230 Songs of Western Influence

142 Native-borns call cach other brother and sister.
They live in the American way.
Holding hands, they say they're off to a picture
show.
Actually, they’re going to a hotel!
Enjoying their longings and desires,
So what if people gossip;
The two of them entwined in deep passion;
She may become pregnant, but that’s nothing strange!
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Nuptial Rhapsodies

According to Cantonese folklore, a man’s highest achieve-
ment is dang fo (deng ke), meaning ‘‘advancement to the
honor roll.”” Specifically, a man had two opportunities
in life to dang fo. The first is the daai dang fo (‘“‘major
advancement”), in which he successfully passed the high-
est level of the imperial examination and was pro-
claimed the best scholar in the imperial honor roll. This
could be achieved only through intcllectual pursuits.
The other, siu dang fo (“minor advanccment™), hap-
pened on the wedding night, when the groom would
finally meet his bride to consummate their marriage.
“Major advancement” was a man’s top honor in the Con-
fucian society, bringing great prestige and glory to the
family namc, but few could attain it. ““‘Minor advance-
ment’’ was more accessible. To the family, it was equal-
ly significant, because for a man to continue the family
line was an important responsibility. Every man could
achieve his “minor advancement” when he got married.
The marriage was treated as the most important event
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of his life, and it would be duly recorded in the family
registry.

Through the social institution of marriage, a man’s
masculinity was publicly acknowledged and his man-
hood recognized. Thus, Cantonese folklore places em-
phasis on man’s sexuality, which represents not just his
social responsibility to the family but also his transition
from son to husband, from childhood to manhood. The
wedding night is the testimony of this ascension to
manhood.

These Chinatown rhymes on nuptial bliss are an in-
teresting group of writings, given the reality that many
of the Chinese immigrants were married but lived
without their wives in the United States. In these com-
positions, the immigrants act out their sexual and
marital fantasies through writing, in Western terms,
using creative writing as a form of sublimation. By
indulging in fantasies about his sexuality on the wed-
ding night, the man is making a declaration of his man-
hood, despite being deprived of his normal sexual rela-
tionship with his wife during his American sojourn.
Furthermore, the assumption of a feminine persona in
some of the rhymes serves merely to affirm a man’s
erotic and sexual desires in a marital relationship. How-
ever, a few rhymes on this theme contain statements
about the practice of polygamy that show a modern
Western influence, and recognize marriage as an equal
relationship between man and woman.

Nuptial Rhapsodies 233

143 Seeing the moon is but an added vexation.

A full moon brings back memories:

The Moon Festival, a clamorous celebration; *

The moon, round and clear, is at its best this evening.

To the moon I pray:

Where is the Old Man from the Moon?!

T have yet to meet 2 woman of moon-faced charm.

In a solitary window, the bright moonlight—my spirit
sinks all the more.
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*That is, the “Mid-autumn Festival,” the fifteenth
day of the eighth lunar month, a festival of love and
reunions. Cf. song 92.

™QOld Man from the Moon" is a mythical deity, a
matchmaker.
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144 Beside the Peony Pavilion,* 145 1 was hooked by that woman dressed in white.

By chance I met a lady visitor. My spirit held captive, as if intoxicated.
Her charm and grace, all beyond pen’s description; At home, sitting by the window, the more I think
Her dress, white as snowflakes. of her, the more captivated I am.
So unique and special, O, I've fallen in love and can’t share with her my
I am aroused thinking of her all the time. admiration.
Constantly yearning for her, with passionate : I constantly think of her,

admiration, I can’t slecp the whole night.
O, I can’t let go of the thought of her; I just can’t I only wish to meect her again in the garden,*

let it go! ! Where we will sing happily together in the

i moonlight.
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*A reference to the famous Ming dynasty drama *In Tang Xianzu's Peony Pavilion (sce song 144),
Peony Pavilion (Mudarn ting) by Tang Xianzu (1550— there is a scenc entitled “A Sudden Dream in the Gar-
1616), about the meeting and secret rendezvous of a ~ den” in which the young heroine, in her dream, meets
scholar and a young woman. the young scholar and they have a pre-marital relation-

ship.
-
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146 Iam at the age of waiting for a marriage proposal. 147 A handsome lad, though fair and fine,

Naturally I desire a fine man. Does not compare to a man of talent. ‘

To start, [ write a message on a red leaf, * and With good looks but no skills, life is nothing but
enjoin the matchmaker: tq11. . o .

My heart admires not just any young dandy, be he But if he 1s fluent in Chinese speech and American
smart and handsome. ways, N

Please, sct your mind to the task. And has high ambition, :

) . . . Jke 1 living i ent.

Take your time, check him out to total satisfaction. Hc can make' a h\{lng in commerce or governm

If he is talented, well versed in the classics and His works will win everyone’s praises.
histories . Why then judge a man by his hair and skin at such a

I could care less about his appearance. moment?
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*“Red leaf™ is a symbol uscd in marriage proposal
rituals. It originated in a Tang dynasty tale in which a
palace maid wrotc a message on a red (maple?) lcaf
expressing her desire to be married. The leaf floated
down the palace canal and was picked up by 7 young
man, who later became her husband.
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Finally, we arc wed.

Never before have I shared a word with my man_*
A stealthy glance at my groom, dazed and delighted;
O, how I wonder about tonight’s happy moment.

1 must be a complete fool—

Not following the emancipated women,

Not sharing a bed sooner with my handsome man,
To wait until today for this paired arrangement!
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*In traditional China, newlyweds met cach other
for the first time after completing the public wedding
ceremony. They werce often total strangers before that
moment since their marriage wassarranged by parents
through a matchmaker.
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149 The young man, in joyous song of thc peach,*

The bride’s charm radiates under the glow of
wedding candles.

Happy their first meeting in the bedroom.

Tenderly they talk, sharing their hearts.

The beautiful woman’s wish:

Smilingly, softly, she speaks—

At midmght, our union is consummated with utmost
delight;

Inside the hibiscus tent, my regret is to have waited
so long to marry.*
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*““Peach” alludes to courtship and nuptial bliss. This
usage originates from the Confucian classic Shi jing, the
first anthology of Chincse poetry.

T“Hibiscus tent” implics the act of love and scxual
mtimacy, as seen in the Tang narrative poem “Chang
hen ge” (“Everlasting Sorrow”) by Bo Juyi (772-846),
which depicts the romance of Emperor Ming of Tang
(Xuanzong) and his consort Yang Guifei. See song 6o.
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150 Tenderly I share words with Husband, 151 A lovely woman, sheltered in a gilded rqansiop.

Pleasantly enjoying the various delights. A nuptial union, celebrated under the bright lights
The hibiscus tent is filled with happy moments; * of WCddiI}g candles.

i O, why didn’t the nuptial bliss take place sooner? Furtively, his hands fondle her breasts;

! [ am as intoxicated as an apple blossom. Modestly, she steals a glance at her groom.

A In our castle, we sleep entwined. Their eyes come together. .

In union at night, deep in passion, lips meeting Fondly attracted, they loosen thelr clothes.

el lips, Together they sleep, sharing pillow and bed—
O, this young woman regrets the belated match. Q, this is what [ want to have; this is truly what [

I want to have!
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*“'Hibiscus tent,” see song 149.
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152 A beautiful woman, sheltered in a gilded mansion. 153 Of all the joys in life,
A nuptial union, celebrated under the bright hights The happicst is the nuptial hymn.
of wedding candles. A young couple, man and wifc, consummate their
Together we’d sleep, sharing pillow and bed. conjugal tic.
To my hceart’s content, I'd caress her tender breasts. A pair of lovebirds, sleeping together, necks
O, moments such as this- - entwined.
[ just don’t know this joy that I can get. Eyes meet-
Instead [ came to live alone in the West Neither is accustomed to the dew of clouds and
And betrayed sixteen years of my youthful best. rain.®

She is willing, yet shy; his spirit soars and dances.
A handsome man with a charming woman, O, what
would that joy be like?
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154 Such sensations are second to none: 155 A nuptial union is a song of joy.
Husband and wife indulging in each other’s passion, For the first time I met my blossom of the
Celebrating the marvelous moment in the nuptial o wedding chamber.
chamber, under bright wedding candles, ' A consummation at night, more exquisite than the most
Shyly she releases the gilded tent-hooks, sharing : gorgeous sight.
the brocade quilt. i Her smiling profile, so refined.

They act out a new play, i O, sweet sixteen.
Truly fascinated. @ Inside the tent, the hibiscus is in full bloom.*
The fifth watch strikes at early dawn, hurrying them ¥ She sleeps, an apple blossom tired by spring passion.
to risc. * At fifth watch she puts on her rouge and magnolia
O, how can the entwined lovebirds ever separate? ’ cream.’
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| ~ *A night in China was divided into five watches. ¥ “Hibiscus tent,” see song 149.
¥ First watch: 7--9 p.M.; sccond watch: 9—11 P.M.; third v “Fifth watch,” see song 154.

} watch: 11 P.M. to 1 A.M.; fourth watch: 1—3 a.m.; fifth

‘ watch: 3—5 A.M.
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156 Clouds and rain meet in the scented bedroom;*

I Immense pleasure, the evening union.

i The nuptial bliss, as chanted in the Songs, is the

' utmost joy;'

A good man and a virtuous wife—perfect harmony.

It’s sheer intoxication;

Lovebirds begin to open their hearts.

The apple blossom sleeps well on a warm spring
day.

Happy is the song of conjugal harmony within
the hibiscus tent.*
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*“Clouds and rain,” see song 42.

“That is, the Confucian classic Shi jing; its first
section consists of folk songs ot courtship and marriage.
#“Hibiscus tent,” sce song 149.
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157 Under painted wedding candles, the bride and

groom unite.

Of all delights, this is the best.

Like rain clouds after a prolonged drought;

Young and strong the groom, lovely and tender
the bride.

Within the nuptial chamber,

Better than a thousand in gold is their wedding bliss.

With untiring passion, the phoenix turns, the dragon
whirls. *

A word to the neighbor’s rooster: don’t crow too
carly in the morning!
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*Dragon and phoenix represent groom and bride in
Cantoncse wedding phrascs.
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158 Smiling, we sing to our nuptial union. 159 Speaking of the fun of having wives:
It begins with a poem written on a red leaf.* You should have at least three or four—
The bliss of love, like fish in water, reaches up to The slender Feiyin on the left, the plump Yukwaan
the brows;t on the right,* ’
Inside the hibiscus tent, unrestrained is our passion.} O, that would be heavenly, even better than
A song of the peach.’ _ inittiortal i,
I'am in harmony with two delights in the fragrant Then, most provoking—
bedroom: ; Suddenly a jealous wind starts to blow:
Tonight, I've finally tasted the scent of rouge and ' Number One refuses to take you in; and Number Two

blossoms;

ignores you.
Next year, we will give birth to a son!

It’s a hell of a long night in solitary.
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*“Red leaf,” sec song 146. : * Allusions to Chinese bcauties: Feiyin (Zhao Fei-
‘ "*“Fish and water,” see song 130. yan) was a classic slender bem}f‘,{; Yukwaan (Yang
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i ¥“Song of the peach,” sce song 149. counterpart.
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160 I've examined the marriage laws:

The Western practice is the most civil.
i One man with one woman: happiness and harmony.
i Why in the world do Chinese men take in concubines
g And redeem their favorite prostitutes?
Lust and greed are an insatiable lot. i
When concubines all fight to butter up the First Wife,
! They’ll throw out the husband to sleep with only his §
il pillow until the rooster crows.
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One man paired with one woman,

Love, not jealousy, will prevail.

For peace and quiet at home, this is the only way.
If you insist like a tyrant on taking a concubine,
And indulging in pretty young women,
How can you avoid your wife’s lioness roar?*
You'll have to put up with her and suffer the pain.

Had you known what would happen today, how you

would have regretted your bchavior.

**“Lioncss roar,” see song 129.
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