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In the summer of 2001, during my year off before tenure, I had the pleasure of visiting

Vancouver under the pretext of attending an international Korean literature conference. I had

been invited as a juror for a translation competition, but the real reason I went was to visit

my old friend and colleague, Lew Waters. I had known him since 1984, when we were in

Korea studying language and literature as Fulbright Scholars. I was there as a folklorist, and

he was there to study modern poetry; we met in an intensive class at Yonsei University’s

Korean Language Institute and spent a great deal of time studying and drinking together. We

were both in our twenties: young, irresponsible, and full of intellectual energy.

In late spring of 1985, Lew and I narrowly missed being held hostage when Korean

university students took over the library of the United States Information Service for several

days. This was before students had begun to immolate themselves to protest American policy

in Korea (the way that Thich Quang Duc, the Vietnamese Buddhist monk, did in 1963—

Malcolm Browne’s photo burned into our collective memories); they had torched the U.S.I.S.

library in Taegu, but the takeover in Seoul was well-coordinated and relatively peaceful—

only a couple of Korean guards were manhandled. We offered the authorities our services as

intermediaries to help with negotiations, since we were both students ourselves and therefore

might have the trust of the Koreans, but the American State Department people had not been

kindly disposed to dealing with mere “graduate students,” even if we were there under the

auspices of the Fulbright program. In retrospect, I realize they were concerned with our safe-

ty, but in those naive and idealistic days, neither of us would have believed it to be their true

motivation. The person who had the unpleasant task of dealing with us was an American 8th

Army colonel, and he is the one responsible for the story that took the next sixteen years to

unfold.   

Colonel Noakowski dealt with us with great patience and a detectable degree of con-
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descension, but he was also good to us in an unexpected way. He happened to be related to

the great Reverend Gale, the missionary who had done pioneering translation of classical

Korean texts in the last century, and so the Colonel had a certain soft spot for us. He took us

onto the 8th Army compound in Yongsan, entertained us with a steak dinner at the Officer’s

Club, and even arranged, later, for us to take the tour of the notorious “Tunnels of

Aggression” the North Koreans had dug under the DMZ. He confessed to us that he had

acquired a taste for collecting antique Korean “knick-knacks,” and his great delight was in

showing us his personal study, in which he displayed a fantastic range of things whose true

value was unknown to him: 16th century folk paintings of mountain gods and Taoist sages,

panels from Buddhist temple walls, authentic masks from the T’alch’um, embroidered rank

insignia from Yi Dynasty silk robes. Even with our amateur knowledge of Korean antiquities

at the time, we could sense that many of his artifacts belonged in museums.

The afternoon of our last meeting with the Colonel, we had beers in his air-condi-

tioned study. It was a hundred degrees outside, the humidity oppressive and debilitating—one

of those days on which you could soak yourself in sweat just standing in the shade. The

Colonel let us browse among his things while he told us about the need for good translators

in Military Intelligence. I suppose he was trying, rather unsubtly, to recruit us with images of

exotic advanced military training and skullduggery. Lew was struck with the romance of

such images, but I had grown up as an Army brat, and knew the underbelly of the military

life. While the Colonel told Lew about the battle of White Horse Ridge, I noticed a small

stack of ricepaper pages on his desk. It was the beautiful calligraphy that caught my eye. I

could only read a dozen characters, since I had only studied Classical Chinese for a few

years then, but even so I could tell it was a narrative. I picked up the pages and flipped

through them, thinking it odd that the Colonel would have the unbound remnants of what
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appeared to be an antique book. The third page was a title page, and another narrative ensued

there. The title characters were Ke and Niao— “Song Bird.” I interrupted the Colonel and

asked him about the text. He didn’t read any Chinese, he said, but if I liked the calligraphy, I

was welcome to the pages. He had reams of it from an antique shop in Mary’s Alley, and he

used it to paper his walls. I thanked him and held up the text, which was about an inch thick.

He gestured that I was welcome to it, and so I put it in my shoulder bag. 

When I went back to the United States that fall, I left most of my Korean books with

Lew, including the “Song Bird” text. He was far better with Classical Chinese than I, and so I

told him to try his hand at reading it someday when he could make out all the archaic callig-

raphy. I had decided, by then, to focus on oral folklore and fiction from the modern period. I

confess now that it was largely due to my laziness. I preferred to rely on my native abilities

and my ear for colloquial Korean rather than pursue decades of training in the classics. Lew

was more of the archival literary scholar, and so I was happy to leave him my old dictionar-

ies and volumes of classics (which were expensive to ship back, in any case).

So that summer in Vancouver, Lew and I reminisced about our old days back in pre-

Olympics Korea. After the translation workshops—which were surprisingly fun for us—we

went out for dinner, then beers, then coffee, until we wound up in his office at the University

of British Columbia sometime after midnight. He wanted to show me something. A surprise

after fifteen years. It took a while to rummage through the disorganized stacks of papers on

his various desks, but then he found what he was looking for and handed me a dusty manila

folder of A4 paper. “Have a look,” he said. “Tell me if you remember what it is.”

The pages alternated between photocopies of Classical Chinese calligraphy and

English translation in which missing or unknown words were marked by blank brackets. I

knew it immediately. “This is the stuff I gave you from Noakowski,” I said. “You translated
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it.”

He nodded, sitting back in his swivel chair. “Read it and tell me what you think.” 

“Now?” I asked. It was nearly one in the morning and we had another workshop ses-

sion to attend at nine.

Lew turned on his Mac. “It’s not that long,” he said. “Read it and tell me if you rec-

ognize it. You’re the folklorist.”

I cleared a stack of dictionaries from a chair and sat down to read “Song Bird.” It

took only a few pages before I had an odd feeling about the story. Even with the missing

parts, which Lew had attempted to paraphrase in spots, I knew what it was. It was a variant

of Hans Christian Andersen’s nightingale story. 

The surprise on my face must have been obvious, because Lew said, “Well? I know I

heard this story somewhere, but I couldn’t for the life of me remember.”

“It’s Hans Christian Andersen,” I told him. “We found a Chinese translation of ‘The

Nightingale.’”

“Wasn’t Andersen a nineteenth-century writer?”

“Yes,” I said. “Most of his work was probably mid-eighteen-hundreds.” 

Lew handed me a sheet of paper that looked like a doctor’s report. I squinted at it. “I

had the paper dated,” he said. “The ricepaper goes back at least three hundred years.”

I suggested that perhaps it was old paper which someone had finally used in the nine-

teenth century. “The story is pretty close,” I told him. “A Chinese emperor, an unearthly

singer, a machine. The elements are mostly parallel from what I can see, though Andersen’s

is a bird and this one is a girl.”

“The ink is just as old,” said Lew. “Even accounting for the margin of error, the text

goes back about three hundred years.”
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“Then this is a pretty interesting discovery,” I said. I had him access one of the e-texts

of Andersen’s work online, and we began to compare “Song Bird” to an English translation

of “The Nightingale.” The parallels were uncanny, but it soon became clear that what we had

was an older Asian source for Andersen’s story. Lew and I spent the remainder of the night

and next day, sleepless, finishing the translation and ascertaining a probable history of the

Chinese text. 

After a visit to the UBC Asian collection, it was clear. “Song Bird” was a seven-

teenth-century Korean text contemporary to Kim Man-chung’s Buddhist novel, The Nine

Cloud Dream, but it was most likely a variation of a literary form called “Strange Tales”

from the middle of the Chinese T’ang Dynasty, sometime in the eighth century. (The irony,

or perhaps the synchronicity, did not escape us. I had gotten the pages from a descendant of

James Gale, whose translations of Classical Korean texts included one of The Nine Cloud

Dream, which he rendered as A Cloud Dream of the Nine.) Both my skills as a translator and

my knowledge of Classical Chinese had improved since my graduate student days, and so I

helped Lew put the finishing touches on his translation, working through the many blank

brackets often by looking up the etymologies of the obscure characters in Korean Ok Pyon

and in dictionaries of Chinese. I present our joint effort below.  

If you do not know the Andersen story, read “Song Bird” simply as a fable written by

a young seventeenth-century Confucian scholar to entertain an old master, perhaps to earn

points on the free essay component of a civil service examination. (The author’s identity is

yet to be discovered.) If you know “The Nightingale,” you will be surprised to discover that

this earlier tale has a distinctly different message. How it eventually came to Andersen and

why he chose to change the story, I have yet to ascertain, but while I go back to my research,

which has accumulated into quite a stack of papers in my office here in New Paltz, perhaps
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you will discover the answer in the story itself.  

•

Long ago, in the mythic times before the reign of the First Emperor Chin Shi Huang Ti,

there lived another emperor, a great but cruel man whose name has been forgotten.  His

is the tale I tell you now, before I, too, forget; because then it will be entirely lost—for-

ever—and no one will know the truth and the mystery of the fate that befell him.

This emperor’s name is not known to us, for it has been destroyed from all docu-

ments and monuments, but it is rumoured that his surname was Wang, and it is from his

name that we get our word for king.  His palace was the most wondrous in all the world,

greater than all the palaces of the past and greater, by far, than any that shall ever be.  It

was built of white alabaster and jade of many hues, its walls inlaid with precious and

semiprecious stones.  It was a place of such magnificence and delicacy that a visitor was

wont to hold his breath for fear of breaking something (and the penalty for breaking

anything in the Emperor’s palace, as you know, was one’s life, forfeited through the

most hideous torture).    

In the Emperor’s garden one could see the rarest of flowers from the world’s

most exotic places, and to remind the viewer of their rarity, tiny bells of transparent gold

were tied to them.  And when one brushed the flowers even most gently, or even walked

briskly past, the bells would tinkle melodiously, their pitches matched exactly to the

colour and fragrance of the blossoms from which they hung. Everything in the

Emperor’s garden was unique and remarkable, and it stretched so far from east to west

(to match the path of the sun) that even the Imperial Gardener himself had never seen
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the whole of it in all his lifetime.    

Those members of the Emperor’s court who were fortunate enough to have trav-

elled to the limits of his garden knew that there was a great wood, full of tall and regal

trees, that extended from there down to the sandy shore that bordered the realm of the

Dragon King. In this great wood—it was rumoured—there lived a magical bird that sang

in a human voice.  So beautiful was its song that the great trading ships that sailed along

the coast were often distracted and ran aground in the shallows; and their rescue was

invariably delayed because the local sailors would all pause, putting off their work, to

listen. 

Even the fishermen, who worked day and night to feed the Emperor’s court,

would stop to listen; and sometimes in the evening when they sat, exhausted, to mend

their nets, they would hear the song and be filled with a joy that gave them the energy to

begin again the next day. “How beautiful!” they would exclaim. “How beautiful is the

song of Ke-Niao!” And though they would hear the songs again and again, each time it

seemed they were hearing Ke-Niao for the first time.

Envoys and ambassadors from across the world came to visit the Emperor’s

great city, his palace, and the gardens. But those who had come by sea and heard Ke-

Niao’s song declared it to be the most fabulous thing of all, and upon their return to their

homes, they were full of her praise. And so it was that the scholars and historians and

adventurers of distant lands wrote their weighty tomes in which they described what

they knew of the Emperor’s realm, and all of them singled out the song of Ke-Niao as

its greatest wonder.  Poets waxed sentimental and nostalgic about the ethereal song of

the magical bird and memoirists all expressed, as their last wish, the hope to hear that

song again. 
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It was only a matter of time before one of these foreign books was seen by the

Emperor, for he was always suspicious and wanted to know what others thought of him.

Early one morning, in his pavilion that overlooked a meander of the misty River Li, the

Emperor happened upon a description of his land. It pleased him to no end to read such

lavish praises heaped upon his city, his palace, and his gardens. But then he found a

description of something of which he knew nothing, and he turned pale. “The magical

melody of Ke-Niao, the mythic songbird known to sing in the voice of a maiden, is the

most wondrous thing in the whole exotic and mysterious kingdom of Cathay,” he read. 

“What is this?!” shouted the Emperor. “How can there be such a thing in my

empire and I not know of it?” Immediately, he flew into a rage and called together all

the ministers of his High Council. And when they were gathered beneath his throne,

trembling with fear, he said to them: “I have read in a foreign book that there is a magi-

cal bird in my domain. It’s song is said to be the most wondrous thing in the world, and

yet I have never heard of it. Why have I never been told of it? And why is it that I, of all

mortal men, have never heard it?” 

“I have never heard of such a bird,” said the Chief Minister. “There has never

been word of such a thing during all my time in your court, your Excellency.”

“It is my wish that the bird sing for me this evening,” said the Emperor.  “If a

foreign barbarian can describe this bird and know of it more intimately than I, the

Emperor, then it should be easily found.”

“If such a bird exists, then I shall find it, your Excellency.”

“Indeed, you shall find it,” said the Emperor.  “Or you shall face my displeas-

ure.”  And he dismissed his High Council.

Where was this magical bird to be found? The Chief Minister suddenly realized
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he was all alone, for all the others had fled at their first opportunity, not wanting to share

his profound burden. The Chief Minister ran through the gleaming halls of the palace

calling upon anyone who might listen to him, but the few souls he found to question had

never heard of such a bird. So in his desperation he visited the Temple of Arcane

Wisdom, where he sought out the High Zoomancer, and he demeaned himself by asking

advice.

“Do not think me ignorant, for I am the Chief Minister chosen for my vast

knowledge,” he said to the Zoomancer. “But I must find what seems to be a mythic bird

called a Ke-Niao. Perhaps you could tell me where one is to be found nearby?”

The Zoomancer grimaced in what appeared to be pain. “Please excuse my limit-

ed knowledge, but Ke-Niao means ‘songbird,’ and the name can thus refer to any of a

thousand species and their many particular permutations. Perhaps if you could tell me

which particular songbird you seek, most noble Chief Minister?”

“Pah!” said the Chief Minister. And now fortified with this bit of zoological

knowledge, he returned to the Emperor and told him the account must be a fiction—

invented, no doubt, by a foreign barbarian to add colour to his description of their glori-

ous empire. “Your Excellency,” he said, “the Great Sage once said one must not believe

everything one sees, and even less those things seen in the pages of books.”

“The book from which I read,” hissed the Emperor, “was delivered to me by one

of my best spies. It was stolen from the great library of Alexandria, where all knowledge

is said to abide, and therefore it cannot be a false account.” He summarily dismissed the

Chief Minister to endure a torture known as the Thousand Kowtows upon the Mat of

Shards, and he announced to the others, “It is my intention to hear this Ke-Niao tonight.

If she does not appear and sing for me, I shall have the lot of you pickled in brine at the
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end of the evening.” 

“Your Excellency,” the ministers said in unison, kowtowing until their heads

touched the cold, polished stone of the floor. And they dispersed to all corners of the

palace, running up and down stairs from pavilion to pavilion inquiring about the myste-

rious bird known as Ke-Niao. Not one of them met with success, and as the day drew on

the ministers began to straggle back to loiter hopelessly in the courtyard, waiting for

their terrible fates.

But at last one of the ministers—an old man beyond despair—happened to ask

the orphan boy who swept the courtyard.

“Oh, I have heard Ke-Niao,” said the boy, too simple-minded even to speak in

honorifics. “In fact, I know her quite well.”

“What?” said the minister. “How is it that you can know a thing of which no one

in the Emperor’s court has heard?” But the other ministers had already gathered around,

and they said, “Tell us! Tell us! Is this the Ke-Niao that sings with the voice of a maid-

en?”

The boy was afraid now, and he cast his eyes down. “Yes, she can sing, and the

most wonderful songs,” he said. “When I am done sweeping the courtyard at night, I

return to the fishing village by the edge of the great wood. That is where I live. My

father was lost at sea and my mother died of a broken heart waiting for his return.”

“Enough about you!” said a young minister. “We want to hear what you know of

Ke-Niao.”

The boy fell to his knees in fear and mumbled apologies into the paving stones.

“Come,” said the old minister, lifting him. “Tell us about Ke-Niao as you will.”

“I am so tired when I return to the village. So tired and hungry, that I must stop
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halfway and rest by the edge of the wood. On the nights when Ke-Niao sings, I listen to

her song and tears come to my eyes…,” the boy began to cry, “…because then I remem-

ber the lullabies my mother used to sing, and it is as if she is embracing me again.”

“Boy,” said the High Minister, “if you take us to Ke-Niao, I will post you to the

imperial kitchen as a food taster, and you shall never be tired or hungry again as long as

you live. Take us to her so I may invite her to sing this evening in the palace.”

So the boy led the minister to the edge of the wood where Ke-Niao sang, and the

others followed behind. As the procession reached the edge of the great garden, they

heard a faint chanting.

“Ah,” said a junior minister, “we have found her already! What wonderful

singing—I have certainly heard it before.”

“No, that is the chant of the Emperor’s gardeners weeding,” said the boy. “We

have still a long way to go.”

After a while, when the ministers were growing tired and complained about their

shoes (which were made for the paved court, and not for walking upon a trail), they

heard a faint melody.

“Beautiful,” said the junior minister again. “Now I hear her. Surely that is the

voice of an enchanted maiden.”

“No, that is the sound of girls singing at a village well,” said the boy. “We have

still farther to go.”

Soon the ministers were all grumbling about the pains in their feet and the

aches in their backs. Several of them removed their tight shoes and swooned at the sight

of blisters on their delicate toes. Presently they heard a woman’s voice resounding softly

among the trees, and the junior minister leapt up, declaring, “Surely, this is she! How
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can a mortal man resist such enchanting music?”

“No,” said the boy, “that is a woodcutter’s wife singing for her husband’s safe

return.” 

By now the ministers were moaning and groaning, complaining that they could

walk no farther. They began to doubt the boy’s story; they sent one of their company

back to fetch palanquins for their return. As they paused to rest, many of their number

declaring that they could not rise again, they heard a clear melody echoing through the

wood. It caused them to lift their eyes upward, to rise, to look about. In a short while

even the oldest of the ministers was standing, full of energy and an unmistakable joy.

The usual downward turn of their mouths had transformed into expressions of peace,

and in some of them—most incredibly—into smiles. There was no doubt that what they

all heard was the song of Ke-Niao.

“Look, there she is,” said the boy. “There,” he said, and pointed to her when the

ministers looked about in confusion.

It was not a magical bird, as the ministers had expected and hoped to see. Ke-

Niao was not a bird at all, but a young girl perched upon a rock in the middle of the

stream, and she was washing a load of laundry as she sang.

“Can it be?” said the High Minister, “I never imagined she would be a peasant

girl. Surely, she is a heavenly fairy in disguise.”

“The magical bird must have taken this form to trick us,” said a younger minis-

ter. “We must call the High Priest to capture her.”

But it was soon clear to all that the magical voice was that of the girl. “Ke-

Niao,” called the boy, “the Emperor wants you to sing for him!”

“Oh, that gives me great joy,” said the girl, and she began another verse that
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caused the ministers to listen, dumbfounded.

“More beautiful than the sound of the golden glass bells,” said the High Minister,

when he was again able to speak. “How is it we have never heard of her before? She

will be a great success at court if we but change her homely appearance.”

Illustration by W. Heath Robinson for Hans Christian Andersen’s “The Nightingale” (Constable, 1913)

EnterText 3.2

Fenkl: Song Bird 38



“Shall I sing once more for you, dear Emperor?” asked Ke-Niao. So innocent

was she, that she believed herself to be in his presence.

“Sweet little girl,” said the High Minister, “do not be deceived by our regal

appearance. We are to the Emperor as the stars are to the sun. I have the great pleasure

of inviting you to the palace this evening, where you will gain his favour with your most

excellent song.”

“But if the Emperor is like the sun, then my song is best sung for him here in the

wood,” said Ke-Niao. But still, much to the relief of the ministers, she came willingly

when she heard it was the Emperor’s wish.

That evening in the palace, the walls and floors of polished alabaster and marble

glowed in the light of ten thousand lamps that burned only the smokeless oil of purest

pine nuts. The most exquisite flowers of the Emperor’s garden, with their tiny bells of

transparent gold, decorated the corridors; with all the rushing to and fro in the court,

their music was so loud that one could hardly be heard to speak.  

In the centre of the great hall, an elegant screen had been constructed for Ke-

Niao; it was made to look like a spring pavilion, and the skill of the imperial carpenters

was so great that one’s eye was tricked into believing it was a real pavilion in the dis-

tance, though it was only a small imitation. Ke-Niao was to sit behind this screen before

a bright lantern so that her silhouette would be cast upon the paper panels. In that way

could her voice be heard without its elegance being marred by her humble appearance.  

All the members of the imperial court were present, all dressed in their splendid

formal gowns of embroidered silk, and the orphan boy who swept the courtyard stood

by the door, for he was now an apprentice to the food taster. Every eye was turned to the

small pavilion in the centre of the courtyard when the Emperor nodded to the Grand
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Master of Court Music. A command was whispered behind the screen, the silhouette

moved, and an ethereal sound suddenly filled the room. It was a voice, so sweet and yet

so sad that its first notes brought tears to the Emperor’s eyes. Ke-Niao sang the Ballad

of Longing for Home, her silhouette gesturing plaintively, and soon there was not a dry

eye in the palace. 

And then, when all were ready to bear their poignant melancholy, she sang

another ballad that touched their hearts and filled them with a brilliant joy. The Emperor

was so delighted that he forgot his initial displeasure (for he had hoped she would be a

magical bird), and he declared that Ke-Niao should choose a jewel from among his per-

sonal treasures. “You may wear it around your neck to show that you have earned my

favour,” he said, but she declined the honour with thanks. 

“I have seen the Emperor’s tears,” said Ke-Niao, “and that is my richest reward,

for I am told they are rarer than the rarest jewels in all of Cathay.” And then she sang

again, more enchantingly than ever. 

Indeed, Ke-Niao’s visit was a most resounding success. She was now to remain

at court, to have her own quarters, with liberty to go out twice during the day and once

during the evening. Twelve servants were appointed to attend to her every need, and

they followed her everywhere as if they were bound to her by threads of silk. There was

no pleasure in this confinement, no matter how regal it appeared, for Ke-Niao was not

permitted to return home; her family, being lowly peasants, were barred from the palace

gates.  

Everyone in the capital spoke of the wondrous Ke-Niao, and when two people

met, one would say “Ke” and the other would say “Niao” and they understood what was

meant, for there was no other topic of conversation. Even the children of peasants were
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named after her, though there was little likelihood that they would ever sing a graceful

note.

Then, one day, the Emperor received a large casket on which was written, “The

Songbird Mechanism.” 

“Here is no doubt a multi-volume account that ventures an explication of our cel-

ebrated Ke-Niao,” said the Emperor. But instead of learned books, there was a work of

artifice contained in the casket, a mechanical mannequin made to look like the living

Ke-Niao, but covered all over with diamonds, rubies, and sapphires. Round its neck

hung a ribbon of gold foil on which was written, “From the King of Babylon, a humble

gift to the Emperor of Great Cathay.”

The Emperor’s artificers followed the enclosed directions: they filled the accom-

panying jar with a solution of pungent rice vinegar, and then, waiting forty-five degrees

on the intervals of the celestial clock, they uncoiled the two sheathed wires from the top

of the jar and attached them to the two small spheres of gold on the mannequin’s base—

one yin, the other yang—being sure that the wires did not touch each other. Then they

called upon the real Ke-Niao, and under the Music Master’s direction, they instructed

her to sing the Emperor’s favorite ballad, directing her sweet voice precisely midway

between the mannequin’s upraised silver mesh palms. 

And it was done. When the High Artificer pulled the red lever, the mannequin

swayed its torso and its arms as if it were alive, and a sweet voice issued from its breast

as if Ke-Niao herself were singing. But the mannequin could be made to sing most soft-

ly—at a whisper for the Emperor’s sole pleasure—or it could be made to sing so loudly

that the whole palace could hear without gathering in the main courtyard; all this at the

turn of a metal knob or the pull of a coloured lever. The mannequin’s greatest advantage
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was that it could sing the same ballad again and again, in precisely the same way, with-

out tiring or changing its inflection because of a mood or a vagary of thought. And fur-

thermore, it was a remarkable work of art, beautiful to regard and admire, unlike the girl

whose humble looks had to be hidden behind the paper screen. In a short while, the

Emperor much preferred the mannequin.

“Marvellous!” exclaimed all who saw it. The envoy who had brought the man-

nequin was sent back with a caravan of gold and seven imperial engineers to advise the

King of Babylon on the construction of his great tower.

“Surely, they must sing together,” said the members of the imperial court, “for

what a duet it would make.” But they did not get on well, for Ke-Niao sang in her own

way, each rendition different, though it might be the same tune, while the mannequin

could only sing the same single tune again and again in exactly the same way.

“That is not a fault,” said the Master of Music. “It is quite superior, for the man-

nequin’s song endures and preserves the timelessness of a melody which the girl alters

with each rendition.” Of course, he did not mention the fact that the mannequin’s song

had been sung first by Ke-Niao. And the people did not care, for the mannequin was so

much prettier to look at: it sparkled and shimmered when it moved its mechanical limbs.

No one noticed that its lips did not move (or perhaps they did not point out that flaw for

fear of the Emperor’s displeasure).

One hundred and forty-four times did the mannequin sing the same tune without

growing tired; and the people would gladly have heard it again, but the Emperor said the

living Ke-Niao should sing the song as well so that all could attest to the superiority of

the mannequin. 

But where was Ke-Niao? No one had noticed her when she climbed out of an
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open window and returned to her home at the edge of the great wood. 

“What uncivil conduct,” the Emperor said when her flight had been discovered;

and all the ministers of the court blamed her, saying she was a very ungrateful creature.

“But we have the better singer, after all,” said a junior minister. “What need have

we for the homely girl?” And they all listened to the song again, though it was now the

one hundred and forty-fifth time (and even then they had not learnt it by heart, for it was

a most difficult ballad).

Now the Master of Music heaped more and higher praise upon the mechanical

Ke-Niao.  “You must understand, your Excellency, that with a real singer we can never

tell what is going to be sung, but with this machine everything is known beforehand.

And unlike a voice from the human apparatus, this one may be interrupted at any

moment, thus allowing us to observe the fine transformations of tone within a single

note. No human voice can match the elegance of the mechanism.” And the Emperor was

pleased.

“Our thoughts match those exactly,” said all the ministers, and then the Master of

Music received permission to exhibit the mannequin to the public on the next festival

day, and the Emperor commanded that they should be present to hear it sing. When they

heard it they were like people intoxicated. They all praised it lavishly and kowtowed in

its honour, but a poor fisherman, who had heard the real Ke-Niao, said, “It sings prettily

enough, and the melodies are all alike, yet there seems something wanting. I cannot say

exactly what.” 

And after this, Ke-Niao was found in her village and sent to the dungeons,

though the Emperor spared her the usual tortures in an unexpected gesture of mercy. The

miniature pavilion behind which Ke-Niao had performed was left in one corner of the
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Emperor’s sleeping chamber, but the mannequin was placed on silk cushions and all the

gifts of gold and jewels that Ke-Niao had received were arranged in decorative piles

around it.  Soon it was given the official title “Tai Ke-Niao Chi,” which means “The

Great Mechanical Songbird,” and because he had decided the whole court must hear its

songs each day, the Emperor had it moved to an elaborate pedestal of white jade to the

left of his throne. (That was the side from which he listened best; for common folk the

left side is the side of the heart, but it is said the Emperor lacked that most human of

organs.)

The Grand Master of Court Music composed a learned work about the Tai Ke-

Niao Chi, which was full of the most obscure allusions to mathematics and cosmology,

and yet all the court claimed to have read it and understood it for fear of annoying the

Emperor. But when the Emperor himself examined the book and found it too obscure,

he threw the Grand Master of Court Music into the dungeon to endure a torture called

“Small Dragon Penetrates the Membrane of Sound.” Though it is said to be a painless

torture, all who suffer it go mad from the unbearable itching within the brain (and they

are said to have the most hideous appearance afterward, from self-inflicted gouges upon

their features).

So twelve months passed, and the Emperor, his court, and all of Cathay knew

every minuscule turn of the mannequin’s song; and now, for some reason, it did not

please them quite so much. When the Emperor learned that the common folk in the

streets could sing the ballad as well as he, a foul mood came over him and he ordered

the public performances to stop at once. It was most disconcerting. 

One evening, as the Tai Ke-Niao Chi was singing its song for the four hundred

and forty-fourth time and the Emperor lay in his bed listening, something went terribly
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amiss.  

Something inside the mannequin snapped, and the beautiful voice suddenly

ceased. What could be heard then was a rhythmic slapping which sounded, to the

Emperor, like the whipping wheel used in the torture of Ten Thousand Lashes. The

Emperor immediately sprang out of bed and called for his physician, but what could a

physician do for a machine? They sent for the High Artificer who, after a great deal of

mumbling and examination, made the mannequin sing again, but only through the work-

ings of a crude hand crank. And one could hardly call the strange sounds that issued

from the repaired Tai Ke-Niao Chi a song—though the tune was recognisable, the words

slurred and chirped and warbled like a collection of strange birds mimicking a girl’s

voice. 

The High Artificer explained that a vital part of the mechanism had broken from

overuse, and that many other gears and wheels were worn beyond repair. The Tai Ke-

Niao Chi must be used only sparingly—and very carefully—he said, if it was to work at

all. He suggested that it be played only on special public occasions, and then he quickly

retired to his quarters and took his own life, for he knew it was only a matter of time

before the Emperor would find fault with him and order him to the dungeons.

Now there was great sorrow in Cathay, as the Tai Ke-Niao Chi was only allowed

to play once a year; and even that was dangerous for the workings inside it. But the

Emperor purged the court of all Masters of Music, and he declared that the mannequin’s

song was as good as ever. No one dared contradict him.

Four years passed, and calamities came upon the land: earthquakes, floods,

famine, one after the other, until finally the ominous sign of the comet appeared. Having

thus lost the Mandate of Heaven, the Emperor grew sick and now he lay so ill that he
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was not expected to live (and secretly, it was hoped that some bold minister would put

an end to him). The people clamoured for news of his death so they could celebrate, but

no word yet came from the inner palace.

Cold and pale the Emperor lay in his royal bed; and the whole court waited anx-

iously for his death, for they were eager to appoint his successor. The ministers of the

High Council conferred through a day and a night and there were many plots afoot to

curry favour with the successor. Indeed, the inner palace was so busy that—under the

pretext of mourning—bolts of fine cloth had been laid down in the halls and passages so

that no footstep should be heard, and all was silent and still. 

But the Emperor was not yet dead, though he lay stiff and pale as alabaster on

his regal bed behind camphor-scented netting of the finest silk.  Outside the window the

full moon rose and shone its cold light upon the Emperor’s feverish brow. His breath

grew laboured, and when at length he opened his eyes he saw that there was a silhouette

on the screen of the small model pavilion. His eyes grew wide in surprise, for he

thought it must be Ke-Niao, but it was not. It was the shadow of Lord Yama, ruler of the

Kingdom of Death.

“I see out of respect for my position you have come in person and not sent your

lowly emissaries,” said the Emperor.

The Lord of Death did not answer. Instead his shadow lifted the shadow of the

Emperor’s crown and put it on. 

“I will not go so easily,” hissed the Emperor.

The Lord of Death raised his arms, and now, slowly intermingled with the moon-

beams, shade after shade appeared, the ghosts of all the innocents the Emperor had tor-

tured and executed. They all bore the expressions they had worn at the time of their
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death, and many were hideous or pathetic or pitiful to behold. A few faces were tranquil,

and these scared the Emperor far more than the others. 

“Do you remember us?” they asked, one after the other. “Do you remember what

you did to us?” they whispered in their plaintive voices.

The Emperor clamped his eyes shut and turned his face away from them. “I

remember none of you!” he cried bitterly. “Music! Music! Clang the gongs! Ring the

bronze bells! Anything to drown out these voices!” But the ghosts went on and on and

the shadow of Lord Yama nodded to them from behind the screen. 

“Sing!” the Emperor cried to the mannequin. “Sing, you infernal machine! I’ve

showered you with gold and jewels that would be the envy of princes. I’ve thrown mor-

tals whimpering into my dungeons for you! Sing for me!”  

But the mannequin was silent and still, for the foreign magic that gave it life had

finally run out and no one knew how to restore it. 

The Lord of Death continued to regard the Emperor with his fiery eyes, which

flickered in the shadow of his face, and the room was fearfully still. Suddenly there

came through the open window the sound of an ethereal voice. 

It was Ke-Niao, outside in the cool moonlight, singing the seven-part ballad of

Virtue and Longing. And as she sang, the ghosts grew paler and paler; the blood flowed

more freely in the Emperor’s veins, returning life to his limbs. Even Lord Yama himself

listened, distracted from his task, showing his pleasure with nods of his shadowy head.

At the end of the first verse, the Emperor turned his head toward her and said,

“Ke-Niao, dear Ke-Niao, do not stop now. Please, sing the next verse.”

“What have you to give me then?” she replied. 

“I am on my deathbed, little girl, and my life is dearer to me than anything. I
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give you my imperial crown.”

So Ke-Niao sang the next verse, and the Emperor and the Lord of Death listened,

and when it was done the Emperor said, “Ke-Niao, dear Ke-Niao, please do not stop

now. Please, sing the next verse.”

“What have you to give me then?” she replied. 

“I am on my deathbed, little girl, and my life is dearer to me than anything. I

give you my imperial seal.”

And so Ke-Niao sang the next verse, and the next, and the next, and each time

the Emperor gave up more of his worldly possessions. By the end of the sixth verse, he

had relinquished all the territories of his vast empire, his golden sword and his grand

armies, the fantastic treasures in his coffers, his ownership of ten million slaves. 

As she concluded the sixth verse, the Emperor said, “Ke-Niao, dear Ke-Niao,

you cannot stop now. Please, sing the final verse.”

“And what have you to give me?” asked Ke-Niao.

The Emperor was quiet for a while, and then he said, “I am on my deathbed, lit-

tle girl, and my life is dearer to me than anything.” And then, in a whisper, he said, “I

have nothing left to give you, dear Songbird.”

Ke-Niao bowed her head in apology. “I am sorry, my dear Emperor,” she said,

“but if you have nothing left to give, then I cannot sing the final verse.”

The Emperor closed his eyes and was still. His breaths grew shallow, and under

his eyelids his eyes moved as if they would roll upward in death. All was quiet for the

longest time, and then it was the Lord of Death who broke the silence.

“Sing,” he said, in his sonorous voice. “You cannot stop after six verses.”

“And what have you to give me, Lord Yama?” asked Ke-Niao. “What can you

EnterText 3.2

Fenkl: Song Bird 48



give me that the great Emperor could not give?”

“I give you his life,” said the Lord of Death, and there was a rumble in his

throat, and his silhouette seemed to grow and engulf the room before it receded once

again to be contained by the screen. 

“Thank you, my lord,” said Ke-Niao, and she sang the seventh and final verse of

the song. She sang of the silent tumuli where the ancients are buried, where white

peonies grow among the dolmens of stone, where the mimosa trees waft their perfume

on the breeze and the sweet grass is wet with dew of morning.  

Then the Lord of Death longed to go and see such beauty, and he floated out

through the open window in the form of a cold, white mist. 

“Thank you, thank you,” said the Emperor. “Ten thousand thank-yous, little Ke-

Niao. I replaced you with an mannequin and caste you into my dungeon, and yet you

have returned with your song. And though I failed your test, still you saved me from

death. How can I ever reward you, Ke-Niao, for I wish to give you something more, and

you have left me nothing but my life.” 

“You have already rewarded me more than you know,” said Ke-Niao. “You wept

the first time I sang for you, and I shall never forget that, for those tears were more pre-

cious than all the great riches you gave up tonight. I could not let Lord Yama take you,

dear Emperor, for how could I let you die when you have never truly lived? Now sleep

and grow well again, so you may learn why life is more precious than anything.”

And as she sang again, the Emperor fell into a deep, healing sleep. 

When he awoke, his fever had broken and the last beams of the setting moon

shone through his window. He sat up, feeling his ch’i, his life force, restored, and he

pulled down the camphored curtains and cast them across the floor. No servant had ven-
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tured into his room during the night. Only Ke-Niao was there, sitting at his bedside,

barely visible; she seemed as insubstantial as the moonlight, and yet she was still softly

singing.

“You must stay with me always,” said the Emperor, gently. “You may sing when

it pleases you, and the tunes may be of your own choosing. I will destroy this infernal

machine.”

“No,” said Ke-Niao. “Do not destroy the machine, for it did merely what was its

nature. Keep it as a reminder. I cannot remain here, and I cannot linger in my village,

but let me come and sing for you from time to time.”

The Emperor smiled, but his eyes remained sad.

“Do not worry, dear Emperor,” said Ke-Niao. “I return to you everything you

have given me, for in giving you have reclaimed all that is yours. I will sing to you from

a bough outside your window, in the evening, and sing to you so that you may be happy.

I will sing to you of joys and sorrows, of those who prosper and those who suffer, of the

good and the bad that are all around you. Wherever you are, I will come, and I will sing

to you. But you must promise me one thing.” 

In the last light of the moon, she was paler than the most regal courtesan. For an

instant the Emperor marvelled at how a homely peasant girl had become such a beauty,

and then he knew that neither her pallor nor her beauty were of this world, for she was

no longer flesh, but made of the waning light.   

“Anything,” said the Emperor, and his voice cracked and tears filled his eyes. “I

promise you anything, Ke-Niao—even my life, for now that is rightfully yours and not

mine.”

“I ask only that when I come to sing for you again, I will sing to a man and not
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an Emperor.” And with these words, Ke-Niao bowed and took her leave. When the mist

cleared from the Emperor’s eyes and he could see again, the moon had set and she was

gone.

It is said that when the servants came in the morning to tend to him, they found

the Emperor’s bed empty. The court was in an uproar, but only briefly, because everyone

had hated the man. No funeral was held, for there was no body. And when the successor

took the imperial throne, things went on as if the old Emperor had never ruled. Indeed,

he was so reviled that all mention of his name was stricken from the official histories.

It is also said—and this may be mere legend—that the Emperor had left in the

night, changing into humble clothes and washing the dye from his hair. No one recog-

nized the wizened old man who limped out of the gates of the great city and wandered

into the mountains to become a hermit. They say that having lived his first life as

Emperor, Wang lived his next as a mere man, and so he finally learned what it was,

truly, to live as a mortal should.

For Charlotte Church
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