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ABSTRACT

Traditional Buddhist story-telling or pien-wen has been viewed as the
earliest phase of a popular oral tradition which later flowered ‘into drama,
the vernacular short story and the novel. But Pien-wen texts may be transi-
tional, marking a stage between oral and written texts, if thestoryteller was
not “reciting” a text (as fixed form) but improvising on a remembered (not
memorized) piece of fiction; in this case the pien (“transformation’) would
mean “‘performance” and pien-wen the “recording” of that performance.
Here 1 attempt to show that the orally transmitted performance in four pien-
wen stories is the result of a dialogue between the story-teller and his culture-,
history- and situation-specific audience, and thus that these stories studied
carefully together can reveal an alternative reality to that represented in/by
the existing literary canon.
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The Tun-huang Discovery at Ch’ien-fo Tung (“The Caves of One Thou-
sand Buddhas™) in the remote reaches of northwest China in 1907
yvielded an estimated 25,000, items. Included in the materials found is a
valuable resource in a number of fields of study, among which is a
tremendous amount of both Buddhist and secular literature. The collection
reveals a wide range of writing, of which the span covers almost six hundred
years in an unbroken sequence, never paralleled in any other literature of the
past.! The period A.D. 409-996, covered by the Tun-huang manu-
scripts, saw the rapid growth of Buddhism in China, with Tun-huang the
crossroads for the interchange between China and the West;various Buddhist
activities were thriving in Tun-huang, among which was the later storytelling
tradition of secular literature. .

Among the manuscripts of secular literature are numerous story-teller’s
texts, called “pien-wen B (the recording of a “pien %% ,” the actual
story-telling event, which literally means “transformation”). Being margi-
nalized both geographically and culturally, the story-teller’s texts dis-
covered in Tun-huang reveal quite different sets of values and perspectives
from those canonized in the orthodox historical records of the Chinese
people. My intent in this presentation is to read the orally transmitted Pien-
wen as a space where “texts’ meet, as an openended play between the “text”
of the story-teller, the “text” of the audience, and the canonized versions of
the records. While the story-eller’s text does not simply “exist” but is
generated and re-generated in each particular performance in relation to
another “text” or other “texts,” it is situated within history and society,
which are seen as “texts’ or context read by the story-teller, and into which
he inserts himself by “rewriting” it in his oral performance.

In this presentation, I will examine the orality of four pien-wen
stories, each concerned with a particular historical figure: the first and
second figures, Chang I-ch’ao 5% %% and Chang Huai shen3F # 28, father and
son, are both Tang generals who were heralded as gallant heroes in their bat-
tles with the T’u-chileh %€ J barbarians (the Turks); the third is Li Ling2s B,
a Han general who was remembered in Chinese history as a tragic hero in his
defeated battle with the Hsiung-nu ] #{barbarians (the Huns); finally there is
Wang Chao-chiin T #%, a Han imperial concubine ‘“fobbed” off as a
“princess” to the Hsiung-nu barbarians (the Huns). It is my intention to
show that each orally transmitted performance is the result of a dialogue
between the story-teller and his culture-, history-, and situation-specific
audience, and thus these stories studied carefully together can reveal an alter-
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native reality to the otherwise unchallenged reality in the existing canons.

Pien-wen has been viewed as the earliest phase of a popular tradition
which later flowered into drama, the vernacular short story, and the novel.?
The apparent nature of some of the manuscripts as prompt-book scripts has
contributed to theories of oral literature in which they are believed to repre-
sent the earliest evidence for the art of story-telling in China.?

Pien-wen forms part of the titles of a group of manuscripts discovered in
Tun-huang. Scholarly speculation on the actual meaning of the term pien-
wen admits a wide diversity of opinion. The definition of the term ranges
from the purely speculative to highly hypothetical. Interestingly, pien-wen
becomes more controversial and even misleading when the given definitions
cross the boundaries of genre, structure, and semantics. Part of the confusion
over the nature of pien-wen is due to certain concepts of oral literature, parti-
cularly the tendency to draw a distinct line between oral and written forms.
This view, as initiated by Albert Lord in The Singer of Tales, considers the
technique of storyteller to be fundamentally different from that of the
writer, not only in its usage of recurrent formulas and themes, but more im-
portant in its process of composition. Denying that there could be such a
thing as a “transitional text” which is the product of both oral and literary
composition, Lord states that “blinders”

It is worthy of emphasis that the question we have asked our-
selves is whether there can be such a thing as a transitional
“text,” not a “period” of transition between oral and written
style, or between illiteracy and literacy, but a “text,” product of
the creative brain of a single individual . . . who in composing an
epic would think nowin one way and now in another, or, perhaps,
in a manner that is a combination of two techniques. 1 believe
that the answer must be in the negative, because the two techni-
ques are, I submit, contradictory and mutually exclusive. Once
the oral technique is lost, it is nevér regained. The written
technique, on the other hand, is not compatible with the oral
technique and the two could not possibly combine, to form
another, a third, a “transitional” technique. . . . The two by their
very nature are mutually exclusive.? '

In his article on “Buddhist Storytelling Texts from Tun-huang,” Richard
Strassberg expresses his doubts about Lord’s statement of the mutual ex-
clusiveness of oral and written forms of storytelling. He points out that the
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“blinders * which prevent Lord from considering the possibility of “transi-
tional texts” are threefold: first, the lack of a strong written tradition in the
model that Lord investigated and based his theories on;secondly, the lack of
motivation on the part of the Yugoslav storytells to commit their
stories to fixed forms; and thirdly, Lord’s own methodology as a literary
anthropologist, which led him to conclude that “the only method of
transcription is that of dictation by a performer to a scribe.”® What Lord took
as the model on which his observations and theories are based was a Yugoslav
community completely isolated from the outside world until the late 19th
century, where the oral performers are said to have a “traditionalist atti-
tude” and thus lack the motivation to commit their stories to fixed forms.®
The study of the nature of the Yugoslav storytellers and their unique situation
made Lord draw such a general conclusion, which he tested again and found
feasible with Homeric poems without realizing that Homeric poems were also
the products of a predominantly oral tradition. This is why Lord contended
that “at any given point of time a singer is either in the oral tradition or he is
not, and the same would be true of any text produced at that point
of time””” His theory is based on the assumption that the art of narra-
tive song was perfected long before the advent of writing. The use of writing
in setting down oral texts does not per se have any effect on oral tradition,
which goes in parallel with a then embryonic and later developed and perfect-
ed literary tradition. This was to become the difference between the oral way
of thought and the written way of thinking.

While Iord believes that the two techniques by their very nature
are contradictory and mutually exclusive, Walter Ong holds that oral
cultures and writing cultures can coexist at a given period of time®,
an insight he has arrived at based on his study of all the works,
as he claims, contrasting orality only with alphabetic writing as used
in the west, rather than with other writing systems, such as Chinese charac-
ters, the Japanese syllabary, and Mayin script.® From both Lord’s and Ong’s
observations, we could venture a hypothesis that a transitional text can exist
and can only exist in a society where a strong written tradition and an oral
tradition both in their fully developed style persist hand-in-hand; where
reading and writing are both accessible to the performers and there is yet a
heavy reliance on oral modes of intercourse as common practices. The pre-
sence of long literary tradition as well as the strong influence of Buddhist
proselytizing activity in Medieval China makes such writing entriely possible.
In his article, Richard Strassberg examines some of the forty-odd works of
the manuscripts and studies the colophons attached to some of the pien-wen
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in order to find out the intention, motivation, and manner of the people who
write these particular pien-wen. His observations are as follows.

These manuscripts represent a range of works, from formal
copies to be read, to edited versions of texts written down from
memory, to those related to performance, to a work actually
used onstage. We are dealing with a variety of combined states
along the oral-written spectrum where oral composition was only
part of the complex of processes through which they emerged as
written products.'®

On the basis of this and other internal evidences about the manuscripts, such
as dating, the analysis of different calligraphic hands, editorial corrections
and instructions as demonstrated by Strassberg, we should distinguish these
four types of written forms from stories which have been scientifically
recorded or transcribed by the modern literary anthropologist as well as from
what has been termed the “pseudo-oral” tradition, such as ni hua-pen #i 55 A,
a late phase of oral composition in which written versions have been greatly
influenced by the popularity of the oral performance and portions of oral
elements have been incorporated back into the literary forms intended to be
read by the small reading public or consulted by the storytellers for reference.

The term “pien-wen’ has subjected to various interpretations as to its
meaning in the past. It appears as some on the titles of the complete corpus
of the discovered manuscripts. The manuscripts themselves are not very clear
on the matter for many lack titles and of those that do have them, one finds
the titles of “pien,” “pien-wen,” “yuan-ch’i ¥%%#8,” “ya-tsuo-wen FHEE”
and “chuan &,” etc. The modern literary critic Lu Hsun was among the first
scholars that commented on the possible nature and social function of
pien-wen.'' The literary historian Cheng Chen-tuo &5#z$2 tried to interpret
it as “transformation” of a sutra passage into a popular form for a lay
audience.’? Paul Pelliot holds a similar view as Cheng does which leads them
further to add to their definition of “pien-wen a structuralistic peculiarity
that “pien-wen,” as a unique genre, has alternating verse and prose passages
intended to be sung and spoken respectively. This view again has been re-
butted by contemporary scholars.!® Hrdlickova tries to understand “pien-
wen” by referring to its contextual evidence,'* and the literary critic Sun
K’ai-ti a2, basing his argument on usage in T’ang and Six Dynasty
sources, contended that it meant tales of fantastic incidents.’® There are also
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scholars who view the term as derived from “pien-hsiang % #H,” the Buddhist
paintings with which the texts are sometimes linked.’* An exhaustive and
convincing attempt was made by Eugene Eoyang, who differentiates the
“pien” from the “pien-wen” and the “pien-hsiang™:

Perhaps previous analyses of the meaning of “pien” and
“pien-wen’ have not taken enough into consideration the ephe-
meral nature of the stories recorded in the scrolls at Tun-huang.
. . . The “pien-wen” was an accidentally fixed form. The story
preserved in the “pien-wen was by no means a finished creation,
but fiction in the making. . . . The storyteller was not “reciting”
a text, but rather, improvising on a remembered (as opposed to
memorized) piece of fiction.

In this context, . .. the “pien” would be the performance,
while the “pien-wen’ would be the recording of that performance,
or a copy of a recording. . . 7

Aclose textual comparison among pien-wen stories would be very
revealing if attention were focused on the elements common to pien-wen
as a unique genre. By studying the variants of the elements that the pien-wen
stories had in common, one would be able to trace the indispensable and thus
essential traits of pien-wen and test them against Milman Parry/Albert Lord
theories of oral literature. By examining the differences in style, structure,
and experiences, one should be able to find out if the differences are signifi-
cant enough to make an “oral text” (in Lord’s sense) a semi-oral one (what
Lord calls “transitional”). If there is a “transitional text,” how was it made
possible? What could be the evidences and variables which contribute to such
a shift of genres? If they all turn out to be “transitional texts,” to what
extent do they differ from each other? and why?

The analysis can be conducted at three levels: the structural, the stylistic,
and the lexical. Due to the scarcity of facsimile reproductions as well as to
the difficulty of consulting the originals scattered in collections around the
world, scholars have generally relied on the reconstructions by Wang Chung-
min and his five colleagues in their collection of Tun-huang pien-wen chi
BB . Helpfulas these are, most of them represent versions carefully
edited and compiled by choosing one relatively complete or lengthy manu-
script and collating a number of variant ones. The result is a coherent,
printed form comprehensible to the modern reader; further more, the fixed
text of each single version, if it has survived the editorial hand, only presents
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a historical phenomenon and cannot represent a historically authentic
moment. Nevertheless, for the aforesaid reasons, I shall base my analysis '
mainly on the texts compiled in the collection of Tun-huang pien-wen chi.
The object of this part of the study is not only to show what segment of the
total plot is used, how the story functions in a particular form, and what
expressions and pharses persist so that these texts should be viewed as transi-
tional texts, but also to understand why different portions are more stylisti-
cally suitable to different themes and motifs. The aim of this investigation is
to proceed beyond a mere catalogue of examples which touch on the proofs
or disagreements of certain oral literary theories toward a more meaningful
appreciation of the oral/literary forms per se. If the texts comprise a
constant, do they represent the influence of one or more variables? It will be
noteworthy what variables in the texts reinforce the free adaptation of tradi-
tional material.

Investigation of the overall structure of pien-wen is hampered by the fact
that the majority of them exist only in an incomplete form with either the
beginning or the end or both missing. “Chang I-ch’ac Pien-wen” (P.2962),
for instance, contains only the middle part of the pien-wen, attached with
two verses from other versions of the manuscripts about Chang I-ch’ao (P.
3500;p.3645). “Chang Huai-shen Pien-wen” (P.3451) has neither a prologue
nor an epilogue. With regard to the form of the work, some pien-wen are
written in prose, others in verse, and yet a third group which is the majority
in number has alternate verse sections intended for singing, and prose passages
intended for narration. The pien-wen in question belong to the third group.
In both cases the prose passages are longer than the verse sections, and the
verse sections are of comparable length. The average length of the verse sec-
tions in both is around 25 lines. Moreover, the function of the verse section
in both instances is the same — it sometimes repeats what has been said in
the preceding prose passages, sometimes carries the narrative forward, both
glorifying the general’s charisma, resourcefulness, and his exploits. In each
instance the distinct seven-syllable rhythm in the verse sections following the
previous prose passages which in both cases consist of lines predominantly
even numbers, four- or six-syllable lines. The verse sections in the majority
of the pien-wen with alternate verse and prose passages, in my opinion, are
the bone of this particular type of pien-wen. They form the singing part of
the oral performance, the pien, performed together with illustrations pien-
hsiang by the story-teller while he-simultaneously unfolded the scroll.'
(This I will address at a later point); whereas, the prose passages are the
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flesh of the pien which the story-teller fills in between verses, and which, [
‘be]ieve, he took a greater liberty to improvise into blocks of predominantly
four-or-six syllable lines according to his oral memory.?°® In both pien-wen,
the verse sections are preceded by a prose passage, introduced with the word
“ch’u B& ” meaning the ‘“occasion” of the incident. This seems to corro-
borate the prose narrative by reference to a different source of authority
through the means of a visual-aural aid, which is, of course, much
more appreciated by the illiterate and semi-literate audience. In ‘“‘Chang I-
ch’ao Pien-wen,” only the word “ch'u & appears at the end of the introduc-
tory phrase for the verse section: “EF B L EREI BEHEEHETE
(This is the occasion when all the barbarians were disheartened and running
all over the place and the Han general was gallantly fighting against more than
a hundred enemy troops.) or “ A+ E X ABEREFE . (Thisis
the occasion when mutilated bodies were exposed and scattered over fifty
leagues.) In “Chang Huai-shen Pien-wen,” different markers ‘juo wei ch'en-
shuo FEBFHIR  and “juo wei & F” were added to the word “ch’u.” The
fomer means “Let me tell you by unfolding.” For example, we see expres-
sions, such as “ REMFH - RNBIREE - HHEBHR ” (Let me tell you by
unfolding it. This is the occasion when, looking eastward where the Emperor
resides, he cannot help but shed a tear), or “ IR - HBHER 7
(Let me tell you by unfolding to show how the two parted) or “ KRR &
» HRBEBEE ” (Let me tell you by unfolding it. This is an occasion when
Heaven indulged him and made him so gallant.) However, the expression
“juo wei,” in my opinion, might not be a short form of “juo wei ch'en-shuo,”
which, otherwise, would have been all rendered as “juo wei,” but a copying
error of the scribe because the same mistake also appears once in “Wang
Chao-chiin Pien-wen.” These introductory stock expressions, tedious as they
might be, are rather significant to our study because they are indicative of the
possible manner the storyteller tells the story in an actual oral performance
and, more important, of the presence and possible participation of the
audience in an actual oral performance.

As we mentioned earlier, the marker “‘ch’u

E3]

denotes an “occasion” or
a “scene.” It refers squarely to the illustrations which accompany the story-
telling, the pien-hsiang. But what form these illustrative ‘‘scenes” take,
there is no way to know yet. The expression of “juo wei ch’en-shuo’ makes
it very clear that these illustrations are in a series on something both flat and
long which one can unroll and display, especially, to public view.?! If we
envisage the live performance of one of these tellings, we will be able to con-
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ceive of the story-teller repeating and telling the story in verse by unrolling
and displaying the scroll of pictures to the public view of a certain number of
audience within the distance of visual perceptivility of about thirty people .2
The implication of these stock expressions can be further corroborated by an
instruction given to the storyteller which appears in “Wang Chao-chun
Pien-wen.” In the middle of the text right after a verse of twenty-four seven-
syllable lines, there appears “shang chiian li-p u pi, ts'u ju hsia chiian _t %37
#E, LA T4 .7 (The vertical display of Scroll One is over; from this
point we enter Scroll Two.) Apparently, this has nothing to do with the con-
tent of “Wang Chao<chun” story but serves as a demarcation of the end of
Scroll One. This instruction further indicates the manner in which the scroll
was being used. The very fact that the scroll was supposed to be “li pu 3. &%
(displayed vertically) shows that the scroll was supposed to be held vertically
by the storyteller in a live performance. The logical conclusion we have
arrived at form evidences we have found in the text confirms an observation
made by Eoyang independently when he exammed the actual pieces of the
storyteller’s scrolls:

. the ingenuity and resourcefulness of the Tun-huang story-
tellers did not stop at mere illustration, for it fone checks the
orientation of the pictures on the verse side with the orientation
of the verses on the recto side, we find that they are in the same,
and not the opposite, direction. . . if one remembers that pien
were performed before an audience, and if one imagines the
holder of the scroll, the storyteller or his aid, on the other side,
then we begin to see a ratlonale for an otherwise clumsy arrange-
ment.?

In other words, in a live performance the story-teller was actually holding and
unrolling vertically his scroll-text which was displayed between him and his
auience. The verses and instructions as to when and how to use the illustra-
tions or “scenes’ to accompany the storytelling should be on the same side
of the scroll — what Eoyang calls the “recto” side — exclusively for the stroy-
teller’s use, whereas the illustrations or “scenes” are on the other side of the
scroll only to the public view of a certain number of audience within the dis-
tance of visual perceptibility. During the performance, the storytelier did not
intend to look at the illustrations as he told the story: they were for the
audience, an audience that would not be able to see the verses on the recto
side.
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The textual evidences in the storyteller’s manuscripts prove that the oral
culture discovered at Tun-huang was aggregative, participatory and situational
like most of world oral cultures that Parry, Lord and Ong, among others, have
talked about. What is unique about Tun-huang’s oral culture was the
existence of what Lord and Ong deem as impossible, namely, the “transitional
texts” which went hand4n-hand with a highly developed storytelling tradition
and a writing tradition. The ‘‘transitional texts” in the form of the
manuscripts discovered in Tun-huang were both recordings of an actual
strytelling event written down after the performance, and “prompt-books™
to be consulted before and used during the next performance. The existence
of such texts in large quantity sheds new light on our understanding of the
great diversity of world oral and literate cultures.

As we have seen, the mode of presentation, the manner, and the function
of the scroll were all influenced by the nature of the performance and its
audience. In fact, the storytellers made a point to adapt their versions to
accommodate the audience, either in the selection of tales or in their manner
of presentation. Their choice of themes and the emphasis they made show a
principle of accommodation. It reflects itself through the language in which
the stories are presented. In the pien-wen concerning the two Tang generals,
it is their exploits that are apparently in the deep interest of the audiences
at the place of Sha-chou yH (the administrative term for Tun-huang). A
brief historical background is needed in order to understand the treatment of
these two rather unique stories.

Both “‘Chang I-ch’ao Pien-wen” and “Chang Huai-shen Pien-wen” form
an interesting pair. Being father and son, Chang I<h’ao and Chang Huai-
shen were real historical figures. According to historical records, Chang I-
ch’ao was the Chinese general whose Recovery Army recaptured Tun-huang
from the Tibetans in 848 AD2* It is worth considering the effect of the
historical circumstances of this period. The return of Sha-chou to native
Chinese control after almost a century of Tibetan rule marked a recofery of
the city’s fortunes. Culturally, under the patronage of the Changs, the Budd-
hist faith received new- support and it was only natural that some pien-wen
would celebrate the exploits of Chang I-ch’ac and Chang Huai-shen. Given
the proponderance of early 9th-10th century dates for most of the Tun-huang
manuscripts, it seems probable that this “renaissance,” provided the critical
factors for the growth of storytelling tradition in Tun-huang.?®

The kind of audienceé who would welcome instead of being turned off
by the chauvinistic perspective is demonstrable by the linguistic evidences in
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the text. The following is a list of the names of the ethnic groups referred
to by the narrator of both pien-wen, with the frequency of the term noted in
the parentheses:

(1) “Chang I-ch’ao Pien-wen” —— B+ (2) -8 (5):E 18 (1) ZE &K(2) A 7 (1)
BB (LR (1)BE 20 1) (2) RS B (U BB 7D 5 4R (2) e (1) ST 1)
FEQ)RFEQLHEERTIYED)

(2) “Chang Huai-shen Pien-wen” —— Bf(2) 38 88(8)H- 38 (1) 5 (1) 15 (6)
B (1) 60 RUB)FIK (1) 7 (2) BE A1) B (1) B o (2) BB (L4 R (1) £ 7% (1)
;B E) »

It is amazing that the Chinese, the people of the Central Kindom for many
centuries, were able to develop so many different yet equally derogative
names for their neibors throughout centuries. All the terms are translitera-
tions simply denoting the same thing — the barbarians with different con-
notations attached.

When one takes a quick look, one will notice immediately that these two
lists have a common feature: except for a few terms which can be said to be
neutral in their connotation, all the rest could be highly offensive to anybody
who does not share the hegemonistic tendency of the narrator in both stories.
S/he will surely find the brutality in the chauvinistic accounts of the two
Tang generals appalling. The scene where the gallant general was fighting
single-handedly against a hundred barbarians with the result of the enemies’
bodies exposed and scattered around over fifty leagues is a case in point.
What is revealing about the lists is that this great diversity of terms, diverse
in their historical, geographical, and ethnic differences, indicates that the
narrators of both stories were using these terms to refer to the enemy troops
indiscriminately. It shows that not only did the storyteller himself not know
the distinctions very well, but he simply did not care to use the terms correc-
tly. In fact, he might have taken a great pleasure in mumbling them out
just to show off his “knowledge.” This attitude confirms and justifies under-
standably the kind of massacre in the stories committed by the two generals
on various peoples. One cannot help but wonder what the audiences, who
were present at the performance, might have felt? One possible reason for
the popularity of pien-wen of such a kind that 1 can think of is that those
among the audience who were related in blood to any of the aforesaid people
might have been so overwhelmed by the cutlural, economic, and military
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superiority of the T’ang people that they did not find such a presentation too
difficult to swallow. After all, the prosperity they were enjoying in Tun-
huang at the time of the storytelling was a direct result of the liberation of
Tun-huang from the hands of the “barbarians” by the two Tang generals.
The audience might have even found the presentation so “true” and were
ready to identify themselves with the T’ang generals so that the catering
storyteller felt free to manipulate his material accordingly, consciously or
unconsciously.

Apparently to cater to a different group of audience, a similar theme but
quite different narrative techniques were adopted by the storyteller of the
pien-wen of Li Ling. The narrator in the story assumes a much more neutral
and objective stance by presenting different points of view through the
characters themselves. In other words, even though he was not able to do
away with the stock expressions and terms, which is value-laden, the
ingenious storyteller nutralized his story by putting the words directly into
the mouth of the characters themselves. Thus, we come up with the follow-
ing three sets of list of expressions both positive and negative, referring to all
parties involved in the battle, with the frequency of the term noted in the
parentheses:

I. Expressions used by the narrator in the narrative:

(a). Referring to the Turks (negative):
M GIETAEQEHWEILZEKRZE®D

(b). Referring to the Chinese (positive): .
BB A EN) EFL

II. Expressions in the dialogue of characters on the
Chinese side:

(2). Referring to the Turks (negative):
BE(0 B T (3180 (IR ) (5)i1) B B3I (6) SRS (LI BB

(b). Referring to the Chinese (positive):

(R)BEMEDBES)
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III. Expressions in the dialogue of characters on the side
of the Turks:

(a). Referring to the Turks (positive):
B E T (215 1%KL

(b). Referring to the Chinese (negative):
B (OVBE (1) B(3) 2= R (2) B 1)

Line a of each list are expressions referring to the Turks; line b of each list
are expressions referring to the Chinese. The narrator refers to the hero much
more frequently by his name, “Li Ling ZEBE” or “Ling B> (1.b), much less
by his official title, “7'2 Chiang-chun K" (the Great General) (1.b)
In the case of the pien-wen of the two generals, which we have just discussed,
the narrator constantly refers to them by their official titles: “Shang-shu
f512” (the Minister) in “Chang Huai-shen Pien-wen, and “P'u-yeh £ 5" (the
Associate Minister) in Chang I-ch’ao Pien-wen. By “‘Li Ling” instead of the
“Great General” the narrator assumes a more neutral and objective stance;
by “Ling,” he further shows a certain degree of intimacy between the narra-
tor and the protagonist, which was in turn shared by the audience at present.
In addition to this, by putting derogatory terms réferring to the Chinese, such
as “Han tsei 8" (the Han bandits) or “Tsei B (simply, the bandits)
(111 b), into the mouth of characters on the side of the Turks, he won over
the interest and sympathy of the audience who would have been appalled
by the ethnocentric attitude of the narrators in both *“Charg I-ch’ao Pien-
wen” and “Chang Huaishen Pien-wen,” the immediate audience of which
must be different from that of “Li Ling Pien-wen.” If my speculation is cor-
rect, we can come to the conclusion that the mind-set of the audience as a
result of their immedate melieu would thus inevitably affect the unconscious
choice of the storyteller of his wording, themes, plot and the focus of
attention of the story in proper. It is thus not surprising to see that the pien-
wen concerning the two T’ang generals are so much alike in diction and in the
treatment of plot development. A close look at our fourth pien-wen, namely,
“Wang Chao-chiin Pien-wen, will reveal to us that audiences of a hetero-
geneous nature® were in fact “actively participating” in the making of the
actual storytelling performance.

In “Wang Chao-chiin Pien-wen,” we see one of the most widely treated
themes in Chinese literature — the theme of a princess married off to the
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“barbarians™ as a ransom for peace. Ths theme reflects a political reality
and common practice during T’ang dynasty ?” It became extremely popular
afterwards and took on different forms of expression: orally transmitted
stories, poems, lyrics, plays, fictions, movies and modern songs, all deriving
from one entry in the historical account in Han Shu # 2 chiian 94, where it
says that Wang Ch’iang £ #% (Wang Chao-chiin), a Han imperial concubine,
is to be married off as a “princess” to the Hun chieftain Hu-han-hsieh [F & %

Shan-yu Hu-han-hsieh hasnot forgotten [our] favors and benefits.
He has turned toward and striven to follow the rules of proper
conduct and principles of fealty, [and now] has again renewed
the rites of [presenting his] congradulations at the [ great annual]
court. He wishes to guarantee the [border| barriers and to con-
tinue [this practice] endlessly, so that the borders and frontiers
will eternally be without any warlike affairs. Let the year period
be changed to Ching-ning [#%8] and [let] the [Lady]. ... Wang
Ch’iang be granted to the Shan-yu to be his Yen-chih.?®

There are several significant discrepancies between the historical account in
Han Shu and our story or most of the other versions of this story. One of
them is the introduction of the perfidious court painter Mao Yanshou EFE =,
whose job, as most of the versions havve it, was to do faithful portraits for all
the imperial concubines in the palace who do not get to meet with the
emperor for years. Based on these portraits, the emperor gets to meet the
ones he likes. - As the folk legend has it, Wang Chao-chun, being the most
beautiful and pproudest among all the imperial concubines, simply refuses to
bribe the court painter. As a result, she is picked by the emperor as the
least attractive among the imperial conbuines and ‘“fobbed” off as a
“princess” to the Hun chieftain. It is only when she is granted an audience
before the emperor when she is ready to take on the journey, does
the emperor get to see her and find out how she actually looks. Consequently,
the emperor has the painter executed. The motif of the perfidious painter,
according to Pelliot, did not enter the story until centuries later.?> The court
painter is alluded twice in our story, once, by Wang Chao-chiin herself, a
second time, in the decree of the Han Emperor sent after Chao-chiin’s death:

Dear mother, where are you now? My lord, no sign of anyone to
fetch me back. If I marry the Shan-yu, who would expect
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happiness? Because of the painter I was seized and humiliated,
and my hopes were dashed on the Yellow Sands, my grief became
as extended as the Great Wall.* V

In front of the tomb of Chao-chiin, the Han envoy dismounts, pours a
libation on the desert sands, and reads the decree of the Emperor:

.. . Quintessence of beauty in heaven and on earth, this lady, in
all the world unsurpassed in beauty and grace, was betrothed to
a vassal, as a result of a portrait, and her marriage brought fealty
from the Hsing-nu chieftain, as surety of faith to ward off inva-
sion.>!

Another major discrepancy between the historical account in Han shu
and most of all the later versions of Wang Chao-chiin story is her early death,
which is supposedly to take place not too long after her arrival at Hsiung-nu.
In the historical account, Chao-chiin had a son by the Shan-yu, whom she
survied for many years, had two daughters by his successor,> and apparently
enjoyed a long life; whereas, in almost all the later versions of the story, she
dies an “expected” early death, for the dramatic effect. In almost all the ver-
sions, oral and literate, which were circulated among the Chinese, there is
little mention of Wang Chao-chiin’s life in Hsiung-nu and no mention at all
of the Hun chieftain who betrothes her. Our pieii-wen version of Wang Chao-
chiin story stands out unique, being the only version that deals extensively
with local geography, customs, and presents the Shan-yu as an affectionate
consort with a humane character.

In “Wang Chao-chiin Pien-wen,” only four terms are used to refer to the
natives: ‘& (14), “nt3E” (1), “Z&€HK” (2), and “B” (2), much more local
color is introduced by expressions which are only familiar to the immediate
audience: place names in the vicinity, such as. Huang-lu po B & iH (The
Yellow Reed Marsh), Ke-lan t'un B8] & i (Ko Lan Village), Long-le 5 &},
Yan-chih shan 4% 5 (L}(The Mountain of Rouge); the names of ethnic groups
that only the local people will find familiar with, such as: Chia-t'uo jen
i BE A (Gatha people), A-pao fan-jen FA] 252 A Abao tribesmen), Chilan jung
K F% (Curs or Kurds?), Chi tan 3FF (Khitans), and huang-t’'ou tzil-1 ou
2554 F8 (7); the names of customs or objects in daily life, the full flavor of
which can only be understood and appreciated by those who know what they
are, such as: ~ — & BB R E K  (Over a hundred leagues, mats of wool
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and fur on which to walk were spread®®), “ FEHE#HLSE (Within
five hundred leagues, gold andsilver in sacrificial pots werelaid out®),
“ERZEEBIEILE; EASE @R LI (When the cold weather
drives out the warm, then it’s to the southern mountains; when in search of
coolness in summer, they seek out a dwelling in the northern hills® ). Burial
rituals which might sound foreign to the Chinese ear at the time must be
quite familiar to the Tun-huang audiences as local practices, either current or
in the near past, so that the audience who were present at the storytelling
performance would not be offended by the otherwise appalling implications
of expressions such as * 4=2fRg A HEE (The cows and sheep were
buried alive in droves®), “H-7rz5z (##3) B ABL > (And female
attendants leapti in to the pit®"), “ My 4855 () B % T » (Hardly had
the ground admitted its victims®®), and R T MRS58 > (Than, from
the nether world, came screams and sobbing sounds®). Certain expressions
which are apparently direct transliterations from local languages are beyond
the comprehension of a modern reader, expressions such as: “3& ELnk yhis B
417 (The murky shadows gather up the long-flowing pennon®), and
“ORZEvguyE " ([] valley flourish the mo-tu-hun goose-grass*').
Even though the local scenes and objects are presented mainly from the view-
point of Wang Chao-chun, whose attitude towards the surroundings is under-
standably more negative than positive, the audiences of “Wang Chao-chun
Pien-wen,” in my opinion, would find it much easier to relate to because of
their familiarity with the “world” presented by the storyteller in this pien-
wen.

Furthermore, “Wang Chao-chiin Pien-wen” presents a very positive, not
at all unattractive portrait of Chao-chiin’s consort, the Shan-yu. Throughout
the pien-wen, we see passages describing the Shan-yu as follows:

- - . Though the Shan-yu was a barbarian, he did not neglect his

conjugal duties. He inquired often after her . . %2

Though Ming-fei (the Imperial Concubine) was elevated to the
rank of queen, it was not her desire from the start: the chieftain
was amicable, with many a kind word for her. . 43

The Shan-yu was eager to cheer her up and tried all means to entertain her:

-+ . Shan-yu saw Ming-fei was not happy, and dispatched an arrow
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with an order for his troops. Whereupon the barbarians, garbed
in red and in white, with yellow caps and purple, knowing of the

enfeoffing of Ming-fei, all came to offer their congratulations
a4

A moment later,

The Shan-yu saw she was not happy, and dispatched another
message by arrow, announcing to the assembled tribes to lose no
time in preparing a hunt, encircling Mount Yen-chih with Chao-
chiin at the center, spreading themselves out for miles and miles,
with hundreds of troops stalking the prey ... *

When Chao-chiin is finally bedridden and her condition is getting worse
day by day, we see a very moving picture about the Shan-yu:

.- . Again and again, the Shan-yu sacrifices to the mountains and
streams, praying to sun and moon, looking into a hundred reme-
dies, calling for all manner of healer, exhausting every means to
save her life. Alas, Mingfei’s life, before long, was snuffed out. . .
Alas, toward the third watch, that noble life expired. The Shan-
yu took off his imperial robes, donned the clothes, left his hair in
disarray, and brought her to a place to which he summoned the
mourners. Day and night, he did not lcave her side, so none of
the tribes dared leave for the east or west. Day and night, wailing
and sobbing, in unceasing relentless plaint . . 36
I do not know of any other treatment in Chinese literature that depicts a man
as such a gentle and loving husband. Rarely in Chinese literature do we find a
woman character being loved in such a deeply moving manner. Unlike the
treatment of the Shan-yu in some of the folk versions of this story circulated
inside China, which depicts him as an uncivilized and roudy brute who fits
all the chauvinstic biases of a “barbarian,” the depiction of the Shan-yu as
an extremely humane, affectionate and civilized man undoubtedly pleased
the live audience at Tun-huang tremendously. The cause of Chao-chiin’s
pining away and early death is thus made against both the imperial painter of
the Han court and the relatively rough weather which she alone cannot stand.
Therefore, one can imagine, when the performance was over, the audience
was left with no resentful feelings but pity and fear.

The Chinese storytellling tradition is rather unique among world oral/
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literate cultures. It presents one of the few cases where an ongoing oral cul-
tue has evolved hand-in-hand with a highly developed writing culture. The
literate or semi-literate storytellers were able to tap written sources: they
used many of the themes from Chinese history, and seem to have had access
to manuscripts versions. Being marginalized both geographically and cultur-
ally, the storyteller’s manuscripts discovered in Tun-huang provide us a
wonderful chance to study the dynamics of the openended play between the
text of the storyteller, the text of each specific audience, and the text of the
canonized records. Each oraily transmitted performance, generating and re-
generating new texts, is the result of a dialogue between the story tellerand
his culture-, history- and situation-specific audience. These stories, told from
the perspective of the physically and culturally marginalized story teller, re-
center the ‘other” world and offer an alternative picture to the unchallenged
reality that Chinese canonized literature and history present.
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