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THREE CHINESE POoEMS

Su SHI DREAMING OF MY DECEASED WIFE ON THE NIGHT OF THE 20" DAY OF THE FIRST MONTH
L1 SHANGYIN HER PROMISES TO COME WERE EMPTY WORDS

MEI YEOCHEN SACRIFIGE TO THE CAT THAT SCARED ALL THE RATS

(MMVIII)

FOR CHAMBER SEPTET,
WITH MEZZO-SOPRANO AND ORIENTAL INSTRUMENTS

(c. 14 MINS)

ALL RIGHTS RESERVED



NOTES

To be performed as interpreted by the players.

36-key Chinese sheng
yusheng
mezzo-soprano (Pinyin fluent)
Tuned Tibetan crystal singing bowls; C, D, E, F, G, A, B,
with yarn, rubber, and coil mallets
(Tuned metallic singing bowls are viable, if less desirable)
20” orchestral gong, 8” opera gong, lion drum
Viola de gamba (Treble)
Viola de gamba (Bass)



Su SHI DREAMING OF MY DECEASED WIFE ON THE NIGHT OF THE 20" DAY OF THE FIRST MONTH

+ F £ TR TS Shi nian shéng si lidng mang mang
AFTEREBEE¥EE BU sTliang zi nan wang
T E Iy oAk iE EIR Qian If g fén wi chis hua gf lidng
4 EHEHZENAH Zang shi xiang féng ying ba shi
e} ﬁ i1 % W FE Chén man mian bin rd shuang
Tk HEE TR % Y& 1ai you méng hii huan xiang
AN ' IR WM Xido xuan chuang zhéng shi zhuang
HE s EFEEHTT Xiang gu wad yan wei ydu lei gian xing
S E E fpbr 4t Lizo d&i nidn nian chang duan chi
B B W E g Ming yue ye duan sdng gang

Ten years living dead both boundless Ten boundless years now separate the living and the dead,

Not think of capacity self hardly possible forget | have not often thought of her, but neither can | forget.
Thousand li alone grave not place say wife cold Her lonely grave is a thousand li distant, | can't say where my wife lies cold.

Even if together meet must not recognise We could not recognise each other even if we met again,

Dust cover face, temples like frost My face is all but covered with dust, my temples glazed with frost.
Night come deep dream suddenly return home  In deepest night, a sudden dream returns me to my homeland,
Little window properly dress make up She sits before a little window, and sorts her dress and make-up.
Mutual look not speak, just be tears too much flow We look at each other without a word, a thousand tears now flow.
Expect must every year heart break place | must accept that every year I'll think of that heart breaking place,

Bright moon night thin pine guard Where the moon shines brightly in the night, and bare pines guard the tomb.



L1 SHANGYIN HER PROMISES TO COME WERE EMPTY WORDS

EEBTEERE Lai shi kdng yan gl jué zdng
H#M#E LH & Yué xié 6u shang wi géng zhdng
¥ 4 m B oIk 0 Méng wéi yusin bié ti nén huan
:F'S W 1E R E R f& Shi bei cui chéng mod wei nang
R YXE IR La zhao ban ldng jin fi cui
BEMEZXER Shé xin wai di xid fi rong
N BPE R = LR Lid lang yi hén péng shan yuan
EREZEL—FTE Géng gé péng shan yi wan ching
Come be empty word go without trace Her promises to come were empty words, she's gone without a trace,
Moon slant tower on fifth watch bell The moon is slanting on the tower as | hear the fifth watch bell.
Dream be far part call hard call In my dream we were far apart, | found it hard to call,
Write reason hurry achieve ink not thick Hurriedly | try to write, but find the ink too thin.
Candle shine half cover gold emerald The candle's radiance covers half the gold and emerald bed,
Musk vapour tiny degree embroider lotus A tiny hint of musky scent remains on embroidered lotus.
Liu young already regret Peng shan far Young Liu already regretted that Pengshan hill lay far away,

More separate Peng shan ten thousand times We two are separated by ten thousand Pengshan hills.
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MEI YEOCHEN SACRIFICE TO THE CAT THAT SCARED ALL THE RATS

Z1 you wi bai mao
Shi bu gin wd sha
Jin chao wi bai si
Jiyl fan yi yu

Song zht yu zhdng hé
Zhou ér féi ér shi

Ki érnié yi shi

Alan ming rao ting chu
Y0 shi zhdng shi jing
Y1 jiang gqing wo 10

Y1 cong déng zhou la
Zhou zhong tdng w0
Qil liang sutqi bd
Mian shi lou gié yu

Ci shi érydu qin
You gin shéng jT zha
Shirén zhong qd jia
Wei buri ma Il

YTy mo fu lun

Weél érliao chi xd

Self have 5 white cat

Rat not invade my books

Today morning 5 white die

Sacrifice with rice and fish

See off it at middle river

Incantation you not you neglect

Before you bite one rat

Hold in mouth cry around yard remove
Want cause crowd rat frightened
Thought will clear my cottage

From board boat come

Boat in together room live

Dry grain although its thin

Evade eat drip steal from

This real you have industriousness
Have industriousness surpass chicken pig
Ordinary person stress spur horse drive
Say not like horse donkey

Already finish not again discuss

For you somewhat cry

When | had my Five White cat,

The rats did not invade my books.
This moming Five White died,

| sacrifice with rice and fish.

| see you off in the middle of the river,
| chant for you: | won't neglect you.
Once when you'd bitten a rat,

You took it crying round the yard.
You wanted to scare all the rats,

So as to make my cottage clean.
Since we came on board this boat,
On the boat we've shared a room.
Although the grain is dry and scarce,
| eat not fearing piss or theft.

That's because of your hard work,
Harder working than chickens or pigs.
People stress their mighty steeds,
Saying nothing's like a horse or ass.
Enough- I'm not going to argue,

But cry for you a little.



COMMENT

Following from an increasing personal interest in the Chinese language, and
culture, the three poems of Three Chinese Poems are taken from
contrasting contexts within the history of Chinese literature. The aim was to
ally the thematic character of the pieces with the music, while creating a
fusion of Western and Asian forms, as in the coming together of
instruments of quite different provenance. The Sheng is a type of mouth-
organ that has developed from a simple 21-note model carved from wood
for the mainstay of Chinese cultural celebrations throughout the ages, to a
common 36-key model reinforced by metal in widespread usage today. The
bold and brassy textures seemed to offer lots of potential to juxtapose
against voice. The Lusheng is a larger (up to 7 metres), therefore lower
sibling to the Sheng, and generally constructed from wood has a more
mellow and pastoral texture, while keeping the dynamic range of the Sheng.
Also limited to a pentatonic tuning (as was the early Sheng) it worked as a
good model for building typically Asian melodies that shift in and out
between the other textures. In turn, this motivated the choice of mezzo,
rather than soprano, the conventional choice for Chinese opera, for the
lower textures worked well alongside the lusheng. Crystal singing bowls are
a type of ceremonial instrument used widely in Tibet for meditation, and as
such their tuning from C-B is claimed to offer differ vibrations for healing

across different areas of the physique. Although their use here is not

particularly therapeutic or mystical in this sense, the ethereal, sine-type
texture works I feel well with voice and the two wind instruments. Striking,
as opposed to ‘singing’ the bowls has a quite distinct reverberating warmth
that made it useful for simple settings alongside melismatic vocal melody.
The gongs provide a) context, and b) textural colour, particularly used in
sustained rolls, and the lion drum as a fairly conventional rhythmic device.
Finally, the viols have a less brash, and altogether subtler tone than their
more modern counterparts, which makes them preferable here, and they
have an unusually exotic following also, which I felt better suited the piece.
I've stayed away from extended techniques and harmonics on count of

there being no (discoverable) model for their correct scoring.

The structure is then based around the 3 poems with ‘areas of ellision’ or
intermission between that often make some more virtuosic solo
explorations amongst without the vocal setting. Overall, the piece over the
14 minutes gains in textural layers, developing from a sparse, simple and
ethereal setting with the singing bowls and the outset, to the numerous
competing textures of the final poem, particularly the closing measures. The
piece in a sense closes into its own density during the final poem, only

released by the enduring ‘xii’ after the closing FFF.



Notation presented some problems initially, since it is convention to score
in jianpu or numerical notation, for interpretation within Asian culture. It
is dubious, however, whether this could be real-time translated by Western
chamber performers, and so traditional scalic Western notation seemed
preferable, despite any patriarchalism this implies. Getting to grips with
jianpu myself was a motivation, and indeed perhaps a more desireable
outcome may be a dual-notation score, but this was problematically
complicated and easy to misread while putting the work together. Pinyin
translation similarly seemed more viable than hanzi for Western readers,
and perhaps more particularly was necessary for the accentuation of

individual syllables internal to each structure.

Very little specification has been given to technique and scoring, since by
nature the poetry settings desires a good deal of flexibility and ‘“free’—if you
like—improvisation. Resources on oriental instrumental technique remain
relatively sparse in print in the UK, and online is not always too beneficial,
so while every effort has been made to imply overall effect in each instance,
interpretation should find more natural results that listing each and every

desired texture.
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Sheng

Lusheng

Mezzo-soprano

Tibetan crystal
singing bowls

Percussion

Guzheng

Treble Viol

Bass Viol

Lyrically

soft yarn mallet
unless other specified

G slow, regular singing | A
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