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Introduction

Smoking People. Smouldering. Poetry as a source of the fire.
Cigarettes. Rooms hazy with smoke. People ready to ignite. Poetry as a
visible, audible, manifestation of the heat.

The Chinese have burned with poetry for thousands of years. In the
twelve years since the Cultural Revolution, that flame has once again
burst out with more warmth, perhaps with more danger.

In the fall of 1987 Ann Arbor and I taught English at Fudan
University in Shanghai. Directly and indirectly we encountered a
thriving interest in new poetry. This chapbook attempts to share our
experience, to make more familiar a number of younger Chinese poets
who have already begun to achieve an audience in the West, and to
introduce some others, equally interesting, who have either not yet been
translated or whose work is at least not widely known.

The first poet in our selection is the oldest, Duo Duo, who began
publishing (at considerable risk) during the Cultural Revolution (1966-
76). Not surprisingly he is regarded as a hero by many of the other
poets, all of whom are under forty. They represent a generation of
writers which emerged after, and partly in response to, those difficult
years.

The most significant source for these poems is Meng Long Shi
Xuan (Anthology of Hazy Poetry), the most popular and influential
book of poems published in the past decade. In the United States the
title has been variously translated: "Meng Long” becomes “obscure” or
more often "misty.” The connotations of “obscure,” however, are too
negative, those of “misty” perhaps too positive; I prefer “hazy,” which
captures from the original both the landscape metaphor and the sense
of uncertainty. First compiled in 1982 from poems not permitted
publication earlier, this anthology was expanded and widely distributed
in 1985. Despite a run of 35,000 copies it quickly went out of print and is
now, in our experience, difficult to obtain.

The first two poets in Meng Lon, are the best known: Bei Dao and
Shu Ting. Bei Dao has taught in England and the U.S. and has been
mentioned as a Nobel candidate. The poems by him in this selection, all
from Meng Long, reflect a fairly wide variety of his styles. Shu Ting won
national prizes early for poems such as “"Love Poem Earth” and
“"Motherland, My Dear Motherland” and has been widely translated.



She travelled to the States three years ago to do a series of East Coast
readings. The third best known of the Meng Long poets is Gu Cheng
(sometimes Chen), represented here by only a single, short piece. Also
from Meng Long are Xie Ye and Sun Wu-jun.

The other poets included in the chapbook are not ordinarily seen as
part of the same group. Whether in fact there is anything that unifies
Meng Long poets is questionable; despite some similarities among the
poems, the anthology seems more a compilation of new poets than a
school. For example, one of the other poets here, Man Ke, was
published in Meng Long ("“The City”), but both in this poem and in his
more recent writing he is more closely allied with two other “city poets,”
Lan Se and Wang Xiao-long. These “city poets” differentiate them-
selves from Meng Long as more direct, more ironic, more contem-
porary. Altogether this chapbook makes no pretense of inclusive-
or exclusiveness; rather it attempts to cut across what may be arbitrary
clusters to provide a sense of the fires that have been burning, invisible
in the West, and often in China herself, over the past two decades.

John Rosenwald

2 January 1989



4 Duo Duo

e p BT AL

Fok ok Bhon i

AT AR RN

?}%Y/A & ,i_‘it f(/?

A FF @ T

At oz 3BT kR

BMLII3E LT AP AR RO
30 B Rty i 6 i e AR

ﬁ%ﬁ:w, A . F 2B\ VAAB

— 49



Duo Duo

Two Poems

WHEN PEOPLE RISE FROM CHEESE
STATEMENT #1

Songs, but the bloody revolution goes unnoticed
August is a ruthless bow

The vicious son walks out of the farmhouse
Bringing with him tobacco and a dry throat
The beasts must bear cruel blinders

Corpses encrusted in hair hang

From the swollen drums of their buttocks
Till the sacrifices behind the fence

Become blurry

From far away there comes marching a troop
Of smoking people
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Duo Duo 7

THE PRODUCTION OF LANGUAGE
IS IN THE KITCHEN

If the production of language is in the kitchen

the heart is the bedroom. They say

if the heart is the bedroom

then fantasy is the master of it.

From the fantasy once expressed in the birds’ eyes
the boy playing with the mute

admits: tumult

is melody.

A brain that cannot dream

is a wasteland of time.

The boy playing with the mute admits

but does not understand:

a seed not allowed to conceive produces no images.
Every seed leads to something

something wanting-to-speak

but like an address it never speaks.

The savage who smokes presses the walnut
into the tabletop

without a word. They say

all the speaking should stop—when

the horses around keep quiet, when

the horses are watching human eyes.

Duo Duo
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Gu Chen

A GENERATION

I got my dark eyes from the dark night
But I use them to seek for light

Gu Chen
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Bei Dao 11

Three Poems

ISLAND

L

II.

IIL

Iv.

You sail on the foggy sea

With no sail

You are moored in the moonlit night
With no anchor

The road ends here
The night ends here

There is no mark

No line of demarcation

Only the steep cliff the sea spray prays for
Preserving the dreary traces of months and years
And the remembrance of just a bit of prestige

The children walk toward the beach
In the moonlight a distant whale
Spouts its high fountain

Awaking, the flock of gulls

Flies wingtip to wingtip

Uttering grief-filled shrieks

Making all the mimosa leaves tremble
And the children’s hearts

In this small world
Can sorrow be the only thing that's awakened

The horizon tilts

Wobbles, turns upside down
A gull drops like a shot

Its hot blood curls

The rush’s huge leaf

The all-encompassing night
Hides the sound of a gun
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Bei Dao 13

VI

VIL

VIII.

—This is forbidden land

This is the end of liberty

A feathered pen sticks into the sand

Which holds a slightly moist breath

It belongs to the boat’s shuddering sides, to the seasonal winds
It belongs to the shore, to the slanting rain

The sun of yesterday or tomorrow

Writes down today

The secret sworn to by death

At the crest of each wave

Floats a shimmering feather

The children pile up a small mountain of sand

The sea encircles it like a funeral wreath

Forlornly wavering

Elegiac ribbons of moonlight extend to the edge of the sky

O palms

It’s your silence

That raises rebellious swords.
Once again the wind

Rouses your hair

As if unfurling flags.

The last frontier
Rests always in the children’s hearts

The night, standing in the wind’s teeth,

Spreads out a soft carpet

For the catastrophe

For the hidden murderer

And lays out shells as if they were goblets and plates

So long as the sky is innocent that’s enough
So long as the sky is there that’s enough

Listen: the music
Recalls the lost voices
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Bei Dao 15

A REPLY

Meanness is the passport of the mean
Nobility is the epitaph of the noble
Look: In the gilded sky

Swirl distorted reflections of the dead

The Ice Age is over, yet everywhere we see icicles
The Cape of Good Hope has already been discovered
On the Dead Sea why do thousands of sails

Still compete with each other?

I came to this world

With only paper, rope, and my own shadow

So that before the trial begins

I can speak out the voice that has already been judged

Let me tell you, world,

I DO NOT BELIEVE

Even if a thousand challengers lie at your feet
Number me one thousand and one

I do not believe the sky is blue

I do not believe the thunder rumbles

I do not believe dreams are dreams

I do not believe deaths have their deaths

If the sea if destined to break its dikes

Let all the bitter water flow into my heart

If the land is destined to rise

Let humanity choose once again on which peak we'll survive

The open sky is sprinkled

With new turns and sparkling stars
The hieroglyphs of 5,000 years’ history
The gazing eyes of those who follow us
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Bei Dao 17

EVERYTHING

Everything is fate

Everything is clouds and mist

Everything is beginnings without ends
Everything is a search for something that always escapes
Every mirth is without smiles

Every misery is without tears

Every utterance is mere repetition

Every encounter is merely a first meeting

Every love lies hidden in the heart

Every memory lives only in dreams

Every hope has a footnote

Every faith is full of grief and groaning

Every moment of peace contains tumult

Every death is a boring echo that goes on and on

Bei Dao
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Shu Ting 19

Five Poems

THIS IS ALSO EVERYTHING
IN REPLY TO A YOUNG FRIEND’S EVERYTHING

Not every big tree breaks in the storm

Not every seed fails to find soil and root

Not every true love vanishes in the desert of human hearts
Not every dream wishes to have its wings clipped

No, everything is not as you say

Not every flame burns only for itself
without illuminating others

Not every star only points the way in the darkness
without ever predicting the dawn

Not every song visits your ear
without leaving a gift in your heart

No, everything is not as you say

It's not true that every appeal has no echo
It’s not true the every loss remains forever a loss
It’s not true that every abyss means destruction and death

It's not true that every catastrophe falls on the heads of the weak

It's not true the every heart is trampled underfoort

It's not true that everything ends in tears and blood stains
with no trace of joy

The present is the embryo of the future

To hope and to fight for one’s hope—

Please put this on your shoulders
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Shu Ting 21

LOVE POEM EARTH

I love earth

Just as I love my wordless father

Earth breathing warmth with its rivers of blood

Earth fermenting with sweat, fertile with oil
Quickening slightly under the strong plow and bare feet
Rising and falling from heat at the heart’s core

You must shoulder bronze statues, monuments, museums
But sign the last judgment on the line of the fault.

My frost-crusted, mud-coated, sun-crackled earth

My stern, generous, indignant earth

Earth granting me skin color and language

Earth granting me wisdom and strength

I love earth

Just as I love my compassionate mother

Robust earth covered with kissprints from the sun’s lips
Collector of leaf-layers, of sprouts springing up after sprouts
Time and again abandoned by man, never abandoning man
Creating each sound, each color, each curve

And still you are called dirt.

My lead-lustred, red-pooled, white-spotted earth

My rough, lonely, untended earth

Earth granting me love and hate

Earth granting me pain and joy

Father grants me an infinite dream
Mother grants me a sensitive heart
The lines of my poems
are the sounds of the gramtree grove
Day and night sending out to the earth
its incessant shower of loveseed
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Shu Ting 23

MOTHERLAND, MY DEAR MOTHERLAND

I am the old battered mill on your river

For hundreds of years weaving a weary song

I am the lamp on your forehead, darkened by coaldust

Lighting your way as you grope like a snail down history’s tunnel
I am the rice stalk, my head only husks

I am the road bed, out of repair

The barge stuck on the silted shore

Its towline sunk deep in your shoulder

O, my motherland

I am poverty

I am sorrow

I am the aching hope of generations of your ancestors
In the wide sleeves of the apsaras I am the flowers
Which failed for thousands of years to fall to earth
O, my motherland

I am your newest ideal

Just struggling free from the cobwebs of myth

I am the sprouting bud of the ancient lotus, found under the snow
I am dimples hung with tears

I am the starting line, freshly painted

I am the scarlet dawn, with the sun just peeping out

O, my motherland

I am one of your billion

I am all your acres of land

With your much-bruised breast you have nursed
The lost me, the meditative me, the boiling me
Then from my flesh and blood

Take your wealth, your glory, your freedom

O, my motherland



24

...... s
e 4 4 Fmwd o
25t AR RIS fo

A5 4 1% F N EEn R TE
THELRPEREL
ETY L 5%
FALE R
XD TELET LR
43 P B P
F3%3 Apadatp

e ndiotd

L5-4 a3

Vot AT Elc] B s
P LY X4 ¥
wAEH -G ad
ALY
Q24 [§ $amhvey

sFeh i ngs
—h R ETHE i

Shu Ting

y YA A =

7 FEo AR i
B0V WA iy
N euti e

;@a (ATERLLLER

Y s Pt sttt

%L*? n}f\i&%ﬁ] %—
BAF e Famub thie 24
S HB 22 9% (1)
G RARPIEL
g iR T E B AL
(aa izt
Fe b e BT AT A
S R A 1 R
s
AR agetd iad
Fhn w3l ¥
{5295 3— %

— k$4%



Shu Ting 25

BETWEEN...

It's only the entrance to an ordinary lane.

On the short section of wall, some stippling in a flower design.
Probably a naive charcoal sketch.

Probably it’s this gust of wind,

Or this certain smell

Created without roots, confused.

The compass of the mind has no needle or points

As if you had stepped into a magneric field.

Then you continually suspect you've missed something.
What on earth has watched over you,

Have you waited for, so many years?

Even if you walk back in your own footprints

You can never return to the same place.

You do not rise to open the window.

A single gesture might yield hundreds of hints.

On an ordinary stormy night

I recall two wet feet, the muddy road.

In that unguarded instant

What is it that puts its paws on your back?

It neither cries nor answers.

Perhaps it has never gotten so near.

It's eternity in the blink of an eye

That pierces your bundle of nerves

Like the winds separating sparse grass

From the fluff of the reeds.

You could never say where you are, what you feel.
It's a disappearing that never repeats itself

And yet it's familiar

As being plunged in the stream of your previous life.
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Shu Ting 27

RESURRECTION

Through masks

and unfocused stares

turning life

to a masquerade

Who is it?

Your endless chuckling and chortling
your screeching and shrieking
By drinking the storm

even pagoda snails

can make sucking sounds
Who is it

remains silent

in all this hubbub?

Don’t turn your head;

at your back

is only the dumbbell universe.

Under it all perhaps

is only unceasing undulation.
Into this stream

life lays you flat.

Then who is it

who stands on the shore

looking like you, but not you.

Is it only water circulates

from the root of you up to the air
like a tree from sprout to old age.
Try not to listen too hard.

In the palm of your hand

you cannot scrutinize

the river of the sound of rain.
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Shu Ting 29

Therefore the silkworm squirms

through traps of its own body

ring after ring

to its momentary transmigration and dies away as if flying.

Arthur, who is crucified,
steps down from the cross
becomes Christ

but in two thousand years
it happens only once.

Shu Ting
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Xie Ye 31

AT LAST I TURN MY BACK

At last I turn my back.

From behind comes a burst of weird laughter.
The eyes of many spiders

Still crawl in the alleyway.

From the dried-up road, no laughter.
Alongside, the wind is stamping its feet.
Clusters of golden dust blossom.

Spring squints.

I do not like the wind.

Nor am I afraid of it.

In my own nonchalant way I'll forget them
And walk toward the call of the shore.

There are many aged boats.

There are battered vases and shells.
The blue glinting water

Covers eternal peace.

I will belong to the sea. I will belong

To those pure lives. In the company of sea foam
I will dedicate flowers, I will love the coral
Sacrificing itself.

Xie Ye
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Sun Wu-jun 33

WHAT ELSE AM I AFRAID OF?

Trample me into the earth

1 will become a piece of coal.

Somewhere forsaken by sun

I will open my dark eyes.

Someday at noon I will be dug out.

The sincerity of my smile

Will melt the face of the young girl powdered with white
Into the red clouds of morning.

What else am I afraid of?

Throw me into the sea

I will become a silvery gull.

I have a wife who is gentle

Sons and daughters brimming with life.

I will have my home built in a slash in the rock.

I will use my two wings

To dispel the loneliness of the fishing boat.

I will have others weave me into countless beautiful legends.

What else am I afraid of?

Hang me in the sky

I will become a gust of wind.

1 will warn of atrocities of the wolf.

I will scratch at the penguins’ beautiful dreams.
I will be everywhere.

I will congeal, as quick as I can,

the hero’s blood on his breast.

I will blow the black hair, scented with soap,
Onto the young man’s face.

Ah, I have nothing to be afraid of.

Sun Wu-jun
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Lan Se 35

Three Poems

CITY IN RUINS

I only remember one winter night sitting in the tramcar
Passing a woods when it was snowing hard.
When I wake up the autumn winds already groan in the trees.
And I find myself lying on the threshold of a pawnshop.
The moon overhead is immense, yet there is no moonlight in the street.
Where are the people of this city, which is now empty.
Not even a stray dog can be seen.
The cracks between paving stones are filled with wild oats.
On the window sills are the footprints of monsters.
Even the distant bells of the nightwatchman
Are only fantasies in the heart.
I wander about in the street clinking a few old coins
picked up from some counter.
It seemed to me I had returned to my native land, which I left long ago.
The taverns were barely distinguishable.
In the small tea shop the kerosene lamp
continues its incomprehensible flicker.
All this is fascinating.
I want to pick up the rusty key from the middle of the street
And complete the residue of my existence.
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THE CHINESE: BACK VIEW

Often you stand on the north side

of the intersection

leaning against some obscure corner
depressed

watching from a distance those figures walking, hurrying by.
How magnificent and splendid they are under the slanting sun.
Everyone looks so gentle and noble.

At such times

who can believe

there are hideous things in the world?

Past experience seems only

an imagined tragedy.

Life, like the twilight on the street,

is so beautiful

that it makes you feel you need a good cry.
Back home, you always say to me

with tears in your eyes,

“Only the backs of the Chinese

seem that weary.”

The Chinese, O the back view of the Chinese.
Do they have only their back view?

They are always hurrying away,

never turning their heads.

Even in the dead of night

still in front of you

there are many weighty shadows

flashing by.
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CHRISTMAS

I always feel that

the letter slipped into the mailbox
will never reach its destination

The bicycle parked by the side of the street
will be stolen by someone

The pressure cooker in my hands

will immediately explode

The TV broadcasting the soccer match
will break down

If I bump into something

Of course I get a concussion

If she doesn’t come on this bus

I'll be left alone in this world

Why should a mature man bear
such heavy burdens
on his shoulders?

Lan Se
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Man Ke

Two Poems

THE CITY

IL

IIL.

Iv.

VL

Wake up

Only your bare head is here
The night is deep

The wind in the street

Is running from place to place
Like a lost child

The street

After so much torture

Lies flat on its back

The big black cat, mouth watering
Cries out in hunger

The city
Aches so much it leans one way, then another
Pale in the black night

The sky is fast asleep

Your hair kneaded in the depths of night
I was so disturbed by you

All night long I could not sleep

Only perhaps when the dream reads my mind
Does it sing of what I feel
Ah, all the eyes you are deceiving

. When from the sky

Hangs a strand of hair soft as sunshine

The city
Soaked with splendors of the east

The people are chasing each other
Leaving their colors for posterity

The children return from the sunlight
Bringing love to the mothers

41
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Man Ke

VIL

VIIL.

IX.

Ah, the city.
You, child of the east

From the mother’s shrivelled breast
You want to find food

The sickly child

Stares at you

Seven-stringed instrument of the sun
Yet you shed light on her scrawny body

Ah, the city
In the face of the child’s hungry eyes
You are so cold, so unfeeling

The depth of night is never willing to let me go on
It winks one green eye

And yet you say nothing to me

The night is deep. The sky seems off-center

So I console myself:

Let us have joy!

Joy will come to us all

43
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GROWING OLD EVEN AFTER DEATH

The white hair of the dead has already grown in the fields.
This makes me believe a person may grow old even after death.

Even after death a person may still have nightmares pounce on him.
May wake up surprised, open his eyes, and see.

Another day hatches out of its eggshell,
Starts to be busy, pecking around on the ground.

May also hear his own footsteps,

His two legs laughing and grieving.

May also remember, though his head is empty,
Though those in his heart have already rotted away.

May also praise them, may praise his lover,
And with his two hands hold her face steadily,

And then carefully set her in a clump of grass,
Watching her clumsily extract her own sexy body.

May also be waiting, waiting for the sunlight
Which at last the wind whisks away like a scrap of worn sleeping mat.
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Waiting for the sunset, which hides from you
As if afraid some beast were about to shred its flesh.

At night this sun passively let you pull it into your arms,
Let you fondle it freely, let you satisfy yourself on it without a word.

May still lie down from exhaustion, close his eyes,
Listening to the roars of hoards of beasts fighting against each
other in the sky.

May still feel worried, that perhaps overnight
The blood shed in the sky will all flow down on the earth.

May still rise up mourning a dead face,
One with her eyes still staring at you.

May still hope, wishing to live forever,
Wishing not to be an animal, hunted by others

Thrown in the fire to be roasted, devoured.
May still feel pain, may still find things unbearable.

The white hair of the dead has already grown in the fields.
This makes me believe a person may grow old even after death.

Man Ke
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Three Poems

THE THIRD EYE

Don’t forget the scar on your arm

A single eye that is long and arched

Beautiful and yet painful. Don’t forget

The solitary look in the eyes

As if coming from a meteorite.

On the street noisy with dust and exhaust

I say, don’t be afraid

What should be masked is not thas. I think

It’s not afraid of facing the world

The world is afraid of being seen by it.

Your handkerchief is piteously little.

The world is a scoundrel

Every minute from every wall a dagger can fly out,
Tear open your third eye.

If you really want to see something clearly

Please open your third eye

And see clearly all that is breathing or has ceased breathing.
Don't be afraid, I say,

I also have an additional eye on my heart.

Because it is there each of the two eyes we already own
Has become a third eye

Beautiful and yet painful.

The world, by masking itself, loses its mask.

Our silence unmasks everything.

This dialogue takes place under a certain eave.

The noise is further and further away.

We feel at peace, as if in a valley where no one lives.
We feel excited as when at last

Two lonely, long-distance runners reach the finish line.
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Wang Xiao-long 51

IN MEMORIAM
(DEDICATED RESPECTFULLY BEFORE MY FATHER’S
FUNERAL URN)

L

II.

The ranks of wine glasses take their stand on the dining table

Which one is you

Once someone tipped over a drawer

What more did you want to say in your half-finished letter

The old-fashioned pair of shoes is still moored on the
dried-up floor under the bed ‘

The shoes keep urging themselves to get on with their meditation

The rusty blunt razor got stuck in a few of your beard’s bristles

Why does everything pass by so quickly

When I blow out the match

I lift my head and see you

Smoking in the mirror

Every morning you sit there

Feeling confused

You are very intelligent

And therefore incompetent

Every time you explode you are really blasting yourself

Your skin is very dark

Your pores are very large

At the moment the flock of wild geese sadly passes your eyes

Autumn is going

You are in fact me

No no you've forgotten yourself

Each time I thought something was over

I was suddenly pushed out the door as though
Punishment would be waiting there at the street corner
You deliberately chose to ignore

I deliberately chose to ignore

The poem that was left on the end table

With a firm flick of the ashes I think

I probably am that old battered sheet metal ashtray
Burnt brutally time and again at your hands

You turn off the light  everywhere it grows dark
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You let me run naked among the crowds

Fall from the rooftop into the sea

[ believe this dream  believe

You are once again beating the back of my head with disgusted eyes
The whole reason for this

I am in fact you

When I made up my mind to be a good student the next day
At midnight the alarm clock surely suffered arrest

I went to become a worker laboring dutifully for my living
Who thought I'd be asked to wave a baton

I would like to be a good husband

But sausage is always sold out

I don’t know why

The world is always working against me

Myself, I'd just as soon de a good-for-nothing

So I make up my mind to come to terms with it all

To come to terms with you

Then all of a sudden you turn your back on me and head out

In short it's not surprising  the noon sun gets mixed with the rain
Look the raindrops glisten in sunshine

As harmonious as two tramps

So while we're alive we should quit quibbling about the world

Don’t you agree  why don’t you say anything  you

Palm tree in the wind
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IN MEMORY OF THE SPACE SHIP CHALLENGER

What changes take place in this instant

Suddenly under the cover of dense smoke the strange half-breed vanishes
When the sky clears the sky sparkles

Speckled with aluminum scraps, bone bits, flesh, sharp sounds

and undigested breakfast sandwiches

The sky sparkles

A wisp of woman'’s long hair crosses the sun’s rays

What changes take place in this instant Blown to bits You wonderful
lovegift You joyous riot on the football field Blown to bits You
microphone in the President’s hand You oval lung just recovering its
use Blown to bits You fearful prayers You pious curses You scooped-
out skull Blown to bits You remembrance of things past You borrow
money from no one Blown to bits You ambition to hold for a few days
an exhibition of paintings You theory that drains all your blood
You charming bra Blown to bits You strings of lights hung on the tree
A little humor You overactive spring You wind You tide You two
masks One for day One for night Blown to bits

What changes take place in this instant

Since I have lived more than thirty years like a dog

I can spell can smile can turn a somersault and lift my legs
I take to watching two steel tracks on the railroad

I see them Wonder where they come from where they go
I imagine a faraway place Miss my father Want to retire

(Stanza continued)
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I do a small dance on the ties and walk home
How happy I am I can find my way home
You see, like a dog, I do not live badly

I am really and truly alive

And what about you

Yet this strange half-breed You imagine

How great a distance it flies from blast-off to blast

How long then before we hear the sound of the blast

Are the spare parts ground out of stone carved in bone
molded from mud cast in bronze

Why do I see hieroglyphics speckling the sky

I have seen everything my ancestors have seen

On the wall At the beach

When I find myself alone

The sky sparkles

Naked angels never growing up

You wander back and forth on the ceiling You all have wings on your bodies

Where are my wings

O wings have degenerated We have no wings

We do have buttocks We also can dance

Sing for cats seizing mice Cocks crowing Monkeys climbing trees
These are all true without any doubt

We therefore do not live badly

O wings have degenerated We have no wings

We have hands and we reach reach reach reach reach fiercely up

(Stanza continued)
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From torn sleeves and trains you flying Apsaras ceaselessly shake down
Great masses of copper coins

What changes take place in this instant

There will be mistakes in motivations causations conclusions

Mistakes are inescapable

Incidents of death are regular occurrences

For the sake of a daydream

What kind of death do you expect that is better than this

An eternal day dream

I have seen McAuliffe walk smiling down the gangway
When the flight was postponed the show took only a few seconds on TV news

Are you ready to weep

What will you weep about, ladies and gentlemen

Keep your tears for Africa

In Africa there are deserts, endless fire, stalks of cactus
And many empty dirty bowls blossoming on black hands
You cry as hard as you can

Save your conscience with tears Bribe fate

But I shall go and be part of a great celebration

To celebrate another record of human failure

To celebrate death

The death of a day dream

(Stanza continued)
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Wang Xiao-long 61

Ladies and gentlemen Please look

Modern bullets kill the sun more accurately than arrows
Science becomes a wolf child once it crawls from the bomber’s belly
On the sea the fleet maneuvers

The sea takes three-fourths of the earth’s surface

Some fingers dangle presumptuously over the pushbuttons
Around them arises the dark inexplicable mushroom cloud
But let us hold a celebration

To celebrate this instant

To celebrate the great explosion of life

The fireworks for peace

To be honest you're a little like those damn bombs
I watch a woman teacher walk out
So you’re like them only a little

What changes take place in this instant

When the sky clears the sky sparkles

Speckled with flocks of pigeons, hieroglyphics born after the birth of weapons
They fly toward me

O Man Woman Poor Rich Powerful Powerless

The most civilized Parisians The natives of Andaman Islands

They fly and descend toward us

Dreams and wings will return to our shoulders

Do we have shoulders

Wang Xiao-long
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Encountering the New Chinese Poetry

On returning to the States early in 1988 after a semester teaching at
Fudan University in Shanghai, Ann Arbor and I found to our surprise
little recent Chinese poetry available in translation: few individual
poems and even less in collections. Shu Ting had appeared in Poezry. Bei
Dao had a cluster of poems in APR in the fall of 1988. The
Beijing/NewYork/Beijing art exchange organized by Stephen Lane
resulted in a volume of Chinese poems, Beijing: New York (New York:
Coyote Press, 1988; ed. Ginny MacKensie), but the nature of the project
led to a maximum of one page per poet. This general unavailability is
changing quickly, both with increased American travel to China and
increased visits to the United States by Chinese poets, critics, and
academics. In the fall of 1988, for example, the Committee for
International Poetry sponsored a tour of six American cities by a group
including Bei Dao and Gu Cheng. There has also been little commentary
on the process of writing/ publishing/reading. Perry Link describes the
political/literary complex in the introduction to his anthology of post-
Cultural Revolution literature, Stubborn Weeds (Bloomington: Indiana
UP, 1983), which includes some of the poets here, but is already five
years old.

The lack of contemporary Chinese poetry in translation encour-
aged us to publish in this chapbgok the poems we had worked on while
at Fudan. Since one interesting and unusual aspect of our project is its
collaborative nature, 1 will, at the risk of spending more time on process
than on product, describe how we came to do this work, providing along
the way one glimpse of the current state of poetry in the People’s
Republic.

It was through Sun Li, the Chair of the Department of Foreign
Languages at Fudan, that we began the translations. Shortly after we
arrived in Shanghai I asked him if he knew anyone who might talk with
us about contemporary Chinese poetry. Shaking his head slowly,
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wringing his soft hands — another strange request from new foreign
teachers that he as an administrator would have to deal with — he said
no, but that he’d make enquiries. That night he asked his daughter, a
senior in high school; she gave him Meng Long Shi Xuan, checking off
some of her favorite poems. The next day Sun Li offered us his help. He
knew none of these poems or poets himself and had done no reading in
the field. Given the compartmentalization of Chinese universities,
students and faculty, his willingness to work with us was a delightful
surprise.

Though I articulated no goals to myself, what I had intended in
asking Sun Li for guidance was multifold. In our department at Fudan,
foreign faculty had offices on one floor, Chinese on another. I wanted to
see if we could get to know more closely some of our Chinese colleagues.
I also thought we as poets and editors might gain some sense of
contemporary Chinese poetry. And having begun our study of Chinese
language with the usual tones and characters, what better way to
continue and expand than by combining our linguistic and aesthetic
interests. Finally I imagined access to a broad range of cultural issues,
handled perhaps indirectly and not therefore self-censored by those still
concerned about their conversations with foreigners.

Why Sun Li became involved I wasn’t sure. Initially and most
immediately, working with us may have provided a chance for a change
of scene. I've been told there is no word in Chinese for “privacy.” As
department chair, he shared his office with at least seven colleagues;
sitting with us in the office we shared with only two others must have
seemed luxurious. I assume that he welcomed the opportunity for
cross-cultural contact with American colleagues. He had spent a year in
Pennsylvania in the early 80's and relished the refreshing of memories
and recognition of shared experience. Perhaps he also had some interest
in learning about contemporary poetry, but he gave absolutely no
indication that this was part of his intention. Early in the process, in my
most cynical moments and with warnings in mind from friends with
previous Chinese teaching experience, I thought perhaps he could put
us under his authority, perhaps keep us under surveillance. That fear
quickly disappeared. When I later shared a draft of this essay with him,
he responded that it was merely his continual fascination with the use of
language which led him to work with us.
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Not that any special motivation was necessary. For a Chinese
academic the freedom to sit in a room with foreigners and talk about
ideas and art must have provided a strong impetus on its own. From
many colleagues we heard of the monotony of academic life during the
Cultural Revolution. No teaching took place, in the sense of holding
classes. At best professors might be left alone, to find a book to read, a
new language to learn. At worst, if they were not personally threatened,
there would be hours sitting together and talking about those few topics
which were not politically dangerous. If they were threatened, there was
no worst. Anything could happen.

In these early sessions Sun Li chose a poem more or less arbitrarily.
His glasses perched half-way down his nose, his tea mug printed with
tiny goldfish in one hand, he would recite the poem in Chinese, then
begin to work through it line by line. Ann took verbatim notes. Later I
would type from her notes a rough draft on the redoubtable Flying Fish
office typewriter. The original went to Sun Li, with a carbon for us. We
had only rare use of a xerox, no easy access to a computer. Later we
would sit down again with Sun Li and modify our rough version. Very
soon it was apparent that writing by hand was too slow; Sun Li would
race ahead and then have to wait. So | began typing as Sun Li talked,
making notes for alternative interpretations as he went, with Ann
making her own set of notes for comparison.

Listening to Sun Lido these literal translations was wonderful. His
English had all the richness of a brilliant foreign speaker who has spent
years holding dictionaries on his lap. Indeed he often would dash down
to his office and return with three Chinese/English dictionaries, place
one on the couch, balance another on his knee, and scan the third held
just inches away from his eyes. His vocabulary was immense and
precise, his phrasing elegant. Like many older foreign speakers, his
English was British — more reminiscent of Victorian novels than the
often staccato sounds of American street language. Despite his accent,
however, the poems on first reading often seemed more American than
British: more colloquial, more abrupt in vocabulary and syntax.

The first poems we translated with Sun Li were mostly shorter
pieces by a variety of poets. Their appeal to a high school senior was
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obvious: poems of individual longing, absent love, isolation, cynicism,
and affirmation. Their characteristic tone was the “haziness” of the
Meng Long title imposed earlier upon them by critics, the
“Schwaermerei” of a former European generation. Though the lan-
guage was direct, the poems didn’t “say” anything; there was no obvious
meaning, no political message.

In addition to creating these “hazy” poems, the poets at times used
the same colloquial language to speak directly of their beliefs, or their
lack of beliefs. Or they wrote explicit political poems, praising the
country but also criticizing it. About these poems there was nothing at
allambiguous. Even in the selective reading we were doing, the diversity
was substantial.

As a source of poems for a student generation on the verge of
change, the anthology was like Donald Allen’s New American Poetry in
1960 (how vividly I remember standing in a library in Germany,
discovering Greg Corso’s "Marriage”), or maybe for the more aca-
demically inclined, the Hall, Pack, and Simpson collection of the same
era. Both presented new worlds, uncharted ways of seeing. Like the
Allen anthology, Meng Long made some pretense at describing a
“school,” but what its curriculum contained was vague. We could sense
why certain poems appealed to Sun Li's daughter. But what did we see in
it? Ambiguity towards happiness and grief. Political poems, but
bittersweet ones. Certainly not rampant nationalism. Multiple opin-
ions. Dialogue, as in the Shu Ting/Bei Dao pair in this chapbook.

As I quickly discovered, all my students were familiar with these
poems. They had read them, knew poets’ names, could recite sections by
heart. Different poems touched different readers, but they touched.
None of my colleagues, however, said they knew them. Not one. True,
they were professors of English, not Chinese. But in a highly structured
and disciplined society, here was one very strong generational demar-
cation.

Perhaps because of the novelty of the material, Sun Li quickly
became enthusiastic about the process, and about the poetry. As he
finished reading a poem he would sometimes say, with a slight glance of
surprise, “That’s quite good.” And as we closed each session he would
thank us; we would thank him. Then he would say “You have no idea
what a pleasure this is for me.” Our once-a-week session became two.
Each of these sessions soon lasted two hours.
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After perhaps five such meetings, Sun Li mentioned that he’d like
to have someone join us. To our next session he brought Chu Meng-dan.
Chu was a third-year English major at Fudan, not Sun Li’s student, but
someone who had impressed him when he, as Department Chair,
interviewed her the previous year to hear her argument for changing
her major from history to English. Chinese students don’t do such
things. Chu did.

She was an extraordinary young woman. Widely read, interested in
everything, forcefully stubborn, with a way of looking at us out of the
side of her eyes when she believed she was right and we were wrong,
Chu very quickly changed the nature of our work.

The first piece we tackled with her was Bei Dao’s “Island.”
Compared to the ones we had been working on, this poem was longer,
more complex, more difficult, more vague, more allusive, more
mysterious. We read, reread, translated, retranslated, interpreted,
reinterpreted. Perhaps because of Chu, perhaps because of "Island,” we
for the first time began to deal with a poem which was getting lost in the
translation. Like most good poems, this poem resided in the language;
some of the earlier ones had seemed to float above it: graspable,
rewritable, translatable.

“Island” wasn’t like that. From beginning to end, there were
impossible tasks. Even the title was problematic. Perhaps following
the examples of earlier writers, many younger Chinese poets use pseudo-
nyms. Many of the names are symbolic: Duo Duo is "Much Much.” Lan
Se is "Blue.” Bei Dao is "Northern Island.” The title of his poem in pin
yin Chinese is "Dao” — equivalent to the poet’s name. One must, of
course, translate the title, but does one translate the poet’s name as well?
Should this poem be “Island,” by the poet “Northern Island”? An
important poem which included the poet’s own name in the title might
seem autobiographical (imagine a poem “Rich,” or “Frost™), and indeed
“Island” reads like much Western autobiographical/confessional poetry
— allusive, seemingly specific and yet delightfully/frustratingly vague.
And yet both Sun Li and Chu Meng-dang asserted it referred more
directly to Yu Luo-ke, a young man killed by the Gang of Four. Was the
poem autobiographical or not?

A second issue was the sound. Much like parts of Kinnell's Book of
Nightmares or Plath’s Ariel, the closing lines of the poem use internal
rhyme subtly and beautifully:
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you lé wu zui de tian kéng jia gou le
you le tian kong jin gou le

ting ba, qin

zai zhao huan shi qu de shéng yin

In the first of these short stanzas the repetition makes its own
powerful, yet conventional, music. In the second, the “"qin” and “yin”
rhyme, but the "ting” and “sheng” nearly rhyme, both with each other
and with the end-rhymed pair. How to capture such sound in so few
words?

A third was the imagery. In those same closing lines one of the
rhyming words is "qin,” any stringed instrument. English has no
comparable word. A specific image, such as “lute” or "violin,” would be
inaccurate, and yet a general reference, such as "instrument,” doesn’t
capture the partial specificity. Furthermore, “qin” suggests not only the
stringed instrument but also the music created by it. Again and again we
found ourselves failing with “Island”; again and again we tried to
minimize the depth of failure.

Soon after we began to work with Chu she visited us at our
dormitory. With her she brought Lu Wen, her close friend. Lu’s
nickname was Xiao-mi, the cat. Her poised actions, her careful speech,
the tilt of her round face, were cat-like; in her patience she contrasted
strongly with the intense, impulsive, quick-moving Chu. And like a cat
not deigning to concede interest in that ball of string, Lu Wen only
slowly admitted her own interest in poetry.

And then they came with their classmates, Li Yi-dong and Zuo
Hong. Li seemed like a city kid: street-wise, a bit tough, with a
masculinity rather different from the intellectual elegance of most of our
male Fudan students. Zuo was stylish, wearing bright red, with a
matched set of hat and mittens. She was also very bright, inquisitive. For
these students, at least, in a culture lacking the leisure time, expendable
income, and video/audio gadgetry of Japan and the West, poetry was an
important intellectual and emotional experience. More than rock stars
and sports figures, the poets were the voices of many young Chinese;
their words were on our students’ tongues in the way that Western
teenagers sing contemporary songs.
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All our new acquaintances had specific poets/poems they wanted
us to read. Better still, Li Yi-dong had a poet he wanted us to meet: his
next door neighbor at home in Shanghai, Wang Xiao-long. Wang, he
said, knew all the poets we were reading, and was one of the best of the
newer school. Meng Long, widely available for only two years, was
already out of date. And would we like to translate one of Wang's
poems? All of Li's emphatic energy sounded a bit like special pleading:
this was after all his neighbor, perhaps his friend. And yet, so what?
With virtually no Chinese of our own, and no easy access to sources of or
information about contemporary poetry, we depended on chance
encounters and volunteers. Li’s intensity was contagious. We soon
began work on “In Memoriam,” Wang's elegy for his father. Two weeks
later Li said Wang would like to visit us himself.

We were pleased, and yet we did not know quite what to make of Li
Yi-dong's offer. This was a different type of encounter, with someone
who was not connected to Fudan, who spoke no English. Since Wang
would visit after university hours, Sun Li would not be there. So we
asked our tutor/friend Hu Meng-jie, a former Fudan-Beloit exchange
student, to translate and to provide an external point of view. We
wanted someone there we knew well who could later help us understand
what we had missed and misunderstood.

Wang came in the evening, riding his bicycle two hours across
Shanghai. Chu, Lu, Zuo, and of course his neighbor Li, were with him
when he arrived. The eight of us sat in a circle in one of our two rooms.
Annand] were excited. The university was treating us very well, but all
our contacts there were part of the official structure. Wang was the first
poet we had met; he had come here on his own. We had no idea how the
evening would go, but he owed us nothing, we owed him nothing. When
we asked our usual social/sociological questions he was willing enough
to answer. He “worked,” like all Chinese, at his job, but actually his
formal job was a sinecure. His real work, recognized by the government
and supported, was to be a member of the Writers’ Guild, was the
writing of poems. He did not, however, feel completely a part of the
government. Nothing negative, just a sense of being an outsider — and
certainly an outsider to the university, with which he had no contact.

Because interpretation is a slow process, we watched Wang a long
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time that evening. Thirty-three years old, confident of his power,
intense in his observations, with an ironic grin that transcended the
time lapse and made us laugh, he was stunningly handsome —
combining the impudence of a teen-ager and wisdom of a Taoist monk.

What he wanted most to hear about was poetry. What did we
write about? Were we any good? Which Chinese poets did we read?
Which Americans? He asked about two poets who had visited Shanghai
the previous two years, Allen Ginsberg and Donald Hall. What were
their reputations in the States? More emphatically he wanted to know
about Bob Dylan, wanted Li Yi-dong to translate some Dylan songs,
wanted me to send him copies of lyrics. With his green jacket, almost
army surplus, he even looked a bit like Dylan in the early days.

Wang had with him his most recent publication. It was roughly
mimeographed on newsprint, with a pencil sketch of the poet on a
fold-around paper cover. By American standards it looked amateur, but
we knew enough about scarcity of paper and printing facilities to avoid
pre-judgment. Many poets publish themselves for years, for both
political and economic reasons. The Meng Lorng anthology had
originally been done casually by a group of students, and even now was
published by a relatively small provincial press, rather than a major
Beijing publishing house. We plunged into talk of translating his elegy.
His concern for accuracy, the meticulous choice of his own words,
convinced us of the intensity of his craft, despite his casual air and the
casual tone of the poem itself. We in turn asked so many questions I
suspect he began to sense our own commitment to the best translation
possible. Like most Chinese males, he smoked throughout the evening,
enjoying the best Chinese brand, Peony, until Ann produced some of our
duty-free Marlboros, purchased for precisely such moments. Smoking
people.

We discussed the possibility of his reading at Fudan. By now we had
done enough translation with Sun Li that we thought of doing a
performance for the university. And if we were translating Wang's
work and presenting it to a Chinese audience, we wanted him to
perform the original. Wang said quietly, "I don’t think they’ll let me
read.” The politics of his coming onto the campus were delicate. I said
I'd enquire.

We shared poems, understanding little from the words, but more
from inflection, gesture. He ended by asking if he could read a new, long,
poem. Of course we agreed, as much for the Chinese students, who were
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sitting entranced by Wang's personality and power, as for ourselves.
Even in the small room, with a small audience, he seemed —in an
appropriate way — to perform the poem, running through emotional
sections, throwing in what we could identify as commercials from mass
media, making jokes, and ending in a rush of feeling that seemed to
move the students deeply.

The mood was turned by a humorous misunderstanding. Re-
sponding to the sounds she had heard, Ann commented quietly to one of
the students, “That was beautiful.” The student, wrapped in the aura of
an evening with a young and dynamic artist, responded dreamily, “Yes,
he is, isn’t he.”

By Chinese standards it was already late, with Wang’s bicycle ride
back across the city yet to come. We escorted our visitors down four
flights of stairs, past the registration desk, out to the compound gate,
where we said good-night. At the beginning of the evening we had not
known what to make of Wang Xiao-long. By the time he left we had
been deeply impressed by his intensity, charisma, commitment to
poetry. And at the same time if there had been a test, whatever the test
was, we seemed to have passed.

I mentioned the possibility of our reading with Wang to Sun Li the
next time we met. He thought it a good idea. I wondered out loud if there
would be any difficulty. He foresaw none. I conveyed the positive
response to Wang through Li Yi-dong. We proceeded with our plans.
Three times in the coming weeks I asked if there were difficulties. Sun Li
finally agreed to check. There were none. At least none I saw.
Everything went smoothly. And all of us began to get excited about the
public performance.

We continued translating through October and November. De-
spite the collective nature of our project, everyone in the group had his
or her own goals. Li Yi-dong brought us his version of "Christmas,” by
Lan Se. Zuo Hong liked "Back View” by the same writer, and a sequence
by Duo Duo. The bravery of this man’s early publication still inspired
students and younger poets to say what they believe, at a time when
some fear remains that openness, though officially acceptable, might be
dangerous.
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Understandably, Li Yi-dong wanted us to work on Wang's poems.
Lu Wen had begun an ambitious project: translating the long poem
Wang had read that evening at our room. Chu had already completed a
rough draft of his Challenger poem. As might be expected, the level of
English for all these students was not so high as Sun Li's. So our talking
sessions became more complex. With a rough draft by Sun Li in hand we
could work immediately on tone, texture, style, details of imagery. With
the students the possibility existed for complete misunderstanding.
Something as simple as "bench” (as in park bench) in a first draft was
“freefair chair.” And yet, again not surprisingly, Chu and the others
were alert to the freshness of language, to contemporary innuendo, in
ways that Sun Li was not. Sun Li was in his sixties. The poets were closer
to the students’ age.

Our collective sessions became extraordinary events in themselves.
We have some snapshots: Sun Li holding the dictionary close to his eyes,
the others grouped behind him listening respectfully but ready to
recognize and emphasize the limitations of dictionaries in a culture
which in their lifetimes has turned topsy turvy every ten years. In his
interaction with the students the stereotype of elder academic author-
itarian mandarin was simply not accurate. Sun Li had encouraged Chu to
join us and had accepted the others because he knew his limitations, and
(though he would never say so) his strengths.  have another snapshot, a
mental one this time, of Sun Li and Chu Meng-dan, the senior male
professor/administrator and the young female student side by side
—sharing, cooperating, collaborating. The intensity of the combination
seemed unusual in a culture which emphasizes the virtue of age and
often segregates classrooms by gender. Watching Sun Li’s respect for
Chu, for all of these students, was one of the most positive experiences
we had in China.

By late November we had begun to meet in our room. This
happened partly because of the separate agendas for translation, partly
because it was getting cold and our room was heated. (Fudan student
dorms, classroom buildings, offices for Chinese had no heat, though the
Shanghai temperature regularly touched thirty degrees.) In addition we
had the increasing pressure of an impending performance, with texts to
be tentatively “finished” in advance. Sun Li might come two days a
week. As many students as could join us did so. In addition Chu and Lu
would show up for a two or three hour session one evening. Li and Zuo
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Hong would come then and at other times, with word from Wang on
some line or idea from his poems. Hu Meng-jie, who had no peet in the
group for her combination of contemporary Chinese and contemporary
English, had volunteered to check all translations, so she would find her
way to see us after all others had finished. And once all of them had left
we still had the process of rewriting, polishing, seeing what we didn't
understand so we could ask intelligent questions at the next session.
What began as one hour a week had become more than twenty. To
watch the poems gradually transform from one language to another was
to participate in the collective process at its best.

In the meantime, Wang had become interested enough in our
project to write to some of the poets, asking for poems more recent than
those in Meng Long Shi Xuan. Bei Dao was in England, unavailable.
Man Ke, however, sent two, of which we translated “Growing Old Even
After Death.” And Shu Ting sent a group of four, including “Between...”
and “Resurrection.” Those she provided were remarkably different
from the ones we had seen before. The direct, bitter-sweet appeal of the
early poems we had translated, including some of her most popular
pieces ("Motherland,” "Love Poem Earth”) reminded me of many
sixties lyrics — Joni Mitchell, Beatles, Dylan. The poems pour out
images: direct, powerful, evocative statements. I think of Dylan’s
comment on "Hard Rain” — where he said every line was a potential
poem, but with the fear during the Cuban missile crisis that tomorrow
might not happen, there had been no time to write separate songs. With
Shu Ting, we had the feeling she feared that yesterday (read Cultural
Revolution) wasn't really over, and tomorrow might not be like today
but like yesterday or some other disaster. Her greatest strength, it
seemed to us, was individual images, and clusters of images around a
theme. And yet throughout those poems brilliant lines would fall next
to ones no major American poet would think of publishing — what an
American audience would regard as sentimental sap. Shu Ting's new
poems weren't like that. They were Joni Mitchell’'s Hejira, not Court and
Spark. The smoke, the fire, of her early work was becoming more
complex, a flame burning deep in the earth.
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The new poems sent to us pleased us and once again expanded our
work. Most immediate, however, was our reading at Fudan. As it
approached, we realized we had undertaken an ambitious project.
During our stay in Shanghai, many students, colleagues, and friends had
asked Ann and me if we would make a public reading of our own poems.
In addition we wished to help feed the hunger for Western culture, to
share with the Fudan audience some of the recent American poems we
find most powerful and significant. Third, we wanted to present the
translations of recent Chinese poems we had been working on for the
previous three months, to honor a society and artists we had learned to
respect and love. And since some of those poems were by Wang
Xiao-long, we had asked him to join us. Earlier we had hoped to split
this whole presentation into two performances, but as our teaching
term was running out we decided to combine all the events.

One problem with creating such an occasion was length. Such a
project would tax the attention of most audiences in the States. We
knew, however, that most of our Fudan audience would stay and listen as
long as we were willing to speak. Again and again, whenever we
indicated a willingness to speak English, to talk either casually or
formally with Chinese students, colleagues and staff, or even to linger
with pedestrians in downtown Shanghai, the limits of attention were
only the limits of time. At the same time we knew this willingness
depended on politeness as well as on interest, and we were reluctant to
overstay our welcome.

A second problem was space. Formally our presentation would be
the final one in a series of talks by foreign faculty. These had been very
popular. In a lecture hall which “sat” 250, between 300 and 700 had
crowded in each week, surrounding the speakers, standing on desks,
jamming five people into the space one student would ordinarily
occupy. Occasionally, as a desk crumbled under the weight, we would
watch a small wave of people disappear in the sea of faces. Fortunately,
the throng was so thick no one could be hurt. It was like riding a bus,
where nine people fill a square meter. For our poetry reading, moreover,
we could not even have the usual lecture hall, because it had been
reserved for the evening by the Fudan poetry society. Some of our
student co-workers were afraid two poetry events would undermine
each others’ audience. Not likely. Although the entire campus popula-
tion was only about 10,000, over 400 attended the poetry society reading
that evening. Another 700 were upstairs listening to us.
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The presentation lasted nearly three hours. Sun Li introduced us.
We read a few of our own poems, a few by Levertov, Rich, Kinnell and
other contemporary Americans, then turned to the contemporary
Chinese poets. We invited our co-translators to the podium. Chinese
children grow up being expected to perform; at banquets, holiday
parties, many social gatherings, a song or a poem is demanded of
everyone in the room. I suspect, however, that the 700 colleagues sitting
in front of us were a bit intimidating for our student co-workers. Their
voices grew very soft; their hands were shaking. So were ours. But the
audience was superb. Many of the poems they would recognize
immediately; with Gu Chen’s “A Generation” 1 could hear many
speaking the poem quietly as it was read.

Finally, we turned to Wang Xiao-long. By then we were all tired.
Perhaps a third of the audience had drifted away. But Wang captured
those who remained. At the end of an evening of English language, his
use of Shanghai dialect, his wit, and his physical presence soon had the
audience laughing, and then, with the poem for his father and the
Challenger poem, crying. He ended with the long poem he had read in
our dormitory, modifying it for the evening with passages specific to
Fudan. The audience cheered. And the reading was over. Despite the
late hour many of us returned to our rooms for a party. For once the
workers at our gate allowed visitors to remain past the 11:30 curfew.

Curfew: We were often aware that even our presence in Shanghai
would have been unthinkable fifteen years earlier. And yet: Under-
graduate students presenting contemporary poetry, a major poet
unconnected with the university reciting his own, overseas visitors
contributing translations, even the introduction by the head of the
language department — the collaborative nature of the evening at
Fudan suggested an openness, a willingness to experiment, that
surprised us and our hosts as well. Much of our energy in the previous
weeks and months had gone into these translations. The opportunity to
attempt such a project and the process by which we worked say much
about contemporary Chinese attitudes towards poetry, academic life,
Chinese/ American relations, collective processes. Through luck,
curiosity, intensive work, and Chinese generosity, we were able during
our stay in Shanghai to experience the widespread excitement about
recent poetry that is part of Chinese society nearly fifteen years after the
death of Mao, after the end of the Cultural Revolution.
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Two quick notes:

1) Since the People’s Republic of China does not participate in any
international copyright agreement, there is no international jurisdic-
tion over the Chinese poems we have included. Where possible we have
attempted to contact the poets directly, and are grateful for their
generous help and advice.

2) 1 have no idea how to “credit” the translations. They are
certainly not "mine,” in that Iknow very little Chinese. They're not Ann
Arbor’s, though neither the translations nor my narrative would have
been possible without her continual journal-keeping and commentary.
They aren’t the work of our initial and primary collaborator, Sun Li of
Fudan University, in that his English, rich and subtle as it was, would
not alone have captured the contemporary language of the Chinese
poems. The translations owe much to our Fudan student co-workers,
Hu, Chu, Lu, Li, and Zuo, who stimulated us, encouraged us, corrected
us, pushed us to do more. Former Beloit College Exchange Professor
Xu Zheng-tong assisted us by inviting us to talk with Hu Huan-zhang, a
noted critic of twentieth-century Chinese literature. Yang Chen of the
Fudan English Department interpreted for us and made our lives more
pleasant in a hundred ways. Once we were back in the States the project
could not have proceeded without the support of Marion Stocking and
other BPJ] editors, and from Chinese students at Beloit College,
especially Song Hai-huan, and our tutor Pang Ying, who graciously
agreed to do the calligraphy and provided many types of assistance
during the final stages of preparing the chapbook. The final credit
should go where it most belongs: to the poets themselves especially
Wang Xiao-long, who made our efforts possible in the most funda-
mental sense.

John Rosenwald



