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Into«the Mist

THE WORD ‘MISTY’ (menglong ) runs through these pages. Zao Wou<ki’s paintings of the
decade 195564 grow progressively larger, wilder, more faint, more misty, even invisible.! The
technique of Zhao Zhenkai’s long story ‘Waves’ is characterized by its critic Yi Yan as misty.?
In Gu Cheng’s poem translated here as ‘Nostos’ we have the line: ‘to pass the misty first light of
dawn’ EBFRREAT & .

To translate menglong as misty is to convey only a part of the meaning. It is a word rich in
associations, and to try to define it with any precision is self-defeating. Like so many of the old
two-syllable words in Chinese it conveys a feeling, a texture, évokes a series of complex images
—the moon about to go behind a cloud, a landscape seen through snow or drizzle; its individual
component characters and related compounds (same phonetic but different radicals—sun, water,
eye, bamboo, grass) suggest something concealed, a veiled prospect, a hidden light or a half-light,
the sun about to rise, a meaning opaquely hinted at, a focus blurred, a state between dreaming
and waking, a ‘fuzzy’ spectrum of values in place of a clearcut bipolarity. In the mist there is a
hint of mystery, even mysticism. It is the aura breathed by the mountains in the great landscape
tradition of Chinese painting, the luminous cloud of the Daoist immortal, drifting back towards
its source, the primordial flux. The French have the ideal word for it: (poésie) floue.3

‘Misty” was adopted as a shorthand compromise to denote the new and controversial poetry
written in China during the past decade by a loosely associated group of young poets, including

ISee p. 18 above. Kong, suggested ‘hermetic’—which does indeed con-
) vey an important part of the meaning. For the French,
See p. 168 above. see Doc(k)s N° 41, Hiver 81/82, edited by Julien

3 Blaine et al.,, to date the best anthology in any
Bonnie McDougall, in her excellent introduction  Western language of Misty poetry. As Ferdinand
to Bei Dao’s Notes from the City of the Sun (Cornell,  Godard notes (p. 338), the word floue conveys well
1983), prefers to reinterpret the word as ‘shadows’  both the ‘mists and the diaphanous light’ which bathe
and to call menglongshi ‘a poetry of shadows’. Pro- the poetry. ’
fessor A.C. Graham, during a recent visit to Hong
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the seven represented in this anthology.# Another expression I once heard applied to this same
school of writers is ‘edge-ball literature’ #2837 22, a term taken from ping-pong: the shot grazes
the edge and is accepted within the rules of the game, while being at the same time almost un-
returnable. By contrast a ball that bounces normally (in a straightforward fashion) can be
returned normally, and a ball that lands beyond the edge loses the point outright.

In 1931 Yu Pingbo &Z1A, the distinguished essayist, poet and scholar of The Story of the
Stone, wrote an essay entitled “The Mystery of Poetry’, in which he used the term ‘misty’ to refer
‘to that quality in poetry which defies normal logic, as when an image or phrase leaps directly from
the subconscious, without interference from the conscious mind. Inspiration propels the poet
along this short cut to poetic achievement, and he is himself often stumped for a logical explana-
tion of what he has written. Yu quotes as an extreme example Xie Lingyun’s #&E dream-
dictated line #¥E4FE, of which Xie said: ‘These words are not mine; a spirit helped me.’¢

As many critics have pointed out, this literary mist has a long and rather formidable Chinese
pedigree. The Story of the Stone itself is surely the menglong novel par excellence. Yan Ming
284 lists as ‘Old-style Misties’ the poetry of Ruan Ji Bt%g, Li He #=&, Li Shangyin Z=Ek&, Wen
Tingyun & %% and Mao Wenxi £30%%; the lyric verse (ci £7) of the Tang, Five Dynasties and
Southern Song; and the modern poets Dai Wangshu #24F and Li Jinfa 2245 from the 30s and
the Shanghai Nine Leaves Group (LZ£) from the 40s.7 ' '

To the Western reader poetic density, found in every period, but most characteristic of
modernism, is a commonplace. However we may understand or mythologize the workings of
imagination and inspiration, we recognize that the leaps of the ‘true inward creatrix’ and the
transformations wrought in the ‘deep well of unconscious cerebration’ sometimes entail a degree
of obscurity and ambiguity—1ike darting fish with the hooks in their gills, dragged from the
depths of an unplumbed pool, . . . like birds on the wing and the arrow strung to the bow—down
they drop from out of the cloud.”® In bodying forth the form of things unknown, logical pre-
cision and overt statement are not always possible or even desirable. This is, as Yip Wai-lim puts it,
all ‘an integral and indispensable part of the hermeneutic habits of readers in pre-1949 China and
in the West.”9 Or, in the words of Havelock Ellis:

If art is expression, mere clarity is nothing. The extreme clarity of an
artist may be due not to his marvellous power of illuminating the
abysses of his soul, but merely to the fact that there are no abysses to
illuminate . . . . The impression we receive on first entering the presence
of any supreme work of art is obscurity. But it is an obscurity like that
of a Catalonian cathedral which slowly grows more luminous as one
gazes, until the solid structure beneath is revealed.1®

In recent years the veteran Chinese poets Ai Qing, Tian Jian and Zang Kejia, with other
representatives- of the currently entrenched literary bureaucracy, have availed themselves of ‘misty’

4For the compromise, cf. Gu Cheng’s ‘Mondo’ on
p- 187 below.

SSee his Zabanr zhi er SRz, repr. 1983
Jiangxi People’s Press, p. 15 ff.

Svu is quoting from Zhong Yong’s #UER Shi Pin
Fin, B,

m

7See his article in Poetic Explorations #FHR

1982.2, pp. 92-6.

7

8Colericlge and Henry James, quoted by John
Livingston Lowes in The Road to Xanadu, Picador
1978, p.52. Lu Ji p&8%, Wen Fu 30, tr. E.R. Hughes,
Pantheon 1951 , pp. 96-7.

9From Yip’s preface to a forthcoming book of
Yang Lian’s poetry.

10From Havelock Ellis, Impressions and Com-
ments, vol. 1. Quoted in The Art of Life, Constable,
n.d., pp. 41-2.
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‘And now, one of the Misty Poets is going to
recite some of his poems for us. ...’

. ‘ ‘ . CARTOON by Hua Junwu—April 1981.
b1 ¢ 3 “_L M [ = S - ” .
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as a term of abuse, handy for putting down a new development in poetry which they clearly feel
to be threatening. But the word itself, with its built-in ambiguity, has rebounded on them, and
grazed the edge. For the veil of obscurity implies the hidden light, and for some readers to brand
a poet as ‘misty” is a recommendation, an indication that his work may contain something authen-
tically poetic. Ai Qing calls the Misties the ‘smash-and-grab’ poetry camp ¥THit&JR. ‘They plagia-
rize my work, then pack me off to the crematorium.’ Their work, he protests, is incomprehensible,
and does not serve the people. As Zang Kejia puts it: “They discredit the reputation of contem-
porary poetry and poison the minds of a minority of the people. The great mass of people abhor
such poetry because it lacks the breath of daily life and the spirit of the times. It is‘a lone, funereal
voice, bewitching readers with its morose, despairing tone.” And Tian Jian sums up his attitude
in these words: ‘If the political and ideological content of the poem is not high there is no further
need to discuss it. I advocate writing in the popular style, poems that go out into the people. Can -
Misty Poetry serve the people? Can it serve socialism?’!1

Ai Qing’s determination to dispel the poetic mists dates back at least to his series of aph-
orisms On Poetry, written in 1938-9.12 In the present context it has acquired a new significance,
and a more strident note, since the mists against which he is now doing battle harbour spiritual
pollutants innumerable, among them individualism, alienation, self-expression, even existentialism,
considered by the custodians of public mental health to be the greatest threat to the minds of the
younger generation. It is certainly a tribute to the continued power of poetry within China
that the Misties should have drawn so much of the fire of the Spiritual Pollution non-campaign
of late 1983, itself a spiritually degrading spectacle, enlivened only by the occasional Monty
‘Pythonesque absurdity (e.g. ‘Tibet’s Party Secretary warns the region’s largely illiterate yak-
herders against the Jean-Paul Sartre concept of alienation. .. ’).13 o

Mrhese quotations can be found in ‘Misty 1256¢ A Qing’s On Poetry i, Hong Kong,
Debates’, Rolling Stock 4, 1983, Boulder Colorado, Cosmos Books 1980, pp. 31-2 and 40-1.
translated by Debby Davison from Su Liwen’s #R31Z3C
article in The Seventies 24K, Nov. 1981. 13S0uth China Morning Post, March 25, 1984.
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-The anti-misty invective is of literary interest only in that it expresses rather poignantly
the deep gulf between the embittered older generation of poets, whose own inspiration has dried
up, and the new generation, who (after all) are only trying to revive the long dormant creative
experiments in which their elders themselves once participated.

More subtle and reasonably argued, within the framework of a more flexible literary
Marxism, is the debate between critics such as Sun Shaozhen BR#E#E and Cheng Daixi Z{UEER.
Sun, in a controversial essay, has hailed the new misty poetry for embarking on a ‘search into the
secrets of life dissolved in the heart and mind’, for its ‘expression of the self’, while Cheng has
come to the attack, denouncing its petty-bourgeois individualism and anti-rational anarchism.
Yuan Kejia 3713 has adopted a middle (and more academic) position, claiming that the
modernist concern with language is at least good poetic training.!4 From the misty camp itself,
Xu Jingya #k&&8 (singled out as a chief target during the Spiritual Pollution months of late 1983)
and Chen Zhongyi BR{##£, among others, have written extensive and articulate expositions of the
‘new poetry’, from very much an insider’s point of view.1%

Most intelligent observers agree that the problem with this ‘problematic’ poetry is not really
one of obscurity or incomprehensibility. Bonnie McDougall, translator of Bei Dao’s poetry,
writes that °...any young readers and some older ones. .. readily supply for themselves the
unspoken implications of the sometimes cryptic lines.’l6 In other words, they see the moon
through the mist. William Tay quotes a teacher writing to Poetry 57 in November 1980: ‘Ob-
scurity is partially the result of hiding a strong political content behind startling poetic devices
and a special mode of presentation.”” The message is clear enough. As Gu Cheng says, ‘actually
it is not misty at all.... Some areas are in fact becoming gradually clearer.” Yang Lian’s ‘The
Torch Festival’ is, in Yip’s words ‘perhaps the most luminous expression of the mental and
emotional horizon of the young poets of his generation’; the hidden light casting these poetic
shadows ‘evokes in the readers’ minds certain responses, certain possible directions of thought
that they (the critics) cannot intellectually keep under control. Such imagery is, therefore, poten-
tially dangerous.”®

Some of these poets have been translated into Western Languages (English, French, German,
Swedish). But this is the first time their work has been represented extensively in English. The
seven selected here cover a wide range of styles. They all published work in the seminal magazine
Today, have continued to write since the closure of the magazine, to produce their individual
samizdat collections, and to be published sporadically, depending on the direction and force of
the prevailing wind. Jiang He and Yang Lian can be seen as a school-within-a-school; their poetry
is longer, less personal and less lyrical, more public and concerned with large philosophical and
historical themes, less closely worked, more rhetorical. Yang Lian in his most recent work is
exploring a new range of ideas and developing new and more refined techniques, a more individual
voice, with which to express them.!® Mang Ke is considered by many to be the founding father
of the movement—his poems published here were written in the early 70s—while Bei Dao, Gu
Cheng and Shu Ting have all explored and extended in their different directions the vein of haiku-

1"'"l."his’ is based on William Tay’s paper “‘‘Obscure
Poetry ”: A Controversy in Post-Mao China’, presented
originally at the Conference on Contemporary Chinese
Literature, St. John University, N.Y., 1982, and
included in Jeff Kinkley ed., After Mao: Chinese
Literature and Society, 1978-81, Harvard University
Press, forthcoming.

155ee pp- 59-65 above for an extract from Xu’s
essay. For Chen Zhongyi, see the undated fifth poetry
supplement to Hua Cheng 1€, pp. 179-185.

‘16McDougall, op. cit.,p. 7.

Y 1ay, op. cit., MS p. 17.

18vip, op. cit.

19See, for example, his ‘Nuo-ef—lang' HEH in
Shanghai Literature 1983 .6, and also ‘Tian Wen’ Xf4,

in Shi Feng #B. No. 115, Hong Kong Jan. 1984,
pp. 11-17.
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THE COVER OF TODAY NO. 8 (1980), a special
issue devoted to poetry including work by Bei Dao,
Gu Cheng, Jiang He, Mang Ke, Shu Ting, Yan Li, Yang
Lian and nine other poets.

like lyricism that Mang Ke opened. Yan Li has been included as a tangible link between the poets
and the more internationally famous art group, the Stars, with which they have such close af-
finities, and some of whose work we have chosen to acompany this anthology.

The more sophisticated modernists in Taiwan may find the language of these poems jejune.
But they should not forget that this is the first real experimentation with poetic language within
China since 1949. This poetry has an authentic inspiration and passion. If there is an alternative
culture in China today, this is its voice. It speaks for its generation; and over and above that for
the rediscovery of the poetic pulse of one of the world’s great literary traditions.

—_JOHN MINFORD

CALLIGRAPHY of Wang Duo £#, Ming dynasty.
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Gu Cheng: Misty Mondo

Questions and Answers abour ‘‘Misty” poetry
Q.: Please describe “Misty” poetry, and its more widespread characteristics.

A.: The term “Misty” poetry has a very Chinese ring to it, and its invention was
quite natural. In fact, this kind of new poetry had already been in existence
for several years before the term’s invention, but had not been duly christened.
By the time people began to pay attention to the new poetry it had lived
through a difficult childhood and entered a rapid adolescence. What was it
to be called? Different people gave it different names, from their different
points of view: Modern New Poetry, Misty Poetry, Peculiar Poetry . ... Later
the controversy over it broke out and there was a need for a name that would
be commonly accepted. “Misty” was adopted as a compromise.

Certain fellow-poets and I have all along considered the term “Misty”
in itself somewhat misty. What after all does “misty” mean? Traditionally, it
describes objects such as “flowers viewed in the mist” or “‘a ferry crossing in
the moonlight haze”. According to the new critique it refers to the symbolic,
the suggestive, the remote conception; alternation of impressions, juxtaposition
of conscious and unconscious, etc. There is some truth in this. But these are
not I think the main characteristics of the New Poetry. Its main characteristic
is that it is real-—moving from objective reality to subjective reality, from
passive reflection to active creation.

Actually it is not misty at all, but the awakening of an aesthetic conscious-
- ness. Some areas are in fact becoming gradually clearer.

Q.: But some people claim that the main characteristic of the New Poetry is the
difficulty of understanding it. What do you think about the problem of “under-
standing” and “not understanding” poetry?

A.: To put it in a more literary way, understanding is ‘comprehension.

I do not think it has ever been easy to comprehend either poetry or Man.
This comprehension is dependent on two participators, the writer and the
reader. Many elements are involved on both sides. They are mainly: different

Mondo: a rapid question and answer technique employed in Zen Buddhism by a master seeking to lead a
pupil into transcending the limitations of conceptual thought.
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SCULPTURE by Wang Keping
F 34, born 1949.

levels of aesthetic appreciation, differing aesthetic modes, differences in ob-
jective experience, in subjective disposition; and the success or failure of the
writer in the moment of self-expression.

Firstly, the levels of aesthetic appreciation.

Everybody who understands some basic theory knows that aesthetics has
no cast-iron scale of measurement; it is a developing consciousness, accom-
panying the progress of mankind and the growth of the individual. For man-
kind, it is a river always reaching farther; for a normal individual, it is a tree
always growing higher.

Once, .in the years when I usually read comics, I stumbled across Walt
Whitman. I was greatly shocked. Surely he was mad? His words were ungram-

“matical and illogical. Then why were they published? Was the publisher mad

too?

Of course, later on I gradually came to comprehend; from the “Song of
the Stream” /N&FA ! to “The Long River” EE/FAK; from O. Henry to
Jack London; to Victor Hugo, to Romain Rolland, to Tagore . .. . When I read
The Songs of the South and Leaves of Grass again, | was deeply affected. This
was different from the shock of my childhood. This was overwhelming.

'Ed. note. Bonnie McDougall has identified the first of these titles as one of Yan Wenjing’s & 5 children’s
fables. See Yan’s Tonghua yuyan ji &:i58 =% (Peking 1982).
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I have asked my fellow-poets, and found that they have all had the same
experience. Each has had one or several favourite works, at different periods,
at different levels of aesthetic appreciation. The favourite is always changing.
In the end, what one likes is usually what has been accepted by all mankind.

- And these works (except children’ literature) will not be understood at
primary school.

That is a normal phenomenon.

Besides the different levels of aesthetic appreciation that may cause a _
gulf in comprehension, differing modes of perception and differing aesthetic
conceptions may also create difficulty in understanding. Among these modes
and conceptions, some can and should co-exist; others are part of the func-
tional consciousness left over from our “age of havoc”, a consciousness which,
even according to our traditional aesthetic concepts, must be considered
abnormal. ‘

In the period of the Gang of Four people became accustomed to thinking
of literature as mere explanation of policy between beautiful covers, as one of
the many ways of eliminating illiteracy. And the writing of poetry became the
competitive versification of editorials. Later the situation improved somewhat.
From the time of the April the Fifth Movement [Tian’anmen Incident], poetry
began to tell the truth. It had the chance to recover and develop. Soon there
was a breakthrough in reflecting social problems, and poetry gained an inde-
pendent social value of its own. This was exciting. But was it all? Man embraces
many other realms. In these realms our ancestors once sowed and harvested.
The fruits they reaped have become everlasting stars in the sky of mankind.
Yet some years ago these realms were mostly covered with wild grass. These
realms are the world of human psychology, the vast world of nature, and the
world of the future, which man cannot clearly fathom.

These realms must be opened up again and broadened; the vitality of the
Chinese people must find expression. It is for this that there are explorers.
They respect the ancient masters of the art of poetry, but they do not repeat
ancient methods of husbandry, for repetition is no artistic labour. The fervour
of their creative aspirations drives them to express the needs and ideals of the
new generation.

(““Misty” poetry is simply one of their means of expression.)
Why are those who like “Misty” poetry mostly young people?

Why is it that the hearts of so many young people, who do not otherwise
read widely, can beat together, across great distances of space, through the
medium of this “Misty” poetry?

Is this some surreal intuition? No! It is the shared experience of the
younger generation, the shared reality they face, and the shared ideals they
pursue.
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Of course this pursuit has its price. In exploring any new path in art you '
will always encounter more brambles than flowers. But a nation must have
some such people to sacrifice themselves; for among them, some, along the trail
blazed by the failures of their companions, will eventually discover new land,
new areas of the heavens.

.We have paid an enormous price, and we have begun to understand that
neither politics nor materialism can substitute for everything. If a nation wants
progress, it needs more than electronic technology and scientific management;
it needs a highly advanced spiritual civilization, and that includes the creation
of a modern, a new aesthetic consciousness. Beauty will no longer be prisoner
or slave, it will shine with as much light as the sun and the moon. It will rise
high in the heavens to drive away the shadow of evil. Through the windows of
art and poetry it will cast light on the hearts of both the waking and the
sleeping.

That the next generation may rise higher than ours, these windows must
be more numerous, larger and cleaner.

From Literature Press
X2k, Shanghai, March 17, 1983.

. tr. SEAN GOLDEN,
with DAVID WAKEFIELD and SU KUICHUN



HIE LI —EERE 2
Hong Huang: The New Poetry—A Tuming Point?
(A Misty Manifesto) |

1. Birth of the New Poetry :

A new kind of poetry has been born.

It is flowing in the winds and waters of our land, in the blood and breath of a
new generation. Some call it a revolution; others an invasion of the world of Chinese
poetry by Western monsters. But its birth is an incontrovertible fact.

It has been given a variety of names: symbolist, surrealist, “‘misty B, even
impressionist. In fact, it is none of these. We should rather call it a new embodiment
of the national spirit, the voice and pulse of the thinking generation, a reaction to
the poetic disease of the past two decades. Or just simply the New Poetry.

Its birth is no secret. : ' .

Since the fall of the Gang of Four, China has seen the dawn of a Renaissance.
Prose (fiction, reportage, etc.) is moving toward reality. So too is poetry. The prose
reality is objective; the poetic reality subjective, knowledge of the true self, a
passionate rejection of alienation.

This breakthrough in content has led to a breakthrough in form. Now that the
poet’s own wealth of authentic feeling has replaced an abstract, false and prejudiced
set of “intents” as poetic material; now that a truly vital self, one endowed with
dignity, intellect and a complex inner life, has appeared in poetry; now that poetry
is no longer hack literature, no longer the mouth-piece of
politics; now that we are standing face to face with this
land imbued with suffering and yet full of hope, musing on
this sorrowful but radiant dawn; we need our own stance,
our own voice.

We have substituted irregular lines for ornate paral-
lelism. Rhythm has been given a new meaning. It is con-
ceived of as the vibration of the poet’s feelings, which he
projects directly into his poems, no longer through some
static system of poetic conventions. Form has become
simply an extension of content.

The real iden.tity of the author of this essay has not been established. The

editors of Today accepted it and published it under the pseudonym Hong
Huang.

Material not available due to
copyright restrictions.



192 RENDITIONS 1983

Like Debussy, we substitute colouration for functional organization, rich visual
imagery for auditory pleasure. Rhyme is neglected, even abandoned altogether. In
terms of art psychology, we do not seek to achieve the fleeting pleasure of the
reader at the moment of perception, but rather endeavour to imprint images in his
mind and thereby to arouse him to imagining and thinking. Here we have reversed
the famous dictum of the poet: “Music above all else.”

The traditional, simple, harmonious beauty we replace with a rich, uncom-
fortable tension. We are seeking not serenity, but impulse.

The most severe accusation levelled against the New Poetry is that it is too
Westernized, a betrayal of our national heritage.

This question must be answered.

II. What can we learn from Chinese classical poetry?

At the end of the 1950s, a debate was conducted criticizing the “formlessness”
of the “new poetry” of the time. The conclusion was reached that poetry should
develop on the dual basis of folk song and the prosodic rules of classical poetic
composition. This was a victory for classicism, and virtually determined the poetic
orientation of the following two decades. To defend the new poetic revolution, a

- re-appraisal of this debate is imperative.

Is it necessary to prescribe a form for New Poetry? Is it evil to refrain from
so doing? Surely not. Surely no such necessity exists.

To prescribe a form is to prescribe an evolution according to formula. True,
our classical poetry (shi, ci, and qu) is thus formalized, and classical opera, even
literati painting, tends towards formalization, tends to be formulaic. Their rich re-
pertoire of artistic devices (prosody, lyric metre) achieves an abstract formal beauty.
The advocates of “formalization” usually emphasize musical beauty as an artistic
effect. A talented poet should indeed possess a sensitive ear and a sense of musical
beauty; he should convert emotional thythm accurately into poetic rhythm. The
musical beauty of poetry, therefore, is a creative artistic means, not a pure tech-
nique. The unlimited creative potential of art should not be confined within the
limitations of a technical formula. It is true that it requires less effort to create a
rhythm according to a ready-made formula than it does to create one in free verse;
but this very ease limits the creativity of the poet. Great lyric poets of the past, of
course, chose differing lyric metres to suit their subjects; and out of the strict
prosody of new style Regulated Verse, the great master Du Fu created musical
beauty. But surely, in today’s uniquely complex emotional world, when the
emotional rhythm and colouring of every line of poetry are absolutely “indivi-
dualized”, it is hard to imagine how the poetic thythm should not be equally “in-
dividualized”. Even the “technical” #&# school of the Ming dynasty, the strongest
advocates of imitation and musical effect in poetry, did not identify “technique”
with prosodic rules, and preferred the less rigid Old-style Verse ##5% to the strict
Regulated Verse 5#25%, as it gave freer rein to the musical creativity of the poet.
Li Dongyang 2 ®F wrote that a slavish imitation of prosodic rules actually “bridled
the expression of personal feelings %3 A 15", (See his Huailutang shihua S

#%4%). Why then should we emphasize a “formalization” based on traditional classi-
cal prosody? '
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It was the most worthless imitators of the classics, the “early and late Seven
Masters” of the Ming dynasty, who lost the brilliant spirit of Tang poetry.

Prosodic rules do not merely reflect the patterns of language, they should also,
and more essentially, reflect the rhythm of life. Both Whitman and the Victorian
poets used the English language. But Whitman, when confronted with the vast
rugged landscape of the New Continent, with' the mighty labours of the pioneers,
created a tone and a style totally different from those of the English poetic tradi-
tion. In the same way the two-stress four-character line found in The Book of Songs
%€ can only reflect the rhythm of the primitive productive labour of the pre-Qin
period. In a thinking era, in a society that is embarking on modernization, it is
unimaginable that we should continue to use a poetic rhythm evolved under the
agricultural mode of production. We do not deny the existence of some good new
works in folk-song style, especially narrative poems like Wang Gui and Li Xiang-
xiang EEBEZEEE and Zhanghe Shui #EimK. But they are almost all without
exception about country life. Agricultural production had, after all, not changed
greatly since ancient times. We can predict with confidence that with the agricultural
modernization of our country, a new rhythm will appear in folk poetry!

What, then, should we learn from classical poetry?

The lesson is precisely what some friends dismiss as insignificant, precisely what
they regard as a defect of our New Poetry.

We should revive the rich visual-imagist tradition of Chinese poetry, what
Hulme called a ‘visual, concrete language”, and oppose external logic and syntax
as the sole source of poetic creation. The American imagist poet Ezra Pound wrote:
“It is . .. because certain Chinese poets have been content to set forth their matter
without moralizing and without comment that one labours to make a translation.”
This is not worshipping and fawning upon things foreign. Ouyang Xiu BB said
long ago, “the poet’s task is to present an elusive scene so that it seems to appear
before the (reader’s) very eyes, and to contain therein the endless meaning beyond
words”; or, as Wang Fuzhi £3Z put it, “true profundity is attained when the poet
implants feeling in the scene, in such a way that no sign of the intent is visible.”

We should revive the many levels of meaning, the ambiguity that is part of the
tradition of the Chinese classical poetic language. This is a quality that has been
singled out for comment by many Western sinologists. And yet this is not worship-
ping and fawning upon things foreign either. Sikong Tu F1Z[H, after all, sought the
“flavour beyond flavour 3%+ %", the “resonance beyond harmony #4+ 2%, the
“image beyond imagery ®/2Z %", the “meaning beyond words E42%”. Yan Yu
B urged ‘“‘the use .of living language AZ:iE4), advised the poet ‘‘not to be
trammeled by words R&ESE".

We must revive the suggestive quality traditionally associated with Chinese
poetic conception. This may coincide with contemporary Western poetics. But it is
certainly not worshipping and fawning upon things foreign. The Tang poet Dai
Shulun ##f& said of the ideal poetic conception: “It is like Lantian in the warmth
of the sun, the aura of fine jade wavering in the heat, to be viewed from afar, not
scrutinized.” And Sikong Tu: “To describe it from a distance is to be there; to
approach it is to negate it.” Wang Shizhen £+ borrowed the terminology of art-
criticism in his description of poetic imagery: “In the distance, the mountains have
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no folds, the water no ripples, the faces no eyes.” Are we to criticize these ideas as
too “obscure”, or “misty BERE?

We must revive the four-dimensional perspective of the Chinese poetic tra-
dition. We must apply the artistic technique of multiple development of ideas. This
is not a poetic extension of Picasso’s aesthetics; to understand it, just read the
magnificent poetry of the Tang dynasty!

We believe this to be the essence of the classical tradition in Chinese poetry.

We live in an era of world cultural interfusion. The magnificent heritage of
Eastern classical painting, drama and poetry has influenced the modern Western
arts. Similarly, in drawing on the modern arts of the Western world, we can come
to understand more deeply the true value of our own artistic tradition; we can
combine this tradition more harmoniously with the content of modern life in order
to develop our own new literature and art. Perhaps this is the secret of the New
Poetry of the new Chinese generation, a secret which our poets and critics refuse to
take seriously. This Rose on the tomb of Homer remains unconcerned and indif-
ferent to the Nightingale singing fresh songs before her, would rather see youth
wither in the parchment pages of the /liad. But the Nightingale will continue to sing,
to conjure an oasis of moisture and fragrance out of this wilderness ravaged by wind
and sand.

From the third pamphlet published by
Today’s Literary Research Society, 1980.

Translated and adapted
by ZHU ZHIYU with JOHN MINFORD

Material not available due to |
copyright restrictions. PHOTOGRAPHS of the 1981 ‘International

Poetry Encounter’ held amid the ruins of the
Old Summer Palace, Peking, are reproduced
from Julien Blaine, ed., Doc(k/)s No. 41, 1981/
2, as are many of the accompanying illus-
trations. We express our profound gratitude to
Mr. Blaine.
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Bei Dao

Translated by Bonnie S. McDougall

The Bank

Companion to the present and the past
the bank, lifting a tall reed,

gazes in all directions

it is you

who keep watch on each wave

and the bewitching foam and stars
when the sobbing moon

strikes up an age-old shanty

it is so forlorn

I am a bank

a fishing haven

| stretch out my arms

to wait for the needy children’s little boats
bringing back a string of lamps

Tomorrow, No

- this is not a farewell
because we have never met
although shadow and shadow
have overlain on the street
like a solitary convict.on the run

tomorrow, no

tomorrow is not the other side of night
whoever has hopes is a criminal

let the story that took place at night
end in the night

Six of these translations of Bei Dao’s poems are re-
printed from Bonnie S. McDougall, trans., Notes from
the City of the Sun: Poems by Bei Dao ( East Asia Papers,
No. 34, 1983), courtesy of the China-Japan Program,
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Boat Ticket

he doesn’t have a boat ticket
how can he go on board

the clanking of the anchor chain
disturbs the night here

the sea, the sea

the island rising up from the ebbing tide
as lonely as a heart

lacks the soft shadows of bushes

and chimney smoke

the mast that flashes lightning

is struck by lightning into fragments
innumerable storms

have left behind fixed patterns

on rigid scales and shells

and jellyfishes’ small umbrellas.

an ancient tale

is passed on by the ocean spray from wave to wave

he doesn’t have a boat ticket

the sea, the sea

the lichen tightly massed upon the reef

spreads towards the naked midnight

and adheres to the surface of the moon

along the seagulls’ feathers gleaming in the dark
the tide has fallen silent

conch and mermaid begin to sing

he doesn’t have a boat ticket

time hasn’t come to a stop now

in the sunken boat the fire is being stoked
rekindling red coral flames

when the waves tower up , .
glittering indeterminately, the eyes of the dead
float up from the ocean depths

he doesn’t have a boat ticket
yes, it makes one dizzy
the sunlight drying out upon the beach

makes one so terribly dizzy

he doesn’t have a boat ticket
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The Old Temple

The fading chimes

form cobwebs, spreading a series of annual rings
among the splintered columns

without memories, a stone

spreads an echo through the misty valley

a stone, without memories

when a small path wound a way here

the dragons and strange birds flew off

carrying away the mute bells under the eaves

once a year weeds '

grow, indifferently

not caring whether the master they submit to

is a monk’s cloth shoe, or wind

the stele is chipped, the writing on its surface worn away
as if only in a general conflagration

could it be deciphered, yet perhaps

with a glance from the living

the tortoise might come back to life in the earth.
and crawl over the threshold, bearing its heavy secret
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Chords

The trees and |

formed a close circle around the pond-
my hand dipping into the water
disturbed the swifts from slumber

the wind was all alone

the sea very far away

| walked into the streets

noise stopped behind a red light
my shadow opened like a fan
footprints askew and crooked
the safety island all alone

the sea very far away

A blue window was lit up

downstairs, several boys

strummed guitars and sang

cigarette ends alternately glowed and darkened
the stray cat all alone

the sea very far away

As you slept on the beach

the wind paused by your mouth
and surging up in silence-

waves converged in a gentle curve
the dream was all alone

the sea very far away
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" Bei Dao

Sleep, Valley

Sleep, valley

with blue mist quickly cover the sky

and the wild lilies’ pale eyes

sleep, valley

with rainsteps quickly chase away the wind
and the anxious cries of the cuckoo

Sleep, valley

we hide here

as if in a thousand year long dream

where time no longer glides over the blades of grass

the sun’s clock is stopped behind layers of clouds

no longer shaking down the evening glow or dawn’s
first light

The spinning trees

toss down innumerable hard pine cones
protecting two lines of footprints

our childhoods walked with the seasons
along this winding path

and pollen drenched the brambles

Ah, it’s so gquiet and still

the cast stone has no echo

perhaps you are searching for something
—from heart to heart

a rainbow arises in silence

—from eye to eye

Sleep, valley

sleep, wind

valley, asleep in blue mist
wind, asleep in our hands

199

BERE, LA

EEME, L7

RAEEHEFEERS
BESE S HEaMBRRE
BEMED, L& -

RTINS R BB R

BB BETRYREE

e ITTEN
HFBRAEE R
BB — BT R
RPN B
KB SRR R AT
R R R 8

eIk
AT ESEREG R
e TR ED

BROHEFMIE—iL
FEBFEE L dh 69/ B
TEXD 9 T 3%

W, ZREREF

W EHETEREEE
HEF, REHRE
HELFL
—EPMLEMRAE
—HE AR FI AR

BEFE, &

MERE, B

e, EEEamHmEGE
B, MEEHMAHFEES



200 RENDITIONS 1983

A Toast

the cup is filled with night

without lights; the room floats in its depths

the dotted line along the asphalt road stretches to the clouds
without rising currents of air; think of

yesterday, searching for peace between flashes of lightning
swifts darting in and out of the turret

without being stained by dust

but rows of guns and bouquets

formed a forest, and took aim at the lovers’ sky

summer is over, and red gaoliang

comes along a line of bobbing hats

neither cheerless adulthood nor death

may. be averted; the darkness of the night

is so tender in your eyes, yet who

can stop the trains heading for each other in the mist
from colliding at this instant
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Bei Dao

You Wait for Me in the Rain

you wait for me in the rain

the road leads into the window’s depths
the other side of the moon must be very cold
that summer night, a white horse
galloped past with the northern lights

for a long time we trembled

go, you said

don’t let anger destroy us

leaving no way of escape

like entering the mountains of menopause
at many corners we took the wrong turn
but in the desert we met

all the ages gather here

hawks, and long-lived cacti

gather here

more real than heat mirages

as long as one fears birth,

and the smiling faces that do not don their masks in time

then everything is connected with death
that summer night was not the end
you wait for me in the rain
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The Host

the neglected guest has gone
he left behind disastrous news
and a glove

in order to come knocking at my door again
there’s still no way for me to see daylight fireworks

a dance tune strikes up

the moonlight streaming from the mill
is filled with hints of a dream

let us have faith in miracles

a miracle is that nail on the wall

my shadow is trying on

the clothes dangling on the nail

and my last chance at luck

between the two knocks on the door

my hands, propping up sleep, fall down

the dangerous stairs

are outlined against the darkness of the night

Untitled

rancour turns a drop of water muddy -

| am worn out, the storm

has run aground upon the beach

the sun pierced by the mast

is my heart’s prisoner, but |

am banished by the world it shines on
nothing is left to sacrifice

on the reef, this dark and pagan altar
except myself as | go to close or open
the clamorous book
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For Many Years

this is you, this is

you, pressed upon by fleeting

shadows, now bright, now dark

no longer shall | go towards you

the cold also makes me despair.

for many years, before the icebergs were formed
fish floated up to the water’s surface ‘
and sunk down, for many years

stepping warily |

passed through the slowly drifting night

lamps glowed on the forked steel prongs

for many years, lonely

the room without a clock

the people who left might also have taken

the key, for many years

the train on the bridge rushed past

whistling through the fog

season after season

set out from the small station among the fields
paused briefly for every tree |
flowered and bore fruit, for many years RBF
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Random Thoughts

dusk rose over the beacon tower

on islands in the border river

a tribe settled

and spread; the land changed colour
myths lay under shabby cotton quilts
the dream’s gestation bore poisoned arrows which spread
a painful throbbing; bugles fell silent
skeletons walked at night

unfolding in the wife’s unceasing tears
a white screen that blocked

the gate to distant lands

the east, in this piece of amber

was a vaguely looming bank

as tufts of reeds sped towards the trembling dawn _
fishermen quit their boats, and dispersed like the smoke from their fires
history, starting from the bank

felled great thickets of bamboo

inscribing limited compositions

upon imperishable slips

in the vault a row of ever-burning lamps
witnessed the death of bronze and gold
there is another kind of death

the death of wheat

in the interstices between crossed swords
it grew like a chalienge to battle

and set the sun on. fire; the ashes covered winter
cartwheels fell off

scattering in the direction of the spokes
the moat invaded by a duststorm

is another kind of death; steles

wrapped in moss as soft as silk

are like extinguished lanterns

only the road is still alive

that road which outlines the earth’s earliest contours

passing through the endless zone of death

it has reached my feet, stirring up the dust

in the air above the ancient fort the puffs of gunsmoke have not dispersed
long ago was | cast, but within the ice-cold iron

an impulse is preserved, to call up

the thunder, to call up our ancestors returning from the storm
yet if a million souls beneath the earth

should grow into a tall and lonely tree

to shade us, let us taste the bitter fruit

at this time of our departure
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Notes in the Rain

waking up, the window over the street
preserves the glass pane’s

complete and tranquil anguish
gradually turning transparent in the rain
the morning reads my wrinkles

the book lying open on the table
makes a rustling noise, like

the sound of a fire

or fan-like wings

gorgeously opening, flame and bird together
high over the abyss

here, between me

and the sunset clouds which herald immutable fate
is a river full of drifting stones

jostling shadows

plunge into its depths

and rising bubbles

menace the starless

daylight

people who draw fruit in the earth

are destined to endure hunger

people who shelter among friends

are destined to be alone

from tree roots exposed beyond life and death
rain water washes away

mud, and grass

and the sound of grief
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The Window on the CIliff

with dangerous movements the wasp forces open the flower
the letter has been sent, one day in a year

matches, affected by damp, no longer illuminate me
wolf packs roam among people turned into trees
snowdrifts suddenly thaw; on the dial

winter’s silence is intermittent

what bores through the rock is not clean water
chimney smoke is cut by an axe

staying straight up in the air

the sunlight’s tiger-skin stripes slip down the wall
stones grow, dreams have no direction

life, scattered amid the undergrowth

ascends in search of a language; stars

shatter; the river on heat

dashes countless rusty shell fragments towards the city
from sewer ditches hazardous bushes grow

in the markets women buy up spring
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August Sleepwalker

the stone bell tolls on the seabed
tolling, it stirs up the waves

it is August that tolls
there is no sun at high noon in August

a triangular sail, swollen with milk,
soars above the drifting corpse

it is August that soars
August apples tumble down the ridge

the lighthouse that died long ago
shines in the seamen’s gaze

it is August that shines
the August fair comes close on first frost

- the stone bell tolls on the seabed
tolling, it stirs up the waves

the August sleepwalker
has seen the sun at night
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Translated by Tao Tao Liu, Sean Golden ef al.

An Autobiographical Montage

1956

1963

1966

1969

1970

1974

1976

1979

1980

1982

1983

In autumn I came into this world by way of the Peking Hospital. For a short
while I uttered a weak cry and then entered the first dream. \

Lookihg at the wet headlamp of a car, mofher asked me whether I would
rather go to kindergarten or primary school. I answered, primary school.

After receiving an injection to bring down my fever, I limped to school
where the red storm had already wrecked the doors and windows.

The wind was freezing cold; a military lorry lurched across the alkaline flats
in the north of Shandong province. My whole family was “going to the
countryside”.

I walked out of the mud-walled, straw-thatched village, driving the pigs, out
to the wilds. Great flocks of wild geese broke formation, which made my life
tremble a bit.

A clean and clear Peking appeared once more before me. I loosened my grip,

and poems and painting-brushes dropped to the ground. I had a job. In a
workshop dark as a decayed tooth, I sawed, and cleared away the wood-
chips and sawdust.

Dusk at Tian’anmen was truly beautiful; golden Mars was rising, rising, and
I was knocked down by a troop of people on the pavement. Sound of the
radio.

An exceedingly fresh gust of air; the Cultural Centre of Xicheng District ran
a literature and art tabloid, and three groups of my youthful poems were
published in it—*“Some Anonymous Small Flowers’. :

I removed the trade union key from the cabinet; the work unit was to be
disbanded.

I showed my award and the catalogue of my published work to a comrade
at the Peking Writers’ Union.

“More than three hundred pieces. Almost enough.” :

I opened the membership card and wrote down three words in the space
marked Occupation—“Waiting for work”.

Shanghai also has winters, but not quiet. With a letter of invitation from the
University of Stockholm in my pocket, I wander the streets, blessing

mankind. ,
- tr. SEAN GOLDEN
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‘The Cliffs

Two tall cliffs
Lean towards each other nearer and nearer.

What burning enmity
Has fired their bodies black?

The ligaments of tree roots bind them close
The flesh and muscles of the rocks rise high.

The fearsome power of their horns would soon erupt

If the dew were to let fall but one drop.

But this drop condenses and suddenly congeals
And in a moment solidifies.

So the ancient enmity will always be preserved
Causing our slight wonder today.

On Parting

Today

You and |

Will cross this ancient threshold
Don’t offer good wishes

Don’t say goodbye

All that is like a performance
The best is silence
Concealment can never be counted a deceit
Leave memory to the future
As dreams to the night

Tears to the sea

Wind to the sails
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"Gu -Cheng

For My Revered Master Hans Andersen
(Andersen, like the poet, was once a clumsy carpenter.)

You pushed your plane,

Like riding in a dugout canoe,
On that smooth sea surface,
Floating slowly .. ..

Shavings scatter like the waves,
Disappearing to the edge of the sea and the sky;
The wood grain like rhythmic lines of verse,

Brings with it the greetings of months and years..

There are no flags, :

No gold or silver, or bolts of coloured silk,
But the emperor of the whole world

Is not as rich as you. '

You bring a land from heaven,

You bring flowers and dream balloons.
All lovely innocent children’s hearts
Are yours for harbour.

Far and Near

You
Sometimes look at me
Sometimes look at the clouds..

| feel
When you look at me you are far away v
When you look at the clouds you are very near.
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A Stare

The world goes clattering by
What are you staring at?
Under your shadowy eyelashes
| discover myself

A clumsy shadow

At a loss under the starry sky

The stars gradually gather into tears
Slip and fall from your heart

| don’t know how to ask
Neither did you speak

tr. TAO TAO LIU

Material not available due to
copyright restrictions.
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BLACK & WHITE I, Ma Desheng.

Ma Desheng K157t is one of the original
members of the group of artists in Peking
known as The Stars. He specializes in en-
graving and black-and-white illustration.




Gu Cheng

Winter Day’s Longing

on winter’s tree

a large crow perches

as dark as the hour before the dawn
gleaming, so

first one eye, then the other
behind, the clear and silent sky

a kind of longing

a glooming kind of longing
compels me to walk away

to tread firm the loose waste land
among the meagre shadows

could there be no tadpoles
swimming, scouting for green coral

Brief Note

A friend told me, sunny solitude.

Suddenly | thought of the whole north, winter. .. | was
raised in this kind of solitude.

The sunlight on the latticed window paper, bright but cold,
subtly insinuated everything. The birds wore heavy
padding, mute, sound became mere illusion, dis-
appearing.

Wind seemed to be blowing far off in the distance; what
will come? What will go?

The whole solitude was shouting for the green spring trees.
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Nostos

do not go to sleep, do not

my love, the route is still quite long
do not go near the forest’s lure

do not despair

please use cool cool melted snow
to write directions on the hand

or lean on my shoulder

to pass the misty first light of dawn

part the clear rainstorm

we can already reach the homeplace
a round patch of green earth
spreading near an age old pagoda

I will be there
to protect your weary dream
to repel the hordes of black night

leaving only bronze drums and the sun

on the aged pagoda’s far side
there are many ripples

quietly climbing the sand dune
gathering quivering sound . . ..
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Material not available due to
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Brief Note

We would return home. We have only heard about home,
the last generation abandoned it.

We have only heard about the great mountains like huge
beasts, only heard about silvereyes and betel palms,
only heard about the song of the subterranean spring
and the pattern of the trilobite.

We would return home, return to the midst of the ancient
music of bronze,; our lives are filled with the desire to
return to the fountainhead. ' .

It seems we have set off from an island, bade farewell to
the perilous boat.

We have journeyed for a long long time; the quest is quite
long.

“Tired?” “Yes.”

Only on the soil where our forebears lay can our love sleep.
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NUDE, Huang Rui.

Huang Rui ## was born in 1952, and was
a founding member of The Stars.
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The Wind Stole Our Oar

it’s like this
a gust of wind, warm and mild
stole our oar
dark green lake water, prankish flash of light
“go, never search again
search again for the starting place”

perhaps, summer rain’s felicity
made the sluices sink
from the submersed tip of a willow tree
frog is conducting a family
choir rehearsal
perhaps, autumn wind has dessicated the clouds
bold ants
climb a dry lotus leaf
marquee, reconnoitring from the heights
perhaps, a row of old palings
still stands in the water
together with the children, waiting for small fry
laying clear glass bottles
down among green water weeds
perhaps, like philosophical cant
damp cicada
still clamber back and forth
stray penny
on a mud floor, thinking deeply
do not think again \
think again of that starting place

the wind stole our oar
we
will in another springtime pull alongside
the embankment thin and long
poplar blossoms carried off the stars, leaving only
moonlight
leaving only moonlight
beside our lips
to illuminate the strange little road

RENDITIONS 1983

BfERET ®&PIRHE

—RER, BF0H,
fRAE T FAIETE
SRk EEHEK, SHAL
[, FIFRT
B EeH T |

e, EMATRSEE
GEKFEHTS
ERREEHIE £
ik EfEEE -
WEEE
WEF, KBk TEZR

K BI5
IEMeFE R T 486y
PRE R, BEZ
hEF, —BPEFEEKRE
BV AR
M pBE—E, FE5DR
B BHHERER
EFERLEK
e, BEEME—FY
=3l
EIENERNE R
B
‘R E, R
TEHE
BRERLENMT

BT HfIe9iE
&M
WES —EERRER
RFE XN R
BIEHERE, RETAR
HET AR
EHMEES
FEFE A 89/ iR R 5T



Gu Cheng

Brief Note

When we boarded love’s boat the past evaporated.

Everything was gradually rising, subsiding, everywhere
began strange singing, and we seemed to travel in the
song.

All the spirits hidden within nature, all released from the
binding spells, danced in the blue sky. Their wings
beat the air. . .

Love is wonderful, but where does it lead us? The simple
plan and the oar have already been lost. Sometimes,
we can only let the waves carry.

Don’t be afraid; if we believe in ourselves and the world,
believe in the ideal, that blessed shore will be reached.
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Résumé

| am a child of sorrow

from cradle to grave undergrown

from the northern grasslands |

walked out, followed

a whitish road, walked into

the town stacked with gears

walked into narrow lanes’
lean-tos—every trodden heart;
wrapped in indifferent smoke |

still tell my green tales

| believe my devotees

—the sky, and

the spuming drops of water on the sea
will shroud me completely

shroud that insituate

grave, | know that

at that time, all the grass and small flowers
will all crowd round, in

the glimmer of the dim lamplight
softly softly to kiss my sorrow
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Gu Cheng

Brief Note

No one likes sorrow; we have all passed that way.

! drifted to a stretch of grasslands, raised pigs. | could not
go to school—no books, not even the clatter of
people eating. The only thing that comforted me was
the silently rising cloud at the edge of the grasslands.

Walking, | dreamed of someone | could talk with; the
footprints on the alkaline land were white.

| rambled into the city, and in a roar became a carpenter.
My three masters, their ages combined, were 220
years old. They liked me; tenderly teaching me how
to make latticed windows. They also liked to smoke
(one had smoked opium), liked singing The East Is
Red, definitely did not believe the earth to be round
(because water always stays in the water vat). Later,
came a sister apprentice. Every day she added to her
collection of boy friends, occasionally removed her
false eye to show others.

Who could | talk to? Tell that looking-glass forest’s fairy
tale.

One time, | cleaned the only window—a broken one, so,
while working, | could see the tiny patch of blue sky.
| asked myself, “Why this way?”’ “It can only be this
way.” “What for?"” “For everything | love.”

| answered. | wrote this “Résumé”,

! will tell tomorrow, tell tomorrow’s newborn flowers: in
the past, in a small smokefilled room, there was a
heart which had loved them.
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To a Null Star

why are you always watching me
you're lonely

you're not so pretty as the Swan star
haven’t such a brood of sisters

it’s been like this since birth

this is not your fault

but, | am the guilty one

I’'ve left many people

or is it they who’ve left me

I have no smiling flowers

haven’t the habit of grinning indiscriminately
before wise men | am often silent

silent, like an evening cloud

| don’t know

don’t know what you- want, really

the silk tree again bars a small half of the heavens
guess! many nights still remain

“l need you not to be lonely again”

Brief Note

By the wall, | seemed to see a dim star.

She was Cinderella in the heavens. She didn’t go to the
grand ball of the other stars, where princes in golden
armour chatted and laughed loudly.

She was an orphan. She hadn’t the habit of speaking.

| too like silence.

Did milady slicing roast goose beside the hearth kRnow
warmth? Did the children dreaming under silken
quilts know love? Did the princes strolling back and
forth among the skirts and coy glances know happi-
ness?

No, the ones who know are Oliver, Cosette, and the girl
who sold matches in the snow.

There is only one pure love and it belongs to those who
cherish it.
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Jiang He

Translated by Alisa Joyce, Ginger Li, Yip Wai-lim

UNFINISHED POEM
l. An Ancient Tale

I was nailed upon the prison wall.

Black Time gathered, like a crowd of crows

From every corner of the world, from every night of
History,

To peck all the heroes to death, one after the other,
upon this wall.

The agony of heroes thus became a rock

Lonelier than mountains,

For chiseling and sculpting

The character of the nation,

Heroes were nailed to death

Wind-eroding, rain-beating

An uncertain image revealed upon the wall—

Dismembered arms, hands and faces—

Whips slashing, darkness pecking.

Ancestors and brothers with heavy hands

Laboured silently as they were piled into the wall.

Once again | come here -

To revolt against fettered fate

And with violent death to shake down the earth from
the wall

To let those who died silently stand up and cry out.
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Il. Suffering

I am the mother. My daughter is about to be executed.

Gun-point walks toward me, a black sun .

Upon the cracked earth walks toward me.

| am an old-tree. | am a bunch of dried fingers.

| am those convulsed wrinkles upon the face.

The land and | both bear together this catastrophe,

Heart thrown upon the ground.

My daughter’s blood is splashed into the mud,

Hot and flowing, my child’s tears run upon my face;

They too are salty.

As in winter, small rivers, one after the other, freeze,

One after the other stop singing.

| am sister, | am daughter and wife.

Lapels and hems are torn, hair fallmg,

Not leaves.

Spindrift flies from rocks.

My hair is an ocean.

I am father, | am husband, | am son.

My big hand bumps and jolts upon the hair-ocean.

Bone-joints dully crackle. —. S

| am boats and vessels.

I am cut jungles HRERH, ROLRRERER

While still growing robustly. BomEKER, —EZ2AHKE
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Jiang He

I11. Brief Lyric

As in a dream,

| became a girl

Arriving upon this world

Upon the squeaking gravel road

Stepping shadows into pieces.

| became barefooted

Blood dripping fresh red

into the dew

Like red agates glittering upon a rising bosom.

In order for a tender green heart

To blossom at dawn

| offered the stirrings of my pure youth to revolution
Stretching out my arms like a white bridge

To search for the sun.

| was no longer afraid of stars trembling in the water.
In the forest of book columns, in the night quest

| became a star

That trembled no more.

—
—
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IV. To the Execution Ground

Cheating winds muffle windows and eyes.

At this hour, killing is going on.

| cannot hide in the house.

My blood cannot let me remain this way.

Morning-like children cannot let me remain this way.

1 am thrown into the prison.

Handcuffs and foot-fetters cut deep into my flesh.
Whips and blood weave into a net upon my body.

My voice is cut off.

My heart is a ball of fire, burning silently upon my lips.
I am walking toward the execution ground, looking with scorn
Upon this historic night. In this corner of the world,
There is no other choice. | have chosen the sky

Because the sky will not rot.

Nothing but execution for me, otherwise darkness has nowhere to hide.

| was born in darkness, in order to create sun rays.

Nothing but execution for me, otherwise lies will be exposed.

| am opposed to anything that Light cannot bear, including silence.
Around me is packed with driven crowds,

Darkly-pressed, packed with people stripped of lustre

Among whom | am now standing.

| am all the people being milled by ancient rules and laws
Painfully watching

Myself being executed

Watching my blood flow, wave upon wave, till dried out.
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V. Unfinished Poem

| am dead.

Bullets left in my body holes like empty eye-sockets.

| am dead, ,

Not to Ieave behind whimpering and weeping or to impress people,

Not to let a lone flower bloom upon a tomb. . :

National emotion is already too full, too rich.

The grasslands are drenched with dew-drops.

Rivers flow, everyday, toward the big ocean,

Like old, old wet emotions.

Can we reaIIy say that we lack feeling and have not yet been moved enough?

* % % * * * %
| am nailed upon this prison wall.
The hem of my clothes rises to the winds

Like a flag about to be raised.
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From the Poem-cycle‘BEGIN FROM HERE
IV. Meditation

At twilight | come to the loess plateau,

Shadows at dusk swaying,

eyes of cave dwellings sinking deeper and deeper,
watching me without a sound.

Rough road sparkling, phosphorescent,

Like shards of broken pottery,

Carrying me into a dream.

| am gripping many lumps of clay, kneading,
squeezing; : '

The mist seems to embrace my child like chimney smoke,
stroking the jar which is plump like the child’s head,
letting clear water flow into its lips,

clear as a jar of blue life.

| sketch a pattern as beautiful as rivers,

And then, pitchblack hair begins to ripple,

yellow waves flash radiant in the sun,

flowing dunes, yellow river tumbling;

My skin also dyed golden,

reflecting the sun’s brilliance.

This should make me proud.

My ancestors have bequeathed their bright red blood to me,
Not without demands.

In the spots of light in the dusk,

before separation from the fire’s midst,

my nhature,

-and the fire,

had no distinction,

and no fear of wolf or lion.

I do not know why
people are so fearful of each other.

(continued overleaf)
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, The jar is shattered. Equ|5|te porcelam
lustre stolen from my hands. Wife’s sisters
reveal their beauty only against a background of woven sulk
falling like flowers,
- flowing towards a place which is not theirs.
Frozen moon shining remote light,
in a dark thicket of cypress;
Golden palace shining remote light,
brutal labour, black sweat. .
‘In"the darkness sweat of a thousand years has
rolled, congealed like the thick gum of plne cones into
 amber, treasure; ‘ v
, lmprlsoned in a place which is not mine,
. like ridges of scorched, glazed tile,
”flxed unmoving. on our roofs;
» Unable to follow the rlppllng wheat of autumn flowmg into my smile.

This palace, this trembling light,

Cannot reflect my features,

Cannot connect my wisdom and my dreams.

My features are part of a mountain far loftier than this palace,

Part of the grotto | have carved, enchantment of the East,

Clouds drifting out from the fresco, carrying the mountain to the skies;
Part of the mountain’s many different trees, wild-flowers, birds, songs,
Every-coloured feather and leaf—fall, and then grow again;

Part of the grasses twisted by fierce wind, the indignation,

Part of the damp mountain road along which 1 tread,

Part of the people secretly acquainted in the deep wood, .

Part of the honey, the pollen, and the dissemination,

Mountain’s meditation,

Roaring flood merged of many streams;

Topography of my features,

rivers connecting mountains and the sea.

So that the faces of wife’s sisters

will no longer flow with distress and disappointment,

So that brothers’ shoulders

may lift the earth, arouse millions upon millions of suns.

tr. ALISA JOYCE
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V. Finale: Begin from Here

" Begin from here then,
Begin from my own story, begin from the human aspirations
Of millions, dead and alive; '
Begin from the name that thrilled through me before my birth.
That the forgotten,
the injured,
the lone, . :
May stretch from their huddled, fearful numbness
stretch out for life.
Ice breaks, language begins to reconcile;
Each plain name is title for a poem,
flowing with the grand melody of life.
Begin from here then, blood
quickening,
fragrance of every flower, every child, every wisp of kitchen smoke
rising as one into the spring time, every brown tree swaying
branches and leaves
lifting ripened fruits, fuller than a mother’s breasts.
White clouds hang big in the sky,
passion a cumulus within the heart, building,
every contact, every lightning, every kiss
frees me from loneliness, unites me
with all beating hearts.
Love cannot be withheld, the earth hungers and thirsts.
Begin from the rain then, begin from the teeming river
Begin from stone bridge, steel bridge
Arm stretched from earth to earth, from hill to hill,
leading every brother and sister
connecting every valley and riverbed.

(continued overleaf)
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Let the moon, sickled by night, image no more the father’s crooked spine,
let the bent ears of grain be grasped taut as a bow in the sons’ hands,
let the waves stirred by bird and fish, the wind,

be strong to blow sail, spread net,

highways grid the wilderness and hills,

cities like knots

pin the net, roads of sunlight quiver

in the ditches, in the streets, the flowing water, the crowds

forever blue.

Let me uncover the pattern latent within action,

honeycomb it, instil order in my dweiling-place;

let light etch the borders of shadow,

and shadow slowly drain into noonday;

my gloom, my silence, my suffering

fade into joy, as

I, homo aureus, the golden-skinned,

join all pigments of the planet

to make life glow with the colours of light.

tr. GINGER LI, with JOHN MINFORD
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Translated by Susette Cooke and David Goodman

Frozen Land

The funeral crowd floats past, a white cloud,
Rivers slowly drag the sun.

The long, long surface of the water, dyed golden.

How silent

How vast

How pitiful

That stretch of withered flowers.

Smoke from the White House

The smoke from the white house
Is fine and long,

The woman walks slowly towards the river bank . ...

There drifts by a broken mast,
Splattered with splinters of shell.
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A POEM FOR OCTOBER

Crops

Autumn steals across my face

And | am ripe.

Labour

| shall go with all the wagons,
Drawing the sunshine to the wheatfields. ...

Fruit

What lovely children
A lovely sight

The red apple of the sun
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And beneath it the marvellous dreams of countless children.

Autumn Wood

Not your eyes’ light,
Nor your voice’s sound,

Red scarves fallen on the ground . ...
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Encounter

A woman’s silhouette
Like a cloud, floating.
The Path

That white poplar swaying unceasingly,
That girl leaning against the poplar,
That crooked road which makes the girl lose hope . . ..

Wind

| long to say to you:
Let us go side by side.

Clouds

| love you
When you wear that white nightgown . . ..

Rivers

Weary people,
You may let me clasp that pale hand.

Material not available due to
copyright restrictions.

HARVEST (Oil, 86 x 66cm, 1982), Qu Leilei.

Qu Leilei &% was born in 1951. His work appeared in the exhibitions held
by The Stars in Peking in 1979 & 1980.
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Wife

I shall take all my days

And give them all to you.

Earth

Across all my feelings

The sun has shone.

The Bath

Stark-naked child

A woman’s uncovered breast . ...
Chimes

Men
Bringing warmth to the women from the midst of the sunshine . ...
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The Reclaimer

I am rivers,

I am milk;

| want to irrigate,

| want to feed.

I am an iron plough,

I am a sickle;

| want to cultivate,

| want to gather in the harvest.

Sunset

The sun moves towards the peopleless place . ...

"The Child

That black night approaching me says:
You are mine . ...

Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

PEASANT (0Oil, 90 x 70cm, 1981), Qu Leilei.
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Sleeping in the Open

Sitting face to face,
Silent face to face,
All around shack and hearth,
Men’s legs, the smell of earth.

Wine

That is a lonely little grave .. ..

In the Fields

There, written on her solitary grave:

I have not left you anything,
| have not left myself . ...

Life
Ah,

Suffering and joy already prepared for you!
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Streetlamp
Even light,
Even night.
Recollection

Ah, you,
This rainbow night,

| know not how you can thus torment me.

Feeling

Startled awake,

Then fall back in love with loneliness.
Youth

Here,
In this place for greenness and growing,
| have been cast aside.

Years

Since life approached me,
She has never left.
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The Poet

Put on your own heart!

- Daybreak

But let you and | be of one heart,
And sweep clean the road’s dark.

Baiyangdian Lake

Do not forget,
The time of joy
Will let all the fishing boats clink glasses together.

Sailboat

When that time comes,
| shall return with the windstorm.

Love

Though you are far, far from me,
| stitl shall be remembering:
What is mine,

What you gave, all, to me.

Last Will

No matter what my name,
| hope
To leave it on this beloved ground.

Choice

Best

In waste ground

To set my life down.
Then

Welcome all seeds

To come to my fields.

October 1974
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Shu Ting

Translated by Tao Tao Liu

Gifts

My dream is the dream that the pond has
Whose existence is not merely to reflect the sky
But to let the surrounding willows and ferns
Suck me dry. :
Through the tree roots I’ll enter the veins of their
_ leaves
Yet when they wither I'll not be sad
For | shall have expressed myself
And gained life.

My happiness is the happiness of sunlight

in a brief moment | leave behind everlasting works
In the pupils of children’s eyes

Kindling sparks of gold.

In the sprouting of seedlings

| sing an emerald green song.

| am simple but abundant

So | am deep.

My grief is the grief of seasonal birds

Only the Spring understands such strong love.
- Suffering all kinds of hardships and failure
To fly into a future of warmth and light

Oh the bleeding wings

Will write a line of heart-felt verse
To penetrate all souls

And enter all times.

All that | feel
Is the gift of the earth.
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See also p. 62 for Bonnie S. McDougall’s translation of the poem ‘This, Too, Is All’.
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A Boat with Two Masts

Fog has drenched my two wings

But the wind will not allow me to dally
Oh land, Jand that | love

Only yesterday | said goodbye to you
Today you are here again

Tomorrow we will

Meet again at a different latitude

It was a storm, a lamp

That held us together

It was another storm, another lamp

That parted us to the east and west

Even to the edge of the sky and the farthest shore
Surely every morning and evening

You will be on my route

I will be in your sight
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Goodbye in the Rain

I really wanted to wrench open the door and rush towards you
And cry my heart out on your ample shoulders.
‘l cannot bear it, | really cannot bear it.’

| really wanted to take your hand,
And run away to the freshly cleared sky and the open fields,
Without shrinking or looking back.

| really wanted to gather all my tenderness,
In my eyes that have no power of speech,
And make you at last realize.

| really wanted to, really wanted to,

My pain changes to grief,
Never-ending in thought, inexpressible in words.

Material not available due to
copyright restrictions.

WAITING, Li Shuang 234 (born 1957).
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Fallen Leaves

The setting moon is like a sliver of ice
Floating in the drenching cold night.
You take me home, along the way
You lightly sigh..

Since it is not worry

And it is not just sadness,

We couldn’t explain at all

The feeling that

Was conveyed to us by

The falling leaves in the shaking of the wind.
Only after we had parted

| heard your footsteps

Mixed with the falling leaves.

From every direction around us Spring

Whispers at us

The fallen leaves at our feet show

The proof of winter’s punishment, a dark memory
Trembling deep within

Made our glances avoid each other

But even stronger refraction of light

Made our thoughts meet again.

Only on plants do the seasons

Stamp the passing of years in rings

The poetry of fallen leaves and new seedlings
Has hundreds and thousands of lines.

Trees should have

An everlasting theme:

‘Though- we stretch to the freedom of the air,
We never (eave the great earth.’

Through windows and doors, the wind

 Narrates to me your whereabouts

Telling me when you pass by the cotton tree

It was he who scattered a fali of petals.

Saying that although the spring cold makes us shiver
in your heart you are not cold.

I suddenly feel: | am a fallen feaf

Lying beneath the black dark soil

The wind sings obsequies for me

I lie waiting in-peace for ’

The dream of green growth

To take from my body the first thread of life.
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" COLLAGE, Li Shuang.
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The waves sigh AR G E I E
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It has lost its last strength '

Across that eternal divide

Lost, they gaze at each other

Love crosses the boundary of life and death

And the vacancy of hundreds of years

Weaves a cross pattern of glances, ancient and yet always fresh
Surely deeply felt love

Does not decay along with the boards of the boat?

Surely the fluttering soul

Will not be imprisoned for ever on the threshold of freedom?
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Yang Lian

Selections from the Poem-cycle
Bell on the Frozen Lake

Translated by John Minford, with Sean Golden
Ilustrations by Gan Shaocheng

T came back from the most holy waves, born again,
even as new trees renewed with- new foliage,

pure and ready to mount to the stars.’

Dante: . Purgatorio

Translator’s Note

Bell on the Frozen Lake is a cycle of seven long poems written by Yang Lian during 1980.
It is his second such cycle, the first being Earth -3, parts of which appeared in Today under
the pseudonym Feisha 7€), Flying Sand. He has since written two further cycles.

The first of the seven poems in Bell, ‘Apologia’, which has appeared in Chinese and in
French translation in Julien Blaine’s anthology (Dock[k]s, 41), is Yang’s personal statement on
his calling as a poet. The second, ‘Wild Goose Pagoda’, which appeared in its entirety in the 5th
poetry supplement of the Canton literary magazine Huacheng €3, together with Gan Shao-
cheng’s illustrations, is a long excursion into. Chinese history (in menglong or ‘misty’ terms). The
famous pagoda in Xi’an becomes a symbol of Silent China through the ages, in deliberate though
unstated contrast with the pagoda at Yan'an, hackneyed symbol of revolutionary aspiration and
confidence. , v -

Space has limited us to two extracts from these two poems. But the entire cycle, together
with other writings by and about Yang, is soon to be published in book form.

Apologia

The ruin is that of the European Palaces— Qianlong’s multiple folly—which once formed
part of the Yuan Ming Yuan, the Old Summer Palace on the outskirts of Peking. When the whole
palace was burnt down in 1860, it was the brick and marble of these European structures that
survived. Tt is said that the Empress-Dowager disliked them so much that she would never visit
them: They stood as picturesque and tragic witnesses to the former glory of the garden long after
most of the Chinese buildings had vanished.’ (Danby, The Garden of Perfect Brightness, London
1950, p. 224.)

Yang Lian grew up near these ruins, and for him they are both a reminder of his childhood
haunts, and a symbol of the explosive interaction between East and West in Chinese history and
in the evolution of modern Chinese poetry.
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APOLOGIA
—7To a Ruin

Birth

Let this mute stone
Attest my birth

Let this song
Resound

In_the troubled mist
Searching for my eyes

Here in the grey shattered sunlight

Arches, stone pillars cast shadows

Cast memories blacker than scorched earth
Motionless as the death agony of a hanged man
Arms convulsed into the sky

Like a final

Testament to time

Once a testament

Now a curse muttered at my birth

| come to this ruin

Seeking the only hope that has lllummed me

Faint star out of its time

Destiny, blind cloud

Pitiless chiaroscuro of my soul

No, | have not come to lament death! It is not death

Has drawn me to this desolate world

| defy all waste and degradation—these swaddling clothes
Are a sun that will not be contained in the grave

In my premature solitude

Who can tell me

The destination of this road singing into the night
To what shore its flickering ghostfires lead?

A secret horizon

Ripples, trawls distant dreams to the surface
Distant, almost ‘boundless.

Only the wind rousing a song

In place of the broken sundial buried in the earth
Pomts to my dawn.
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Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

Gan Shaocheng H K, who drew the illustrations for these poems
and also for Zhao Zhenkai’s story ‘Waves’, was born in 1948 in
Peking. Since 1968 he has been living and working in Shanxi pro-

E E ‘ vince. He exhibited some of his work in Peking in 1980.
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Soul

. Frozen lake
Childhood blue never to be regamed
Stretch of sky forever still
Weighs on the weary evening sun
Slips down the back of the wind.
No warmth
As if the darkness will never be noticed again.
Don’t leave me here alone!

With nothing but doubt and fear

Desolate accretions of solitude,

Ruined palaces overgrown with reeds

Murky shifting sands of destiny. :

Don’t leave me with nothing but this d|scarded wedding rmg‘
- | know none to gather the metal of tears

And forge a bright sword,

To weave anew a drifting sail

On the long frozen imagination.

Don’t leave me here alone!

With nothing but dreams

Of a girl awaiting my return, rubbing

Bubbles of moonlight, starching country clothes.
My loved one—nightly now

There is no quickening sound,

Only this frozen lake;

This frozen lake

And no instant of peace.

Don't leave me with just a promise of happiness!
If | must live here—

Then let me rather breathe the curse of eternal damnation
Kindle the flame of defiance, the oath of sacrifice
Let the old wound pound in my chest again

The massacre of the past reincarnadine

The shroud of sunrise caul the dead.

This is precious: for all will pass.

This is precious: for all is yet to come.

| commit my soul to her calling.

When the bell sounds once more on the frozen lake,
There in the distant surf will be my new abode.
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Homage to Poetry

The aged century bares its brow

Shakes its wounded shoulders; . ‘

Snow covers the ruins—white and restless -
Like surf—moving among the pitchblack trees; =~
A lost voice transmitted across time.

There is no road

Through this land that death has Ient mystery

The aged century. cheats |ts ch||dren :

Leaving everywhere. riddles :
Snow on the stone, to patch the. ornamented fllth

| clutch my poems in my hand. ‘

Call me! In that nameless moment

The little boat of the wind beanng history scudded
Behind me—shadowlike,

Complete with ending.

So—1 know all this:

Weeping is no rebellion, the young girl’s fingers and
The shy myrtle sink into a grove of purple thorns;
Meteor-eyes splash into the boundless ocean;

I know that uitimately every soul will rise once more
Exhaling the fresh moist breath of the sea, -

Eternal smile, voice of unyielding defiance,

Up into an azure world;

And | shall sing my songs aloud.

Material not available due to copyright restrictions.
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1 shall believe each icicle the sun,
Suffuse this ruin with a weird light,

And in this wasteland piled with stones hear a song.

Full breasts shall nurse me;

| shall earn the dignity of a new life, a sacred love,

In fields of purest white lay bare my heart,
In pure white sky lay bare my heart,
Challenge the aged century—

For | am a poet. ‘

I am a poet.

| will the rose to bloom and it blooms;
Freedom will return,. bringing its little shell,
And within it the echoing roar of the storm.
Daybreak will come, the key of dawn

Turn in the tangled trees, ripe fruits flame.

I will return, reopen the furrow of suffering,
Begin to plough this land deep in snow.
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WILD GOOSE PAGODA
Location

Here come the children
Trailing their young mother’s hand
Through the grey courtyard.

Here they come

Their eyes from between the green skirts of the little locust-tree
Like windblown

Translucent drops of rain

Quietly staring.

By my side the chattering swallows whirl.

Here | have been made to stand, immobile,
For a thousand years

In China’s

Ancient capital

Upright like a man

Sturdy shoulders, head held high,
Gazing at the endless golden earth.
| have stood here

Immobile as a mountain

Immobile as a tombstone
Recording the travail of a nation.

Mute

Heart hard as rock

Pondering in solitude

Pitchblack lips parted

In a silent cry to the sun.
Perhaps | should tell the children
A tale.
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A Children’s Tale from Long Ago

| should be laughing for joy at all my brilliant memories.

Golden radiance, jade radiance, radiance soft as silk

Shone upon my birth;

Hardworking hands, peony magnificence, intricate upturned eaves
Surrounded me;

Banners, inscriptions, glorious names surrounded me.

From temple halls the bells pealed bright on my ear,

My shadow caressed fields and hillsides, rivers and the springtime.

By the huts of our forefathers

| scattered towns and villages like seed, like specks of jade;
Firelight flared, daubed my face red, ploughshare and pot
Rang clear, music and poetry

Wove across the festive sky.

| should laugh for joy at all these brilliant memories.

In my youth | gazed down upon the world

Watched purple grapes, like night, drift in from the west
Fall on the noisy street, each crushed drop a star

Set in a bronze mirror, and my face shining in it,

My heart swelling like the earth, the ocean at dawn,

And from my side camel-bells, fresco-sails setting out

For distant lands, saluting the golden coin of the sun.

At my birth

| laughed, sang even for joy,

For the dazzling palaces, bloodred

Walls, noblemen pillowed century after century
On their incense-laden altars :
Rapt in their sweet reveries.

| sang for them with passion

And never stopped to questlon why

Pearls and beads of sweat all flowed

To the same serried tombs full of emptmess :
Why in the quavering dusk '
That village girl wandered on the river bank
Her bright eyes fllled W|th such grlef
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Material not available due to copyright restrictions.

In the end, powder and fire blew the sealed manor apart:
From the north, between the endless mountains and the plain
Stormed horses’ hooves, butchering, wailing

Chaos of banners whirled around me, like clouds,

Like clothes tattered in flight;

And all the while the Yellow River rushing past

Elegy silvered white by the moonlight,

Keening history, keening silence.

Where are the streets and crowds and clamour | once knew
The seven-leaved Bo tree | longed for, the green grass

And the babbling brook beneath the bridge—where have they gone?
Only the flowerseller’s blood clots in my soul,

Charred houses, rubble, ruins,

Slowly sinking in the drifting dunes,

Turning to dreams, to a wasteland.
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Wild Goose Pagoda

The Great Wild Goose Pagoda in Xian was built in 652 by the great traveller
and translator, the monk Xuanzang, to house his precious sutras from India.
Changan was then one of the great cosmopolitan centres of the world. The ‘purple
grapes . . . drifting in from the west. . . set in a bronze mirror’ are a reference to
the haima putao jing ¥ E7bkER, the mirror with a design of ‘sea-horses’ and grapes,
popularly believed to have some connection with the Manichaean ‘religion of light’
BA%k, one of the many foreign creeds tolerated during the early part of the Tang
dynasty. The rising tide of xenophobia which gathered momentum in the wake of
the An Lushan rebellion (‘horses’ hooves, butchering, wailing. .. ’) forced this
religion underground, and China gradually turned in on itself—one of the themes
of this complex poem.
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Finale: The Thinker

| often strain to catch voices wafted from afar,

Faint snatches, dead leaves, white snow

Drifting down from a remote dreamworld.

Often in the rainbow wandering in after the rain

| seek the shadow of the Great Wall, proud and comforting;
But the roaring wind only tells me new tales of ruin

—Mud and rubble have silted

The canal, my arteries no longer pulse,

My throat no longer sings.

| am held fast in a cage | have myself forged
History of millenia weighs heavy on my shoulders,
Leadweight; my spirit

Shrivels in this venomous solitude.

Ah—grey courtyard

Desolate, empty.

Place where swallows perch and soar.

| am shamed

To see this boundless golden earth,

To see the sun that kisses me each day,

Light like a finger molding the beauty of mountains;
Catkins, tresses

Each year flutter anew in the spring breeze,

Ripe fruit hangs like a necklace from the branches.

| am shamed: from the grass that hides their bones
Our ancestors stare at me mournfully,

Rows of faces, whose gore

Was given for my glory, stare at me:

Even when the children come

And their small hands stroke me so trustingly, soft as petals,
Their eyes pure as April lakes,

| am shamed.

RENDITIONS 1983



Yang Lian _ 263

My heart is quickened by waves from beyond the sea,

By wings, lightning, constellations within the hand of man;
But | cannot soar like a bird free,

| cannot join those men of old from the desert,

Those men who came in dugout canoes;

There can be no such joyful celebration.

I am sick and sad at heart and trembling.

Let these yearnings, sufferings, dreams become a force
Like ice over rapids,

Melting in the sun’s rays.

| stand here like a man,

A man of immeasurable suffering, dead but obstinately upright,
Sturdy shoulders, head held high.

Let me destroy at last this nightmare-cage,

Realign shadow of history, spirit of defiance,

Contiguous, like night and dawn.

Like a tree growing minute by minute, greenshade, forest,
My youth will spring. ’
Brothers, let the silence of death vanish forever—

Like snow from earth—my song

Will return in flight, with the geese

In their great formation like a man

With all of mankind, towards the light.

| shall raise the children
High, high, laughing for joy to the sun.

Drafted June-August 1980 while travelling in southern China.
Revised for the fourth time, [anuary 1981].
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Yan Li

Translated by Ling Chung

Death

| crawl down a plastic board loaded with electrical spare parts
Turn around, no longer find my space

Read a book again

Don’t care to sleep, or stay awake

| edge towards streets crammed with chessboards
Raise my head, find no trace of sun

Take a step again

Neither leading to reality, nor swerving into dreams

My gaze rests on clothes permeated with family scents

The left sleeves long for a rendezvous with the fragrant one
1’11 build 2 home again

Neither bungalow, nor highrise
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Untitled

~ I've betrayed you
" Scorned you
Howled huskily at you
Blocking the path with my cane
I and my senility wait for you

But when you graze a herd

Of futile sighs on paper

| shall pounce upon you

Swiftly and fiercely like a wild dog

The next moment I'll be up on the ridge
Crouching and waiting for more herds to come

It is for your sufferings

That | stand up to you—

How they have altered you!

I'd rather see you buried deep

In my love than succumb to them

| want you to start out with the building blocks
Unravel again the enigma of life
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Yan Li—Painter and Poet
By Alisa Joyce

Material not available due to
copyright restrictions.

THE GOD-POET (1981).

YAN LI is a painter and a poet. His room, in his parents’ flat in the western suburbs
of Peking, was filled with the sounds of reggae music, the colours of his surrealistic
paintings and the laughter of friends from Peking University when I first visited him
there a year ago. Behind the uniform grey walls of Peking, hidden in the twists of
endless monochromatic alleys, in an apartment house resembling thousands of
others in this city, is a room of bright colour, Caribbean tunes and isolated crea-
tivity. '

He is not completely isolated, of course. As a member of the group of artists
known as The Stars 22, he exhibited his works in 1980 at Beihai Park and is
known as one of the foremost “unofficial” young painters in the capital. As a poet
he is perhaps less well-known, few of his poems having ever been published in China.
Yet again, he is not alone, as he belongs to the loose assortment of young poets in
China who are labelled “misty”. This very mistiness, or obscurity, in fact, seems to
be a criterion for greatness in the eyes of these young artists. “No,” responded Yan
Li, “my poems have very rarely been published. The language is beautiful, they say,
but the meaning is too difficult to understand.” This is a reason for pride. It is a
sign to the artistic crowd of a sublimity of meaning and an erudition in language not
shared by the common editor or reader. Another poet, whose poems have been
criticized in the press lately for their obscurity, is dismissed by Yan Li as “imma-
ture”; his poems are “too easily understood”.
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CHILDREN WITH APPLES.

Now thirty years old and deliberately unemployed, Yan Li has been educated
by the Cultural Revolution and yet recites his sacrifices without bitterness. “I
attended primary school through- the fifth grade and then was sent to the country-
side with my parents, to live in a cadre school. When I was old enough I was as-
signed to a factory for work.” Like many of his contemporaries, he began writing
poetry and painting in oils during these years and, despite his lack of education, is
extremely well-read in both Chinese and Western philosophy, history and literature.
Now, in his small room, he paints in bright colours both the sombre and optimistic
themes of his self-taught understanding, and writes poetry to express what oils and
watercolours cannot. ‘

“There is a form of expression appropriate to each kind of inspiration,” he
explained. “A painting gives the viewer an immediate and complete impression
which includes both colours and forms. Poetry, on the other hand, is a line by line
impression, a process and a movement toward understanding the idea which the
artist is expressing. In general, poetry is more expressive of the meaning of life, and
that is the main focus of all my work.

“The creation of art is a process in which the artist, the audience and the piece
of work itself are all involved. Every idea, inspiration or solid object has a central
essence which can best be expressed in only one way. An artist is one who has dis-
covered that absolutely correct form of expression.”

He pointed to the painting above his bed and explained how the “essence” of
that idea came to be expressed in oils on canvas. It is a painting of two chairs, the
smaller one resting upside-down on the larger one. The colours are dark, the larger
chair black and the smaller blue. The perspective of the chairs and the space they
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THE SUN CLIMBS THE HORIZON—To Brush His Teeth.

fill is warped and compressed. A leg of the smaller chair juts up into the air, offering
an apple to the larger chair. Yan Li explained that this was the image of a son’s
dependency on and responsibility to his father. The shaken perspective of the
painting and the geometrical edges of the chairs’ relationship to each other conveyed
a direct and powerful image.

Yan Li is a self-proclaimed idealist. “There is progress in history and in civili-
zation, and education is the means of this progress. History and culture move
upward in a spiral as humanity and her artists attempt to look forward and back-
ward at the same time. As artists we have a responsibility to history to create,
thereby creating history. Because institutions have different beliefs from people,
institutions often have a different sense of this historical responsibility from mine.
I believe in understanding humanity and, through my work of course, having
humanity understand me.”

In spite of many obstacles and much discouragement, there is still a great deal
of optimism and idealism among the young writers and painters in China today. In
the tiny, hidden rooms of bright paintings and artistic philosophizing, there is a
belief in the inevitability of artistic spirit and strength. '

“The only common goal among the young artists is to continue creating,”
stated Yan Li. “The inspiration is everywhere, as long as we dare to express it.”



