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' VERSE BY ZHANG YUE ON
THE DANCING HORSES

Our sage emperor’s perfect virtue matches Heaven’s.

Heavenly horses have come for the ceremony from
far west of the pea. '
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The emperot’s dragon colts are well

- These celestial thoroughbreds are amazing,
Nimbly prancing’ they keep-in step with the music;
High-spirited, they step together, never deviating,
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-trained,

 THEEATE OF THE DANCING HORggs

Xuénzé_ﬁg once ordered that 2 hundred horses be
traineid to dance. They were divided intg 4 right
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124/ The Era of Division and the Tang Dynasty

and a left company and given names like Emper-

or’s Favorite or Pride of the Household, From :

“tirhe to time firk horses were received as tribute
from foreign states, and the emperor had these

trained as well. Every one of thern mastered the

most marvelous skills.

By imperial order, the horses’ cloths were of
fine embroidéry, their halters of gold and silver,
and their manes and forélocks ornamented with
pearls and jade. The tune they danced to was
called “The Upturned Cup,” and had several
dozen stanzas. They shook their heads and

~druthimed with their tails, moving this way and
_that, in time with the music. A wooden strucrure

with three tiers was set out and the horses would |

fide to the top, turning around as though ﬂjrin.g

- Sometimes strong fellows were.ordered to lift one

of the platforms and a horse would dance on top

of it, The musicians stood on all sides; front, back,

left, anid right, dressed in light yellow tunics with

belts of patterned jade. Only good-looking young:
men were chosen for this job. Each year at the -

Thousand-Autiimn celebration of the Emperor’s
birthday, the emuperor ordered the horses to per-
form by the Hall of Zealous Administration,

Later on, after [the rebellion of An Lushan and

the flight of] the emperor to Sichuan, the horses

were scattered, falling into private hands, An Lu-
shan had often seen them dance and was en-
tranced by them, and so had several sold to him
when he was in Fanyang. Tater these ended ap in

“the possession of [the general] Tian Chengsi whe ;

knew nothing about their background. Confusing
them with cavalry horses, he put them in the outer
stables,

‘Ore day when the soldiers were having acele-
bration and musicians started to play, the horses
began dancing and could not stop. The grooms
thought evil spirits had possessed them and hit
them with brooms. The. horses, thinking this
meant they were out of step with the music,
stooped and reared, nodded and strained; trying

.to reproduce their ofd performances, When the
stable master reported how weirdly the horses

were acting, Tian Chengsi ordered them whipped.
The more cruelly they were whipped, the more
precise their dancing becarme. The whippings were
ncreased until they fell dead in their stalls,

At the time there were in fact some men who
knew that these were the dancing horses, but out
of fear of Tian’s violent temper, never dared speak

up. -
Traﬁsléreci’ by Patricia Ebrey
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