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REMINISCENCES UNDER THE LAMP-LIGHT
By CHIANG T'AN

Rendered into English by LIN YUuTANG
Ch’iufu

Ch’iufu often said to me, “A man’s life lasts only a hun-
dred years, and of this hundred sleep and dream occupy one
half, days of illness and sorrow ag#in occupy one half, and the
days of swaddling clothes and senile age occupy one half of
the rest. What we have got left is only a tenth or fifth part.
‘Besides, we who are made of the ‘stuff of willows’ [as a symbol
of easily getting withered] can hardly expect to live a hundred
years.”

One day when the autumn moon was at its best, Ch’iufu
asked a little chamber maid to carry a e”’in and accompany her
to a boating trip among the lotus fiowers in the West Lake. I
was then returning from the West Brook [in Fukien], and
when I arrived at home and found that Ch’iufu had gone boat-
ing, I got myself a small boat, commonly called a “sliced melon”
[because it has an upturned bow and stern], and went after
her. We met at the Second Bridge of the Su Tungp’o Embank-
ment, when Ch'infu was playing the sad ditty of “Autumn in
Han Palace.” With my shirt and gown all unbuttoned, I
stopped to listen to her music. At this moment, the hills all
around were enveloped in the evening haze and the reflections
of the moon and stars were seen in the water. Different

'musical sounds came to my ears so harmonically that I could
not distinguish whether it was the sounds of the wind in the
sky or the sounds of the jingling jade of the girls in the palace.
Before the song was completed, the bow of our boat had
already touched the southern bank of the Garden of Swirling
Waters. We then went on shore and knocked at the gate of
the White Cloud Covent, for we knew the nuns there. After
sitting down for a while, the nuns served us with freshly picked
lotus seeds prepared in soup. *Their colour and their fragrance
were enough to cool one’s intestines, a world different
from the taste of meats and oily foods. Coming back, we
landed at the Tuan’s Bridge, where we spread a bamboo mat-
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ting on the ground and sat talking for a long time. The dis-
tant rumble of the city rather annoyed our ears like the hum-
ming of flies. ... Then the stars in the sky became fewer and
fewer and the lake was blanketed with a stretch of white..
We heard the drum on top of the city wall and realized that
it was already the fourth watch f{about 8 a.m.] and carried
the ckh’in and paddled the boat home.

The banana trees that Ch’iufu planted had already grown
big leaves which cast their green shade across the screen.
To have heard the wind blowing and raindrops beating upon
the leaves in an autumn night when lying inclined on a pillow
was enough to break one’s heart. So one day I playfully
wrote three lines on one of the leaves:.

What busybody planted this sapling?
Morning tapping,
Evening rapping!
Next day, I saw another three lines following them, which read:
It’s you who're lonesome, fretting!

Banana getting,
Banana regretting!

The characters were delicately formed, and they came from
Ch’iufu’s playful pen. But I have learnt something from what
she wrote.

One night we heard the noise of wind and rain, and the
pillows and matting revealed the cooler spirit of autumn.
Ch’iufu was just undressing for the night, and I was still
working by her side on the “Commentaries on the Sketch of
Hunhdred Flowers,” which was not yet completed by haif.
Suddenly we heard the noise of several dry leaves falling down
upon the ground outside the window, and Ch’iufu, while look-
ing at herself in the mirror, sang the lines:

Yesterday was better than today;
And this. year I'm older than the last.
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I felt bewildered, too, yet I tried to console her and said, “One
never lives a full hundred years. How can we have time to
wipe our tears for the sake of others (the falling leaves)?”
And T laid aside my writing pen: When the night was getting
late, and Ch’iufu wanted to have something to drink, I found
that the tea-kettle was still warm but the fire in the earthen
stove had already died out, and the little maids were all in
dreamland, crooping their heads at the door-sill. I then took
the oil lamp from on the table and placed it under the little tea
stove, and warmed up for her a cup of lotus seeds prepared in
soup. Ch'iufu has been suffering from an affection in the
lungs for ten years, and she always coughs during late autumn
and sleeps well only when upholstered on a high pillow. This
yvear, however, she is feeling a little stronger, and we often sit
face to face with each other deep into the night. Perhaps it
is due to proper care and nourishment. .

I made Ch’iufu a silk dress with a plum-flower design,
and it seemed as if her body were covered with real flowers of
“fragrant snow” and at a distance she would look like a Plum
Fairy that had come down into this world of mortal beings.
Some day in late spring, when she was leaning herself on the
railing with her green sleeves resting upon it, butterflies would
flit about merrily round her temples, not knowing that the
season of the East Wind was already gone.

Last year, the swallows came back later than usual, and
when they came, nearly half the peach blossoms outside the
screen had already gone withered. One day, late in the even-
ing, the clay-built nest together with the young swallows fell
to the ground. Afraid that a cat might get them, Ch’'iufu
immediately took them up and made a bamboo support for
their nest. This year the same swallows have returned to
their old nest here and are chirping around the house. Do they
perh%ps remember the one who protected their young ones last
year?

Ch’iufu loves to play chess but is not very good at it.
Every night she would force me to have this type of “con-
versation by fingers” with her, sometimes till daybreak. I
playfully quoted the line of Chu Chuchia, “As you have both
lost at tossing coins and matching grass-blades, let me ask you,
with what are you ever going fo pay me to-night?”’ Trying
to evade the question, she said, “Are’you so sure I cannot win?
Just bet me this jade tiger of yours.” We then began to play
and no more than twenty or thirty stones had been laid when
she was getting into a worse situation, and so she let the cat
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up on the chess-board from her lap in order to upset the game.
“Are you regarding yourself as Yang Kueifei [who played the
same trick upon Emperor T’ang Ming-huang]?’ I asked.
She kept quiet, but her cheeks shone with a peach-coloured
blush under the bright light of the silver candle. After that
she would not play any more.

There are several cassia trees at the Hupao Spring, stretch-
ing low over some rocks. During blossom, their flowers fall
to the ground and cover up the stone steps like yellow snow,
their perfume making one feel like roving in the Kingdom of
Divine Fragrance. 1 have a weakness for flowers and often
- go and boil tea under those trees, accompanied by Ch’iufu.
Once it happened that, while Ch’iufu was plucking some flowers
to decorate her temple with, her hair on the forehead was
caught or upset by the overhanging branches. Then I arrang-
ed it and smoothed it with the spring water. On our departure,
we plucked a few twigs and brought them home, putting them
on the back of our cart as we passed through the city gate and
into the streets, so that people might know of the latest news
of the new autumn. -
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