, op. cit. p. 247.
44 Zhirmunsky, op. cit. p. 255.
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The art of the storyteller is not an easy one. The Chinese narrator or singer
has no stage properties to help him, and his success depends only on his ability
to establish intimate contact with an audience that is often very exacting. This
in itself is a reason why it is unlikely that the storyteller would merely repeat
a text learned by rote, repeating it unchanged or very little changed — all the
less so, since his theme would be one known among the people for centuries.
The listeners are well acquainted with the content of the story. The approach
to the subject, however, will vary according to the time, the audience and the
personality of the storyteller. A tale is never mechanically transferred from one
narrative form to another. There is much material in Chinese soutces to show
how individual tales developed within the different narrative and literary genres.
One of the most popular and oft-treated subjects was the story of the “devoted
son Mulian” adapted from the brief story of the holy Maudgalyayan in the
Stitra Foshuo yulan penjing 750 i B 4% and developed further in Dunbuang bian-
wen about Mulian in the Tang dynasty.”® The story about Mulian also formed
the basis of the well-known Ming play “A Moral Story of how Mulian saved his
Mother” (Mulian jinmm guanshan xiwen B EREFEIFEEX L), which boasts of a
hundred and two scenes in three volumes, with a strong anti-religious tendency
obvious at many points. Many bagjuan also gtew around this theme.*

Similarly the story of “Meng Jiangnii the faithful wife> Fa2% 2 can be traced in
many different literary genres from the oldest to the present day."” Only detailed

25

analysis of such definite material can give us a deeper insight into the problems
of Chinese storytelling art and allow us to determine in close relation to living
storytelling practice to what degree it is folk or literary creation.

We must also endeavour to determine whether all the works written down in
narrative form were in fact intended to be narrated orally. Lu Xun pointed out
the need to distinguish between tales written as narratives but already intended

to be read, and real “narrators’ prompt-books”.*

45 Dunhuang bianwenji ZUE 52 C4E, Peking, 1957, vol. 2, pp. 701-714.

46 V. Hrdlickova, Tun-huangské pien-weny o oddaném synovi Mu-lienovi, 1958, Acta Universitatis Ca-
rolinae, Philologica, No. 2, pp. 269-286.

47 B. L. Riftin, op. cit.

48 Lu Xun &31: Zhongguo xiaoshuo shiliie H B /)Nt 52 1%, see also English translation, Lu Xun,
A Brief History of Chinese Fiction, Peking, 1959, pp. 152—162.
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Chen Ruheng describes the development of the Song and Yuan buaben —
“the storytellet’s prompt-book” in morte ot less the following terms:* the real
huaben served the tale-tellers as a hand-book for their narrative, and not as a
continuous text. They were more like sets of notes and did not make any claims
to literary style. Originally the huaben was secret, and intended only for the
private use of the storyteller. They were handed down from teacher to disciple
and often remained in the same family for generations. In time, however, some
tales became so popular that they were printed. In order to make them suitable
for printing they were usually given to a literary scholar to fill out and round off
propetly, to make good reading. Chen Ruheng records that as early as under
the Song and Yuan dynasties there were writers who spent their time collect-
ing and working up the tales they heard sung in the marketplaces. One of the
characteristic features of society under the Song and Yuan dynasties were the
literary circles — shuhui &, where lovers of literature and poetry met. They
were interested in folk art, too, and even employed collectors to find material
for them among the common people. It was not unusual for the writers in the
shubui to have direct contact with professional storytellers in the teahouses and
marketplaces.”

What Chen Ruheng said about buaben is confirmed by what we know of
the narrators methods today. Xiao Yiwu in an article describing the art of the
great storyteller Wang Shaotang describes the real prompt-books known as
diben JEEAN and says that they were nothing more than the simple outline of
the story, and with them the narrator could tell a single story for ten days, or
several months, or even a whole year. Wang Shaotang for instance, spent seven
months narrating episodes from the romance “Water Margin” using almost five
million words.

According to the words of Si Su*? the problem of the existence of more
detailed prompt-books, called the jiaoben JiH i, was unclear for a long time, and
it was only in the course of thorough research that anything was discovered.
Both singers and narrators declared that they had no notes and that they knew

even the verse passages by heart as passed down to them in the oral tradition.

49 Op.cit. pp. 50, 51.
50 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p. 91.

51 Xiao Yiwu i 75 I1: Tan Wang Shaotang de shuoshu yishu & /0> 5 [ 55 3 25447 in the periodical
Quyi gongzuo tongxun, 1954, No. 3, pp. 30-37, pag. cit. 30.

52 Si Su S H: Shuoshu you wu jiaoben 5535 MEJHIA, Quyi, 1962, No. 4, pp. 44-45.
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Gradually, however, as Si Su got to know the folk storytellers better and won
their confidence, he found out that many of them really did possess jiaoben. He
himself saw several of them. He writes that they were small books or notebooks
written by hand and containing notes on such matters as how many chapters the
natrative contained and where certain lines or episodes could be inserted. They
also contained sections of verse notes on the musical accompaniment, which
melodies could be suitably used, and so forth. The notes varied according to
the level of education of the artist — in some there were grammatical mistakes,
incorrectly drawn characters, places which the storyteller himself only could
understand. These notes were handed down from father to son and it was no
wonder that their existence was kept secret, for they represented the “bowl
of rice” of the storyteller. The narrator Bai Fengming [ /Bl tells us, as an
example of the deep friendship between his teacher Liu Baoquan % & 4> and
another well-known narrator Bai Yupeng [zl that the latter handed over
to Liu some subjects he had especially worked up himself.*

The Professional Training of the Storytellers

As the diben and the jiaoben were only more or less scanty notes to help the
storyteller’s memory they cannot give us a complete picture of the storytell-
er’s performance in front of his audience. Here we must make some further
investigations.

As we were able to see for ourselves at the market-place By the Bridge of
Heaven (Tiangiao KK), the storyteller whether man or woman, singing the
big drum ballads or reciting &uaiban, “the fast boards”, very seldom repeated
the same tale the same way twice running. On several occasions we were the
centre of attention as the artist commented on our arrival by interpolating a few
lines or making a witty remark. The same was experienced by J. Bredon and
I. Mitrophanow who quote the verses interpolated extempore by a storyteller

when they arrived on the scene:
“Here comes a stranger from far away, from far away.

That stranger’s nose is long and his nails are short,
yet, perhaps, my friend, his pocket is full of cash,

53 Bai Fengming [ JE\"&: Huai Shipian 12Tk, Quyi, 1962, No. 5, pp. 47-51.
54 The Moon Year, Shanghai, 1927, p. 151.
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for we have heard it said that foreigners are rich,

even if they have no manners”

This is of course only an insignificant example. The art of improvisation was
always part of the professional training of a Chinese storyteller. This type of
professional training was known, too in Central Asia, while in Europe there
existed the professional training of Greek rhapsodists, Celtic bards, and the
blind gusle playets of Serbia.”® In China the art of storytelling was passed
from one generation to another, and talented storytellers would form schools
taking talented boys and even girls into their families for training. The social
standing of the storytellers — except for the very successful — was not high.*
A somewhat better standing was enjoyed by the singers who were pupils of a
well-known master. Self-taught artists, however well they knew their job, were
not considered real attists in the towns.”’

It was not easy to be a real master of the art of storytelling. It was a pro-
fession calling for hard work from childhood onwards. The storyteller Wang
Shaotang, for example, said that from the time he was seven, he would go with
his father to the market-place and watch his performance. He was twelve when
he first performed alone, and not until he was thirty could he say that he had
mastered his art and penetrated its mysteties.™

Liu Baoquan, the singer of drum ballads, talking to the famous actor Mei
Lanfang HFRE 75 told how his father taught him to tell tales and to sing as eatly
as at nine years old.” The same was true of Kang Zhonghua & #H # who
specialised in the Story of the Three Kingdoms, learning from his father as a
child and appeating on the stage from the age of sixteen.”

When a pupil was accepted into the home of his master, he had to take part
in a ceremony in the course of which he beat his head on the ground before his
master. Then he lived in the master’s house doing all kinds of household jobs
and helping the master at his performances.

55 Zhirmunsky, op. cit. pp. 257, 263.

56 Lao She describes this effectively in his play about the life of storytellers, “Fang Zhenzhu” 77
Zk; Shanghai, 1950.

57 Hrdlicka, 1957, op. cit. p. 90.
58 Xiao Yiwu, op. cit. pp. 30-36.

59 Tan guwang Liu Baoquan de yishu chuangzao % 5% T 30 & 4 W24k £11&, Quyi, 1962, No. 2,
pp.2-19.

60 i hai mo xia ji BHFEEET, Quyi, 1962, No. 1, pp. 16-19.
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First the young pupil had to master the fundamental principles of the art
of storytelling, known as “gang” #il.* This included among other things the
knowledge of what was forbidden and what was allowed in narration. For
singers of zanci, for example, it was forbidden “to sing in an expressionless or
monotonous voice, point to things without looking at them, sit restlessly on the
platform,” etc.”” Singers usually learned to play at least one musical instrument
in childhood.

The pupil learned each narrative in sections. The basic “skeleton” of the

-

narrative was called “Ziangz?” J2¥-. This the pupil gradually developed and
added to, as far as his abilities allowed him. At first, however, the pupil learned
his story off by heart, not according to a written text, but in the form in which
it was handed down from one storyteller to another orally, without ever being
written down for narration purposes. It was one of the rules of the storytellers’
guilds that no story should be ever written down as it was told. The storytellers
were often illiterate or blind. Zhang Changgong found during research in the
field that out of ten singers of ghuizi nine were illiterate.”® These singers, as he
remarked, could narrate and sing without interruption for three whole months
without repeating themselves, and yet they could not read a single character. The
blind, illiterate singers said of themselves that they “learned with their mouths
and read with their ears.”

The apprentice years of a storyteller were far from easy. The motto of the
old master was “learn hard and practise hard.” There was a well-known saying
“Just as the stick never leaves the hand of the man who leans upon it, so song
must never leave the lips of the singer.”®

At first the master would allow his pupils to perform in public only short
sung passages — usually the introductions known as £aipian [ 5. In the jargon

of the singers of zanci the apprentice who sang these introductions was called

cha bianhna FEIHAE.5

61 ZiChen, op. cit. p. 28.

62 Riftin, op. cit., pp. 193-194.
63 QOp.cit. p. 84.

64 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p. 173.

65 Tan Xihe dagu de yanchang yishu 5% V5] KX 5% ¥ PE 25487, written from the account by Wang
Zunsan & = in Quyi gongzuo tongxun, No. 2, 1954, June, pp. 7-12, pag. cit. 10.

66 ZhaoJingshen: Tanci xuan, p.15.

90



Some Observations on the Chinese Art of Storytelling

Thus we see that the apprentices did not learn the art of narration all at
once, their work was not the fruit of “sudden inspiration”, but of long and hard
work. In the course of their apprenticeship they had to learn to use “half-fin-
ished” products, so to speak, out of which they built up their story. These
“half-finished” products the bricks from which they built their tales, included
not only themes handed on from one generation to another and constantly
enriched with new elements in the course of centuries of use, but also the lan-
guage. Chinese storytellers used a whole range of proverbial sayings, fixed ways
of describing the hero or heroine, a collection of rhymes which helped them to
form new lines as the situation of the moment required. The shulaibao singers,
for example, could only create their thymed tales on the basis of the long yeats
of apprentice training. The notebooks in which these folk artists wrote down
proverbial sayings and accepted phrases have been preserved to this day. These
were the half-finished products we mentioned. Thus a rich storyteller’s vocab-
ulary was built up, the detailed study of which would be most rewarding, This
storytellers’ language has all the beauty of the colourful language of the people.
It is interesting to note, however, that the storytellers also took over established
expressions from the written language, from theatrical plays. They used words
found in mediaeval romances which today sound archaic in spoken Chinese. All
these elements helped them to achieve dramatic effect in their narration. The
analysis of these expressions and their origin can help us to determine more
exactly the character of each text.

While studying the different forms of Chinese folk literature we collected a
large number of these storytellers’ phrases. A whole dictionary could be made
of them. Here are a few examples as an illustration: a beautiful woman was one
who had “eyebrows like willow leaves and eyes like almonds” — /i ye mei xing
he yan HNE JE A5 HR. The invincible hero was that one who “lived a thousand
autumns” — gzan gin bu xin THKAFS. The strong man had “the back of a tiger
and the waist of a beat” — hubei xiongyao & 15 RENE. A battle was expressed by
the term “battle between tigers and dragons” — longzheng hudon FEF IR . To
hesitate was to “walk a winding path” — pai huai gi ln HEE# and so on.

An important part of what the apprentice had to learn was to observe every
movement, every change in the tone of voice, every expression on his master’s
face. The artist Kang Zhonghua has an interesting passage on this subject.®’
He describes how successful he was when he first began to perform, because his

67 Op.cit.
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audience was less exacting in view of his youth. As the time went on, however,
he lost their favour and tried in vain to think why. One of his friends advised
him to attend his father’s performance again and memorise carefully every
movement, every gesture, every tone of his voice, to get the storytelling art into
his very bones. Then he should try to use it all to create his own individual style.
This process was called “w#” 1 — “understanding”. It was difficult to achieve
“wi”’ and Kang Zhonghua says that he could neither eat nor sleep for it.

Sometimes, afraid of a talented pupil surpassing him too soon, a master
would deliberately hold him back in his apprenticeship. Thus we are told in the
biography of one of the most famous zanci singers, Ma Rufei 4 ﬂ%, who
came of a family of storytellers, that after his fathet’s death he was apprenticed
to the master Gui Qiurong HEAKZE. When his master was performing himself,
he would send his pupil out on errands. Ma Rufei tried to use every opportunity
of hearing his master perform, however, even listening outside the teahouse
window, and so he was able to master the art faitly soon.®®

Some masters would end the term of apprenticeship with a public perfor-
mance which in the case of the zanci singers took the form of a public contest,
huishn € 3. In Shanghai these contests were famous. Girl singers took the
main part in them. They could win the title of xiansheng 5G4, master, which
ensured them a better social standing that of ordinary girl singers, xiaoshu &
. The xiansheng singers were very conscious of their superiority, and if an
“ordinary singer” appeared in the hall, which was called shuchang %i'%, the
master singer of zanc immediately left the stage to show that she had nothing
in common with the intruder.”

Singers and storytellers were grouped in guilds according to the type of
narration or song they specialised in. Inside these there was a division into
schools, according to the teacher. This was known as menhu 17 . The menhu
had very strict rules. Members had to know the family tree of the whole of their
guild, for example. They were only allowed to tell the type of stories in which
their guild specialised. Even the time they were allowed to spend on telling a
single story was strictly limited. Some were allowed to perform only during the
daytime, others during the evening, and that only in a certain teahouse or on

a certain spot.

68 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p. 190.
69 ZhaoJingshen, Tanci xuan, p. 14.

70 ZhaoJingshen, Tanci xuan, p.15.
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The tanci storytellers were strictly professional. They even had their own
patron, Sanhnang =5, to whom two feastdays in the year were dedicated. The
tanci singers were organised in guilds, the largest of which, the Guangyushe JH
ft was in Suzhou. The Shanghai guild was called Runyushe A A

The Creative Methods of the Storytellers

Among the essential qualities of a storyteller were a good memory, quick rep-
artee, talented acting and above all real knowledge of life, without which the
artist would never win the favour of his audiences. One of the Qing storytellers
described how his teacher taught him to observe life: “A storyteller must be
conversant with men of all walks of life, and with dialects, customs and con-
ventions of different places. Moreover, his knowledge must be accurate down
to the last detail. His scripts provide merely the outline of certain stories: he
himself must fill in the details and add episodes to make them interesting, His
success in doing this depends on his powers of observation, his skill in analysis
and selection, and his discrimination in retaining what is relevant and rejecting
what is not.””"

What a singer and storyteller had to know is summed up in these four main

points:

a) shuo it — his performance had to be clear and effective. Music and song
had to be in complete harmony.

b) axue W§ — the storyteller had to give his tale what the Chinese call “flesh
and blood”. He had to watch his audience carefully, following their
reactions and adapting his acting to them. The characterisation of dif-
ferent roles was most important, both in speech and action.

) tan # — skill in performing on a musical instrument

d) chang "8 — mastery of the art of singing.™

No singer or storyteller could be good unless he knew how to change and adapt
his story, adding new descriptions and episodes. There is an incident in the life
of Ma Rufei which illustrates this very well. His first public performance was

71 Zhang Yuanshui 58 R 7K: Tanci zhongzhong 5 FE 78, in the book, Huadong difang xiqu jieshao
HE TR 7 Bk 1 /4, Shanghai, 1951, pp. 121-126, pag. cit. 121.

72 \Wu Weiyun: The Funny-men and Storytellers of the Chinese Variety Theatre; Chinese Literature, Sept.,
Oct., 5.,1958, pp. 127-131, pag. cit. 130.

73 Zhang Yuanshui, op. cit. p. 124.

93



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

the Pearl Pagoda, the tale which later became his lifelong specialisation. This first
performance was not a success. Ma Rufei completed his narration of this tale,
one of the favourite stories of generations of Chinese storytellers, in a mere
seventeen days, while others told it sometimes as long as a year and half. In time,
however, Ma Rufei became so skilful that his narration of the Peatl Pagoda be-
gan to be called “The Story of the Pearl Pagoda sung to Ma’s Melody” — Madiao
henzhuta SIS ERYE. The text of his narrative was never printed and has only
been preserved in manusctipt copies.™

Each of the narrative forms called for special skills. The fanc singers were
famed for their detailed descriptions. One scene in the story of the Pearl Pagoda,
describing how the heroine wonders whether she ought or ought not to give the
hero the peatl pagoda, could last several days in the performance of a master. One
day, for instance, he began by saying:” “Now today we shall see whether Miss Chen
will come down the steps ot not.””® Zhao Jingshen comments that the printed texts
of this story had nothing in common with what was actually told. The text could
be read through in a fortnight, while the narration took several months. There is a
well-known story about a Zanc, singer who spent two evenings describing how his
heroine bent down to tie up her shoelace.

This delight in description, in which the storyteller had to show a remark-
able knowledge of life, great ingenuity and originality, was not characteristic
of the zanci alone. The tellers of prose tales were also expert at it, even if to a
lesser degree. Actually these tales were divided into those in which the dramatic
action was the most important — the geishutingde % 35 H4M¥] and the descriptive
type — pangzheng boyinde 55 & 5| 11177

Here it is possible to make an interesting comparison. Lao She writes
admiringly that one storyteller took five or six evenings to recount how Wu
Song killed a tiger. He gave for example a minute account of what Wu Song
drank, how he drank it and so on. Lao She even adds that when the storyteller
began to describe the way Wu Song chased a flea down his back, his audience
began to scratch themselves too. Here was a case of a storyteller with the skill

74 Chen Ruheng, op. cit. p. 194.
75 ZhaoJingshen, Tanci xuan, p.10.

76 AYing B JE: Tanci xiaoshuo pingkao 55 /N &T 25, Shanghai, 1927, p. 2.

77 Lao She: Guoxin nian, p.12.
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to describe apparently undramatic things in a witty, colourful fashion, and keep
the attention of his hearers undivided.™

The Shandong “fast boards” singer Er Gouxiong ] #& was able to sing
for a month or even two about the adventures of Wu Song. In his version the
hero performed whatever the artist happened to think of, as well as what his
audience put into his mind. There were many suggestive anecdotes inserted
into his ballads, so that when he arrived in the city the teachers are said to
have forbidden the children to come out in the street. In the evening, however,
the headmaster and all his subordinates wete to be found in Er Gouxiong’s
audience, it is said.”

Improvisation was an essential element in the art of the storytellers of
rhythmic tales — for example, the shulaibao, which was often made up on the spur
of the moment. They usually worked in pairs, one putting forward themes and
the other improvising a song about them on the spot. The shulaibao singers were
often poor beggars going from house to house; at other times they would be
professional narrators performing in the teahouses on any subject given them.*

The creative methods depended often on the individual skill of each artist.
Kang Zhonghua speaks of his father, who was also a storyteller, but had rather
a weak voice. When he described a scene in which the hero was supposed to
shout in a voice of thunder, he began by describing the powerful voice of his
hero, which was so loud that “sand and ashes would boil up, birds singing in
the branches would fall to the ground like stones, fishes swimming in the water
would sink to the bottom, rivers would turn in their courses...” After such an
introduction the actual shout did not need to be so loud. Kang Zhonghua
himself had a powerful voice, and so he omitted his father’s suggestive descrip-
tions and simply ctied out so loudly that his hearers would jump with surprise.”

The prose used by the storytellers was not simple, normal prose, but had
its own special features. Sometimes series of four or six syllable phrases were

introduced, a thyme would be used, or words chosen so as to have the thythm

78 lao She, op. cit. p. 12.
79 Lao She, op.cit. p.12,13.

80 |mprovising on a given theme had a long tradition in China. This type of rhyming repartee was
called hesheng & £ and was very popular in ancient China. A similar type of improvisation
was well known in mediaeval Europe, where public contests in improvisation were held. Such
contests were also known in Arabia, and in Persia. See Zhirmunsky, op. cit. p. 253.

81 Op.cit.p.18.
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required by the storyteller to suggest a certain atmosphere. When he described
an impending storm, for example, the approach of a fierce tiger, or his hero
hurrying home, these passages had to stand out from the rest of his narrative
by means of their special thythm. Sometimes onomatopoeia was used, or the
storyteller would recite so fast that his listeners could not possibly understand
his words, but were enchanted by the music they made.*

The language used by the storytellers had to have its own special effective-
ness. Lao She says that often the young men in these narratives were called Diba
#5 )\, the Eighth, because “4” has not only a telling sound, but the character
for “ba” can easily be described in the air with the finger, so that the audience
can be made vividly aware of it.*’

It is interesting to note that these storytellers were able to express sounds
which are not normally expressible in words; by combining various means they
created the exact atmosphere they needed, using not only words but rhythms,
and tones of voice. One would create the impression of a falling leaf, another
would modulate his voice to give the sound of water rippling under the oars
of the conspirators escaping; they could imitate the sound of tea being poured
out, or the tinkle of winecups knocked over. It is important when presenting
characters to be able to show whether the hero walked with a light or a heavy
step. Not even the sound of laughter or tears is the same always — it may be
sincere or affected, happy or sad. When the storyteller Wang Shaotang spoke
of a shot sounding far across a lake — a sound barely audible — he moved his
lips once or twice and his listeners were all convinced they heard the sound
coming to them from far, far away.®

The storyteller must concentrate all his powers on the purpose he chooses
to set himself — to make his audience laugh, to make them weep, to move their
feelings. The really great masters were so successful in this that when Wang
Shaotang, for instance, said one day that on the next day he would tell how
Wu Song, his hero, was beaten with rods, some of audience preferred to stay
away, rather than hear their hero suffer.¥

82 lao She, op. cit. p. 6.
83 Lao She, op. cit. p. 5.
84 Xiao Yiwu, op. cit. p. 35.
85 Xiao Yiwu, op. cit. p. 36.
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As a rule the storyteller avoided bombastic theatrical effects, and used eco-
nomical means to meet their ends — often merely hinting — except of course in
passages where the dramatic tension culminated.

In most of the narrative forms the gesticulation and the actor’s whole be-
havior was influenced by tradition. In the ballads sung to the big drums the
musician first appeared on the stage, sat down without bowing to the audience,
and began to tune his instrument. Then the singer came on to the stage with
quick steps. With an expression of complete indifference on his face he tapped
the drum a few times with his left hand, and shook his clappers. Then in a fast,
unnatural voice, almost incomprehensibly, he sang a few introductory phrases.
As his listeners settled down, he began to sing in a calm, quiet voice, raising it
as his story developed.®

Wang Shaotang used very little gesticulation as he told his tales. But he was
said to be eloquent with his eyes. His audience could tell from the expression
on his face whether the hero of his story was a good or a bad man. He always
sat when he was performing, never getting to his feet; he moved only the upper
half of his body. He motioned with his palm to show how the hero killed a
tiger, a well-trained gesture showed how the heroine closed a door. He showed
numbets by using his fingers.”

Where the text included singing as well as narration the musical accompa-
niment was particularly important. What singers feared most was monotony in
their singing and reciting; they called it dagyang TE 5.5

The singer had to know the character of each melody, and make it fit the
meaning of the words. Wang Zunsan speaks about the three most popular
Xihe dagn melodies: tonban SAM, erban R, and sanban —HR. Touban was rather
slow and was used to introduce a long narration. It was particularly suitable for
the opening as it calmed the listeners down and the story could be explained
to them while it was being played. Erban sometimes also called Zsushuiban K
B because it sounded like a flowing river — was very pleasant to the ear. It was
suitable as an accompaniment to epic narration. The sanban melody was a fast
one, suitable for moments of excitement.

Some singers created their own melodies as circumstances required, or al-

tered the basic melody. This can be seen from an analysis of the gingyin 15

86 Hrdlicka, 1957, op. cit. p. 99.
87 Xiao Yiwu, op. cit. p. 36.
88 Wang Zunsan, op. cit. p. 8.
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form. Field work showed that every singer introduced his own changes into
both words and melody, so that when the collectors wanted to write down a
melody and the words sung to it, they had to listen to ten or more singets in

order to get an objective picture.”

Conclusion

For limitations of space, it was not possible to touch on all the questions con-
nected with the art of storytelling in this short article, to clarify the creative
character of the folk art and to support the theory that it has a fundamentally
folk character. In the intricate and special conditions of China this question is
of prime significance, for it is constantly necessary to determine the relation-
ship between fixed written texts and the living oral tradition, between truly
folk art created for the people, and art arising in and intended for a different
social environment, even if drawing on folk literature for many an inspiration.
Great care and sensitive analysis is needed to deal with the content of these
works, their moral purpose and their form. This is the only approach which
will allow us to view them correctly in the context of the many social factors
that influenced their origin, the use they were put to, and their effect on their
audiences. From what has been shown in the article it is essential to draw a
fundamental distinction between folk storytellers and those who performed
for the feudal upper classes; and between printed texts in narrative form
but intended for reading rather than oral narration, texts which are already
in the sphere of literature proper, and finally the “popular” literature with
its propaganda aim of restoring feudal ideas, which in many ways recalls the
broadsheets and similar semi-folk printed ballads in this country.

From this point of view we can form the right approach to storytelling
literature closely connected and growing out of the folk storytellet’s art. This
question must be studied in greater detail and attention must also be paid to
an analysis of the themes, which will help to clarify the relationship between
folk and literary writing. The role of the storyteller’s personality, his original
approach to his material, must also be studied, and material collected in the
field, as far as possible, to show the influence of the audience on the storyteller’s

performance.

89 Hu Du: Women shi zen yang souji zhengli Sichuan qingyin de FZA 2 EAIL I [P0 )1]] i
1, in: Quyi gongzuo tongxun, 1954, No. 2, pp. 47—49.
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There can be no doubt that this approach to the question of Chinese sto-
rytelling art is infinitely more correct than the mere study of printed texts, and

that this approach alone can give rise to correct and well-founded conclusions.

References

A Ying B Tanci Xiaoshuo Pingkao S5 /NP [A Review of Tanci Texts].
Shanghai 1927.

Bat Fengming [1A1MY: Huai Shi Pian $Jfi%5 [An Essay on Cherishing the Master].
Owyi 112 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 5, pp. 47-51.

BRrEDON, Juliet and Igor Mitrophanow: The Moon Year. Shanghai 1927.

CuEN Ruheng BRIZHET: Shuoshn Shibua Wit L1l [The History of Storytelling]. Peking
1958.

ChicnygRov, Vladimir Ivanovich Ynuepos, Baaanmup Msanoswa: Russkoye narodnoye
tvorchestvo Pyccxoe napooroe meopuecmso [Russian Folk Art]. Moscow 1959.

Fou Si-houa: Catalogue des Pao-kinan [Catalog of Baojuan]. Peking 1951.

Fu Xihua 815 %: Bejjing Chuantong Quyi Zongln AL ARGt i 25 5.3 [Comprehensive
Collection of Beijing Traditional Folk Vocal Art]. Shanghai 1962.

Hrpricka, Zdenck: O pivodu a vyvoji lien-chua-lao [The Origin and Development
of Lianhualao|. Ceskoslovenska ethnaografie [Czechoslovak Ethnography] 1956, IV(2),
pp. 154-169.

Hrpricka, Zdenck: Old Chinese Ballads to the Accompaniment of the Big Drum.
Avrchiv orientdlni 1957, 25(1), pp. 83-145.

HRDLICKOVA, Vénceslava: Tun-huangské pien-weny o oddaném synovi Mu-lienovi
[Dunhuang Bianwen about the Devoted Son Mulian|. Acta Universitatis Carolinae —
Philologica 2, 1958, pp. 269-286.

Hu Du: Women Shi Zen Yang Souji Zhengli Sichuan Qingyin de A 1/& B4
B [PU)I] & 0 [How Did We Collect and Organize Sichuan Qingyin.
Onyi Gongzo Tongxom W1 Z TAEBH [Work Newsletter on Folk Vocal Art] 1954,
2, pp. 47-49.

KanG Zhonghua FEHE4: Yi Hai Mo Xia Ji Z##ER 12 [Notes on Catching Shrimps
in the Sea of Art]. Quyi 12 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 1, pp. 16-19.

Krejci, Karel: Pisen prazské ulice, jeji vztah k pisni kramaiské a literatufe [The Song
of the Prague Street, Its Relation to the Broadside Ballad and Literature]. In:
Jaromir Dvotak and Josef S. Kvapil (Eds.), VVaclavek’s Olomonc 1961. Shornik referdtii
a diskusnich prispévki o kramarské pisni [Vaclavek’s Olomouc 1961. Collection of
Papers and Discussion Contributions on the Broadside Ballad]. Prague 1963,
pp. 59-77.

Lao She 8 Fang Zhenghn 77 2Bk [Fang Zhenzhu]. Shanghai 1950.

Lao She & %5 Guo Xinnian i H4F [Celebrating the New Year]. Shanghai 1951.

L1 Xiaocang 20 Ouyi Tan W1 ZR [Talks on Folk Vocal Art]. Wuhan 1951.

99



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

LiANG Wenda #23CiK (Ed.): Shanbei Daoging Yinyne BEILIE G 5 [Northern Shaanxi
Taoist Music|. Xi’an 1953.

Lu Xun &3 Zhongguo Xiaoshuno Shiliie 1 E /Nt 521 [A Brief History of Chinese
Fiction]. Peking 1925.

Lu Xun: A Brief History of Chinese Fiction. Peking 1959, pp. 152—162.

Mgt Lanfang #§2% 75 Tan Guwang Liu Baoquan de Yishu Chuangzao iR & T X
AREARANIE [On the Artistic Creation of Liu Baoquan, the King of Drum].
Omyi W2 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 2, pp. 2—19.

MEeN’sHIKOV, Lev Nikolayevich MEnbLMKOB, Aes Huxoaaesma: O zhanrye zhu-
gongdiao i o Liu Zhiyuan zhugongdiao O xaupe wkyryHaso u o Aro Yikbroans
@wryryHAso [About the Zhugongdiao Form and Liu Zhiyuan’s Zhugongdiao]. In:
Voprosy filologii 7 istorii stran sovyetskogo i zarnbezhnogo Vostoka Bonpocs: gunonozun u
ucmopuu cmpar cosenckozo u sapybescriozo Bocmoxa. |Questions of Philology and Histo-
ry of the Countries of the Soviet and Foreign East]. Moscow 1961, pp. 78-82.

PeLLIOT, Paul: Les documents chinois trouvés par la mission Kozlov a Khara-Khoto
[The Chinese Documents Found by the Kozlov Expedition at Khara-Khoto].
Jounrnal Asiatigne 1914, 11(3), pp. 503-518.

PRUSEK, Jaroslav: Cuti-¢’-$u: Lidové zpévy z Chenann [Zhuizishu: Folk Song from Henan].
Prague 1954.

RiFTIN, Boris L'vovich Puetun, Bopuc AvBosua: Skazaniye o velikoi styenye i problyema
ghanra v kitajskom folklorye Crasanue o Beaurot cmene u npobaema sarnpa 6 Kumaickom
ponviagpe. [The Tale of the Great Wall and the Problem of Genre in Chinese
Folklore]. Moscow 1961.

St Su JA 75 Shuoshu You Wu Jiaoben 1t 5% ToIA [Is There a Storyteller’s Hand-
book?]. Quyi fI 2. [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 4, pp. 44—45.

SMETANA, Robert: K problematice jevu ¢eské pisné kramaiské [A Conttibution to the
Problem of the Czech Broadside Ballad]. In: Jaromir Dvofik and Josef S. Kvapil
(BEds.), Vclavkova Olomonc 1961. Sbornik referdtii a diskusnich prispévkii o kramarské pisni
[Vaclavek’s Olomouc 1961. Collection of Papers and Discussion Contributions on
the Broadside Ballad]. Prague 1963, pp. 13-58.

VAcLAVEK, Bedtich: Pisemnictvi a lidova tradice [Literature and Folk Tradition]. Prague
1947.

VELINGEROVA, Milena: Jaké jsou charakteristické rysy ¢inské popularni slovesnosti
[What are the Characteristic Features of Chinese Popular Verbal Art]. Zprivy CSO
1961, 3.

WaNG Zhongmin - H [, Wang Qingshu F KA, Zhou Yiliang il — R, Zeng
Yigong & ¥t A and Xiang Da [A11A (Eds.): Dunbuang Bianwenji BHEAE SLLE [The
Collection of the Dunhuang Bianwen]. Peking 1957.

WaNG Zunsan T B = (Speaker) and Ding Luo ] # (Record-keeper): Tan Xihe
Dagu de Yanchang Yishu PG RS HEIE ZAR [On the Art of Xihe Dagu
Singing]. Onyi Gonggno Tongsun WE TAEEIR [Work Newsletter on Folk Vocal
Art] 1954, 2, pp. 7-12.

100



Some Observations on the Chinese Art of Storytelling

Wu Weiyun: The Funny-men and Storytellers of the Chinese Variety Theatre. Chinese
Literature 1958, 5(September/ October), pp. 127-131.

X120 Yiwu 7§ /5 Fi: Tan Wang Shaotang de Shuoshu Yishu iR T/ B [ 31 F5 2R
[On the Wang Shaotang’s Storytelling Art]. Quyi Gongzuo Tongun W2 TAE B H
[Work Newsletter on Folk Vocal Art] 1954, 3, pp. 30-36.

X1 Jin #4: Guanyu Minjian Wenxue, Renmin Koutou Wenxue de Gainian Jiqi Fan-
wei Jiexian KT [ ], TAREESLSCE ] MBS LV EFR [On
the Concepts and Scope of ‘Folk Literature’ and ‘Oral Literature of the People’].
Minjian Wense I[8] 3L [Folk Literature] 1957, 7, pp. 58-60.

XU Jiping 15U Laozi de Yuangi Cunyi & F YRS 5E [Doubts about the Ori-
gin of Laozi]. Xign Bjji >J fI%& 12 [Notes on Learning Songs] 1951, pp. 1-11.

Y& Dejun M8 Song Yuan Ming Jiangchang Wenxne F2 76 HEIE 32 [Song, Yuan
and Ming Jiangchang Literature|. Shanghai 1953.

YU Zhang & {%: Henan Zhuizi Yuanyuan Xinshuo 7] 74 B F IR HT UL [A New
Interpretation of the Origin of Henan Ballad Singing Accompanied by a Zhuizi].
Omyi W2 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 2, pp. 63—65.

ZHANG Changgong KK 51 Henan Zhuizi Shu MENEE [Book of Henan Ballad
Singing Accompanied by a Zhuizi]. Peking 1951.

ZHANG Yuanshui 7 J57K: Tanci Zhongzhong S iEFIFl [Various Types of Tanci]. In:
Huadong Difang Xigu Jieshao " A 077 3% A48 [Introduction to Local Operas of
East China]. Shanghai 1952, pp. 121-126.

Zuao Jingshen B SIR: Dagn Yanjin KEEWF L [Research on Ballads accompanied by
the Big Drums]. Shanghai 1936.

Zuao Jingshen BAFIR: Tanci Xuan TR [Selected Tanci]. Shanghai 1947.

ZHENG Zhenduo HHREF: Chatuben Zhongguo Wenscneshi $FE A< [ 3L 52 58 [An Tllus-
trated History of Chinese Literature|. Peking 1932.

ZHENG Zhenduo HHRER: Zhongguo Suwenxue Shi B G L F 5 [The History of
Chinese Popular Literature]. Peking 1954, 2 vols.

ZHENG Zhenduo FBHREE: Po Zichan Jieji de Zhixue Fangfa, Ii Shehuizhuyi de Li-
chang Guandian he Fangfa i B AB RV 074k, ate £ WL
FFIJ5 15 [Breaking the Bourgeois Academic Methods and Establishing Socialist
Standpoints and Methods). Minjian Wenxne B8] L2 [Folk Literature] 1958, 7-8,
pp. 42—44.

ZHIRMUNSKIY, Viktor Maksimovich 2KupmyHcknit, Buxrop Makcumosrra: Narodnyy
geroicheskiy epos Hapoonsuii eepounecxuii snoc [National Heroic Epos|. Moscow—Lenin-
grad 1962.

Znu Zeji: Bixu cong Yuanzeshang Huaqing Minjian Wenxue de Fanwei 2 20 M\ iR
W ERIFE TR ] I3E R [The Scope of “Folk Literature” Must Be
Cleatly Defined in Principle]. Minjian Wensxcne BR8] 3L [Folk Literature] 1957, 7,
pp. 51-57.

101



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

Z1 Chen %/: Quyi Huiyan gei Wo de Qifa fi 227845 A5 K [The Inspiration
1 Gained from the Quyi Performance]. Minjian Wenxue B[R] L2 [Folk Literature]
1958, 9, pp. 26-29.

Poznamky k problematice ¢inského vypravééského uméni

Cinska vypravécska slovesnost predstavuje obraz tvorby neobycejné bohaté. Pt
jejim celkovém hodnoceni nesta¢i omezit se pouze na studium pisemnych textd,
ale je nutno prazkum rozsifit i o metody narodopisné, které nim umozsiuji
postihnout celou $kalu viznamnych okolnosti, jez vznik a provozovani vypra-
vecského umeni doprovazely. Jen na zakladé takto ziskaného materialu mizeme
pak dospét k positivaim zaveram o tom, do jaké miry bylo vypraveécstvi umenim
skute¢né lidovym a do jaké miry bylo snad zavislé na textech psanych tak zvane,
,»pro lid“ vzdélanci. Pfitom je ovSem nutno brat v uvahu i to, ze vypraveécské
uménli, tkvici svymi kofeny v lidu, se postupné rozsifilo i mezi ostatni vrstvy
obyvatelstva a ze pfi hodnoceni textd musime si vzdy polozit otazku, komu byly
urceny. Pro osvétlenf otazky, do jaké miry byli lidovi vypraveci zavisli na psa-
nych textech, poskytuje velmi mnoho materialu prazkum zivych vypravécskych
tradic. Na jeho zakladé se mizeme pfesvedcit, ze lidovy vypravee byl v ramci
vymezeném tradic{ umélcem skutecné tvaréim a Ze tedy nebyl pouhym mecha-
nickym recitatorem psaného textu. Tyto texty naopak cerpaly inspiraci z tvorby
tradované tstné a vétsinou byly jiz urceny spise ke cteni, nez ke skutecné recitaci.

K Bompocy 0 KuTaliCKOM IIOBECTBOBATEABHOM HCKYCCTBE

Kurrafickas moBecTBOBATEABHAS AUTEPATYPA IIPEACTABAACT COOOM UPE3BEIYANHO
Horartoe TBOpUecTBO. AAf OOIIEH OIIEHKH 3TOrO TBOPYECTBA HEAOCTATOUHO
OTPAHUYHUTHCA OAHHM H3YYCHHEM IIMChMEHHBIX TCKCTOB, HCOOXOAHMO TaKKe
PACIIIHPHTD HCCACAOBAHNE €INe Ha METOABI aTHOTpacpun. ITocaeanne aaror
BO3MOZKHOCTD OXBATHTD I[CABIH PAA BAKHBIX OOCTOATEABCTB, COITPOBOKAABIIIIX
MOABAEHUE U PA3BUTHE IIOBECTBOBATEABHOTIO HCKYCCTBA HAPOAHBIX PACCKa3-
9uKOB. TOABKO Ha OCHOBAHHUH IIPHOOPETEHHOTO TAKUM ODOPa3soM MaTepHaAa
MOYKHO CAEAQTDh ITOAOKHUTEABHBIE 3AKAIOYECHHS O TOM, B KAKOHW CTEHEeHU I10-
BECTBOBATEABHOE HCKYCCTBO ABMAOCH ACHCTBUTEABHO HAPOAHBIM U B KAKOH
CTEIIEHN OHO OBIAO 3aBHCHMO OT TEKCTOB, COYMHAECMBIX ,,AA HAPOAA™ IIPEA-
CTaBUTEAAMHI ODPA3OBAHHBIX CAOEB OOIIIeCTBA. I Ipr 3TOM HAAO IPHHUMATD BO
BHHMAHIE U TO OOCTOATEABCTBO, YTO ITOBECTBOBATEABHOE HCKYCCTBO, 3APOANB-

IIHCh B HAPOAEC, ITIOCTCIICHHO paCHpOCTpZ.Hﬂ/\OCE 1 HA ApyI‘I/IC CAOHM HACCACHUA,
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TAaK 9TO IIPU OLICHKE HpOI/ISBeAeHI/II‘;I HCO6XOAI/IMO CTaBUTDH BOIIPOC, AAfI KOTO
IIOCACAHHC ITPCAHA3HAIAAICD. Muoro MaTepuasa AAfl Pa3bACHEHUA BOIIpOCa
O TOM, B KAKOM CTEIIeHN HApOAHBIC PACCKA3YHUKH OBIAM 32BHCHUMBI OT ITHCH-
MCHHBIX TEKCTOB, IPHHOCUT MCCACAOBAHMEC KHUBBIX TpaAI/IHI/II‘/‘I PaCcCKa3vINKOB.
Ha ocuoBanuu Takoro HNCCACAOBAHHUA MOKHO Y6CAI/ITI>CH B TOM, 9TO HAPOA-
HBIH paccka3vunK ABAAACA B IIPCACAAX TPAAUIIIOHHOIO IIOAXOAQ 6€CCHOPHO
TBOPYICCKAM XYAOKHHKOM, 4 HE MEXAaHUYICCKIM YTCIIOM HAITMCAHHOIO TEKCTA.
Hao6op0T, TEKCTBI IIMCAAUCH HA OCHOBAHNU IIEPEAABAEMOIO YCTHO TBOPYECTBA
M CaMH B OOABIITMHCTBE CAyYaCB ITPEAHA3ZHAYAANCH CKOPEE AAA YUTATCAS, IEM
AAST paCCKa3vIHKa.
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The Professional Training of Chinese Storytellers and the
Storytellers’ Guilds

Abstract: The paper provides a comprehensive look at Chinese storytellers’ pro-
fessional training and guild organization, emphasizing the importance of oral
tradition in Chinese literature and culture. It describes the strenuous path to
mastery of storytelling, including accepting a pupil into the apprenticeship, the
slow process of initiation into the mysteries of the storytelling art, the rigorous
training system, and the nature of first performances in public. Moreover, the
paper mentions several artistic techniques. Storytellers used vatious aids, such as
secret handbooks and orally transmitted “magic formulae” to guide their perfor-
mances. Despite this, an essential skill for storytellers was the ability to improvise,
adding new elements to stories and responding to audience reactions. The second
part of the text analyzes the role of storytellers’ guilds, which not only regulated
their activities and protected their interests but also played a crucial role in main-
taining high artistic standards. Furthermore, it describes the characteristic features
of the tea rooms, where the storytellers, based on their artistic proficiency, hold

their performances.

Keywords: Oral tradition, Chinese storytelling, apprenticeship, professional
training, guild, tea room.

This study aims to be a contribution to the solving of the complex problem of
the Chinese storytelling art, a problem made more difficult still by the fact that
it is not confined to the domain of folk art alone, but overlaps into the sphere
of art literature, affecting especially those works closely connected with the
storytelling technique and undoubtedly owing much to the creative impulses
emanating from the today in great part vanished wealth of folk creation of
great antiquity. To outline and correctly fill in the complicated picture of mutual
relations between folk and art literature, whose existence is an inseparable part
of the development of the whole of Chinese national literature is not an easy

task. It requires not only a thorough study of literary works which, in form
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and content, show clear affinities with the oral storytelling tradition, but also an
investigation of the conditions in which the Chinese art of storytelling arose
and matured. Only along these lines will it be possible to follow correctly the
course of historical development and evaluate fully the creative powers of folk
artists. It will thus be necessary to extend research in this domain to include
investigation of folklore character, in which we can make use of the results of
both our own field work and that of other investigators. To leave out of account
this valuable material for elucidating the question of the rise of such genres as
Chinese colloquial short stories, known as huaben, would be a regrettable waste,
for a living storytelling tradition existed in China on an undiminished scale and
in the original forms up to the Liberation and could still be studied even after
1949. This situation, as compared with other countries, is unusually favourable
for our purpose, the more so that Chinese students of folklore have themselves
assembled a considerable quantity of material not only of a textual character,
but also on the conditions of professional training, on artistic procedures and
techniques, etc., from storytellers, many of whom are today no longer alive,
their regular listeners and old people who still remember them.

Storytelling in feudal and semi-feudal China, where the majority of the peo-
ple could not read, branched out into a great variety of genres and forms and
achieved, especially as a professional art cultivated in both town and country, a
high level of performance. Nor did it escape the notice of the educated men
of letters who not only were enthusiastic patrons of storytellers, but very often
themselves found in their art rich sources for their own production, in which they
could cast off the shackles of formalistic, orthodox literature and give scope to
their natural literary gifts and express their personal feelings, longings and view
of life. Especially in the towns, the relations between folk storytellers and literati
were often very close, so that the work of the latter also exercised its influence on
this branch of folk art, especially as regards subject-matter. Certainly, however,
it would be a mistake to take as a starting-point for the study of the storytellers’
material only a knowledge of literary fixed productions and assume that these
works were written for the use of storytellers who memorized them and modi-
fied them only in unsubstantial details. Such a conception would imply that the
true creators were, above all, the authors of these texts, who alone were able
to give the story content and shape, while the storytellers’ contribution was of

secondaty importance.! If we penetrate mote deeply into the true character of

1 M. Velingerova, Jakéjsou charakteristické rysy Cinské populdrnislovesnosti (What are the Characteri-
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the storytelling art and make a closer acquaintance with the methods of training
its practitioners, we realize that the direction of the process was reversed — that
folk artists were not dependent on written texts, but rather the contrary was true,
and that in this exceptionally strong stream of folk creation are to be found the
origins of those works which today, although denied recognition by the literati
in the past, form an integral and valuable part of Chinese literature.

A knowledge of the methods of the training of storytellers, such as V. Zhit-
munski? turns to good account in his investigation of the epos, helps us to grasp
the true essence of the art of folk storytelling, the stories which were — its con-
tent being passed down by oral tradition from one generation to the next —not
directly dependent on written texts, and which underwent a long process of
polishing in the presentation of an unbroken succession of reciters and singers.
In this way works arose which are the fruit of centuries of creative shaping
and modification by folk artists. Testifying to the greatness and strength of this
creative effort are, above all, the literary collections of the materials in the form
of novels of such compendious dimensions as Sanguo yanyi = [E 2 or Shuibu
Khuan IKIFFE, which again in reverse influenced the storytellers’ production for
several centuries after their appearance and, indeed, into modern times.

In the storytellers’ art, our interest centres especially on those aspects which
are able to throw direct light on several important questions relating to the rise
of those literary works in which clear survivals of the storytelling technique
are apparent. Materials able to provide an answer to the question of whether
these works were written for recitation by folk storytellers or whether they
arose on the basis of impulses initiated by the production of folk storytellers,
but designed predominantly for reading, are furnished by just such a study of
the storytellers’ art, its traditions and the conditions under which it flourished.

For this reason I have directed my researches in this paper on an investigation
of the professional training and guild organization of storytellers, where facts
which would otherwise escape our notice or might seem of little significance
help us to a fuller knowledge of how storytellers penetrated the mysteries of
their complicated and exacting profession and explain how it was possible for
them not only to manage without written texts, but how in the conditions of

severe competition in the towns and considering the restrictions of the guild

stic Features of Chinese Popular Verbal Art?), Zpravy Ceskoslovenské spolecnosti orientalistické,
1961, Il cf. 146—151, see p. 149.

2 V. Zhirmunski, Narodnyi geroicheskii epos, Moskva—Leningrad, 1962, see p. 241.
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organization, these texts were unnecessary and actually undesirable. A proper
insight into the training of storytelling adepts will also enable us to grasp ‘the
mutual relations between the creative initiative of individual storytellers and the
collective folk tradition’,* and reach a cotrect assessment of the general character
of this branch of verbal expression. Field investigation will indeed show that the
storytellers’ professionalism is not in contradiction with the folk character of the
art: professionalism is inherent in the art itself, for everywhere in the wortld it is
bound up with the existence of storytellers. Professional training also explains the
storytellers’ mastery of forms of considerable complexity and the high artistic lev-
el of their performances which, in China, always roused our unstinted admiration.

The storytelling vocation was often in China inherited from one generation
to the next, and around outstanding exponents storytelling schools regularly
formed. Master storytellers received gifted boys, and sometimes gitls, into their
families for training, Reciters and singers specialized, as a rule, in only one form
of narration, and even more frequently limited their repertoire to a certain
group of themes, or even to one single theme.

The fact of belonging to a storytelling school also influenced the social
standing of the storyteller, which was usually somewhat higher than that of
actors. Self-taught members of the profession found it very hard to make their
way in the towns, no matter how high their qualification.! But all storytellers
suffered in varying degree the severe social oppression of a feudal society.”

The path to mastery was strenuous and demanded a high degree of dis-
cipline, perseverance and self-denial, in the long years of training, often from
childhood, which led to the goal. Testimony of this is amply forthcoming in
the life-stories of celebrated storytellers. One of them, Wang Shaotang /b %
describes how his father took him to the marketplace. The boy’s task was not
only to assist his father, but mainly to watch very attentively his performance.®
The future of Wang’s granddaughter, Wang Litang ENE, was already decided
when the child was no more than six years old. Her father, also a storyteller,

3 V. Zhirmunski, op. cit., pp. 244—-245. | shall treat this problem in greater detail, in a separate
article.

4 Z.Hrdlicka, Old Chinese Ballads to the Accompaniment of the Big Drum, Archiv Orientalni, 25,1957,
pp. 83—145, see p. 90.

5 See, forexample, Lao She’s & play from the life of storytellers Fang Zhenzhu J5 B2 2k, Shang-
hai1950.

6 Xiao Yiwu, Tan Wang Shaotang de shuoshu yishu % /> 5 (58 4 25 K, Quyi gongzuo tongxun,
1954, No 3, pp. 30-36.
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considered that she had all the requisite qualities for successfully following the
profession, for she was ‘of a lively temperament, had large and expressive eyes,
a strong voice and a clear enunciation’. And so, when she was still a little girl,
he recited to her whole sections of the stories about Wu Song J:LUVA, which
formed the core of his repertoire. This was nothing more, however, than a mere
preliminary preparation and was not accounted part of her apprenticeship. On
this Wang Litang entered at the age of nine.”

The early age at which training was started is confirmed by other storytellers.
At the same age as Wang Litang another famous singer of Drum Ballads, Liu
Baoquan XI|E 428, started his training. The famous storyteller of Shandong gin-
shu 11 %%%, Shang Yeguang wk G, was accepted for training by his master
at the age of eight and he began to petform in public when he was thirteen.’
Kang Zhonghua J§ # 1, who specialized in the reciting of The Stories of the
Three Kingdoms, began his training later — at the age of fifteen, although he,
too, came of a family of storytellers.!’

The acceptance of a pupil into apprenticeship was accompanied by a rite
in which the pupil had to show his submission by touching the ground with
his forehead, in front of the master, and the signing of a contract which the
teacher drew up. The teacher then gave the pupil a name having some relation
to the school. The apprentice lived in the master’s house where he not only
learned to recite and sing, but carried out various household chores and assisted
his master at his performances. In return he had board and lodging. Teaching
was free. Celebrated masters often chose as their pupils storytellers who already
appeared publicly. To be accepted as a pupil by such a master was looked upon
by every artist as a great honour, for it signified also a kind of public recognition
of his talent.

Typical of how such a relationship might originate is probably the case of
the storyteller Bai Fengming [ A& . Bai describes in his memoirs how he
became the pupil of the King of Drum Ballads, Liu Baoquan,'" after having
served his apprenticeship with his father, who had taught him to sing and recite
from his eighth year. When Bai began to perform independently ‘he hired a

7 Wang Litang, Wo de xueyi jingguo 3 [ 2] 483, Quyi, 1958, No 6, pp. 27-28.

8  Mei Lanfang, Tan guwang Liu Baoquan de yishu chuangzao i 5% T X 'E A I Z AR A%,
9 Shandong qinshu Liupai giantan |11 FEEFIRIRIEER, Quyi, 1962, 2, pp. 45-50, see p. 49.
10 Kang Zhonghua, Yihai mo xiaji Z #3545 5L, Quyi, 1962, 1, pp. 16-19, see p. 16.

11 Bai Fengming, Huaishipian PR &5, Quyi, 1962, 5, pp. 47-51, see p. 47.
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stage” in the well-known storytellers’ theatre, Daguanlou KWA%, outside the
Peking gate, Qianmen. When Bai Fengming stepped onto the platform, he
noticed that Master Liu was sitting among the audience, in the first row. He got
such a shock that ‘you couldn’t have drawn a drop of blood from him’ and his
‘heart started beating like a bell’. When he had calmed down a little, he tried to
recite and sing his very best. After the performance Master Liu sent for him
and, in front of his brother and another singer, said: “This young man is my
pupil from this day on!’

Bai Fengming struck the ground with his forehead, in accordance with
custom, and the very next day his father went to the master to thank him for
the honour he had shown his son.

The process of initiation into the mysteries of the storytelling art was slow.
First the adept accompanied his master to the tearoom or marketplace and
assisted at his performance. He prepared the table, the various requisites, the
musical instruments and poured out tea. At the same time not a movement
or gesture of his master might escape him, not a single word of his narrative.
He had to absorb the storytelling art into his very blood, as in the interesting
desctiption of the storyteller Kang Zhonghua based on his own expetience.'
In this time of preparation the pupil absorbed the art of his master through
every pore. It was the immediate goal on which he had fully to concentrate.
When he went to bed at night and closed his eyes, he had the vision of his
teacher before his eyes reciting or singing this or that part of a story, as if he
were there in the flesh.

Thus the adept gained proficiency in the art in the perfecting and polishing
of which successive generations of reciters and singers had taken part. He
took over the whole wealth of the creative endeavour of artists, the majority
of whom could neither read nor write. And he himself, as a rule, did not know
a single character. Among the reciters and singers were very often blind artists.
Zhang Changgong Jk % 7 ascertained in his field investigation that of ten sing-
ers of ghuizi nine were illiterate.”” And these singers could sing and recite three
months on end without repeating themselves. Illiterate and blind singers used

to say of themselves that ‘they learned by word of mouth and read by ear’."

12 Op.cit, pp. 16-18.
13 Zhang Changgong, Henan zhuizi shu 7 7 B T-13, Peking 1951, see p. 85.
14 Chen Ruheng, Shuoshu shihua 55 525, Peking 1958, see p. 173.
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The apprentice learned from the first to cultivate his powers of observation,
his memory and quickness of perception. For being unable to read or write, he
had no other means of acquiring knowledge than through them. If he was quick
and teachable, he could gain much from the sources which the art of his master
and of other artists opened to him. Having acquired this first grounding he was
then ready to pass onto the second stage, when he learned to recite a story himself.
He did not attempt to master it all at once. He worked his way forward slowly and
perseveringly, just as every true artist must.

The skeleton of the story, containing the key episodes and twists of the
plot, which could not be left out, was called Yangz:’ ZEF- 15 These sections the
pupil learnt ‘from the lips’ of his master. He practised the reciting of them on
his own and then in front of his master — not once, but a hundred times till
he had a perfect command of this basic material. Not in vain was the slogan
of the old Chinese master-storytellers: Learn hard and practise hard! Well
known, too, was the saying that ust as a stick must never leave the hand of
him who leans upon it, so a song must always be in the mouth of a singer’.!¢

On the effort expended by the adept of the storytelling art in mastering his
craft in this time of training depended very often his whole future. This finds
apt expression in one of the rules for the reciting of Suzhou pingtan 73 M & 158:
Practise when you’re young, ot you’ll miss it when you’re old."”

All famous master-storytellers were renowned not only for the severe dis-
cipline they submitted themselves, but also for the strictness with which they
treated their pupils.

This is desctibed by the storyteller Bai Fengming, pupil of Liu Baoquan.'®
The master taught his pupils in his little house in Peking, in a room the simplicity
of whose furnishings provided a suitable milieu for the acquiring of the story-
telle’s art. The master devoted a great deal of time and effort to the training
of his pupils. Bai stresses that for all he achieved he was indebted to his master.

15 Zi Chen, Quyihuiyan gei wode qifa [l 221 4 3 I HUEE, Minjian wenxue, September 1958,
pp. 26-29, see p. 28.

16 Tan Xihe dagu de yanchang yishu 7 T8 7] K 8% 175 '8 2447, as told by Wang Zunsan F & = and
recorded by Ding Luo ] #%, Quyi gongzuo tongxun, No 2, 1954, pp. 7-12, see p. 10.

17 Suzhou pingtan koujue 77 &5 15k, commentary by Pan Boying # {9 and Zhou Liang
J& K, Quyi, 3,1962, pp. 51-57, see p. 57.

18 Seeop. cit., pp. 47-50.
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The master took particular trouble to see that his pupil recited and sang so
that every word was cleatly understood. He also laid special stress on intonation
and accent. Certain words or sentences of particular significance had to be re-
peated till the master was satisfied. Sometimes the master even ordered his pupil
to come and sing a sentence he could not bring off well to him at least once a
day. Bai Fengming admits that when he was young, he thought his master too
strict. Only later did he realize that it was the only way to gain a perfect mastery
of the art of song and recitation.

The master was always concerned that his pupils should be a credit to him,
as in public they were an advertisement for his own art. Bai Fengming recalls
how once, when he was still Liu’s pupil, he took a careless step on the platform,
so that the boards cracked. It was a great fault, for the entry of a singer or reciter
onto the stage should always be noiseless, his step light and inaudible. After
the performance at which his pupil made this faux pas in the literal sense of
the term, his master apologized to the audience, laying stress on the fact that
it was his pupils who performed there and were still in his training, He thereby
wished to make clear that it was he alone who was responsible for their faults,
which were due to his being insufficiently strict with them.

Let us now turn our attention to the actual system of training for the sto-
rytelling profession. Its three basic grades comprised: memorizing, listening
and reciting. The Suzhou rules for the recital of pingtan assess their relative
importance as follows: To hear the master recite once is a thousand times more
than to memorize his words, and to recite once oneself a thousand times mote
than to hear the master recite."”

In forms where recitation alternates with song, the artist had to be also
a good singer. Besides which an essential condition of success was a gift for
acting, for an important part of the storyteller’s performance was the accom-
panying facial mimicry and gesture, which differed considerably from that em-
ployed by the stage actor.

All that a singer and reciter should have a command of is summed up in
the four following points:

a) Shuo #i — the art of clear and effective recital. Music and song must
be in perfect harmony.

b) Xue 5 — the art of acting; the storyteller must, as the Chinese say,

19 See op. cit., pp. 56-57.
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give his narrative ‘flesh and blood’. He must be attentive to his audi-
ence and their reactions and modify his singing and gestures accord-
ingly. Of especial importance was the portrayal of character, it being
essential to differentiate between the personages figuring in the story,
both in respect of language and of behaviour.

) Tan 3 — practice in playing on a musical instrument.

d) Chang "8 — the art of singing.?”

Many storytellers, especially those artists who came of a family with a lon-
ger tradition in this profession, learned from childhood to play on a musical
instrument, and some were able to accompany their mastet’s singing before
they began to perform independently. Such, for instance, was the case of Liu
Baoquan, who accompanied on the sanxian the recital of Huo Mingliang.!
During his training the storyteller had to acquire a large repertoire of tradi-
tional elements, the semiraw materials from which he built up his story. These
structural elements comprised not only themes handed down from one gen-
eration to another and continually enriched by new elements in the process of
transmission, but also various expressive means. Chinese storytellers worked
with a whole stock of proverbial sayings, fixed descriptions of the physical
appearance of the hero or heroine, a supply of rhymes to help him to make
verses in prompt reaction to the demands of the situation. For instance, the
singers of shulaibao were able to turn out rhymed verses only on the basis of
long practice acquired in their years of apprenticeship. The notebooks of these
storytellers have survived to this day and in them are jotted down proverbial
sayings and a variety of verbal clichés. Thus they built up a rich vocabulary
of storytelling expressions, which have all the beauty and colourfulness of
colloquial speech. It is interesting, however, that in addition to the materials
mentioned, the storytellers took over dialectical expressions and fixed turns
of speech from the written language, from stage plays, words occurring in
mediaeval tales which in the colloquial language of today sound archaic, etc.
All this helped to increase the plasticity of effect of the storytelling. An anal-
ysis of the origin of these expressions would often be very illuminating. From

the considerable quantity of material of this kind collected in the course of

20 Zhang Yuanshui 5& Ji2 7K, Tanci zhongzhong 7857 #if#, in Huadong difang xiqu jieshao ¥ 5t
J7 kit /44, Shanghai 1952, pp. 121126, cit. p. 124.

21 Baj Fengming, op. cit., see p. 48.
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studies of different forms of storytelling, we may note, in illustration, the
following: a lovely woman was one who had ‘eyebrows like willow leaves and
eyes like almonds’. An invincible hero was he who lived a thousand autumns
and a strong man was one who had ‘a tiger’s back and a bear’s waist’. Struggle
was expressed by the phrase ‘a fight of tigers and dragons’, and vacillation by
the expression ‘to walk along a zig-zag path’.?

From the descriptions of the training of pupils for their future vocation it
is quite clear that adepts learnt the stories from their master’s lips.

It was, indeed, the only way to learn this art. The whole technique of rec-
itation or singing and the final structure of the story, even though the subject
was known and had often been transmitted through several generations, were
to a certain extent the professional secret of the storyteller. And he passed on
his secret not to all and sundry, but only to his pupils, who were bound to him
by the tie of inviolable devotion, a relation which was one of the characteristic
features of feudal society. For the master his art was above all his means of earn-
ing a livelihood and every competitor in the field endangered his ‘bowl of rice’.

A pupil could not leave his master when he wanted, but only at the end
of the term of apprenticeship laid down in the contract. He could not, there-
fore, make any use of what he had learned till his master acknowledged his
fitness. And after setting up on his own, the pupil took care not to endanger
the living of his master, with whom he usually continued in friendly contact.

When the master had revealed to his pupil his most valuable secret — the secret
of his art — he handed over to him, as a rule, a secret handbook or manual — 7zben
FBAR, which reciters of pingshu called cezi 1. Tt contained valuable information
about the guild to which his master, and along with him his pupils belonged,
the names and nicknames of the heroes of the tales in which the storyteller
specialized, and, finally, ‘eulogies’ on the hero — remwuzan NI, Then there
were also descriptions of weapons, various turns of speech characteristic of this
ot that hero.”” These were the loci communes’, to which also Gilferding refers
in his analysis of national tales.” This notebook remained a secret and treasured

possession all the storyteller’s lifetime. And so it is no wonder that the existence

22 V. Hrdli¢kova, Some Observations on the Chinese Art of Story-telling, Acta Universitatis Carolinae,
Philologica, Orientalia Pragensia Ill, 1962.

23 Jin Shoushen, Laoshuguan jianwen suoji & 15 5L BAFT, Quyi, 1959, No 8, pp. 36-38, No 9,
pp. 73-75,No 10-11, pp. 58-60, No 11, pp. 59-61, see No 11, p. 60.

24 Azadovski M., Russkaja skazka, 2 vols, Moscow, 1930, see p.15, 1 vol.
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of such storytellers’ manuals, which singers of certain forms called diben Hi A
or again jiaoben I, remained unclear and that only in the course of thorough
investigation was a more reliable explanation reached. The researcher Si Su states
that storytellers with whom he was in contact declared that they had no such
manuals, that they knew the verses, too, by heart, as transmitted by the oral tradi-
tion.”® Only later, when he made a closer acquaintance with folk artists and won
their confidence, did he ascertain that many of them did, indeed, possess jiaoben.
He notes with regret that, in 1957, storytellers from Yangzhou handed over their
Jiaoben to the government authorities, where after some time this valuable material
was burned. Nevertheless, he still had the opportunity to see some. They were,
so he writes, small books or notebooks, in handwriting, containing notes for the
storyteller as to how many chapters a story contained, where this or that episode
should be inserted, or a verse, and such like. Then there were sections containing
passages in verse and notes on the instrumental accompaniment and on melodies
which could suitably be made use of. The notes varied in quality according to the
educational level of the storyteller: in some were numerous grammatical mistakes,
incorrect characters, and for the uninitiated many places were not comprehensible.
They were handed down from father to son and from teacher to pupil.

Xiao Yiwu %Uj‘ﬂ, who has left a description of the art of the celebrated
storyteller Wang Shaotang, characterized diben as notes containing the simple
skeleton of the story. The storyteller could spin the tale out for ten days or for
several months, or even for a whole year. It is on record that Wang Shaotang
recited an episode from the novel, Shuibu zhuan, seven whole months and his
narrative ran to some five million words.* Here we come up against a very in-
teresting problem, which I touched upon in the introduction to my study, and
one which is bound up with the origin and character of Song and Yuan tales
known as huaben i A%, written in a form very close to the storyteller’s, namely,
prose interspersed with verse, furnished with an introduction and not seldom
containing typical storytellet’s embroideries.” These buaben are sometimes held
to be real storytellers’ manuals, that is, texts designed for recitation.® T am of

the opinion, however, that a study of the professional training of storytellers

25 SjSu f8JR, Shuoshu you wu jiaoben 55t 1575 TP, Quyi, 1962, No 4, pp. 44—45.
26 QOp.cit., p. 30.
27 Song Yuan huabenji & JGiE A £E, introduction and notes by Fu Xihua {# 1 3%, Shanghai 1955.

28 . Prisek, New Studies on the Chinese Colloquial Short Story, Archiv orientalni, 25,1957, 3, pp. 452—
—499, see p. 457.
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enables us to define more precisely the function of huaben. 1 share the view of
Xiao Yiwu, according to whom the Song huaben were all designed for reading
and cannot be regarded as ‘storytellers’ prompt-books or manuals’, which were
not in the form of a continuous text, but rather of unconnected notes.”

Similarly Chen Ruheng Bfi& ] characterizes the development of Song and
Yuan huaben in effect, as follows: true huaben served the storytellers as an aid for
their recitals and so they were not in the form of a continuous text, but had
more the character of notes. For this reason, too, they made no claim to artistic
perfection. Originally these huaben were secret and only for the private use of
the storyteller. They were handed down from teacher to pupil and often, in a
family of storytellers, through long generations. In the course of time certain
tales acquired such popularity that they were published. In order to make a tale
suitable for publication, however, it had to pass through the hands of one of
the literati, who edited it, supplementing and adapting it for reading.*® Chen
Ruheng states further that already under the Song and Yuan there were literati
who occupied themselves with the selection and working up of stories sung
in marketplaces. One of the characteristic features of Song and Yuan society
were shubui 353, literary societies which associated lovers of literature and
poetry. They also took an interest in folk art and even employed collectors to
gather material for them among the people. These literati from the shubui were
not seldom themselves in close contact with professional artists performing in
marketplaces and in tearooms.”

Chen Ruheng’s view of the function of huaben is borne out by what we
know of storytelling practice. Artists who had acquired their art through oral
transmission and were, for the most part illiterate or semiliterate, did not require
continuous texts for their recitals — indeed, their existence was undesirable and
several guilds, according to the communication of our informant, He Fengru
ﬁ[@fﬂ%, actually forbade the committing of tales to writing, An investigation
of the relations between storyteller and audience has shown that among the
audience a group of regular listeners always formed who took upon themselves
the role of critics, knew the tales perfectly and sometimes then wrote them

down at home from memory.*? These listeners may very well have been paid

29 Xiao Yiwu, opus cit., p. 30.

30 Op.cit, p. 50-51.

31 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., p. 91.
32 See Bai Fengming, op. cit., p. 50.
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assistants of the literati who were engaged in the editing and adaptation of
tales for printed publication. The story in this form, however, differed from the
version of the story as actually recited. This answers, too, Bishop’s objection
that ‘the motive for committing oral literature to a written form is puzzling,
since the professional storyteller could only stand to lose by the publication of
his stock-in-trade’, in the sense of his second suggested explanation, namely,
that publishers received ‘verbatim vetsions from oral performances™... Here we
must not only stress what we have noted above — that this material was worked
up and adapted to a greater or lesser extent — but point out that the storytellers
themselves frequently made changes in their recitals by way of improvizations,
so that it is very unlikely that their version as orally presented was ever identical
with the printed text. Some light is thrown on the matter in the epilogue to
Sanguo 2hi pinghna =1 EFFEE, written by a certain Mr Chen of Haining ¥ &
B K. “The booksellers then too accepted the tales as recited by the storytellers
and published them in book-form — these were the various pinghua. It is the same
as when today somebody takes down the text of Peking operas as he hears them
recited by the actors and not as if the actors had learned them from texts’.*

Not even the fact that in the printed tales direct instructions occur addressed
by the storyteller to the musician, as to when and how he is to proceed in con-
nection with the musical accompaniment, is in my view no valid proof that the
text served as a true storyteller’s manual. On the contrary it is more likely to prove
that the editor who prepared the text for publication took over these sentences in
order to create in the reader the impression of the utmost veracity, as being the
authentic written version of its actual recital.

An important storytellers’ aid were the orally transmitted ‘magic formulae’,
as a guide to recitation and singing, which comprised a well-thought-out folk
practical direction for the storytellers.> Apprentices learned these rules, com-
posed in the form of simple, easily memorized rhymes, by heart.

Once the pupil had mastered the basic principles of the storytelling art,
the master allowed him to perform in public short sections. In the case of
certain forms, such as #anci #5, the pupil sang the introductions — &azpian J

33 ].L. Bishop, The Colloquial Short-story in China, Cambridge, 1956, see p. 11.

34 Quoted from ]. Prisek, The Creative Methods of the Chinese Mediaeval Story-tellers, Charisteria
Orientalia, pp. 253-273, Prague 1956, see p. 265.

35 See Suzhou pingtan koujue, as cited in Note 17.
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J®. In the storytelling jargon, the adept who had reached this stage was called
chabianhua $FIA .

In preparing for his future profession, the pupil could not hope to get through
with a mere mechanical imitation of what he had learned from his master. He
had to be able to reshape the material acquired and impress on it the hall-mark
of his artistic personality. As the old masters used to say to their pupils, a singer
must sing ‘not only with his voice, but with his heart’, and it was always a fault
if ‘the mouth sang and the heart did not’.”” Thus the pupil had to put a bit of
himself into his singing and not be content with the mere technical command
of his master’s art. This process was called w# & — ‘comprehension’. So long as
the apprentice had not successfully completed this stage of his training, he could
find no test ‘either to eat ot to sleep’.*®

The storyteller introduced new elements into the tale by improvizing on the
spot, without preparation — in front of the audience. The ability to improvise
was one that every storyteller had to possess and has always been a characteristic
part of the storyteller’s equipment in every part of the wotld. Thus, for example,
Radlov, who carried out an investigation of the art of the storytellers of the Kirgiz
epos, Manas, has shown cleatly that every storyteller improvized and confirms this
by his own experience: a Kirgiz storyteller at whose recital Radlov was present
inserted into his tale, as a compliment to him, as a Russian, a whole episode about
Manas’s meeting with the Russian Tsar.”

Chinese storytellers, too, were excellent improvisers. They cultivated this
gift in the course of their training, when they learned to make use of the many
existing fixed phrases and embroideries, to compose verses readily and react
quickly and sensitively to what was happening around them.

We could quote many an instance of witty improvization on the part of
storytellers from the Chinese milieu. Here we may make mention only of the
art of improvisation of the storytellers of shulaibao B F. These storytell-
ers strolled through the streets, stopped at some suitable corner and began,
without more ado, to recite. The introduction to the tale had always to contain
something that would attract the interest of an audience which slowly began to

gather where the insistent noise of a clapper indicated that the storyteller had

36 Zhao Jingshen i 5L, Tanci xuan 5857188, Shanghai, 1947, see p. 15.
37 See Bai Fengming, op. cit., p. 49.

38 KangZhonghua, op. cit., p. 17.

39 Zhirmunski, op. cit., pp. 247-248.
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taken up his stand. The strongly rhythmic character of the song was another
attractive feature of this type of recital.
One of the favourite tales of the storytellers of shulaibao was the story

Dream about a Treasure. This is how one storyteller introduced his tale:

Would you like to know what happened at our place last night?
Well, | couldn’t get to sleep—as if a devil had me in his might.
Why am | so poor?—it wouldn't let me rest.

Of wealth | wished | could dream at least.

The thought then struck me —why only dream of it,

when | could really have it.

Ijumped out of bed without delay

and with a matlock to the south | quickly made my way.
When | came to a place, wild and deserted,

| said to myself—this is the very spot | dreamed of.
Straightway | started digging

s0 as to be finished by the morning...

When, however, a dog appeared in the hufong, that began to attack the storyteller,
the artist promptly had a verse at hand:

Look, a doggie —and wanting to bite.

He really gave me a nasty fright.

Call him off and take him home,

| beg you, while there is still time.

He’s torn my jacket—you see it’s quilted,
and now the winter’s already started.

In summer twould be a matter for laughing,
butin this cold wind | feel more like crying.

And when at last someone belonging to the place called the dog off, the story-
teller put in a plea for him:

Honoured sir, don’t whip him—he’s not a draught horse.
He’s faithful and guards his master’s house.*

40 Fu Xihua 1%, Quyi luncong 12552, Shanghai, 1953, p. 197.
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The future storyteller not only learned to improvise in his period of training, but
often carried out changes of a deeper and more permanent character by the addition
of new episodes, and by the individual characterization of the dramatic personae,
and so on. On this aspect of training, material is provided by a study of the creative
procedures of Chinese storytellers, as we can reconstruct them from an analysis of
the orally transmitted ‘magic formulae’ for storytellers.

In illustration, we shall quote here only an excerpt from a reminiscence of
Mr Zhang Shouchen, where he describes how he learned to recite the tale ‘About
Three Short-sighted Men’. He stresses that he did not repeat mechanically what his
master taught him, but continually polished and perfected his recital. He gives, as
an example, that part of the story whete the scene is described in which the hero
buys a melon. Mr Zhang was not content merely to register the fact, but added
an episode illustrating how certain vendors cheated their customers. Similatly he
embroidered the story with other minor episodes in other parts.”!

Similarly the Suzhou rules for singing pingtan clearly formulate the requite-
ment that the artist must continually reshape and perfect his narrative. He must
have the ability ‘to change the story’ — huan shu’ ¥ In practice this meant that
he must take the original tale as the basis for his recital, but be able to change it
and give it a completely new look. When the storyteller had recited his story two
or three times, the audience directly requested him to enrich it by the addition
of new elements. And so this rule ran: “To change it ten times means to reach a
high-point (in recital) nine times. To keep changing all the time means to attain
continual perfection in storytelling, To change it only three times means to reach
petfection only once’.*

Moreover, each of the storytelling forms required specific abilities and train-
ing. Thus the reciters of zanci were renowned for their detailed descriptions. A fa-
mous storyteller could spin out a single scene from the story, ‘About the Pearl
Pagoda’, where he describes how the heroine hesitated whether or not to hand
over the pearl pagoda to the hero, to fill several days. One evening, for example, he
prefaced it with these words: ‘So today we shall learn whether Miss Chen [ /)N
went down the stairs or not’. Zhao Jingshen SR observes, in this connexion,
that the printed text on this subject had nothing except the bare plot in common
with the actual recital. The text could be read in a fortnight, the recital of the story,

41 Zhang Shouchen 58 Fi, Tan dankou xiangsheng “San jinshi” de biao yan #% . UAH 75 =T
F" BRI, Quyi, 1962, 4, pp. 58-60, see p. 58.

42 Seeop.cit, p.53.
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however, lasted several months.*’ There is, too, the well-known anecdote about
a storyteller of fanci who took two whole evenings to describe how his heroine
bent down to tie the lace of her shoe.*

A predilection for descriptions, requiring from the storyteller a remarkable
knowledge of life, resource and originality, was not characteristic alone of Zanc,
but these were qualities which were possessed through to a somewhat lesser
extent, by reciters of prose tales, as well. Those tales in which description pre-
dominated were known as pangzheng bo yinde 52 5| 1]

It must be borne in mind, however, that the degree of improvization and
reshaping of the narrative varied according to the abilities and the creative type of
storyteller. Less gifted storytellers did not venture on improvizations on a larger
scale, whereas good storytellers were always masters of improvization.

The end of the term of apprenticeship was sometimes marked by a public
performance which, in the case of singers of fanci, took the form of a public
contest — huishu <=5 46 Singers of fanci also had their public contests, called
wenshulaohui LFHE £ Singers from all over the province gathered at it about
May 19th. On this day petformances wete free of charge.”

We have not sufficient evidence to allow us to assert that similar contests
existed in earlier times, previous to the Qing era.*® It seems, howevet, that already
under the Song dynasty, and after it, artists foregathered, chose their favourite
tale and recited it not only to the usual audience, but to the assembled artists
and storytellers. Towards the end of the Qing dynasty the rapid growth of the
storytelling art greatly furthered the spread of Auishu, which were propagated
also by the daily press and were very popular with audiences.

Public contests or joint performances in which a number of singers took
part was a not uncommon feature among other nations where storytelling art
existed. The Kazakh and Kirgiz peoples were familiar with the institution.
Contests took place at big fairs. Among the Kazakhs, competitions were held

43 Seeop.cit, p.10.

44 AYing BT 9E, Tanci xiaoshuo pingkao T 51 /NaRt 5F%, Shanghai 1927, p. 2.

45 Lao She &4, Guo xinnian 1 HT4F, Shanghai 1951 mp. 12. Famous, for example, for the art of
detailed description, was the legendary singer Taisan, to whom reference is made in the epos,
Manas. Taisan was reputed to be able to describe a single ornament on a yurta half a day. See
Zhirmunski, op. cit., p. 247.

46 See ZhaoJingshen, op. cit., p. 14.
47 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., p. 183.
48 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., p. 133.
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between male and female singers. Among the Turkmen tribes similar contests
wete also a feature regulatly connected with the art.*

Singers’ contests were also known in mediaeval Europe, and ancient survival
being the Welsh Eisteddfod. Arabian and Persian poets had also their regular
contests throughout the Middle Ages.”

The whole process of professional training of Chinese storytellers is prac-
tically identical with the description we possess of the years of apprenticeship
of Uzbek storytellers by Zhirmunski.® The Uzbek storytellers also accepted
pupils for training, the apprenticeship lasting two to three years. The teacher
provided his pupils with board and lodging and they, in return, helped him with
the household chores. The pupils learned by listening to their mastet’s recital and
assisting him at his public performances. Under his supervision, they learned by
heart typical, traditional passages from the dastan. The other parts of the poem
could be learned by the pupils themselves. In this system of training, learning by
heart was linked from the very beginning with creative improvization, a feature
characteristic of the art of Central Asian storytellers in general.

Storytellers’ guilds

Chinese reciters and singers, especially those following their profession in the
cities and large towns, associated to form guilds — wenhu ['] 7. Membership of
the guilds was open to acknowledged masters and their pupils. Menbhu made of

49 See Zhirmunski, op. cit., p. 250-255.

50 Singing contests, if not actually storytelling contests, are popular in China to this day. A singer
comes onto the platform and sings several improvised questions or riddles, to which the com-
peting singer must promptly and wittily reply. Such contests took place in the Lunyan district of
the province of Fujian, in 1963, and were attended by several thousand villagers. As part of the
contest, the local singer and poet appeared on the platform and posed this riddle:

“What is round, with a hole through the centre?

What is hollow, sharp-tongued, thick-skinned?

What tree burns red at blossom time?

What shrinks in rain and wind?
The audience was silent as all thought hard for answers. Guo Zhaofeng however, came
first with a solution:

A coin is round with a hole at its centre.

The bamboo shoot is hollow, sharp, thick-skinned.

The peach tree blossoms red in March.

A small farm shivers in rain and wind.”
See Peasants’ Singing Contest, Peking Review, December 13,1963, pp. 26-27.

51 Seeop. cit., p. 256.
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their members a kind of privileged cast of artists, protected by membership of
a guild from ‘outsiders’ from the surrounding countryside or even from more
distant regions. At the same time, however, members of the guild were subject
to certain restrictions and took over certain obligations. The guilds marked
out faitly precisely, above all, the practising area of the individual storytellers
to prevent mutual competition. Membership of a guild was a great honour for
every storyteller and an essential condition in the towns for the exercise of his
profession.

Guild regulations prescribed, for instance, that a member of the guild could
relate only those stories in which the guild specialized. Sometimes, too, the time
was strictly laid down in which the storyteller might recite his tale. According to
age and artistic proficiency, certain storytellers might hold their performances
only in the daytime, others only in the evenings, and again only in a certain
tearoom or at a certain stand.”

Thus the guilds of storytellers of pingshu, for instance, had registers of all
their members, along with their pupils. It was the duty of a teacher to enter
every new pupil in the guild lists. The guild, on the other hand, was bound to
negotiate with the proprietor of a tearoom a contract ensuring the pupil on the
completion of his training the possibility of earning a decent livelihood with his
art. In contact with the guilds were regular listeners whose critical observations
were aimed to assist the young artist in his work.>

So for example in reciting Zanci professionals were engaged almost exclu-
sively. Their patron was Sanhuang — 5, to whom two days in the year were
consecrated.” Reciters of fanci wete otganized in guilds, of which the largest,
Guangyu J:##, was in Suzhou. The Shanghai guild was called Runyu J##45.5°

The singers of daoging 11§ also had their patron. His name was Qiu Chang-
chun £, and in the course of time he became, in addition, the patron of
several groups of singers of huizi &%

The guilds were always on the watch to see that no new storyteller entered the
town — a competitor-intruder who would deprive their members of their ‘bowl
of rice’. So it happened that the famous singer of dagn K#, Hao Laofeng 7§

52 According to Mr. He Fengru.

53 SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit,, No 11, p. 59.

54 See ZhaoJingshen, op. cit.,, p.15.

55 See Zhang Yuanshui, op. cit., p. 125.

56 See Yu Zhang: Henan zhuiziyuanyuan xinshuo, Quyi 1962, 2, pp. 63—65, see p. 64.
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% JB\, was at the beginning of his career expelled from Jinan by the local artists
who feared that he would entice away their listeners.”’

Members of the Peking guild of reciters of pingshu, on learning that a sto-
ryteller whom they did not know was performing in a certain tearoom, imme-
diately carried out what was called Xigiahno’ 1% K, that is, ‘an inquiry for
the purpose of confiscating requisites’*® The members of the guild put the
question to the stranger: ‘Look right, look left, we ask you: who are your Look
right, look left, we ask you: who is your master?’ If the storyteller could not
answer these questions satisfactorily, they confiscated his requisites and insisted
on his leaving the city.*

The struggle for a livelihood was thus, in feudal society, as pitiless as in
other vocations.

The guilds not only protected their members, but also exercised an influence
on their artistic activities.

When the singer of zanci, Xu Yunzhi 1% 25 &, composed a new melody for
a certain fanci — a very daring undertaking — the reaction of the audience was
not unanimous. Some listeners liked it, others rejected it altogether. In the long
run, he was called upon to perform it before an audience of experts — members
of the Suzhou guild of singers of Zanci. Members of the guild were evidently to
judge whether his new melody was suitable for the singing of a fanci ot not.%

Interesting, too, was the organization of singers of paszign M (some-
times also called bajiaggn )\ Fi %), known as ba'er £ 52.. Among its members
were many former amateurs, singers of zidishu.

The acceptance of singers into this guild was accompanied by a special cere-
mony which included the burning of incense, called bai bazi FEHET “the making
obeisance to the brethren’. When the singers of zidishu were still amateurs, their
group was led by a ‘patron’. He was usually a rich Manchu, who considered it an

honour to have the management of an amateur ensemble of storytellers. The

57 See Hrdlicka, op. cit., p. 89.

58 Thesign of astoryteller’s professional status were his basic requisites—a small staff (xingmu i
7K), a kerchief and a fan, which he received from his master on completing his apprenticeship.
At the presentation ceremony, incense was burned and the master handed over the requisites
to his pupil on a red tray. Only a pupil who had thus received the requisites from a master had
the right to use them. See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., p. 155.

59 SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit., No 11, p. 59.

60 Xu Yunzhi #& z &, Wo shi zenyang chuangzao Xudiao de /& EFESIIELRF Y, Quyi, 1962, 3,
p. 60-61, see p. 61.
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ensemble consisted of six or more singers and assistants, among them porters for
carrying the singers’ requisites. When times were good, ensembles of this kind
were invited to perform at family festivals by the wealthy. On their arrival it was
the custom for the host himself to welcome the patron and the members of the
ensemble and, with a polite phrase, request them to sing, After the performance
the host again thanked the patron and at the banquet entertained him and put
before him the best food and wine, treating him in every way as he would be a
highly honoured guest.

The organization of singers of bajiaogn eventually broke up into several
groups. The names of these groups also underwent changes in the course of
time. At the end of the 19th century, according to the oral information of
persons still remembering the old times one of them was called shuanlongzi ¥
#E¥ — ‘sons of the string-tied cage’. Such was the name originally given to
a round, red ‘band-box’, painted with flowers, in which the singers carried their
musical instruments and other requisites. The patron, in connexion with the
change in status of the singers from amateurs to professionals, came to be called
ba'erton 3855 or dabage RKAEEF. The term zompiaor 1 52, which meant ‘to go
and sing on invitation’ also fell into disuse, a term which existed along with its
cognate — longpiao FESZ, used for the Emperor’s invitation to celebrated singers
of zidishu. The patron no longer provided the singers and their assistants with
clothes, which was called mailian, as in the days when patrons were wealthier.®!

When the singers became professionals and received a fee, the host put the
money in an envelope on which were inscribed the characters jingshi Hd —
‘with all respect’. The patron sent the envelope by a servant, for to hand it to
the patron direct would be a grave insult.”

As in the case of the singers of bajiaggn, equal attention was paid in the
collecting of the fee to the observance of professional etiquette by singers of
daoging. They gathered the money which the audience spread out on the tables
with an adroit, practised movement into basket-like receptacles — jianban fEHR
and emptied them into the drum called yugn 1 B%. Tt was thereby indicated that
direct contact with money was degrading for them. They never took a coin into

their hands and the audience, knowing their custom, always put the money on

61 According to Mr. He Fengru. It is of interest that the Uzbek masters of the art of storytelling
donated a chalat to their pupils, on their completing their training. See Zhirmunski, op. cit.,
p.257.

62 According to Mr. He Fengru, see also Li Xiaocang ZEWH £, Quyi tan i 5%, Wuhan, 1951, p. 56.
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the tables in advance and took pleasure in watching the skill with which the
singers collected.”

Among the members of the guilds various legends were commonly handed
down relating to the origin of the guild, to famous personalities among the
singers or to notable events in the history of the guild. Singers of shulaibao
had such a legend about the founding of one of their professional schools. In
olden times singers of shulaibao were said to have been itinerant beggars. The
first Ming emperor, Zhu Hongwu lived, so tradition has it, when still a poor
youth, in a half-demolished monastery, along with two reciters of shulaibao, in
whose art he found great pleasure and who himself acquired it. On becoming
emperor, he did not forget his one-time friends and gave them an ‘imperial’
warrant entitling them to collect money for their performance, so that they did
not need to beg. They were authorized then by the emperor to found a school
of storytellers, which was maintained from one generation to another. The
descendants of these storytellers were distinguished from ordinary singers of
shulaibao by the yellow tassels which adorned the cow-bone with bells, to the
sound of which they recited their story, for yellow was the emperot’s colour.
Other storytellers of this form had red tassels.

The content of the legend is typical of such narrations, in which the em-
peror frequently figured, or some other person of high rank, as giving added
glory to the storytellers in the eyes of their audiences and other singers in
competition with them.

Life in the tearooms had numerous characteristic features worth noting. The
customs of the Peking storytellers of pingshu are described by Jin Shoushen 4z
52 H1, in a series of articles published in the journal, Quyi i 2.5

Storytellers in a tearoom always changed every two months. This taking of
turns was called ghuan i

The eatliest performance of the day was called zuo’er 5-)L,, it lasted from
1 p.m. to 3 p.m. It was reserved for beginners or less well-known storytellers.
Day performances — baitian 1R — took place from 3 to 6 and evening perfor-
mances — dengwan X] M — were held from 7 to 9. At these the best storytellers
gave their recitals.

The proprietor of the tearoom had to arrange with the artists, before the
beginning of the year, when and under what conditions they would be willing

63 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., p. 249.

64 See note 23.
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to give their performances. The proprietor sent the reciters a polite invitation
to the negotiations, called hongbaitie K. 1 iti. When everything had been settled
between the contracting parties, the proprietor invited the storytellers to a sup-
per, at which any outstanding details were discussed. This meeting was known
as qingehizhi 7"z 3Z. The invitation to it was not extended to the storytellers at
the matinée performance.

At the tearoom, a collection was taken always at the end of each session.
A part of the money collected belonged, as contracted for, to the proprietor of
the tearoom, the rest to the artists. Only on the first and on the last day of the
storytellers” two-month rotation did the audience pay something more and, in
accordance with ancient custom, all the money collected went to the storytellers.
The remuneration for the first day was called jigfeng )X — “in welcome’, and
for the last day songxing 54T — ‘in farewell’.

If the recital pleased the listeners so much that they asked for an encore, they
had to pay for it. Often such an additional item — not seldom an improvization
on the spot — made considerable inventive demands on the art of the storyteller,
especially when it was between the individual instalments of the story. The sto-
ryteller had a carefully worked out conclusion to each section, known as &onzi F
1, which we might translate as ‘the throwing of bait’, and the inserted relation
had to avoid detracting from the attractiveness of this bait which was aimed to
draw the listeners to the next continuation.

At the beginning of the recital, when the storyteller first struck his xing-
m, the proprietor of the tearoom had to call for silence — Yayan =1 And
when the performance was over, he admonished the audience: Come in time
tomorrow!

In 1916 the Peking storytellers of pingshu set up an organization entitled
Pingshu yanjinhui SRR 5T 2

As the reciters of pingshn were very numerous, not all were members of
this society. Those who were members, however, proudly wrote up on the
board announcing their performances their name followed by the designation,
‘member of the Peking Research Society for pingshu’, even after 1929 when this
society broke up.

The relating of pingshu was a classical form of storytelling which employed
different artistic means than those in which prose alternated with song, and
song was accompanied by instrumental music. The artists who specialized in
these forms did not as a rule perform in the same tearooms as the reciters of
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pingshu, but usually in special storytellers’ theatres, where several artists formed
a group and performed together.

Such a group was headed by a celebrated master. Thus Liu Baoquan, when
he first began to perform in Peking, entered the group called Yu Chengtang &
F5 . Later he himself formed the ensemble, Bao Quantang F 42 %. To this
group belonged such famous storytellers as Quan Yueru 4= H Ul and others.
The seat of this group was hutong Ganjing, At the Pure Well, on Qianmen wai.
Here, for instance, Master Bai Yunpeng [zl had his stand, a storyteller who
originally specialized in the relating of dashu and only later in his career began
to sing dagu, for which he created an individual way of singing — Baipaidagu 1]
IRAR

All the various kinds of Janbualao and of shibuxian were parts of the zashuar
BT 5L, mixed performances by storytellers, singers and actors, and also acro-
bats, held in the towns of north and north-east China. Some of the tearooms
were called after this form of recital Juogignanr ¥ ¥-£fi 5, because in them the
recital of /aoz/ predominated.®

Reciters and singers of the different forms had their own jargon, which
often they alone understood. Thus singers of bajiaogn called what in modern
slang is known as ‘a flop’, a somersault — g/ .%

Singers of fanci had a large number of such expressions. The remuneration
paid to singers invited to a family celebration was called daidang T 4&. A singer
who was not from Suzhou was designated waidao 4ME. The main reciter, who
told the story as such — zhengshu 1EF5, was named shangshon 1, and his as-
sistant, xzashon | F-.®

Singers of Suzhou pingtan had quite a large vocabulary of professional
terms. Thus listeners from the ranks of the working population in the towns,
‘in short blouses’, were called yang ¥f. Listeners from among the intelligentzia
were xiang FH. The last performance before the New Year holidays was known
as sagjiao FAJH, “the sweeping’,”” and so on. The storytellers also employed
special terms for the artistic means with which they added variety to their

65 Bai Fengming, op. cit., p. 49.

66 SeeZ.Hrdlicka, The Origin and Development of lien-chua-lao, Ceskoslovenska ethnografie, IV,1954,
2, pp. 154-169.

67 According to Mr. He Fengru.
68  See ZhaoJingshen, p. 14.

69 See Suzhou pingtan koujue, p. 56-57.
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recital. Thus a sudden and surprising turn in the situation was described as
baoton F&5H — an explosion, a culminating point in the plot, gnanzi ¥, the
closing passage of the individual instalments of a long prose story was called
laohui & [7], the first description of the hero was referred to as kaixiang JFAH.

An investigation of the professional training of Chinese storytellers and
their guild organizations throws much interesting light on the character of
the storytellers” art and especially on the way in which it was transmitted. We
cannot be surprised that without such an investigation there were scholars
such as A. Heusler who were ready to assert that, for instance, ‘improvization
was foreign to the German epos at all stages of its development — and that all
the scalds, Spielménner, and others recited texts which they learned by heart’.
Such epics as the Edda, the Niebelungenlied and similar works, could not be,
according to Heuslet, the fruit of ‘inspiration of the moment’.”

It is true, however, that storytellers did not recite their narrative under the
influence of the inspiration of the moment, but mastered their art in a long pro-
cess of preparation, under the supervision of a master, who transmitted his art
to his pupils orally. Printed texts were, as we noted above, not only unnecessary,
but actually undesirable, and were actually forbidden by certain guilds. For the
storytelling schools, and often families of storytellers, in which this profession
was cultivated for generations in succession, jealously guarded the secret of
their art: they could not, however, prevent regular listeners from writing down
or memorizing their text or hinder the text from being edited by a member of
the literati and printed for the purpose of being read and not recited. It also
happened on occasion that a text composed by an educated author was adapted
for popular recitation and then handed down orally, independently of the orig-
inal written text. Similarly, we cannot exclude the taking over of subjects from
art literature. In this connexion, it is important to ascertain the ways in which
these themes entered folklore and observe the transformation they undergo
in the popular tradition. It would be a mistake to suppose that in China folk
art existed only in an amateur form, quite isolated from art literature. Rather is
the contrary true: in the specific conditions of Chinese society, where feudal
relations survived much longer than in Europe, the storytelling art flourished
to an unusual extent and was not only one of the most important means of

folk entertainment, but was also popular among the educated class. And here

70 See Zhirmunski, op. cit., p. 255.
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it is that we find important points of contact in the reciprocal influences of

literature and folklore, which offer abundant material for fruitful study.

References

A Ying Y& Tanci Xiaoshno Pingkao BR8] /NEEVF [A Review of Tanci Texts].
Shanghai 1927.

Azapovskiy, Mark Konstantinovich Asasosckuit, Mapk Koncranrunosnw: Russkaja
skazka Pyccxas ckasxa. [A Russian Fairy Tail]. Moscow 1930, 2 vols.

Bar Fengming [ X1: Huai Shi Pian $FJfi%S [An Essay on Cherishing the Master].
Omyi 12 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 5, pp. 47-51.

BisHor, John Lyman: The Colloguial Short-story in China. Cambridge 1956.

CreN Ruheng BRI = Shuoshn Shibua 45521 [The History of Storytelling]. Pe-
king 1958.

Fu Xihua #1548 Quyi Luncong M1 218 M [Essays on Folk Vocal Art]. Shanghai 1953.

Fu Xihua #1542 (Bd.): Song Yuan Huaben Ji RIGIEHAZE [The Collection of Song
and Yuan Huaben]. Shanghai 1955.

HrpLICKA, Zdenek: O pavodu a vyvoji lien-chua-lao [The Origin and Development
of Lianhualao]. Ceskoslovenskd ethnografie |Czechoslovak Ethnography| 1956, IV(2),
pp. 154-169.

HrpLICKA, Zdenek: Old Chinese Ballads to the Accompaniment of the Big Drum.
Archiv orientdlni 1957, 25(1), pp. 83—145.

HRDLICKOVA, Vénceslava: Some Observations on the Chinese Art of Story-telling.
Acta Universitatis Carolinae — Philologica 3, Orientalia Pragensia 111, 1964, pp. 53-78.

Jix Shoushen 452 H1: T.ao Shuguan Jianwen Suoji 2 T WL BE [Miscellaneous
Notes from Old Bookstores]. Qnyi I Z; [Folk Vocal Art] 1959, 8, pp. 36-38;
1959, 9, pp. 73-75; 1959, 10-11, pp. 58—60; 1959, 11, pp. 59-61.

KaNG Zhonghua R H: Yi Hai Mo Xia Ji ZIHRUR I [Notes on Catching Shrimps
in the Sea of Art]. Qmyi i1 2 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 1, pp. 16-19.

LAo She & %5 Fang Zhenzhn 77 Bk [Fang Zhenzhu]. Shanghai 1950.

Lo She &8 Guo Xinnian SIHT4F [Celebrating the New Year]. Shanghai 1951.

L1 Xiaocang 20 Omyi Tan W 2R [Talks on Folk Vocal Art]. Wuhan 1951.

Mer1 Lanfang M§225%: Tan Guwang Liu Baoquan de Yishu Chuangzao KRBT X FE
A=) ZARANIE [On the Artistic Creation of Liu Baoquan, the King of Drum].
Omyi T [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 2, pp. 2-19.

PAN Boying 1AL and Zhou Liang J& .: Suzhou Pingtan Koujue TR PR I e
[Magic Formulae of Suzhou Pingtan] (Editorial Notes). Qmyi Bl 2. [Folk Vocal
Art] 1962, 3, pp. 51-57.

Peasants’ Singing Contest, Peking Review 1963, December 13, pp. 26-27.

PRUSEK, Jaroslav: The Creative Methods of the Chinese Mediaeval Story-tellers. In: Charis-
teria Orientalia praecipue ad Persiam pertinentia. Pragae 1956, pp. 253-273.

129



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

PRUSEK, Jaroslav: New Studies on the Chinese Colloquial Short Story. Archiv orientdlni
1957, 25(3), pp. 452—499.

Shandong Qinshu Liupai Zuotanhui Ziliaozu 11173 ZE IR MEE R £ B [The
Information Group of Shandong Qinshu School]: Shandong Qinshu Liupai
Qiantan ZRZEFIRIEIR [A Sketchy Exploration of the Shandong Qinshu
School]. Quyi B Z [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 2, pp. 45-50.

St Su B7J5: Shuoshu You Wu Jiaoben i 54 J 1A [Is There a Storyteller’s Hand-
book?]. Qmyi 1 & [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 4, pp. 44—45.

VELINGEROVA, Milena: Jaké jsou charakteristické rysy c¢inské popularni slovesnosti
[What are the Characteristic Features of Chinese Popular Verbal Art?]. Zpravy
Ceskoslovenské spolecnosti orientalistické, Prague 1961, 3, pp. 146-151.

WanG Litang E % Wo de Xuexi Jingguo FH% 2] 23F [My Process of Learn-
ing]. Omyi M1 2 [Folk Vocal Art] 1958, 6, pp. 27-28.

WaNG Zunsan T % = (Speaker) and Ding Luo ] ¥ (Record-keeper): Tan Xihe
Dagu de Yanchang Yishu RG] KSR Z AR [On the Art of Xihe Dagu
Singing]. Ouyi Gongzno Tongun W1 TAFIE M [Work Newsletter on Folk Vocal
Art] 1954, 2, pp. 7-12.

Xi1a0 Yiwu: Tan Wang Shaotang de Shuoshu Yishu % £/DE P 2R [On the
Wang Shaotang’s Storytelling Art]. Quyi Gongzno Tongsun 112 TAEIE R [Work
Newsletter on Folk Vocal Art] 1954, 3, pp. 30-36.

Xu Yunzhi 2 #&: Wo Shi Zen Yang Chuangzao Xudiao de FA2& EFEAIE R
[How I created Xudiao?]. Quyi #iZ; [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 3, pp. 60-61.

Yu Zhang 5 i#: Henan Zhuizi Yuanyuan Xinshuo 1] B B2 F-IVEHT 0 [A New
Interpretation of the Origin of Henan Ballad Singing Accompanied by a Zhuizi].
Omyi #1725 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 2, pp. 63-65.

ZHANG Changgong T4 5 Henan Zhuizi Shu ] #§ B F35 [Book of Henan Ballad
Singing Accompanied by a Zhuizi|. Peking 1951.

ZHuANG Shouchen 77 Ffi: Tan Dankou Xiangsheng “San Jinshi” de Biaoyan ¥ 5.1
AH P« =IE A HIFR I [On the Performance of One-person Xiangsheng “About
Three Short-sighted Men”]. Qmyi i1 2 [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 4, pp. 58—60.

ZHANG Yuanshui 7§ J517K: Tanci Zhongzhong # iR FFl [Various Types of Tanci]. In:
Huadong Difang Xiqn Jieshao " ZR 3177 3 i -2 [Introduction to Local Operas of
East China]. Shanghai 1952, pp. 121-126.

Zuao Jingshen B SR Tanci Xnan TR [Selected Tanci]. Shanghai 1947.

ZHIRMUNSK1Y, Viktor Maksimovich 2KupmyHcknit, Buxkrop Makcumosrra: Narodnyy
geroicheskiy epos Hapoonseii eepouneckuii snoc [National Heroic Epos|. Moscow—Lenin-
grad 1962.

Z1 Chen *8/®: Quyi Huiyan gei Wo de Qifa i 225313 /K [The Inspiration
I Gained from the Quyi Performance]. Minjian Wenxue B[ L [Folk Literature]
1958, 9, pp. 26-29.

130



The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads: Their
Performances and Storytelling Techniques*

Abstract: The art of storytelling represents an integral part of the Chinese
cultural heritage. Over the centuries, it has developed many forms, mostly cov-
ered by the Chinese broad term shuoshu. This paper explores the rich tradition
of Chinese storytellers and singers of ballads, highlighting their performances,
storytelling techniques, and the cultural significance of their art. The observa-
tions presented in the first section are based on extensive fieldwork. The author
and her husband observed storytellers and singers in several cities and towns
in northern China from 1950 to 1954. The section describes the characteristic
features of performances in various settings, including street corners, market-
places, teahouses, and small theatres. The second section discusses the form of
pingshu, which refers to narrating prose tales without musical accompaniment.
It highlights the simplicity of pingshu performances, the importance of voice
modulation and minimal props, and the rigorous training required to master
this art form. The third section focuses on the structure and composition of
the storyteller’s tale. It emphasizes the importance of well-known themes, the
storytellet’s specialization in specific genres, and the use of literary devices to

enhance the narrative.

Keywords: Oral tradition, Chinese storytelling, storytellers’ performances, dra-

matic techniques, composition of tales.

The rich and varied activities of the Chinese storytellers and singers of ballads
are an integral part of the Chinese cultural heritage. For many centuries their art
was almost the only source of not only entertainment but also learning for the
majority of the Chinese people, who were cut off by their “cultural blindness”, to
use their term for illiteracy, from the possibility of reading. They learned “by ear”

Substantially as given at a general meeting of the Society on April 12,1965.
Editors’s note: The author refers to the Asiatic Society of Japan, in which journal the paper was
initially published.
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and read “by mouth”, as truthfully the folk artists themselves have said.! The art
formed a continuous stream of oral tradition, absorbing the creative endeavors
and struggles of generations of tellers of tales and singers of ballads, each of
whom had acquired his heritage from his predecessors and then transformed and
polished it for transmittal to his successors.

In the opinion of many orthodox Confucian men of letters, shuoshu (sto-
rytelling) was not deserving of serious attention. Yet there were other men of
letters who were ardent admirers of the art of telling stories and singing ballads,
and there were impoverished bureaucrats, highly literate but unsuccessful in
their official careers, who gladly turned to storytelling as the only way to earn
their daily “cup of rice”. The gap between written literature and oral narration
actually was narrower than might be supposed. The creative efforts of the folk
artists may have influenced both the form and the content of written literature.
The genesis of certain literary genres, such as the colloquial short story, without
doubt was connected with the art of storytelling. The nature and tradition of
this art, therefore, are of interest to the student of literature as well as to the
student of folklore.

In attempting to learn about the telling of stories in China, I decided to rely
on field work, combined with research into Chinese sources on related social
aspects, rather than on the reading of written versions of the stories, which
differed from the originals in not being intended for oral delivery in front of
an audience. Essential to storytelling, we must bear in mind, are its dramatic
and musical elements, and it is only through consideration of these that we
can grasp adequately the creativeness of the folk artists, many of whom were
unable to read or write a single Chinese character and yet could narrate stories
extending over ten or more evenings.

This paper will concentrate on description of performances of the sto-
rytellers and singers of ballads and explanation of some of their techniques,
which generally have been unknown outside the profession, within which they
have been jealously guarded secrets of various schools and passed on from one

generation to the next only by word of mouth.?

1 Chen Ruheng, Shuoshu shihua, Peking, 1958, page 173.

2| have described the transmission of professional secrets to apprentices in “The Professional
Training of Chinese Storytellers and the Storytellers’ Guilds”, in Archiv Orientalni, Prague, No. 33,
1965, pages 225-48.
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I

The art of storytelling and ballad-singing developed a great variety of forms
during the many centuries of its existence, and most of these are covered by
the broad Chinese term shuoshu. From the Song dynasty (960—1278), many of
these were performed by especially trained professionals who often, despite
illiteracy, achieved high artistic levels. Other performers were originally amateurs
who went to the towns from poverty-stricken villages to earn a scanty living by
giving rural tales and ballads.

While in China from 1950 to 1954, my husband and I had many opportuni-
ties, mainly in Peking, Tientsin and small towns in northern China, to observe
the latest generation of these teller of stories and singers of ballads in mar-
ketplaces, teahouses and small theaters and even on street corners. Those seen
wandering in the streets, giving the appearance invariably of belonging to the
lowest social strata, would pause at corners in hope of drawing together listeners
by the clapping of castanets (paiban) or the playing of the Chinese two-string
violin (erh#). Among them were invalids who invoked attention by their disable-
ments. A blind man might be accompanied by his wife or daughter. When a few
people had stopped, the storyteller would commence. Each performance clearly
was dictated by his never-ending and relentless search for a meagre livelihood.

Other outdoor performers sought audiences in marketplaces, which often
were in temple courtyards. The Tiangiao, Peking’s Heavenly Bridge, was one of
the most colorful places of this kind, where not only storytellers but also other
entertainers regularly competed for attention. Despite its exalted name, it was
an unpretentious marketplace with simple earthen arenas, small crude huts and
humble teahouses, but it offered much enjoyment for modest sums. We spent
there many unforgettable hours enthralled by the mastery of puppeteers, the
deftness of magicians, the incredible skill of acrobats, and of course the art
of the storytellers. They often commented on our presence with improvised
verses which, though not complimentary, were witty and never really offensive.
Eventually, when we became more familiar with fairly frequent attendance, they
treated us in the same way as they did the Chinese in their audiences.

If the artist was a storyteller, benches were arranged in a semicircle with
a table in the middle, sometimes covered with a red cloth. It might be out in the
open, depending on the weather, but usually the more reputable storytellers and
singers of ballads preferred to perform in small huts or under improvised tents.

The surroundings, however, were no measure of the artists’ accomplishments.
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The listeners would be captivated by the simple human wisdom woven and
interwoven throughout the fabric of the tales and songs. For many in the audi-
ence, the storytelling truly was a “university”. The storyteller Jin Shoushen 4
52 H conveys this very well in quoting his mother in one of a series of articles,
“What I Saw in the Old Teahouses”.” “You children of us common people,”
she told him when he was a boy, “will learn most about the world by listening
to the storytellers.”

Regardless of any satisfaction they might derive from this important social
aspect of their calling, the artists were aware, consciously or subconsciously,
of three inexorable economic and aesthetic realities: earnings, because their
audiences were mostly poor, were small; competition was stiff, and severity of
criticism compelled their utmost competence.

Fees and contributions were not fixed and depended more or less on the
mood of the listeners. The narrator or balladeer strove for as generous a re-
ward as possible by employing his every technique to create and dramatize an
impressionable tale. The measurement of his success came with the taking of
a collection in the middle of the story or immediately before its climax. This
interruption at a moment of suspense guaranteed at least something, and the
amount might be increased by a further collection at the end. At best, though,
the total was very modest. If moved by the artist’s skill, the listeners did not
begrudge him some of their often hard-earned money. If they did not like the
story, however, they did not hesitate to make disparaging remarks during the
performance, and their vocal displeasure served as a warning to the narrator,
who of course tried hard to overcome it by doing better. As they included
devoted and steady patrons of the art, most audiences made heavy demands.
Innumerable hearings of favorite tales had qualified them to be merciless in
their rejection and criticism of imperfection. As might be inferred from hearing
Peking ricksha boys reciting from memory passages from well-known stories,
persons in the audience often knew the stories by heart quite as well as the
narrators.

Higher in status than the itinerant artists of the street corners and market-

places were the men who performed in teahouses, who had qualified by studying

3 JinShoushen, “Laoshuguan jianwen suoji”, in Quyi, 1959, No. 8, pages 36—38; No. 9, pages 73—75,
90; No. 10, pages 58—60; No. 11, pages 59—61. The quotation is from the installment in No. 8,
page 36.
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under recognized masters.* They also earned more, though they had to let the
teahouse owners expropriate the larger portion of what listeners paid during
or at the end of performances.

The teahouses we visited and the performances we heard probably were
much as they had been for many yeats, to judge from the descriptions by Mr. He
Fengru {A] JElff , a teacher of Chinese, of Peking teahouses he had known where
his father, an impoverished Manchu, had performed paizigu ballads about 1910.
The average teahouse was small, made ovetly crowded by an audience of twenty.
The storyteller or singer sat behind a table on which were two lamps. Between
these was a teapot, from which he poured himself tea when intervals in the per-
formance allowed. When he wished to drink, however, etiquette required that he
turn his back to the audience and conceal the cup well within the palm of one
hand so that his drinking would not be seen.

Each teahouse had its own individuality, determined by its location and
the character of its patrons. Men from all walks of life were attracted, illiterate
townsmen, peasants, highly educated bureaucrats and landowners. Thus it was
mandatory on the artist to evaluate accurately the composition of his audience
and adapt to it his story, language and style of performance. Failure to do so
could ruin his career. The storyteller Jin Shoushen illustrates this in telling about
a certain performer, Zhang Xubai 5=k [, who originally had been a Taoist
monk. He was well educated and, as Jin puts it, had “a belly full of ink”. For
his own talent, he had a very high regard. Once, though well aware that he was
facing an unsophisticated teahouse audience, he substituted for his announced
series of standard stories a sequence of episodes from the well-known novel
Hong Lon Meng? The audience was rather surprised but listened to the end. For
his second session, however, the house was almost empty. The patrons said
they wanted exciting tales of wars and battles, not the sickly love stories of
Hong Lon Meng.®

4 See the writer’s study cited in footnote 2.

5 By Cao Xuegin (Cao Zhan), though the last third seems to be by another writer, this long novel
about a declining family soon became one of the most popular works of Chinese fiction after
its appearance about 1765. It has been translated into English as Dream of the Red Chamber in
an abridged version by C. C. Wang, published in London in 1929 and reprinted in New York in
1958, and a fuller but less accurate version by Florence McHugh and Isabel McHugh, New York
and London, 1958.

6  SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit., No. 9, page 75.
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If women were predominate in an audience, the storyteller or ballad-singer
had to set different standards. Women had a preference for the singing of bal-
lads but also were appreciative of storytelling, The heroines of well-known tales,
without whom the traditional storytelling treasury would be much poorer, were
very popular and beloved for their independent spirit and courage.

There was a ballad-singing boom in the latter half of the nineteenth century,
and one consequence was the establishment of special halls or theaters, called
shuchang, in many towns and cities, especially Shanghai. The typical shuchang seated
from eighty to a hundred persons, who paid a fixed admission fee. The stage,
elevated, was surrounded by tables and chairs, and on the tables were teacups and
towels for use duting the performance.” Programs, somewhat like those in the
Japanese yose, consisted of performances by several singers and such other enter-
tainers as acrobats and magicians. Occasionally, artists desirous of putting on a
special program of their own would band together under a leader of prominence
and hire a shuchang. In northeastern China, such mixed programs were given in
teahouses and known as gasbuar.

Festive occasions brought invitations to teahouse and shuchang artists to pet-
form in private homes. In times past, the birthday of the master of the house,
a wedding, or an advancement in office was cause for celebration, and in this a
storyteller or ballad singer added much. During the Qing dynasty (1644-1911),
singers of a select class called zidi were asked to sing ballads in wealthy homes.
These were Manchus, themselves well to do, who sang as a hobby and never
accepted remuneration for performing, They were treated as guests of honor
and showered with special attention in the form of food and drink. Their
political and economic fortunes changed, however, and eventually they were
obliged to sing for a living, Yet such was their pride in their artistic heritage that
they could not accept payment directly. Fees were handed to assistants or sent
discreetly to their homes.?

We used to invite itinerant storytellers and ballad-singers to our residence in
Peking. Though their dress made it obvious that they were poor, their profes-
sional pride gave them great dignity. After singing, they were served tea. They
then would bow and leave quietly. Some of them in time became our friends,
divulging the secrets of their art and helping us to collect handwritten and

printed texts of various forms of shuoshu.

7 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., page 207.
8  This the author was told by He Fengru.
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II

One popular genre of the shuoshu is the pingshu or pinghua, the narration of
prose tales without musical accompaniment, interspersed now and then with
recitation of several lines of verse. Its performance was distinguished by ex-
treme simplicity. The storyteller never had a mask or costume. He wore a long
dark Chinese dress, which in modern times became a dark blue cotton suit
with a high collar. The stage, devoid of scenery, had only a table and chair. The
narrator’s properties were a block of wood, called xzngmu, a folding fan and
a handkerchief. These, symbols of his professional status, had been received
from his teacher in a special ceremony on “graduating” from his “storytelling
school” and therefore were treasured the rest of his life.”

The usual performance lasted an hour or more, and its success depended
primarily on the artist’s ability to keep his listeners interested. Mastery was
shown when he caused them to become oblivious of the present and enter
completely into the world of the heroes of his tales, where scenes and actions
took on vividness with the full colors of reality. Each listener felt an intimacy
with the narrator such as one has with a close friend. Pulses quickened and
foreheads perspired when the hero was in peril, and there were sighs of relief
when he emerged victorious. Ru Guangli Zii /4L (1888-1960), who specialized

in petforming Shandong ginshu,"

believed that the storyteller must so mesmerize
his listeners that they would not move a muscle even if beaten with a stick."

The subtle spellbinding power of the narrator came from both natural talent
and techniques developed through long training and disciplined practice. We
have experienced a spell like unto his in listening to exceptionally skilled musi-
cians, feeling ourselves inside what they created rather than merely perceptive
of and sensitive to it from outside.

Important to the storytellers’ art was ging, “pureness” or “perfection”, as
they explained it in their professional jargon.'* The English term “pureness”,
however, seems inadequate, for ging had to do with the voice of the natrator, his
acting and even the structure of his stories. A versatile voice was a prerequisite

9 ZhangJunzhi, “Shandong ginshu liupai giantan”, in Quyi, 1962, No. 3, pages 46—50. The details
used here are from page 48.

10 Narratives from Shandong province, interspersed with songs. There are several schools, differing
in the manner of performance.

11 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., page 155.
12 Zhang Yushu, “Qingzi diyi”, in Quyi, 1962, No. 11, pages 42—49.
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for success because, in the absence of instrumental music and singing, it had
to encompass broad functions. In his training, the artist strove first for ging of
voice. Clear articulation with normal sounds was of prime importance, and such
was that of some talented narrators that listeners were fascinated as soon as they
opened their mouths. Those not gifted with it had to work very hard to acquire it.
Full control of the voice under all circumstances was also essential for gzng. Stage
fright, personal excitement and any other feeling not connected with the story
were unpardonable errors. Modulation had to range from tenderness to rage, and
tones had to fit sex, age and character. To make a story vivid, the voice had to be
capable of imitating such sounds as those of birds, water and a thunderstorm.

This is illustrated by what is told of the storyteller Liu Jingting *gﬂ%ﬂ%, who
lived during the end of the sixteenth century and the first half of the seven-
teenth. He became legendary in the history of Chinese storytelling because of,
among other things, his strong voice, which he used to superb effect in giving
the story of Wu Song, the famous tiger-killer, thrilling audiences especially in
the episode in which Wu rushes into an inn for a drink of wine and, when the
innkeeper does not appear immediately, begins to shout. So loud is his shouting
that the wine jars on shelves lining the walls rattle and jump. When Liu described
this, veins stood out on his neck, and his voice boomed so strongly that the
walls of the teahouse all but collapsed."

In addition to developing vocal perfection, the storyteller had to master
effective use of his few properties, of which by far the most important was
the small block of wood called the xingmu. Skill with this could impress an
audience deeply, and Zhang Yushu 5% £ 1) considered it a basic criterion of
good storytelling." To handle this seemingly insignificant object requited long
and patient practice. In hitting it against his table, unbelievable though it may
seem, the storyteller could lure from his xingmu a different sound each time.

The master artist, however, it is interesting to note, tried to avoid frequent
use of the xingmn. Excessive banging disturbed the performance and was tak-
en as unmistakable evidence that the narrator had inadequacies which he was
attempting to conceal. Connoisseurs could not be fooled. Constant use of the
xingmu doomed the storyteller to failure.

As manipulated by a talented artist, however, the xingmu could speak. The
rapping which opened a performance, the very first stroke of which told fans

13 See Chen Ruheng, op. cit., page 168.

14 Seearticle cited in footnote 12, page 47.
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of this art, they claimed, whether the storyteller was good or bad, seemed to say:
“Please come in. I am just beginning to tell my story”” And the sound of the
stroke which ended the performance rang in the listeners’ ears until the narrator
was ready to begin his succeeding episode the next day.

The xingmu could sharpen emotional tones, as Jin Shoushen illustrates in
his recollections of teahouses in writing about Chen Shihe [ 1. Because
of financial difficulties, this famous storyteller had to leave Peking, where he
had quite an enthusiastic following, for Tientsin. Several years later, in 1939, he
returned to Peking for a number of performances. As his farewell, he recited
the following poem:

Onesingle sight

Is not enough to look over

The whale beautiful countryside.
Andsoitisalso

When we say farewell to each other.
Today and never again,

You say, and yet a spark of hope

Burns somewhere deep in your heart.

When he came to the words “never again”, Chen summoned forth from his
xingmn a sound so fotlorn that the audience was moved to tears."” The sound
of the xingmu had to synchronize with the part of the sentence to which it
belonged. Used after a sentence, it usually represented a sharp sound, such as
that of thunder. A sound coming from a distance preceded the sentence which
referred to it. Ingenious handling of the xzngmu gave to each sound the qualities
appropriate to the context.

To accentuate tense situations, a well-known dramatic device called “stop-
ping xingmn in the middle” was used. His destiny at stake, a hero reached for his
swotd to kill someone. The narrator, his face tense, raised his xzngmu for a swift
stroke. Breathlessly the audience awaited its fall. Suddenly the hero changed his
mind. The storyteller’s hand lowered the xzngmu to the table without a sound,
and the expression on his face changed from tension to relief.

Proper dignity in sitting on the stage is another requirement of the consum-

mate artist. Though this may seem to be a very small matter, much stress was
15 SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit., No. 8, page 38.
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placed on training in it. Wang Litang FENNHE, granddaughter of the famous
storyteller Wang Shaotang /b5, describes how it was taught to her at home
by her father. With everything arranged as before an audience in a teahouse, she
practiced sitting, erect but not stiff, in a calm and natural way, first resting her
hands quietly on the edge of the table and gradually facing in all four directions
to become accustomed to each view.'¢

Dignity and self-assurance usually marked everything about the good story-
teller. They were in the way in which he made his stage entrance, walking quickly
but without intrusive animation. His facial expression was one of disinterest,
almost phlegmatic, and he neither smiled nor gestured with his hands. During the
petformance, his movements were confined to those required for emphasis. He
might stand and take a step or two, as in elucidating a passage in which a famous
general entered the camp of a defeated enemy after a battle, but seldom did he
move very far to the right or left of his table. For this there was a practical reason.
Never could he be far from his xingzu. Whatever movement he made and what-
ever position he took, the audience understood its significance. He would stand
at the right side of the table when describing an important moment in a battle in
which the hero was raising his sword. With the stroke of the sword, he shifted to
the left side. Similar movements represented duels. Gestures with his hands, made
natural by much practice, and facial expressions were likewise carefully calculated
and limited to those which fitted the story. When they occurred, they were most
effective. Use of the eyes also was important to convey meaning and maintain
rapport with the audience. They “talked”, telling whether a hero was sad or happy,
whether a man was good or evil. A simple raising of the brows had deep meaning;

The aim of ging was to make a lasting impression on the audience, and thus
it had to permeate the whole of the storyteller’s performance. His image was
to stay fixed in the mind of each listener as was that of Liu Baoquan XI5 4%,
king of the ballad-singers, in the mind of Lao She & . After forty years, Lao
wrote, he still could see him quite cleatly in his “mind’s eye” alive and sitting
in front of him."”

That much attention was given to diction and stage mannerisms was only
natural in view of their intrinsic importance in the art of storytelling Stripped
of these enriching elements, the written texts of the narratives are only a sev-

ered part of the whole art, and to read their words, intended originally to be

16 Wang Litang, “Wode xuexi jingguo”, in Quyi, 1958, No. 6, pages 27-28.
17 Lao She, “Jiyi yu xin”, in Quyi, 1962, No. 5, page 46.
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spoken, is likely to give a distorted idea of their aesthetic quality. It is only fair
to acknowledge that the stories may seem flat when deprived of the dramatic
effects with which the storytellers brought them to life.

III
The storyteller’s tale had a structure and a composition designed specifically
to allow him to achieve precisely calculated objectives. The orally transmitted
ballad or tale of considerable length, it has been generally recognized, could
not have been born of sudden inspiration or put together on the spur of the
moment. Rather it evolved out of long and sober devising by artists with sub-
stantial professional experience.

Behind each story was a long tradition in which storytelling had reached a
refined artistic level. It was part of this tradition to place strong emphasis on
perfection of each and every phase of the art. At the same time, such perfection
was exacted by audiences which would reject a narrator for flaws so slight as
hardly to be noticed by novices.

The theme generally was one that had been known among the people
through so many generations that it had become a cultural fixture. It originally
might have been adapted from a novel, a play, a chronicle or some other form
of literature. Use of a well-known and established theme, with appropriate
changes, rather than the creation of an entirely new one is a common tendency
in folklore, for folk audiences are known to resist the unfamiliar and foreign.
In folklore research, one of the important tasks is to discover and recognize
the changes which a theme has undergone in its oral transmission. Without
such knowledge, it might appear that folklore is lacking in creativity and that
the telling of tales is nothing more than the mechanical repetition of certain
stereotyped themes.

The typical Chinese storyteller was highly specialized. He confined himself
to one genre of tales, and he might even spend his entire life narrating a single
story. What a novelist would express in several sentences would take a whole
evening of narration by such a storyteller. Lao She relates how one artist re-
quired five or six successive evenings to tell the simple story of the killing of a
tiger by Wu Song. He described in detail what the hero drank and ate and what
he said, digressing along the way with humorous episodes which never failed

to entrance the audience.'®

18 Lao She, Guoxin nian, Shanghai, 1951, page 12.
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The plot, purely a vehicle, was therefore of lesser importance than the
presentation. For the listeners, everyone of whom perhaps knew the story by
heart, it was what the narrator did with it, his individual creativity, that mattered
and, if satisfying, brought them back for more. The familiarity of the story,
“sucked in with their mothet’s milk”, as it was commonly said, made it all the
more appealing. This the storyteller relied on, and it freed him to concentrate
on his presentation.

Some insight into the principles which guided him may be obtained by
studying the “magic formulas” (&ozjue) which were transmitted orally from one
generation of storytellers to the next. In simple thymes, easy to remember, they
contained deep wisdom, fruit of the experience and knowledge of many story-
tellers. Among them were such axioms as “If superficial in your art while young,
you will get nowhere when old.” “While on the stage,” said another, “perform;
while off the stage, obsetve [other storytellers].”" They also included practical
instructions about the structure of stoties, what the artist should do and what
he should avoid. Usually they were secret, known only to members of the sto-
rytellers’ guilds, but those which have been preserved are surprisingly valuable
to anyone interested in literary creation. They facilitate understanding of this art
from the point of view of the artists themselves and thus help to compensate
for the dearth of authoritative written records of performances.

In addition to the guidance derived from the “magic formulas”, the story-
tellers had a number of literary devices for use in making their narratives more
entertaining, Each of these had its own special name. We shall encounter some
of them in what follows.

The performance of pingshu adhered to a pattern familiar to and expected
by the audience. It began with recitation by the storyteller of an introductory
poem (shangchangshi) and the striking of his xzngmu for the first time. This was
the signal for the teahouse master to call out: “Silence, please!” The narrator,
if we assume the occasion was at least the second evening of a long story, then
would say: “Now I have finished several verses of a worthless poem and shall
tell you further about well-known heroes. It is a continuation of the story I told

you the last time.” When the session was over, he would say: “So I have told

19 See, for example, the commentaries by Pan Boying and Zhou Liang, “Suzhou pingtan koujue”,
in Quyi, 1962, No. 3, pages 51-57.

142



The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads

you the story up to this point and shall have the honor of telling you tomorrow
what next happened to [the name of the main charactet].”®

As the narration of a long tale was far from easy, mastery of sustaining
techniques was very important. With his concept of the whole story firmly
in his mind, the storyteller focused his efforts on achieving a well-balanced
composition that would culminate in a crucial point. Some stories, of course,
might have two or three such points. This climax, in the storytellers’ jargon,
was called guangi (literally, crisis).? How he handled it was often enough to
decide the artist’s success or failure. One of the “magic formulas” likened the
gunanzi to the crest reached by a rising wave. It must not be brought about by a
sudden jump. The approach had to be fashioned carefully, often with diverse
and complex twists and turns, to build up the suspense of the listeners. The
narrator would allow the line of the story to rise only so far before interrupting
it. This he might do several times, and there were storytellers clever enough
to postpone the guanzi for several sessions, to each of which the audience was
certain to return because unable to resist hearing the climax. “If you master the
art of guanzz)” went a familiar saying, “listeners will not run from you.” Attached
to this was the following practical comment: “The better the art of guanzi, the
fewer tickets from the pawnshop the storyteller has.”?

The narrator of imperfect skill was likely to be plagued, in giving a long
story with a number of granzi which had to be carried through two or more
sessions, by listeners who attended only for the upward approach to a gnanzi
and did not come back. For this to happen was not uncommon, and of course
the artists were not happy about it. It was to avert this that the storyteller gave
very careful attention to the “bridges” connecting the gnanzi of his story. As
one “magic formula” rightly put it, “A gruanzi is told easily, but what is around
it is difficult.”

The basic units of a story, comparable to the chapters of a novel, were known
as sections, each of which filled one storytelling session. For each section, an
effective conclusion, called a /Zuohuz, was very important because of its obvious
bearing on the desire of the audience to return for the next section. The narrator

usually chose for this some dangerous situation which he broke off in the middle

20 SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit., No. 8, page 38.

21 See commentaries cited in footnote 19, pages 52 and 53.
22 |bid., page 52.

23 |bid., page 53.
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or some unexpected and intriguing turn in the development of the plot. It was a
grave mistake for him to be unable to devise a piquant /ohui and thus to let his
story become grounded in shallow waters. There was much reason for the warning
to artists not to allow theit /uobui to “sink into a cold grotto”.

Each narration had to have the right proportions. It must not be too short,
consisting of a framework without embellishments. Nor must it be too long and
thus “sepatated by one thousand / from the goal”.”® Between the moments of
suspense and the less exciting passages, a balance had to be struck. The storyteller
Wang Shaotang deals interestingly with this in discussing the difference between,
in the storytellers” jargon, the “hot” and “cold” components of a story.® The
“cold” were the connecting passages between the guanzz, and the “hot” were the
exciting moments. There must be, he said, not only balance between them but also
smooth transition. Wang warned repeatedly against any attempt to make a story
more interesting by leaving out the “cold” parts and concentrating on the “hot”.
This would violate the concept of the traditional story, and the result would be a
cheap effort to achieve a goal which was unworthy of a storyteller who took his
profession setiously. No story could be considered complete without both “hot”
and “cold” passages.

For a humble audience, complete comprehension necessitated orderly and
logical presentation of the story. The more characters there were, and some sto-
ries had many, and the more complex the plot, the more important this was. The
artist therefore gave considerable attention to the manner, somewhat formal, in
which he introduced and described his heroes. For this, there were many rules.
The usual Peking style was to use “praise of the hero” (yanwuzan), given in poetical
form.” A storyteller in Peking who did not do so was apt to be suspected of not
being a professional. The initial description of the hero, called the &aixiang, set
forth in rthyme his outstanding traits. Thereafter the narrator had only to mention
one of these traits and his listeners knew immediately to whom he was referring;
Throughout the story had to be woven a vividly realistic picture of the hero, called
the gijuese.”® Thete also had to be suppott for and emphasis on the main traits
of the hero in the actions of the other characters. It is said of the famous Wang

24 bid.

25 |bid.

26 Wang Shaotang, “Leng shu he re shu”, in Quyi, 1959, No. 3, pages 50-51.
27 SeeJin Shoushen, op. cit., No. 10, page 58.

28 See the commentaries cited in footnote 19, page 53.

144



The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads

Shaotang that he was able to describe his heroes so graphically that his listeners,
losing all awareness of their surroundings, were swept along with them. They were
happy or sad with the hero, shared in his momentous decisions, wavered with him
and so on in unison with the rhythm and tempo of the narrative. He was superb
in breathing life into such minor characters as domestics, innkeepers, peddlers
and gatekeepers, modeling them on ones he had known intimately in everyday
life.” It was true of all good storytellers that they wove what they had observed
with what they had learned in the traditional lessons in characterization of their
teachers. As they often were illiterate, knowledge in books was beyond their reach.

A device frequently used was known as “drawing the characterization of
the hero while the plot is resting” (xiu ghong Zhuose). Liu Jingting, who already
has been mentioned, was famed for this in telling about Wu Song, using it to
create the exact atmosphere he wished in which to bring the story to a climax.
Because of this, his listeners, when the most exciting moment arrived, were
quite convinced that Wu, in spite of his drunkenness, was able to kill the tiger
with his bare hands in the wild forest.*

Skilled descriptions could be very effective in building up a multi-dimen-
sioned conception of the appearance and the character of the hero. They were
seldom tedious. An experienced storyteller could spin them out almost endlessly,
if necessary, and even contribute thereby to the suspense. Mr. Zhang, for ex-
ample, who specialized in wattior tales from the San Guo Zhi Yan Y7, lavished
much detail on the weapons of his heroes. Ancient weapons actually varied
little, but the storyteller’s imagination endowed them with infinite individuality.
Swords had blades of gold and silver, silver inlaid with gold, and gold inlaid with

silver. Their hilts were even more varied. And each sword had its name — “Blue

29 Xiao Yiwu, “Tan Wang Shaotang de yishu”, in Quyi gongzuo tongxun, 1954, No. 3, pages 30-36.
The information used here is on page 33.

30 Foramore detailed description of Liu’s art, see Chen Ruheng, “LiuJingting de shuoshuyishu”, in
Quyi, 1957, No. 1, pages 4-9.

31 This historical romance by Luo Guanzhong, of the fourteenth century, tells in 120 chapters of
the civil wars from the decline of the Han dynasty in the second century to the beginning of
the Jin dynasty in 265. In the preface of his English translation, San Kuo, or Romance of the Three
Kingdoms, first published in Shanghaiin 1925, C. H. Brewitt-Taylor considers it “a book adapted
for the storyteller”, whom the reader “can almost hear”. Pearl S. Buck, in her Swedish Academy
lecture on receiving the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1938, observed that the Chinese guerillas
then fighting the Japanese were peasants “who know San Kuo by heart, if not from their own
reading, at least from hours spent... listening to the story tellers describe how the warriors of
the Three Kingdoms fought their battles”
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Dragon”, “Tiger”, “Sun and Moon” and so on. Such details enriched the story
and enthralled the listeners.*

The wounds of a hero allowed a whole series of descriptions, keeping the
audience in suspense until it learned whether they were serious or light. At a
time when his life seemed to be in great jeopardy, the hero might emerge even-
tually with only his clothing torn. Or it was not he but his horse that was hurt.
Horses, incidentally, lent themselves well to the storyteller’s descriptive powers,
and volumes could be filled with what was said about them. How a horse was
saddled alone would provide enough material for an entite session. In this, as
in other matters, each hero had special ways which were his trademarks, well

known to all seasoned listeners.*

*

An exhaustive account of the performances and techniques of the Chinese
storytellers and singers of ballads would take much more space than I have
allowed myself for this paper. Nevertheless, it is without doubt that this art
represents an important part of the Chinese cultural heritage and that its further
exploration will reveal facts of interest not only to sinologists but to students

of oral literature in general.

References

Buck, Pearl S.: The Chinese Novel. Swedish Academy lecture on receiving the Nobel
Prize for Literature. 1938. Curtently available from: https://www.nobelptize.otg/
ptizes/literature/1938/buck/lecture/ [2024-10-06].

CHEeN Ruheng BRIZHT: Liu Jingting de Shuoshu Yishu XIS 3564 ZA [Liu Jing-
ting’s Art of Storytelling]. Qmyi 1 25 [Folk Vocal Art] 1957, 1, pp. 4-9.

CueN Ruheng BRIGHT: Shuoshu Shibua 145 82 1E [The History of Storytelling]. Peking
1958.

HrpLIcKOVA, Vénceslava: The Professional Training of Chinese Storytellers and the
Storytellers” Guilds. Archiv orientdlni 1965, 33, pp. 225-248.

JIN Shoushen 432 H1: Lao Shuguan Jianwen Suoji & Ti1H I H{IE [Miscellaneous
Notes from Old Bookstores]. Quyi I Z; [Folk Vocal Art] 1959, 8, pp. 36-38;
1959, 9, pp. 73-75; 1959, 10-11, pp. 58-60; 1959, 11, pp. 59-61.

Lo She 8 Guo Xinnian i i 4F [Celebrating the New Year]. Shanghai 1951.

32 See Zhang Yushu, op. cit., page 47.
33 |bid.

146



The Chinese Storytellers and Singers of Ballads

Lao She Z & Jiyi You Xin IR 1ZH#T [Fresh in Memory]. Quyi 125 [Folk Vocal Art]
1962, 5, pp. 46.

Pan Boying #{H % and Zhou Liang &l K: Suzhou Pingtan Koujue 753 13
[Magic Formulae of Suzhou’s Pingtan] (Editorial Notes). Quyi i1 Z; [Folk Vocal
Art] 1962, 3, pp. 51-57.

San Kno, or Romance of the Three Kingdoms. Translated by Charles Henry Brewitt-Taylor.
Shanghai 1925, 2 vols.

Shandong Qinshu Liupai Zuotanhui Ziliaozu 111 R EE P FIREER 2 ZORHA [The
Information Group of Shandong Qinshu School]: Shandong Qinshu Liupai
Qiantan I ZARZ:FHLIRIE R [A Sketchy Exploration of the Shandong Qinshu
School]. Quyi 1 2Z; [Folk Vocal Art] 1962, 3, pp. 46-50.

Tsao Hsueh-chin: The Dream of the Red Chamber. Translated by Wang Chi-chen. Lon-
don 1929.

Tsao Hsueh-chin: The Dream of the Red Chamber. Translated by Wang Chi-chen. New
York 1958.

Tsao Hsueh-chin: The Dream of the Red Chamber. Translated by Florence McHugh and
Isabel McHugh. New York 1958.

WANG Litang % Wo de Xuexi Jingguo I 41T My Process of Learn-
ing]. Omyi 12 [Folk Vocal Art] 1958, 6, pp. 27-28.

WANG Shaotang /0% Teng Shu he Re Shu ¥ FifI#4F5 [Cold and Hot Storytell-
ing]. Omyi 1 [Folk Vocal Art] 1959, 3, pp. 50-51.

Xi1a0 Yiwu 7 78 Fi: Tan Wang Shaotang de Shuoshu Yishu iR T/ B 3 F 2R
[On the Wang Shaotang’s Storytelling Art]. Quyi Gongzuo Tongxun W2 TAEE
[Work Newsletter on Folk Vocal Art] 1954, 3, pp. 30-36.

ZuanG Yushu 3K K 45: Qingzi Diyi #6728 — [First in Purity]. Qmyi #I 2 [Folk Vocal
Art] 1962, No. 11, pp. 42—49.

147



The Motif of the God of the Hearth and the Division of the
Joint Family in Chinese Chap-Books

Abstract: The art of storytelling in China was one of the primary sources of
entertainment for the broad masses. It is significant that this practice extended
beyond oral storytelling and entered the sphere of written literature. The most
popular ballads and stories were transcribed, printed, and gradually adapted to
resemble tales meant primarily for reading. Despite this shift, the oral conven-
tions persisted strongly, even though these written works were no longer directly
tied to the oral tradition. The stories collected in the printed chap-books covered
many themes, including traditional tales, episodes from celebrated novels, or
real-life stories. The paper examines the circumstances under which the stories
were published and describes how the printed copies were used. In order to
illustrate certain features of the storytellers’ books, the central part of the paper
compares several variants of the famous tale about the god of the hearth, a
popular deity in Chinese households, that elaborates the motif of the division
of the joint family.

Keywords: Oral tradition, Chinese storytelling, chap-books, god of the hearth,
family.

One of the reasons why the study of folklore offers numerous difficulties is
that this type of production rarely occurs in literary sources in its unadulterated
form. Much more frequently we come across it in hybrid varieties, in which it is
necessary to reveal the pure strain by means of a careful analysis.

The original form of folklore being oral, we may presume that many folk-
lore elements will be contained in those books which, according to content,
but even more according to form, are likely to be directly linked with the oral
tradition. Here I have in mind not collectors’ transcriptions and publications,
but a kind of popular press which conformed to a social demand and catered
for its requirements. This ouput was, for the most part, the typical product of an
urban milieu and bore its characteristic features. It was, above all, functional and
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so was marked by a measure of professional facility, vulgarity and, not seldom,
triviality. This circumstance, however, does not by any means lower its value as
an important source for gaining insight not only into the domain of literature,
but also into its historical and sociological background.

This kind of literature has appeared, during the last three centuries, in more
or less similar form almost everywhere in the world: the Czech Lands had its
popular small-size editions and peddlar’s songs, England its chap-books, China
its storytellers’ books and booklets, Japan its Yellow Books — kibyoshi 3%
4%, and so on.

An investigation into the genesis of the Czech peddlar’s song, for example,
has brought to light a relationship to the activities of the mediaeval joculator,
although at the time of the peddlar’s printed song-sheet (kramafska piser) the
institution of professional storytellers and singers had already died out in the
Czech Lands.!

The materials from a country like China, where feudal and semifeudal
conditions survived much longer than in Europe and where the majority of
the population was illiterate, provide on the whole ideal scope for the study
of the relations between oral verbal production and popular or semi-popular
printed publications brought out within the last three centuries. In this period
the storytellers” art* in China was still alive and one of the main soutces of
entertainment for the broad masses. The oral tradition was rich and had a wide
range of genres. It also penetrated beyond the limits of the spoken word into
the sphere of written literature. The most popular stories were taken down
in writing, printed and gradually began to imitate the form of tales intended
primarily for reading. In them the oral conventions died hard, even though this
production was no longer directly linked with the oral tradition. The relations
between it and popular or semi-popular printed editions brought out by town
publishers continued to remain, to judge from the extant materials, relatively

very close. And so this material comes within the scope of folklore studies and

1 V.Cerny: Od kraméiského zpévaku k stfedovékému ZakéFovi (From the Chapbook Singer to the
Mediaeval Jester) Vaclavkova Olomouc 1961, Praha 1963, pp. 255-261.

2 The history of the storytellers’ art in China reaches far back into the past. Storytelling achieved
its greatest floweringin the Song epoch. In the course of the centuries storytelling branched out
into a great number of forms, practised by professional artists in bazaars, market squares, town
tearooms and private houses. Under the designation, storytelling (shuoshu &t &), was usually
included, in China, also ballad-singing and the performance of simple dramatic scenes.
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a knowledge of it also contributes to a better understanding of certain aspects
of the storytellers’ art.

While engaged in China, in the years 1950—1954, in the study of various
storytelling forms, I made a small collection of storytellers’ manuals and book-
lets, published at the end of the 19th and the beginning of the 20th century.
It was not so easy to acquire these materials as I had at first supposed, as the
old editions were no longer currently on sale in the shops and the people who
had them at home were unwilling to let me acquire them, on the ground that
they contained many feudal survivals and were not only worthless, but actually
harmful. This view was very widespread at the time and even Fu Xihua e
%, in his Catalogue of the Peking Storytellers’ Art? which is the basic work for
the study of this literature, sometimes adds to his characterization of the story
the remark: ‘the content is feudal, full of superstition, reactionary’.* What is
particularly valuable about these books is that most of them atre devoid of any
kind of stylization, or where it exists is so transparently naive as to be obvious
at a first glance, and that they give a picture of the time when they arose from
a different angle than that of the official literature.

Popular and semi-popular books and pamphlets, printed by publishers who
specialized in them,’ contained shott stoties, ballads, introductory songs and also
simple dramatic scenes, which still formed a part of the oral repertoire. The book-
lets were on sale in little shops and booths, along with calendars, votive offerings,
and such like. It was truly popular reading, the literature of the bazaars, accessible
to all for a mere trifle. The books sold well and copies passed from hand to hand
till they often literally fell to pieces.

The subject-matter of the stories covered a wide range. Often it was tra-
ditional, with a theme going far back into the past.® Many of the themes were

3 FuXihua {# 1 %E: Beijing chuantong quyi zonglu 1t 5T {8 4% i 25 488%, Peking 1962.
4 Seeop.cit, pp. 109,357 et seq.
5 Forexample, Damo chang T ¥ Jiit, Baibenchang 7 A< i, Bie yetang 4% & etc.

6 Itis interesting, if only for a random comparison, to note what themes from the Dunhuang
bianwen (5th—10th cents.) also occur in the storytellers’ books of the 19th and 20th cents.:
a) Conversation of Confucius with the boy Xian Duo (Kongzi xiang Tuo xiang wenshu FL.FJHFE
AH M2, Dunhuang bianweniji 2848 S 4E, Vol. 1, Peking 1957. See also A. Waley: Ballads and
Stories from Tunhuang, London 1960, pp. 86—96.) Itis a tale of how a small boy answered all the
questions of the great philosopher and himself baffled the philosopher with his questions. The
same story occurs in the ballad, How a Small Boy Discomfited Confucius (Xiao er nan Kongzi /|»
5L#EfLF, pamphlet of the Baowentang publishing house, beg. 20th cent.; b) Bianwen about
Zhaojun (Wang Zhaojun bianwen £ 4E30), see Dunhuang bianwenji, pp. 98-108, Vol. 1.
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common also to those of the Peking opera.” Much favoured were episodes
from celebrated novels, such as Sanguo zhi =&, Xi You Ji PUIERL, the
short stories of Jingu qgiguan 41t #F#, the tales from Liaozhai zhiyi JI15% &
52, and others.® A special category of introductory songs was composed of a
play upon the names of flowers, of historical characters, of Southern and hern
melodies, upon the titles of Peking operas, and so on.” Stoties from real life were
common, most of them having no literary prototype. In them were described
the advantages and disadvantages of various trades, annual festivities, family
quarrels, the hard life of soldiers and prostitutes, or they contained a warning
against the smoking of opium, drunkenness, gaming, and other vices.!

There was, in China, a very close link between the vatious storytelling and
dramatic forms and a popular story was often not only related, but also sung
and acted. Thus in storytellers’ books a theme often occurs in several variants,
which plainly derive from different sources of oral tradition, for they show
divergences in both conception and composition. Especially in stories from life
there is not seldom a difference in the quality and intensity of the social motifs
and in the solution offered of the social problems involved.

A common feature of this production was the colloquial language, often
corrupted by printing errors past recognition, and then also the consistent pres-
ervation of the storytelling, dramatic or balladic form customary in its oral re-

alization. Some narrations are serious, or even tragic, others strain to point a

The story of Zhaojun, a beauty who, about 30 B.C., was given in marriage by the Emperor to
a suitor in a far-off land. This is the subject, too, of the ballad, Zhaojun chusai FF# H %€, in
the series, Wenming dagu shuci, Vol. 2, Peking, beg. 20th cent., pp. 35-38.; ) Bianwen about
Mulian (Mulian bianwen Hi#4% %), see Dunhuang bianweniji, Vol. 2, pp. 756-760, and other
Dunhuang texts on this theme. Itis the story of how the pious monk, Mulian, betook himself to
Hell to save his mother. See also A. Waley, op. cit. Mu-lien Rescues his Mother, pp. 216-235. In
the series, Wenming dagu shuci, in ballad form, Mulian Rescues his Mother (Mulian jiumu H
JERIRE), Vol. 3, pp. 23-28.; d) Bianwen about Meng Jiangnii (Meng Jiangnii bianwen i %%
48 ), see Dunhuang bianwenii, Vol. 1, pp. 32-35. See also A. Waley, op. cit., pp. 145-149. Tale
of a Faithful Wife (the time of the action is the 3rd cent. B.C.), who went to seek her husband at
the building of the Great Wall. In ballad form, in The Great Wall (Wanli changcheng 73 FLE31),
in Wenming dagu shuci, Vol. 16, pp. 5-8.

7 See Fu Xihua, op. cit., for example, pp. 212, 213, 218, 219, 229, and elsewhere.
8 See Fu Xihua, op. cit., for example, pp. 259, 265, 212,229, 217, and elsewhere.
9 See FuXihua, op. cit., pp. 217, 248, 261, 286, and elsewhere.

10 See Fu Xihua, op. cit,, pp. 195, 201, 221, and elsewhere. Here, at least, a few titles: The Great
Quarrel (p. 198), Mother-in-law and Daughter-in-law at Loggerheads (p. 256), A Soldier’s Sigh
(p. 295), The Drunkard Is Rude to His Wife (p. 280), and others.
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moral. Frequent, too, are humorous pieces, in which predominate spontaneity,
non-conventionality and distespect for social taboos. The humour is burlesque,
sometimes to the point of being cynical. It is evident that the overthrow of in-
violable symbols, the exposure of the other face of virtue, heroism or qualities
typically extolled by official morality, were a welcome source of entertainment.
In these tales people are described as they really are and not as they should be.
Here the seamy side of Chinese society is revealed where, despite Confucian
principles, there existed, as everywhere in the world, timid husbands, faithless
wives, marriage-crazy widows, ungrateful sons, and so on.

The stories were anonymous and regarded as general property, nobody
claiming exclusive right of authorship. Storytellers and publishers therefore
had a free hand to alter the stories as they thought fit. These publications
had, like the Czech peddlar’s song, the character of written literature, but at
the same time were subject to variability as complex and difficult to trace as
oral relation and the folk-song.'' In China, where the link between printed
works and the oral tradition is very close, this feature is particularly marked.

Profit was an important motive in China, too, in the publishing of books and
pamphlets. Thus the stories that came out in print had usually passed the test of
mass popularity. Sometimes it is expressly noted that the content of the books
is made up of what was being recited and sung at the time."

As regards ballads and stories in which prose alternated with verse, not
even in the printed form was the musical component altogether overlooked.
Before the metrical section which, in the oral realization, was always sung, the
name of the melody was always inserted. The printed editions were evidently
designed not only for reading, but also as a practical manual for performets.
Herewith is connected the question of their functions, for it is clear that they
had more than one. A considerable circle of persons interested in storytellers’
manuals were lovers of sung ballads and of the art of storytelling, and as such
belonged to a wide variety of social groups. The quality of the printed materials
was not always the same, most often, however, it met the needs of people who
were not altogether illiterate (for they were able to read the books), but still not
sufficiently educated to cope with the difficulties of works composed in the

1 SeeR.Smetana: K problematice jevu éeské pisné kramarské (A Contribution to the Problem of
the Czech Chap-book Song), Vaclavkova Olomouc 1961, pp. 1358, cit. p. 26.

12 See, for example, Wenming dagu shuci, Vol. 18, p. 2.
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style of wenyan. On the other hand, educated people, too, were consumers of
these popular publications, for they provided them with light reading.

Storytellers’ books were also used as supplementary materials by profes-
sional singers and storytellers, although the main source of their art was the
oral tradition. It cannot be supposed, however, that the printed copies were
published predominantly for their use. They served the purpose of a song-
book or manual much more frequently among amateurs. Amateur storytelling
and song, carried on for private pleasure or for ‘honour and glory’ before an
‘audience’ of relatives and friends, was in China, as well as in other countries,
an accompanying feature of professional storytelling, and especially of bal-
lad-singing.”” The books wete often read aloud, because the language was easily
comprehensible for the listener, too."

The method of printing the storytellers’ books and the care given to their
production are important if we are to have a proper idea of this type of output.
At first they were primitive prints from plates. This method of printing, cutiously
enough, was maintained in publishing houses, in poor town subutbs, practically
up to the 1940%. In older times some publishers employed copyists, who made
hand-written copies of tales and ballads. In addition, however, they printed the
chap-books in normal fashion. Some of them, such as, for instance, the Wen-
ming dagu shuci 3B KB FH 7 series, were relatively well produced. They had
a yellow cover,'® decorated with a photograph of a popular singer, in traditional
or modern dress. The print was quite passable, the characters sufficiently large
and clear. The ballads and tales — one book might contain as many as ten — were
somewhat intellectualized and evidently designed, thanks to the editing, for a
more exacting reader. On the other hand, the Fengtian luozi Z& K% 16 series

was much more cheaply produced. The slim little volumes of seven or eight

13 Mei Lanfang ¥R 75 recalls, for instance, the merchant Li Sanye 4% =45, who was a great lover
of drum ballads. He was able to sing them and was fond of performing them before friends
and acquaintances. See Tan guwang Liu Baoquan de yishu chuanzuo #% &% T XI| 5 4 [ 2487
BI1E, Quyi 12 2,1962, pp. 2,16, cit. p. 5. The Japanese author, Kata Koji il & 9 U recalls,
for example, his uncle, who was a great admier of ballad recitation and often himself recited.
Sometimes he gave his nephew 10 sen for providing a listener. See Rakugo V& &, Tokyo 1964,
p. 255.

14 School-children would often read the books at home to illiterate mothers and grannies. In
Peking, for instance, Miss Yang Leyun #54%ZE told us about the custom from personal experi-
ence. Kata Koji records a similar experience in Japan, see op. cit., p. 256.

15 The format of Wenming dagu shuci: 13 by 20 cm.

16 The format of Fengtian luozi: 12 by 18 cm.
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pages were printed on cheap paper, the title-page being decorated with a careless-
ly reproduced and almost unrecognizable photograph of a female singer or male
actor, in stage costume. The print was small and sometimes blurred. The stories
were more straightforwardly presented than the ballads in Wenming dagu shuci.
Similar in character to the Fengtian luozi series were also, as regards content, the
traditionally produced editions printed from plates of small format,'” on double
Chinese paper. All these are, except for the reproduction on the title-page, with-
out illustrations, whereas the predominantly moralizing and religious baojuan &
458 were embellished with at least one or several woodcuts.

Several publishing houses, such as Baowentang F W, continued to
publish their chap-books even after 1949. They promptly accommodated the
content of the books to the new conditions and also the decoration of the
title-page — instead of a singet’s portrait, there appeared the photograph of
members of ‘The Committee for the Reform of the Storytelling Art’." It is
interesting, too, that as late as 1966 popular books of a similar kind were still
being published by Wuguitang ﬂﬁﬁ, in Hong Kong;

In order to illustrate more specifically certain features of the storytellers’
books, I make use, for purposes of comparison, of a variant of the popular tale,
‘How the God of the Hearth got a Beating and the Division of a Family’. In my
collection, it served as the subject of a ballad to diverse melodies — paiziqu il
F 1,2 of a simple dramatic scene called Fengtian luozi,?' and of a dialogue of
unidentified form.” As supplementary comparative matetial, I have also made
a study of a shadow theatre play**
related tale, “Three Brothers’.??

on the same theme, and the thematically

17 The format of books printed from plates: 10 by 13 1/2 cm.

18 Baojuan—valuable scrolls composed in the form of alternating prose and verse, existed in the
oral tradition and also in book form. Besides religious baojuan, there existed also baojuan of
a secular character. The books were printed on cheap paper and published as paperbacks, the
format being usually 15 by 25 cm. The authors of the tales were mostly anonymous.

19 See, for example, Lao Ma on the Way to Peking (Xin shang Jing #_E 57). Peking 1950.

20 DaZaofenjia 144> %, Wenming dagu shuci, Vol. 18, pp. 53-56, then also as Variant |. See Fu
Xihua, op. cit., p. 212.

21 DaZao fenjia, Baowentang, beg. 20th cent., seven pages, then also as Variant II.

22 DaZaowang, Baowentang, about the beg. of the present century, then also as Variant 1.
222 DaZao, see Grube—Krebs: Chinesische Schattenspiele, Abhandlungen der Koniglichen Bayeris-
chen Akademie der Wissenschaften, XXVIII B., Miinchen 1915, pp. 278-284, also as Var. V.

23 See L. Wieger: Rudiments— Narrationes populaires, Hejianfu 1903, pp. 82—-88.
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The tale of the beating sulfered by the god of the hearth was still during my
sojourn in Peking a part of the storytellers’ current repertoire. I saw it performed
by a small group at the Tiangiao KA bazaar.?* The group comprised three ac-
tors in simple costume. Their acting was straightforward, but as they were good
comedians, the audience enjoyed the performance.

All the texts of the tale about the god of the hearth that I have cited are
anonymous and, except for “Three Brothers’, are of humorous character. From
references to the manuscript catalogues of Peking publishing houses, it is evi-
dent that the story was especially popular among the singers of paiziqu.”® The
theme was taken over from the Peking opera of the same name and circulated
in the oral tradition also under the title, “The Judas Tree’ (Zijingshu 45 Fijf8}).%
It was, however, evidently never published in this form, as there is no reference
to it in the accessible catalogues.

In respect of form, the simplest prose relation is “Three Brothers’. The text
of the paiziqu?¥’ is more complicated and preserves all the features of balladic
form, in which song alternates with rhythmic recitation. The vocal sections are
indicated by the name of the melody to which they are sung, the ballad has a
prologue, chaqutou 7; 155, and an epilogue, chaquwei 7 I . The relatively
short text is composed of dialogues and descriptions and, in reading, produces

a very rthythmical effect.

24 The Peking Market, beside the Celestial Bridge, was a favourite centre of popular entertainment.
Inthe openairorinthe poorersort of teahouses, storytellers, acrobats, conjurors and small dra-
matic groups gave performances. The storyteller or singer needed nothing more than a simple
little table, on which stood a teapot and a cup, beside which lay a fan and a little wooden stick or
brick—the indispensable storytelling requisites. Sometimes a little drum on low feet also stood
upon the table, on which the artist beat a rhythmical accompaniment to his recital.

25 See Fu Xihua, op. cit., p. 212.
26 See Fu Xihua, op. cit., p. 255.

27 Paiziquwere ballads, which were sung to melodies arranged in ‘tables of melodies’ or paizi. Pai-
ziqu ballads were sometimes called bajiaogu /\ ffi ¥, after the octagonal drum which the singer
held in his hand. Paiziqu were, in the last two centuries, the most popular Peking storytelling
forms. From them evolved the dramatized paiziqu. The ballads were sung by professional sin-
gers; at the end of the Qing dynasty and beginning of the Republic these included many former
Manchuamateur singers—zidishu ¥ 5 3 —who with the change of political circumstances lost
their gratuitous pension and had to earn a living by ballad-singing.

28 Chaquwere the prefatory poems to paiziqu. They could also exist as independent pieces. Among
them are interesting poetical compositions. Chaqu formed an important component of Wen-
ming dagu shuci, see for example, Lute, Chess, Books and Pictures (Qin, gi shuhua Z:#ii 3 &,
Vol. 3, pp. 50-51), Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter (Chun, xia, giu, dong % & k%, Vol. 4,
pp. 47-48), and others.
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The simple play Fengtian luozi,” and the printed version from plates (Var.
III) are fairly close, certain turns of phrase, proverbial sayings and sentences
being almost identical. The characters are given the same designations as for
the theatre: dan H. — heroine, sheng E — hero, chou H. — comedian. The plot
is presented to the audience very simply: the actor introduces himself, describes
what he is doing, Song alternates with prose. Similar in character is the play for
the shadow theatre,” being only fuller in content and mote carefully wotked out.

The language of all the variants is colloquial — it is the speech of everyday
life, in an altogether raw state, such as is rare in printed form.*

The central motif of the story is the living under a single roof of a joint
family, which in the past was one of the most acute problems of Chinese life.
According to the principles of feudal morality, perfect harmony should prevail
among relations forming a single household, for a big family was the goal of
human endeavour, a universal ideal, the sign of wealth and prosperity. An old
saying was ‘smoke has always risen high where all the members of a family
gather fuel for the fire’.

29 Fengtian luozi (Fengtian was the old designation for Liaoning) belong to those forms on the
border-line between storytelling and drama, of which quite a number developed in China.

30 Shadow theatre was one of the most popular folk entertainments. Groups of artists gave per-
formances in bazaars and marketplaces. They also accepted invitations to perform in private
houses, for the puppets and other requisites were packed into a single piece of luggage that was
easily transferred from one place to another. Shadow theatre performances usually took place
afterdark and the atmosphere they conjured up was, indeed, fascinating. Awhite screen was lit
up from behind by a lamp; beyond the lamp the artists manipulated the little coloured figures
of donkey’s skin and the shadows of the puppets were projected on the screen. The puppets for
shadow theatre were themselves works of art. They resembled Indonesian vajang, except that
they were smaller. The costumes of the heirones and heroes were copies of those used in the
classical opera. It was possible to change the puppets’ heads according to need. Each group had
alarge stock of puppets for a wide range of repertoire —from historical plays to farces such as the
play about how the god of the hearth got a beating. B. Laufer (see W. Grube, op. cit., p. XXII), in
theintroduction to a collection of texts for shadow theatre describe an interesting performance
of this type of drama: ‘In Han-k'ou hérte ich im April 1903 eine Schattenspielgesellschaft, die in
einer elenden halb-verfallenen Bauerhiitte untergebracht war, die Wande zum Teil aus Lehm,
zum Teil aus Bretten gefiigt und das Dach mit Stroh gedeckt... Hier wurde daher wiahrend des
Nachmittags gespielt. Die Giste, Bauern und Arbeiter, sassen auf rohen Banken um Tosche
herum und wurden mit Tee, Tabakspfeifen und Nussen bewirtet. Nach jedem Stiick wurden
Beitrage gesammelt, die sich in Durchschnitt auf drei bis vier Kupfermiinzen fiir eine Person
belieferten.’

31 Several teachersin Peking used these books as a teaching aid for foreigners who wished to learn
the colloquial language.
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The basic economic principle of the organization of the Chinese joint
family was that the oldest member, who stood at its head, should manage the
whole property. Grown-up sons, even after they got married, worked either on
the family fields or contributed their earnings acquired elsewhere to the family
treasury of common fund. The grandfather or father, in return, fed and clothed
them and disposed of the joint income as he himself thought best. Life together
was often a source of quarrels and disputes, being far from as harmonious as
the propagators of official morality would have liked to see it. A married son
could, however, split off from the family in his grandfather’s or father lifetime.
Such a step, however, entailed the division of the inherited property among the
grown-up sons and the request for such a break-away, on which the joint family
had to reach a decision, was generally held to be an offence against filial piety.

The divided family could continue even then to live under one roof; the
outward sign of the new arrangement, however, was that each new unit founded
its own kitchen hearth and was economically independent.®

The protector of the family hearth was the god, Zao Shen }ﬂ:ﬁfﬂ, also known
as Zao Jun HFE or Zao Jun Pusa B ERES A representation of the god in
colour-print — mazhang F55R, often black with smoke, was a cheaper substitute
for the little clay figure that traditionally had its place above the hearth. Those
who were so poor that they could not afford even a mazhang stuck a strip of
red paper, inscribed with the god’s name, on the wall above the kitchen fire. The
task of the god, who was sometimes nicknamed ‘Heaven’s spy’, was to keep
a watch on the behaviour of the members of the household and report on it
to the Celestial Emperor. The inmates of the house made sacrifice to the god
twice a month — at the time of the full moon and of the new moon. On the
twenty-third day of the twelfth lunar month the god betook himself to Heaven
to give an account of all that he had seen and heard in the house entrusted to
him. At this time its inmates brought to him sweet, sticky offerings, to keep
his mouth closed, ot, according to another version, so that any words he might

32 See, for example, Hsiao-Tung Fei: Peasant Life in China, London 1947. Buwei Yang Chao also
describes how already at the beginning of our century, her grandfather, contrary to the general
custom, divided, prior to his death, the family property among his three sons, whereupon the
three newly founded families abolished the common hearth and each set up its own kitchen
fireplace. See ‘Auto-biography of a Chinese Woman', New York 1947, p. 48.

33 See, for example, C. B. Day: Chinese Peasant Cults, Shanghai 1940, pp. 86-89 or Tun Li-ch'en:
Annual Customs and Festivals in Peking, Hong Kong 1965, p. 98.
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manage to utter would be sweet. An offering was also made to the horse that
conveyed the god aloft, of water, a little grass, hay or beans.

The god of the hearth was among the most popular divinities in the Chinese
popular pantheon. Ozrdinary folk, however, maintained towards this god, as
towards most of the others, a distinctly utilitatian attitude, and folk characteriza-
tions, as a rule, attributed to him more human weaknesses than divine virtues.**

The members of the family, besides observing the prescribed rites of worship,
also prayed to him to protect their newly founded hearth. Thus the motif of the
god of the hearth was closely linked with that of the division of the family, and
so found its way, in the process of epic cyclization, into the tale of the family of
three brothers, where the wife of the youngest strives to make herself and her
husband independent by founding their own hearth.

The tale of “Three Brothers’ was evidently older and more original than the
farcical story of ‘How the God of the Hearth Got a Beating’. In the former, the
fairy-tale motif of the magic tree comes prominently into the foreground: the
three brothers, in this tale, live together as a joint family even after the death of
both parents. The wife of the youngest advises her husband to ask for a division
of the family, because as things are the two of them have no rights in the family
and no voice any decisions. The husband does as his wife suggests. His two elder
brothers do not at first wish to give their consent, but in the end they decide
after all to divide the joint property into three shares. This done, there remains
only the Judas Tree, which has flourished in the courtyard several hundred years
and is now preparing to flower. The brothers split it into three parts. The next
day, however, they find it withered and the buds fallen to the ground. No sooner
do they touch it than the tree overturns and the roots are exposed. The eldest

brother breaks into tears, the uprooted tree is for him the symbol of the tragic

34 See ‘The Kitchen Deity’ in W. Eberhard’s Folk-tales of China, The University of Chicago Press
1965, pp. 194—195, where the life-story of the god of the hearth is described when he was still
an ordinary mortal on earth. He was, according to the folk-tradition so poor at that time that
he had to sell his own wife to another man. Not only was he poor, but so goodhearted that it
bordered on simplemindedness. These qualities prompted the Ruler of Heaven to have pity on
him and make him god of the hearth. K. Johnson in Chinese Folklore: Peiping Rhymes, Shanghai
1932, cites several folk rhymes dedicated to the god of the hearth. One of them (pp. 75-76)
describes what offerings were brought him on the day of his ascent to Heaven. Another rhyme
describes (p. 174) how the members of the family make their offerings to the god of the hearth
at the New Year and pray to him to fulfil various wishes. The third (pp. 407—408) is an apology
for bringing the god, instead of sweet offerings, only a poor sacrifice —a bow! of water and two
sticks of incense.
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fate of a divided family. The youngest brother is also moved and withdraws his
request. He threatens his wife, who still insists on the division of the family, with
divorce. The unhappy creature is so shamed that she hangs herself in the night.
The next day the tree stands in the courtyard again in all its vigour and promise.
The brothers swear an oath under it that the family will always remain together.

The situation described in the tale, in which the sons do not divide up the
family property and remain a joint family even after the death of the parents, was
faitly common in China, for an excessive splitting up of the property, in any case
no longer over-large, into what were economically unfavourably sized units, was
thereby avoided. Living in a common household, however, affected the younger
members of the family most adversely and so it is not surprising that where the
head of the family lacked a firm hand, a striving to break away from the joint
family made itself felt and a longing for a greater measure of independence.
Society tended to prevent rather than encourage such endeavours and so in this
moralistic tale the motif is introduced of the magic tree, which evoked in the
listeners a superstitious terror of heavenly vengeance.

In the storytellers’ books and in the play for the shadow theatre, the back-
ground of the tale handed down under the title, ‘How the God of the Hearth
Got a Beating’, and also of ‘Three Brothers’, remains the same. In it, too, the
three brothers of the Tian H family live under one roof and the initiator of
revolt against a common household is the Third Sister-in-law. The motif of the
Judas Tree, the symbol of family unity is omitted in the storytellers’ books. In
the shadow play only passing mention is made of it. The eldest brother says in
his prefatory monologue: ‘In the backyard there remained after our late father
a Judas tree. I shall go and water it’. His words have not, however, any deeper
meaning and serve only as a pretext for the hero’s departure from the stage.
Later the eldest brother reverts once more to the tree motif, namely at the point
when he tries to persuade the Third Sister-in-law to withdraw her request for
the division of the family: ‘My late father left us the Judas tree’, he remarks,
diffidently rather than threateningly. The mention of the paternal legacy leaves
the Third Sister-in-law unmoved: ‘And what about it?” ‘In our family we say
that if we divide our inheritance the tree will dry up!” ‘Let it dry up then, what
has that to do with me!’ retorts the Third Sister-in-law unabashed. The eldest
brother has no further argument to offer on this theme and the Third Sister-
in-law thus painlessly throws overboard the superstitious fear of the magic
tree. The tree motif is here already shifted from the centre of the tale to its
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insignificant periphery. A reference to it in the shadow play, however, permits
of our reconstructing the relation of the tale, ‘How the God of the Hearth Got
a Beating’, to the story entitled, “Three Brothers’. In the humorous treatment
of the theme relating to the division of a family, instead of the magic tree, it is
the above-mentioned motif of the god of the hearth that has taken root. The
opening episode of his skirmish with the Third Sister-in-law then provides the
tale with its title.

The god Zao Shen is described, at least in the first sentences of all the vari-
ants, as a worthy divinity. In the ballad set to vatious melodies — paiziqu — he is
seated in the company of two imps, his assistants, on the little family altar. Just
when he is sighing that he sees nobody bringing him an offering, his assistants
tell him that the Third Sister-in-law, Mistress Tian, is approaching. She burns
incense before the god and promises him a cock, if he listens to her prayer and
supports her request for a division of the family. Mistress Tian is not content,
however, with a mere entreaty, in the effect of which she evidently does not
believe very much, and immediately follows it up with a threat: ‘And mind don’t
get it mixed up!” When the god makes no reply she begins to beat him about
the head with the poker. The beating is accompanied by a proper scolding,
The god manages to escape from this unenviable situation by changing into a
golden sunbeam and ascending to heaven. Before leaving he still has time to
complain: “What a beating she’s given me! I'm all aching, as if I'd had an attack
of malaria’

In Fengtian luozi, the god of the hearth is presented as the protector of
family harmony and lets it be known that Mistress Tian has promised him a
cock if he helps her to carry through her plan for a division of the family. It
seems that the ‘heavenly spy’ is ready to forget his duty to heaven for such a tasty

35 The god of the hearth was not the only divinity that, in folk narration, finds himself in an unen-
viable predicament. This kind of presentation of the gods was common in folklore production.
Eberhard has this to say of it: ‘Legendary tales which show deities or saints in ridiculous situati-
ons or portray them with undesirable characters are fairly common and are not the product of
modern times. In popular religion deities were nothing but officials. They were higher in rank
than officials on earth, but were nevertheless beings with much the same traits as humans’. See
op. cit., p. 241. L. C. Arlington cites the example of the folk farce ‘Beating of the Tutelar Deity’,
see Famous Chinese Plays, Peking 1937, pp. 345-352, where two officials instructed by Qin Shi
Huangdi to catch all the local loungers to work on the building of the Great Wall, begs the local
deity for assistance. When he nevertheless fails to catch anybody, he returns to the temple and
gives him a proper beating. The comic aspect of the situation is heightened by the fact that the
god is away ‘on leave’ and a local loafer is deputizing for him.
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bribe and help the young wife to achieve her end. Mistress Tian herself appears
on the stage and promises, over and above, to burn incense to the god, in the
kitchen, twice a day. If the god, however, does not fulfil her wish, he will not
see a feather, not to speak of a whole cock, and, to make sure, gives the god
a beating on the spot. The god suffers the beating unprotestingly and, when
Mistress Tian at last departs, he breathes a sigh of relief and says: ‘She gave
me what for, all right!” Before departing for heaven the god threatens to punish
Mistress Tian with a big ulcer.

In the Variant I1I, the encounter of the Third Sister-in-law with the god
is equally boisterous. The god, in his prologue, does not fail to stress that his
task is to look after ordinary folk and report all their sins to the Emperor of
Heaven. Mistress Tian, however, gives him a beating all the same and scolds
him heartily, addressing him as ‘you black misery” and so on. He, on the other
hand, threatens her with an ulcer.

In the shadow play, the Third Sister-in-law visits the god already armed with
a stout stick. First of all she promises him, in addition to the cock, ‘a dumpling
as big as a rice bowl and a melon the size of a barrow-wheel,’ but a moment later
threatens him with a beating three times daily. And so that the god may know
what he is in for, she immediately sets about him and beats him till the place is
full of soot. The god only cries out: ‘Oh, dear, oh, dear, this’ll be the death of
me!” When Mistress Liu departs the god confides to his assistants that he was
thoroughly frightened. Now he finds himself in rather a dilemma, because he
is sorry for the Eldest Brother, an honest and educated man. But after all he
decides to inform the Emperor of Heaven of all that has passed. He calls for
his assistant to bring his Yellow Dog, on which he wishes to ascend to heaven.®
His assistant, however, is not willing to carry out his master’s order. Instead,
he warns him: ‘Don’t go anywhere! The Celestial Emperor will deprive you of
the rank of God of the Hearth! I tell you, stay where you are!” When the god
insists on having his own way his assistant asks to be taken with him, evidently
because he does not fancy being left at the mercy of the energetic Sister-in-law.
The god refuses, objecting that ‘an assistant has not the shoes in which to walk
the clouds, nor a heavenly ladder!’

The introductory scene has thus become, instead of a eulogy, a parody of
the god of the hearth and his status in the family. The god makes no further

36 The god of the hearth always rode on a horse. The circumstance that he sent for a yellow dog,
an animal treated with contempt throughout China, ridicules still more the status he occupied.
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appearance in the story, not even to keep his promise of punishing the Third
Sister-in-law with an ulcer.

The prologue does, howevert, create the proper atmosphere for the con-
tinuation of the story, for if the Third Sister-in-law succeeds in overcoming
the god of the hearth with the poker, it is more than probable that she settles
things successfully with the other authority — this time a secular one — the FEldest
Brother, in whose hands lay the fate of the family.

The Third Sister-in-law’s request for permission to found, along with her
husband, their own hearth was justified, as is evident from her complaints: the
whole burden of work lay on her shoulders. She had to ‘grind the rice, light
the fire, do the cooking, wait on the guests, feed the pigs and drive away the
dogs. She had not even time to dress het hair propetly ot dye her eyebrows”.””
She was, to judge from this, more an unpaid servant than one of the mis-
tresses of the house. Her position was all the more difficult because of the
long absences of her husband on business, when she was left entirely alone
among her in-laws. The Second Sister-in-law was, according to her youngest
relative, a dolled-up flirt, who never did a hand’s turn the whole day, whereas
the wife of the eldest brother was for ever praying and fasting, Life became so
unbearable for the Third Sister-in-law that she decided to disregard all moral
qualms and ask for the division of the family. In the fight she was putting up
she had, in fact, little to lose, but with a little courage and good luck much
to gain, because her husband was not dependent on the family income. The
Third Sister-in-law’s weapons were a sharp tongue and, if the worst came to
the worst, her fists. She was a ‘heroine’, laughable and vulgar, but still a her-
oine in the sense of folk genres of this type. It is not surprising, therefore,
that she won the sympathy of those in the audience who shared the same
fate as herself and that she was, without realizing it, the herald of female
emancipation in a milieu generally regarded as unawakened and backward.

The Eldest Brother, whom the Third Sister-in-law had to petition, was not
an unapproachable family tyrant, but a typical scholar, a decent man on the
whole, only altogether unpractical in matters of everyday life. He spent most of
his time at home, behind closed doors. His book-learning, however, was of little
use to him, since he was unable to keep order in his own house. He replied to
his sister-in-law’s quite specific sallies in general phrases and lofty maxims, which

were as musty as the books he took them from, and evoked, instead of respect,

37 See Variantll.
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only laughter. The Third Sister-in-law had listened to his well-meaning advice
only too often and was well aware that it was all the Eldest Brother was capable
of. She rightly exposed, under the cloak of learning removed from the realities
of life, the inability to act. For every piece of her brother-in-law’s advice she
had a prompt and apt reply. The contrast between her rude vocabulary and the
choice language in which the Eldest Brother expressed himself was a rewarding
source of humour. Thus, for instance, when the Eldest Brother announces that
‘now he will open his mouth and give utterance’, the Third Sister-in-law breaks
in and tells him he’d do better to keep silent as, ‘in any case, he wouldn’t be
able to squeeze anything sensible out of himself!” She also makes fun of the
old-wortld politeness with which he calls himself ‘the worthless Eldest Brother’
(yu xiong & 1), pretends not to hear correctly and wonders where ‘the donkey
or dog’ (li xiong 5" fiE, gouxiong J fi) comes in.*

The argument went so far as to move the Eldest Brother to tears at the obsti-
nacy of his sister-in-law, which circumstance induces the laughter rather than the
sympathy of the audience. The stubborn sister-in-law is determined not to give
in. For every allusion of her brother-in-law to the classics and to time-honoured
customs she has a ready retort. And the Eldest Brother, though not lacking in
any of the qualities of a perfect man as conceived by official morality, was, in
this verbal skirmish with the Third Sister-in-law, completely outwitted and his
attempts to assert his authority by means of sensible advice only lead to his
making himself still more ridiculous.

In this section, Fengtian luozi goes over to a more serious tone. The Eldest
Brother takes refuge in the final and conclusive argument: the division of the
family is an offence against filial piety. And to add cogency to this argument, he
makes an assault on those feelings in which women are most vulnerable — on
her maternal feelings. Instead of cut-and-dry moral maxims, he describes the
troubles a mother must endure before she accomplishes the upbringing of her
child: her sufferings begin from the time she conceives: she feels burdened, she
has no desire either to eat or drink, she is for ever ailing, She grows thin and it
seems to her that she is losing all her strength. She has pains in her back, arms
and legs grow weak, as if she were to try and lift the mountain Tai. When ten
months have passed at length she gives birth to a son. What she suffers at that

time nobody can even imagine. But when she looks upon the face of her child

38 SeeVariant IV.
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she is overcome by love, and when she takes the little infant in her arms, she
forgets all her suffering,®

This passage is not original to Fengtian luozi, but was one of the stock
components of the storyteller’s repertoire, being handed down from one gen-
eration to another and inserted by the storytellers, according to need, in this
or that story.

The Third Sister-in-law failed to be moved, however, by the enumeration
of maternal trials. It would seem that the Eldest Brother has no choice but to
capitulate and give his permission for the division of the family. At this critical
juncture the Second Brother intervenes in the action. He was employed in the
local parish office and had come home unexpectedly and somewhat lit up, as

he had drunk a bowl of wine with a friend on the way.*’

He introduces him-
self as ‘a big man, whose feet are on the ground and whose head touches the
heavens”.*! At the office, from his own account, they give him all important
matters to deal with. He admits, it is true, that he is quick-tempered, but unlike
the other corrupt officials he is honest and goodhearted. He is angry with the
Eldest Brother for not being able to rule the family with a firm hand, which
is why there is nothing else to be heard in their house all day but rows and
bickerings. The younger brother leaves nobody for a moment in any doubt that
he will make short work of his sister-in-law and that he is determined to use
force, if necessary. When his elder brother admonishes him to control himself
he retorts: ‘Don’t talk to me! You scholarly people can’t do anything but poke
your noses into your miserable books! You should take an example from me..
This behaviour, however, makes no great impression on the Third Sister-in-law.
She snubs him with the remark: ‘Look, the grass is high enough, it’s time you

went to pasture!™

39 Whereas the Eldest Brother here brings the enumeration of a mother’s trials to an end, the
description in Huitu Mu Lian sanshi baojuan % €] H i = "5 4%, for instance, continues. In
itis described how the mother washes the child’s nappies, how she feeds him and spends her
last farthing on sweets to stop his crying, how she sleeps with him in one bed and nurses him
when he gets smallpox, provides for him when he is hungry, clothes him when he is cold, takes
him to the teacher and promises him new clothes and other gifts if he learns well.

40 See Var. . In Var. Ill the Second Brother gives as the reason for his returning home the fact that
he has two days off and has come for his clothes.

41 SeeVar. IV.
42 SeeVar. IV.
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In this section, the dispute is in full swing and it is clear that storytellers,
singers and actors are thoroughly enjoying themselves. The printed text, though
thickly strewn with purple patches, is only a dull reflection of what the scene
was like when actually performed. The artists accompanied the words with
gestures and grimaces and took particular trouble to hit off the Third Sister-
in-law to the life.

In the course of the squabble, the Second Brother and the Third Sister-
in-law begin to divulge intimate details from everyday life in order to put each
other to shame. In the shadow play, the scene ends in a free-for-all fight, per-
formed by puppets shadowed on an illuminated screen, the speaker providing
a running commentary.

Only in the ballad to diverse melodies — paiziqu — does the Third Sister-in-
law succumb to the threats of the Second Brother and withdraw her request for
the division of the family. The quarrel ends in all other texts with her victory.
This she achieves by crying out, at the critical moment, that the tape holding up
her pantaloons has burst and immediately starts calling for the neighbours to
come to her assistance. The brothers, fearing a scandal, hasten to promise that
they will comply with her wish and that the family will be divided.

Although the variants do not differ in the main outline, as described above,
there are certain differences of detail between the texts. Thus, for example, the
paiziqu omits the motif of the cock, as an offering to the god of the hearth, as
well as the threat of the ulcer and the scene with the burst tape. In Fengtian luozi,
the wives of the elder brothers make a short appearance on the stage and both
obediently support their husbands. In this text and also in the version printed
from plates (Var. III), there is introduced what is a very popular motif in Chinese
folklore, namely, the motif of the henpecked husband.*

The place of the action is more exactly localized only in the shadow play,
where the Tian family lives in the district of Xianghe #FiH]. This play, too, in

43 The Third Sister-in-law laughs at the Second Brother when he boasts that he would beat his
wife, saying that not only would he never dare to, but on the contrary she was much more likely
to beat him. Similarly, for instance, in K. Johnson, op. cit., pp. 126, 204, 104, 216 and 222. That
the fate of husbands was not always the happiest comes out in the following ditty: ‘Going from
the east slope to the west slope | pick up an old padded shoe. After returning home | put a pan
over the fire and fry four ounces of mutton. My wife eats and drinks. When my wife is in a good
temper | stand up. When my wife is angry | kneel down. | putan oil lamp on my head, | hold an
urine pot in my hands. When the baby awakes | see to him (p. 222).

165



Papers on Chinese Storytelling by Vénceslava Hrdlickova

contrast to the other texts, consistently gives not only the names, but also the

surnames, of the participating characters.

There is no doubt that the original, orally transmitted story underwent in pub-
lishing a whole series of changes and deformations and that the choice of the
themes for publication was also influenced by the taste of the editiors and adap-
tors. The alterations were rarely of so radical a character as to blur or substantially
alter the essential character of this type of literature, the product above all of an
urban environment and designed for a diversely composed audience consisting
not only of people settled in the town, but also of fluctuating elements between
town and country, persons uprooted from the traditional family milieu, such as
are servants of both sexes, peddlars, artisan journeymen and then, too, country
people coming to the town for work, amusement, fairs and markets, and on pil-
grimages. Consequently the general ideological level of the work was sensitive, on
the whole, to changes in the circumstances under which it was performed: a few
different gestures, another tone of voice, an improvised ironical remark and, in
accordance with the storyteller’s intention and the atmosphere prevailing among
the audience, the story acquired a new bias, a new colouring, for what roused
laughter among a certain social stratum might very well, among an audience of
a different kind, fail to rouse a response. This lability is apparent already in a
reading of the texts, where certain passages provide scope for various interpre-
tations and the text positively calls for oral realization, offering one of several
possible interpretations. In China, an exclusively or at least predominantly male
or female audience was not a rarity. Before a male audience, for instance, the
storyteller presented the figure of the Third Sister-in-law more lasciviously than
before women. And it is obvious that, when a storyteller was faced with a more
select audience, he toned down the irony with which he ridiculed the pedantry
and lack of practical common sense of the educated class, while being able to
give full rein to it before an audience of simple folk.

The tales in the storytellers’ books usually lacked any kind of stylization,
on the contrary, spontaneous presentation and a special variety of disarming
naivety, were among the permanent positive traits of this type of literature.
Descriptive details from everyday life are very common and especially valuable
for the student of sociology or ethnography. The plot is, as a rule, simple to the
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point of bareness, but has always such a well — pointed climax that the tale keeps
the listener in suspense to the last moment. The poverty of the plot is made
up for by the actor’s power of characterization, though realized with primitive
means and within narrow limits. Human relations are described with a realism
that leaves nothing unexposed. The events which people found difficulty in cop-
ing with, of which they were ashamed and which they sought to conceal from
others, are often treated in these tales in a spirit of farce, because the storyteller
was not afraid to expose the core of the problem without sentimentality and
with unrelenting directness.

Comic effects were achieved by the juxtaposition of conceptions from dif-
ferent social levels, humour was based on puns and surprising verbal associa-
tions, and on the storytellers’ inexhaustible invention and ability to unmask the
true character of the persons taking part in the action. This kind of humour
made it unnecessary for the listeners to pretend to be anything but what they
were and induced in them complete emotional relaxation, which was just what
they sought in this kind of entertainment.

The storytellers” books and oral traditions have clearly much in common
and the relations between them were close. A further and more exhaustive
study of these printed publications would undoubtedly enrich our knowledge
and conceptions of Chinese folklore and especially of the Chinese storytellers’
art.
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Tradition and Individual Creativity in the Chinese and Japanese
Storytelling

Abstract: A delicate balance between tradition and individual creativity char-
acterizes storytelling in China and Japan. This balance ensures that while the
structure, themes, and performance techniques are deeply rooted in tradition,
each storyteller brings a unique personal touch to his art, making each pet-
formance distinct and engaging. The “know-how” of storytelling is typically
transmitted orally from master to apprentice, making it appear straightforward
and spontaneous to casual observers. In reality, the art of storytelling results
from systematic training, discipline, and the artist’s maturity. Apprentices in
both China and Japan learn through imitation, absorbing the master’s art before
developing their own style. Eventually, it is, however, the storyteller’s unique
personality and creativity that brings the stories to life. Moreover, the stories
are treated as living entities, constantly adapted to suit different audiences and
contexts. The quality of performance often improves with the storytellet’s age

and experience.

Keywords: Oral tradition, Chinese storytelling, Japanese storytelling, appren-

ticeship, performance techniques, creativity.

One of the important features of the art of storytelling is that it combines harmo-
niously the elements of tradition and individual talent. In storytelling the subject
of the story, the opening and closing formulae, the storyteller’s behaviour on
the stage, the gestures — all is determined by tradition. And yet when we attend
a performance of a true master, we are immediately aware how much of his
personality is impressed in his art, how he had modified the tradition to suit his
own temperament. Changes on the core of tradition do not represent sweeping
revolts, but they are mostly concerned with seemingly insignificant details which
combined together have a surprisingly great affect.'

1 Dan Ben-Amos, Toward a Definition of Folklore in Context. Journal of American Folklore, Vol. 84,
No.331,1971, p.10.
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Storytelling is a modest art, often considered to be more a natural skill than
art in the true sense of the word and it is seldom mentioned in the cultural
histories of either China or Japan. And yet it achieved in both these countries
due to centuries of uninterrupted tradition surprisingly high artistic standards
and preserved its existence till the present time. We read about the effort of
the contemporary Chinese government to recruit storytellers to carry out the
task of creating public opinion.

In Japan storytelling, especially telling of short comic tales — rakugo —, is
currently experiencing a considerable boom, which has been pattly promoted
by means of television. Thus the art originally typical for such cities as Tokyo
(formerly Edo), Kyéto, and Osaka has become popular all over Japan.

Professional storytelling is an art which belongs to the sphere of oral liter-
ature, where the way of presentation gives the traditional tale new qualities and
dimensions. Because the storytellers” “know-how” however is in most cases
transmitted by mouth directly from the master to the apprentice, little about it
is known to the casual observer, to whom storytelling appears to be a simple
and spontaneous art.

In reality both spontaneity and simplicity have an involved background and
are the results of the long life of the art in the stream of tradition, of systematic
training, discipline and maturity of the artist. In China and Japan a whole artistic
system was worked out in this humble sphere, where the aspiration of the artists
was to be above all good and solid craftsman and to keep alive the traditions of
their craft by transmitting them to their apprentices.?

In learning the ways of the tradition, the emphasis is not only on the me-
chanical part, but also on the gradual inner understanding of the essence of
the art. According to Chinese storytellers the main goal of the apprentice is
to become “soaked” in the art of his master. To achieve this the young man
must be disciplined and imitate his master carefully without attempting to try
something new. It is wrong if the pupil tries to change the art of his master
too soon. According to the Japanese master Sanyutei Ensho he can thus easily
skid to the wrong side of the road. The apprentice’s personality, his individual
opinions and desires are suppressed at this stage of “mere” imitation. In the
Western world the conception of imitation has usually a not favourable sub-

tone. Not so in China and Japan. Because to imitate does not according to the

2 Myresearchis based on fieldwork in Chinain the years 1950-54 and inJapan in the years 1964—
—1969.
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Japanese storytellers mean anything wrong;, It is not an easy mattet, as the pupil
must find by concentration and careful observation his own ways to penetrate
to the core of his teachet’s art. To give too much instruction means to prevent
the young man from making mistakes. And without mistakes there is no way to
learn. To achieve success easily is bad for the storyteller’s future.

By seeing the story performed by the master both in private and on the
stage the apprentice remembers the words and also the way the master tells it,
the gestures, the pauses, the way of breathing and using the simple props — the
kerchief and the fan.

The apprentice imitates his master for a period of time which is not exactly
fixed. To know the right moment for the “departure from the master” must be
the doing of the pupil himself. Nobody can give him exact instructions in this
matter. It is wrong to do so too eatrly, but it is equally wrong to do it too late.
“It is like boiling sugar for caramel”, says Sanyutei Ensho. “Even though you
get advice how to proceed about it, it does not help unless you have enough
experience and stability of mind. Only then can you decide, when the right
moment comes.”

The “departure” is a painful and trying process, as during the period of imi-
tation the apprentice does not only learn the story, but he also grasps its secrets,
the perfect form, which the master gave it. There is nothing the young man can
change about it. The power to create seems for the moment underdeveloped, even
suppressed. The words of the story follow smoothly one after the other and it is
difficult to find a place, where some additional word or phrase could be inserted,
or where a gesture could be changed.

The process of the combination of the traditional and individual elements
can be similatly exemplified on the art of the pause, which too, is of great im-
portance to any storyteller. He must “recognize the value of the pause, to know
to the smallest fraction of the time how long it may be held”*. This presents no
problem as long as the apprentice practices at home, turned to the wall, as was
the Chinese and Japanese custom. When he performs in front of the public, it is
different. The listeners remain cold, even puzzled. The storyteller must start to
learn anew to adjust the pauses to his own temperament so that they would not
disturb the story, but on the contrary would help it to flow. Thus he gradually

becomes conscious of the “art of the pause” and eventually after a useful and

3 Sanyutei Ensho, Yose sodachi (I Grew up in Yose). Tokyo 1965, p. 291.
4 Sawyer, R., The Way of the Storyteller. New York 1967, p. 146.
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necessary detour he will be able to appreciate the art of his master to the full and
learn much more from him than before.?

One of the indispensable qualities of the storyteller is the ability to listen,
a quality which is essential for the storyteller’s art. The simple artists in China,
many of whom were unable to write a single character, were well aware of this
necessity, because for them the main “reading matter” was life itself and the
art of the other storytellers. Therefore they learned the wise art of listening
so profoundly.

In Japan it is the custom to listen to masters from the gakuya — the back-
stage room. This is called “listening from the side” and it is an important
part of the storyteller’s practise. But storytellers should also listen “from the
front”, which means from the audience, as there are many things which escape
the storyteller’s attention, if he listens only from the side. From the front he
can observe the style of the artist, to learn that sometimes a wrong gesture or
a “dead glance” can spoil the whole performance.

The tales which the storytellers tell are usually anonymous or they are con-
nected with the name of the storyteller who “composed” them. Often he only
retold the story already known and made it famous. Sometimes, however, the
storytellers were writers of their own right and published collections of their
writings.®

It is characteristic for the storytellers that they care little about the origin
of the story. Most artists prefer traditional tales, because their qualities are
tempered by the years of life in oral tradition. These stories truly are “well
rounded as a pebble in the stream bed under the constant movement of water
and come to us petfectly unified””. In the coutse of yeats, even centuties only
the best stories survive and become part of the storytelling treasury. Even thus
in spite of the strong adherence to the tradition, there is a constant movement
and adjustment in the sphere of the tales. A good storyteller can revive a tale
long forgotten, or on the contrary a certain story suddenly loses its populatity.
A storyteller always treats a story like something living, something which needs

constant attention. It is difficult, almost impossible to tell one story twice in

5 InJapan the apprentice has to learn to beat the drum, which helps him to develop his feeling
for rhythm.

6 InJapan it was for example Hayashiya Shoz6 in first generation (1781-1842) who wrote the
hanashibon —the storytellers’ books.

7 Sawyer, R., opus. cit., p. 157.
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exactly the same way. The changes which occur in it differ according to the
place, where it is performed, the public, the mood of the storyteller.

The changes in the story are achieved by subtle means. The verbal part
might remain almost untouched. New intonation, however, emphasis, which
gives the same word a slightly different touch, changed rhythm, a new gesture
can result in a quite different performance. Therefore the public in Japan and
China does not mind to hear the same story again and again. One joke can
leave the audience calm when told by an artist, while it arises laughter when
told by another.

It is a natural aim of every storyteller to make his story interesting. The way to
achieve it is not easy. It must be based on careful reasoning and sensitive approach
to the quality of the story and also to the audience. Almost any story can be
made either dull or interesting — it depends mainly on the way it is told. A careful
balance between excitement and quietness must be reached. Both Chinese and
Japanese storytellers point out, that to overdo the “seasoning” of the story with
exciting and comic elements is a serious mistake. According to Chinese masters
a story has “cold” and “hot” components. The “cold” ones serve as connecting
passages between the “hot” ones — that is the exciting ones. Any attempt to avoid
the “cold” passages leads to failure, warns Wang Shaotang, the Chinese storyteller.
Unfortunately nowadays, complain the old masters, the young storytellers overdo
the “spicing” of their stories, so that the guests do not have the chance to relax
and enjoy the performance.

The quality of the performance and the interpretation of the story changes
with the age of the storyteller. Chinese and Japanese public has greater confi-
dence to elderly storytellers than to the young ones. An old master performs
in a dignified manner, uses smaller gestures, gives the story proper dimensions.
These qualities are the results of his experience and maturity as a human being.

To hold the listeners’ attention requires a special strength. After brief in-
troductory sentences the audience begins to listen attentively, but after ten or
fifteen minutes it shows fatigue. In this moment the storyteller has to “pick up
the thread of his tale”, to revive the interest of the listeners and thus to bring
the story to a successful end. In short humorous stories the end consists usually
of a joke. In the Japanese rakugo it is called sage or ochi — the “falling”. Stories
which are told in instalments also have an ending called luohui in China and
kireba (literally “the end of the session”) in Japan.
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It is interesting to note that in cases of ghost stories or stories with dra-
matic ending both the Chinese and Japanese storytellers add a few sentences
to soothe down the horrifying effect of the final scene, so that the listeners
would get into a pleasant mood and would not be afraid to return home in the
darkness of the night.

Besides traditional tales there exist also new stories. In Japan some storytell-
ers specialize in performing them. To compose a new story and to tell it well is
according to some masters more difficult than to relate a traditional tale. Many
of the new stories are not good enough to arise in the listeners the desire to
listen to them again and again as is the case with the traditional tales. There are
storytellers who compose their own stories, others take over tales written by
someone else. To find people who would specialize in writing for storytellers
is not easy, because of the troublesome problem of the royalties. They cannot
be expected from the storytellers who traditionally consider the material they
interpret a common property. But in spite of these difficulties there exists in
Japan already a number of new stories, which have become the classics of the
storytellers’ repertoire.

In the above observation of the art of storytelling in China and Japan
I concentrated first of all on such aspects which would help to establish from
various angels the proportion between the tradition and the individual creativity
of the artist. With good storytellers these factors are in almost perfect harmony
and there is no contradiction between them. Tradition gives the storytelling
the stability and depth which lead to admirable degree of perfection. The art
however would be dead if deprived of the creative touch of the artist, who
brings in into constant contact with the changing stream of life. Only under
such conditions can this traditional art continue its existence — a problem which
is vivid both in China and Japan.
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The Significance of the Dunhuang Jiangjing Wen for Chinese
Literary History

Abstract: The jiangjing wen, i.e., explanations of the sutras, are considered tran-
sitional texts that, within Chinese literary history, represent the link between
the religious and the secular spheres on the one hand and the oral storytelling
with written prose and verse on the other. They are closely connected with
the Tang dynasty’s sujiang, i.e. popular preaching, which evolved from religious
sermons to more secular, entertaining forms, especially after the persecution
of Buddhists in 845. This transition is evident in the lively and colorful de-
scriptions within the jzangjing wen, which is rich in narrative detail and poetic
metaphors. Moreover, these texts incorporate elements of everyday life and
typical Chinese cultural features into the religious narrative and, thus, create
an atmosphere that makes the story more relatable to the audience. This paper
illustrates the transformation of Indian religious texts into epic narratives by
analyzing fragments from the Weimojie jiangjing wen, whose skeleton is formed
by quotations from Vimalakirti Sutra.

Keywords: Chinese Buddhist literature, Dunhuang texts, jiangjing wen, Weimojie
Jtangjing wen, Vimalakirti Sutra.

One of the characteristic features of Chinese literature is the close bond be-
tween the oral and the written tradition. The scale and vitality of the output
of oral literature was determined in China by the fact, among others, that the
difficult script prevented the majority of the people from learning to read.
They were therefore dependent on the spoken word for education and for
entertainment.

Modern research in the history of literature has shown that in one way or
another oral creation influenced many gentes of the written literature and was
constant source of inspiration particularly for the writers of fiction. Viceversa it
is without doubt that throughout the ages the written word has enriched both the
form and the repertoire of storytelling and other oral genres.
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Nevertheless it is rare to find both these traditions meeting in surprisingly
close and immediate contact in a single work, before they merge in a balanced
form heralding the birth of a new genre. Such works are of transitional char-
acter and as a rule soon lose their raison d’etre and disappear from the literary
scene.

A mere coincidence, an extremely fortunate one, preserved such documents
in the Dunhuang caves in North West China. Known as jiangjing wen, explana-
tions of the Sutras, they come into the category of bianwen as used in the broad
sense for different types of religious and secular texts, written mostly in prose
alternating with verse.

The jiangjing wen were committed to writing in the course of the late tenth
century. Unlike other bzamwen texts, which comprise either religious or secular
stories, and belong more or less to the realm of written literature, the jiangjing
wen are clearly transitional in character, because they preserve in writing what
is essentially an oral form. They are based on quotations from the Sttras and
are therefore closely connected with the sacred texts. Each of the quotations is
followed by a detailed explanation in prose and verse. These explanations are
original creations in the narrative genre, and they are therefore important docu-
ments from the point of view of literature, transcending the boundaties of the
exclusively religious sphere.

The jiangjing wen were without doubt closely connected with the sajiang, the
“popular preaching” or “preaching to laymen” as practiced under the Tang dy-
nasty. The Japanese monk Ennin (793-864) comments on this preaching in his
Nitt6 guho junrei gyoki (The Record of a Pilgrimage on the T’ang Search of the
Law)". In his entry for the ninth day of the first moon of the year 841, Ennin
writes about the s#jzang sermons preached to the lay population on the Em-
petot’s orders, in seven monasteries in the left and right streets of the capital.?

From the fact that this activity was performed on the Emperot’s orders we
may assume that it represented a regular act of piety. On the other hand, the
Dunhuang jiangjing wen testify to a different sujiang, a genuinely popular form
intended to entertain the common people rather than to reveal to them the true

meaning of the sacred books.

1 Ennin's Diary, The Record of a Pilgrimage to the T'ang in Search of the Law, transl. by E. O. Reischauer,
2 vls. The Ronald Press Company, New York 1955.

2 QOp.cit., pp. 298—-299.
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This type of sujiang evidently became widespread in the later years of the
Tang dynasty, especially after the severe persecution of the Buddhists in 845. It
seems probable that even before this date, when many monasteries in remote
regions fell upon bad times and became impoverished, the monks took to
wandering around the countryside preaching in order to earn their daily bowl
of rice. They had to adjust their sermons to the taste of their audience. What
was originally a religious occasion became more and more a secular one, to the
delight of the enthusiastic listeners. Thus the professional oral narrative was
gradually forming.

The Dunbuang jiangjing wen provide ample and unique evidence of such pro-
cess. This gives them an important place in the history of Chinese fiction, for
they represent the link between the religious and the secular spheres on the one
hand, and between oral and written literature on the other.

The laconic xzaoshuo of the Six Dynasties, regarded as the eatliest and most
significant predecessors of Chinese mediaeval fiction, also detive to a consid-
erable degree from the oral tradition, but they were written down to be read
and not to be listened to. They therefore contain little more than the outline
of the story. The jiangjing wen, on the other hand, lack the organized structure
of a written story, but have all the “meat” (r04), as the Chinese storytellers call
it, which makes a story worth listening to. They are full of lively and colourful
descriptions and the heroes have distinctive individual characters. This method
was taken over and polished by generations of storytellers and fiction writers.
It was common for Chinese authors of short stories, as well as narrators, to
elaborate a well-known historical or other subject, turning the basic facts into
an imaginative work bursting with life, and touching the hearts of listeners by
the depth of emotion.

The sujiang as it is reflected in the jiangjing wen was close to a theatrical pet-
formance. To some extent the preserved texts resemble the later 2hugongdiao
ballads. In some of the jianging wen the versed passages are preceded by the
Chinese character chang or ning indicating whether the rhymed passages should
be sung (chang) or chanted (ning). It is clear that at least two people took part
in the performance, just as two monks participated in the religious sermons in
the temples, during which the fashi (master) climbed the high seat to explain
difficult religious terms and answer questions (this proceeding was called 7az)
and to point out doctrinal problems, whereas the dujiang, a monk of lower rank,
chanted the Satra. Ennin noted in his diary that it was customary to write down
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during the sermon the meaning of the Sutra, and mentioned a repeated reading,
during which a monk called fujing shi read the notes taken the previous day.’
This gives us a clue to the circumstances under which texts like the jianging wen
were recorded in written form.

The long and short hymns, which are an integral part of the jiangjing wen
reflect the influence of Chinese poetic tradition. The prose is often rhythmic,
with a number of parallel sentences, another typically Chinese stylistic device.
The dramatic effect of the prose passages is heightened by the repetition of
short exclamatory sentences.

The texts which have been preserved are only fragments of much longer
works, but they suffice to show that there were talented storytellers among the
monks. By means of words they “painted” a vivid flow of images to fire the
imagination of their listeners. To achieve an intimate effect, they secularized
and sinicized religious texts of Indian origin. In this way they made a lasting
contribution to the formation of the distinctive traditions of Chinese fiction.
I shall illustrate this briefly here on the basis of an analysis of three fragments
of the Weimyjie jiangjing wen.*

Judging from the number of fragments preserved in Dunhuang, the Iimala-
kirti Siitra was very popular with preachers at this time.” The story about Buddha
asking his disciples, the Boddhisattvas, to visit the ailing layman Vimalakirti, who
was well known for his unsurpassable knowledge of the Law, is well suited to
oral storytelling. In the first place, its religious doctrine is not too complicated.
Secondly, the composition being based on dialogues between Buddha and his
disciples, offers a good starting-point for dramatic treatment. It is therefore
very natural that in the course of oral exposition this originally purely religious
text developed into a truly epic work, the first of its kind to come down to us

in written form in Chinese literature.®

3 Op.cit., p.153.

4 See Dunhuang bianwen ji (The Collection of the Dunhuang Bianwen) ed. by Wang Zhongmin
and collaborators, 2 vls., Renmin wenxue chubanshe, Peking 1957, 2nd vl., pp. 592—645 and
Dunhuang bianwen huilu (The Record of the Dunhuang Bianwen), Shanghai chuban gongsi,
Shanghai 1955, pp. 29-81.

5 Seealso Bianwen o Veimocze, Bianwen D'esiat blagih znamenii (The Weimojie bianwen, Bianwen The
Ten Prosperous Signs), ed. and transl. by L. N. Menshikov, Izdatelstvo Vostochnoi literatury,
Moskva 1963.

6 Menshikov, op. cit., p. 48.
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The skeleton of this jiangjing wen is formed by quotations from the I imalakirti
Siitra. If we examine the quotations more closely, it strikes us immediately that
the phrases chosen for explanation are most of them quite simple and compre-
hensive without further comment, as for example: Pusa said to Boddhisattva Milo
(Maitreya): “Go and ask Weimojie about his health.””

This quotation of fourteen characters inspired the preacher to an “expla-
nation” of about 1,060 characters of prose and verse.

In the course of the explanation, however, the preacher succeeded in turning
the Sutra story into a dramatic performance, by creating tension and making each
of the personage depicted an individual character. He was the master of the art
of description and of poetic metaphor. Thus the Indian and Chinese traditions
were transformed into a new style which further influenced the development of
Chinese oral and written literature.

The quotation from the Sutra is preceded by a short or a long hymn. It clos-
es with the words chang jianglai (sing about what happened), incorporated into
the rhyme system of the hymn. In the long hymns the rhyme is usually changed
in the seventh line from the end, to thyme with /7, while the short hymns have
this pattern throughout. The words chang jianglai were evidently the cue for the
second performer to begin his part, which was to chant the line from the Sttra.

The quotations from the Sutra divide the jiangiing wen as it were into “chap-
ters”, a compositional principle which holds the nucleus of the later chapter-nov-
els. The phrase chang jianglai often interrupts the flow of events at a moment of
tension, as for instance when Pusa has implored his disciple Wenshu to go and
ask Weimojie about his health and Wenshu hesitates because he is afraid to face
discussion on a difficult religious subject with the eloquent layman. He ponders
for a while and just as he is about to give a decisive answer the text is interrupted
by the phrase chang jianglas.

An important feature of the Weimagjie jiangiing wen fragments is the authors
talent for characterization, putting his heroes before the eyes of the listeners as
though they were living people. This approach laid the foundations for a new
aesthetic vision of the world. The Boddhisattvas are “positive” characters, and
they differ both in appearance and in the way they react to the Master’s plea for
them to visit Weimojie. Evil is embodied in the King of Devils (Boxun, Mara
Papiyas), the tender sex is represented by the heavenly maidens. The scene is

thus set for an exciting drama.

7 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, p. 30.
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The Buddhist imagination in the jiangjing wen has contributed to the further
development of characterization, the evolution of which can be traced in Chinese
literature in the portrayal of mythical and historical personages.® These aspects ate
reflected in the later novels Shuibu Zhuan, Jing Ping Mei and Xi Youji.

In the jiangjing wen particular attention is devoted to the outward appearance of
the heroes, a feature which is typical of Chinese fiction and storytelling, Chinese
and Buddhist symbolism is interwoven in the description of the faces, eyes, brows,
lips, teeth, tongues, hair and beards of the characters.

The face of a hero endowed with purity of character is as clear and shin-
ing as the full autumn moon,’ as was later that of Liu Bei, one the heroes of
the Sangno yanyi."” The face of a beautiful maiden resembles peach blossom,
a metaphor often found in Chinese folk poetry. The eyes are likened to green
lotuses ot to precious stones.!' Besides the eyes, the eyebrows are impottant
in the Chinese description of the human face of either sex, often symbolizing
some significant feature of the character of the person, or his mood. In Chinese
stories the eyebrows are likened to crescent moon, to the Chinese character for
eight, to distant mountains, etc. In the jiangiing wen the brows of a noble young
hero are as arched as the leaves of the spring willow."> When excitement touches
a gitl’s face het eyebrows ate like lotus blossoms stirred by a gentle breeze.”
A snow-white face with long eyebrows indicates a stern and noble personality,
in this case, that of Weimojie."*

Other parts of human body are also described in colourful terms, with
striking epithets and metaphors, to create an unforgettable impression in the
listeners’ mind. Lips are either golden (a sign of wisdom), or purple (a sign of
feminine beauty), while the tongue is likened to a lotus from which words rise

like gentle clouds."

8  This theme is treated in the book B. L. Riftin, Ot mifa k romanu (From Myth to Novel), Nauka,
Moskva 1979.

9 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, pp. 31, 83.
10 Riftin, op. cit., p. 216.

1 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, p. 30.

12 pid., p. 83.
3 lbid., pp.74,14.
14 Ibid., p. 49.

15 Ibid., pp. 41, 64, 45.
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Weimojie’s hair resembles the feathers of a crane,' a figure of speech found
later in popular books (pinghua). His beard is silky without the slightest blem-
ish."” In a lovely simile the hair of a beauty is compared to a flower climbing
up a verandah rail.'®

In Chinese fiction the description of a hero’s clothes has always been an
important element of characterization. This is already apparent in the jianging
wen. Here the dress differs not only according to the sex but also according to
the occasion, and it is often used to undetline the action or movements of the
person. Thus a travelling robe is likened to clouds floating in the sky."” When
the hero rises from his seat on a festive occasion, his robe adorned with pendant
jewels rustles as if in a fragrant breeze. The storyteller spares no effort to im-
press his listeners with the luxury of his heroes’ apparel. Their cloud-like robes
ornamented with peatls and precious stones rival the beauty of the sunset sky.

The cap has always been an important item of attire in China, signifying social
position as well as expressing the character of the wearer. In the jiangjing wen the
cap is either surrounded by a white halo, or is golden in colour, or as pure as the
clear moon, or as lotus blossoms reflected in the water.”’

To convey the general impression of the hero’s personality the jiangjing wen
employ a broad range of subtly imaginative expressions. He is either pure as a
cinnamon tree untouched by forest, ot a lotus bloom unbesmitched by mud,
or noble like a crane in the flock of chickens, or strong like a dragon which has
just emetged from its cave.”?

The eternal magic of feminine beauty enchanted the monks preaching on
religious themes and inspired them in just the same way as it inspired their sec-
ular colleagues. In the jianging wen the loveliness of the maidens who descended

from Heaven is compared to a budding flower, to jade, to myriads of blossoms

16 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, p. 46.

17 Ibid., p. 37.
18 Ibid., p.74.
19 1bid., p. 49.
20 Ihid., p. 83.
21 Ibid., p. 41.
22 |bid., p. 49.
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in the green pool.” Their dainty steps resemble the magical hibiscus swaying in

the breeze or lotuses floating on the surface of the pool.*

The authors of the jianging wen used various ways of emphasizing the indi-
viduality of the characters they were presenting and were never content to give
the unadorned facts of the story. They compared the voice of the eloquent
Weimojie to the sound of sea, ot to the spring thunder.”® He could utter ten
thousand words as effortlessly as though they were resting in the palm of his
hand.”® He was as remarkable as a magpie in the midst of a flock of chickens.”

Some of the metaphors are very dynamic and add color to the story.
A greedy man is like someone pursuing his own shadow® while if someone
pretends, it is as if he took fish-eyes and offered them as jewels.”’

Besides the constant features of the hero’s character, his behaviour in such
dramatic situations as moments of joy, fear or excitement is also vividly de-
scribed. Overcome by a feeling of satisfaction and fulfilment, the hero is de-
picted as a man who has been seeking treasure and found it, a man who has
been chasing a shadow and has got hold of it.*" When he is happy, his heart
opens like a mirror, but when he is afraid he is like a wild plum stricken by
frost in the autumn.’" A feeling of uncertainty is compared to thin ice melting
away under the rays of the sun.* A man who succumbs to the temptation of
worldly pleasures is like a red wild duck which flies into a net, or a white hind
which falls into a trap.®

All these examples testify to the high aesthetic quality of the work, and the
authors’ powers of imagination. The colourfulness and gracefulness of the images
has much in common with Buddhist paintings of that period.

23 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, p. 64.
24 |bid., pp. 64, 25.

25 |bid., p.25.
26 |bid., p. 26.
27 lbid., p.31.
28 |bid., p.55.
29 |bid., p. 45.
30 |bid., p.54.
31 lbid., pp. 56, 46.
32 bid., p.45.
33 |bid., p.78.
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The hero’s state of mind in moments of hesitation and irresolution is de-
scribed in these texts in a way typical for later Chinese fiction, as for example
in this passage of the Weimuyjie jiangjing wen: “Although he (Wenshu) had been
given such an order in this festive hall, he thought it over a thousand times.
He was willing to go, but at the same time he was afraid of being embarrassed
before the noble throng,”**

The method of capturing the atmosphere of an event or even of a moment,
by framing it in a scene from nature, which gives a special charm to Chinese
stories and novels, was already elaborated in these early texts. When a magnifi-
cent procession finally starts moving towards its destination, “it was just spring
and thousands of flowers were outdoing one another in smiles... It was the day
of festive young willows...””

A quick rhythm of speech undetlines a feeling of spontaneous joy. Descrip-
tions of the sound of music add a special poetic tinge to the story. The music
of the heavenly maidens rivals the song of the oriole, the flute is reminiscent of
the voice of the phoenix, and the beat of the drum is like the sound of crushed
diamonds falling into a porcelain cup.

Another feature of the jiangjing wen is the introduction of facts of everyday
life and typical features of the Chinese background into the Indian religious story.
This creates a more intimate atmosphere and makes the listener feel as if he was
taking part in the events being related. The patrent-child relationship is evoked
when one of the saints-to-be decides to leave home in tender age. His mother
reminds him in the touching manner of all the mothers in Chinese fiction, that
she will be standing at the doot every day waiting for him to teturn.*

The Boddhisattvas ate subjects to the laws of bitth like everybody else”
and the heavenly maidens are bound by the “three obediences” (sancong) of the
Confucian ethical code.” They are praised as wonderful housekeepers, which
is a charmingly naive contradiction of the exclusive situation described here.

The maidens are compared to the famous Chinese beauties Yuent, Cao E,”

34 Dunhuang bianwen huilu, p. 85.

35 Ibid., p. 89.
36 Ibid., p. 49.
7 1bid., p. 73.
38 |bid., p.77.
39 Ibid., p. 64.
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Heng E," and Da Ji* and they ate as frail as if they had just come down from
Wushan mountain, the legendary dwelling place of beauties in Chinese leg-
ends.*

We may conclude that the jianging wen document the stage of transition from
the religious to the secular, from the oral to the written. They contribute to a
better understanding of the way new fiction genres developed, the result of
imitation of the Buddhist texts and at the same time of the ability to go beyond
accepted established methods in the natural endeavour to meet the demands
of a new social and cultural situation. They have therefore undoubtedly an

important place in the history of Chinese literature.
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relationship between established tradition and individual
creativity. Together, these perspectives position Chinese
storytelling as a dynamic expressive form situated at the
intersection of religious practice, community performance, and
literary culture.
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