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% How | Wrote A Maze of Stars and Spring Water

Amongst the many forms of New Poetry which arose after the May the
Fourth Movement can be counted the so-called “short poem” or “mini po-
em”. This type of poem can be very short, the shortest having only two lines.
All the pieces in my collections—A Maze of Stars and Spring Water—are short
poems and so many people consider me to be the first to have written in this
way. When I think it over now, I cannot remember whether I had read many
mini poems by my contemporaries or not. In any case, when I wrote A Maze
of Stars and Spring Water, | was not writing poetry. All I did—under the in-
fluence of Tagore’s Stray Birds—was to gather together my “scattered and
fragmentary thoughts”.

What happened was this. At the time of the May the Fourth Movement
I was still studying at university. In the wake of the New Literature, all sorts
of new periodicals were appearing like flowers after spring rain. Not only
did these carry diatribes against imperialism and feudalism, there were also
introductions to and criticism of foreign literature, as well as short stories,
new poetry, and prose, all in the vernacular. Then, our thirst for knowledge
was at its height, and we greedly devoured these periodicals outside our
lessons or even hid them under our textbooks, stealing glances at them
openly. If we happened upon some sentence which particularly pleased us
we'd note it in a few “oblique” words or phrases in the margins of our note-
books. Soon this became a habit and sometimes we wrote out random jot-
tings about what we felt or remembered of where we’d been and what we’d
done, “obliquely” in a few words or phrases. The days mounted up and
these notes accumulated. Although each one might only be three to five

lines long, when you arranged them in sequence, they did, after all, seem to
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relate to your circumstances. Later, when you looked these words over they
conjured up a true and intimate picture—you couldn’t give them up.

Meanwhile in some magazine or other I happened to see serialized
Zheng Zhenduo’s translation of Tagore’s Stray Birds. (Tagore’s lyrics make
use of forms from folk poetry and song. Their language is both simple and
beautiful, has a strong musical quality, and is deeply imbued with his love
for the Indian people. When he translated his own poems from Bengali into
English, in order to preserve their meaning, he did not carry over their
rhymes or their arrangement into lines, translating them instead as poetic
prose. I only learned this later. Whether Stray Birds was originally in the
form of folk poetry, 1 am still uncertain.) Stray Birds is a collection of short
pieces of few words and phrases but filled with poetic feeling, artistic insight
and philosophical understanding. I was startled. It struck me that the jot-
tings in the margins of my notebooks could also be brought together and set
in order. As I collected them I chose those which were particularly poetic,
those which were particularly resonant and suggestive, and put them in se-
quence. Because they were scattered and fragmentary thoughts I chose one
piece which started with the words “a maze of stars” and placed it at the be-
ginning, calling the whole my “Maze of Stars” collection.

If Tagore’s Stray Birds was a collection of poetry, then wasn’t my Maze of
Stars also? 1 don’t have much confidence in my own opinion on this point,
especially since when I wrote these few words and phrases I was not con-
sciously writing poetry. (When taking a course on New Literature, I had
heard the teacher lecture on Greek epigrams, saying various things about
them such as that they were brief but pointed and vigorous. Like bees, al-
though their bodies were tiny they had a sting in their tails, and whether
they were satirical or discursive they were capable of drawing blood. How-
ever, when writing A Maze of Stars I hadn’t thought of Greek epigrams.) Thus
in my preface to the 1932 collected works there is this paragraph:



REEHSEDNEON

EAIRE RBEE, BRI X ET, SIRERRETREINER, M
EAEREAE,

XN RBARAE-—ARH2RE L, BIHLREFNERRCLS
BVER, BRFUHR, LERARTWER, ESEWAE, T
FRUERR,EEHEARNER, BB O/ RINH S HIK
PRSI (5, A B R ERF R A SN REGF B 55 (TR A R
T, MFERF RO XRE R T FER., (RERY A ERE
RSN, REABFE.) XEEHRRENAFH T HEESNE
B =FME ROE 3, R EREZECAWER LAILE=
BAE, AT IR T P TRER, B R, RREREES
HEN,EEE £, HE—E. BARERMNER, BT Hh
H—B, IEERANFELN, MEE . B2 H(EED).

BRIFH(ERI R —AHE, KN (EER R AZFEE?
AX—m EREHEBARE. AIREESXE =5 MENRE, R
RHRNHESF, REHCARIR, BTt dhs BTN/,
ULRAE/MER , BREE—FF, S A B/NIHRRAER], KR ==
HEEHEE S RMMESE. MKRES (2 &R, FHRFEE
TR UK E -2 _F5(EEREM H . BFX 24—

B



| e 2k

“Speaking of scattered and fragmentary thoughts, I'd like to go on to
talk about A Maze of Stars and Spring Water... A Maze of Stars and Spring Water
are not poetry. At least, at that time I was not setting out to write poetry. I
still didn’t understand the New Poetry and was very wary and unwilling to
experiment. I believe that the essence of poetry is content rather than form,
but at the same time a poem which is unrhymed and loosely organized, if
not divided into lines, is easily confused with ‘poetic prose’. My writing A
Maze of Stars was just as set out in its colophon—following Tagore’s Siray
Birds and imitating their form, I collected together my scattered and frag-
mentary thoughts... It is something like a collection of ‘jottings’....”

I now think that the reason for my unwillingness to call A Maze of Stars
and Spring Water poetry was that, inwardly, I harboured a belief in standards
for poetry. I thought that poetry had to follow formal rules—whether they
were New or Old—and that its musicality must be relatively pronounced.
The sentiments had equally to be modulated by poetic cadences. If a poem
was made from a few words and phrases it couldn’t avoid becoming exces-
sively weak and slovenly. Because of this, apart from those three hundred
odd pieces of “scattered and fragmentary thoughts” which I wrote around
the age of nineteen, my work contains nothing else like A Maze of Stars or
Spring Water.

Later at Xishan in February 1921, I wrote a short prose piece called
Beloved and sent it to the Chenbao literary supplement. When it appeared it
had been split up and arranged in lines like poetry with the following com-
ments by the editor printed beneath it:

“This short piece exudes a poetic sensibility. There can be no objection
to its having been printed in lines and placed in the ‘Poetry’ column. (After
all it is no great matter whether something is written in lines or in para-
graphs. To see whether or not a piece is poetry we have to look at the mean-

ing of the words. Luckily this paper’s division into ‘columns’ is simply a
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loose overall convention, and isn’t meant to force certain types of writing to
be published in particular columns. The ‘Jottings’ column has previously
published some things which were equally charged with poetic sensibility,
but then the interrelation of these columns is not new.)”

Only after this did I begin to write New Poetry with confidence, some-
times with rhyme and sometimes without, for the time being ceasing to raise
the subject.

After going over the story of the writing of A Maze of Stars and Spring
Water and setting it out above, I myself recently re-read these pieces. I've no-
ticed that quite a few are rhymed and that they have a sufficiency of poetic
significance. Their main fault—which they share with my other work—is
precisely what comrade Zhou Yang has pointed out, “New Poetry has still a
great fault, and this most fundamental fault is its continuing failure to prop-
erly unite with the working masses.” This is to say that at that time, during a
great period of thunderous and determined struggle against imperialism
and feudalism, I was still concentrating on describing my personal concerns,
my individual experiences and feelings, and was neither expressing the feel-
ings and thoughts of the working masses, nor making use of those linguis-
tic-literary forms which the working masses know and love. Musicality here
is very important. When the feelings of working people overflow, their
songs are always rhymed. I have still to read an unrhymed poem by a work-
er, peasant or soldier. As for brevity of form, this, on the other hand, is not a
fault. Nowadays we have many examples of folk poetry which expresses a
great revolutionary spirit and a deep understanding of Communism in the
space of four brief lines. The poetry of the working masses is brief without
being weak and energetic without being slovenly. There are lessons to be

learned from the thoughts and experience of such poets.
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= Autobiographical Outline

My real name is Xie Wanying, and I was born on the fifth of October
1900 (according to the lunar calendar this is the twelfth day in the inter-
calary eighth month of the year Gengzi) in Fuzhou, Fujian province (my “na-
tive district”—yuanji—is Changyue in Fujian). In 1901 we moved to Shang-
hai. At that time my father was an officer of the Qing Imperial Navy, serving
as a Commander (literally: “assistant Captain”).

In 1904 we moved to Yantai (in Shandong) where my father was made
Head of the Naval College. My early years were spent by the seashore and I
became especially fond of the open ocean. This is why there are frequent ref-
erences to the sea in my early works.

In 1911 just before the outbreak of the Republican Revolution, my father
resigned as head of the Naval College. The whole family returned to
Fuzhou. While we had been in Shandong I had not entered elementary
school, but had been merely a “part-time scholar” in our private family
school. When we returned to Fuzhou I entered the preparatory class of the
Fuzhou Normal School for Girls.

After the founding of the Chinese Republic, my father went to Beijing to
serve as Director of the Naval Studies Bureau of the Admiralty, and in 1913 1
arrived in Beijing with my family.

In 1914 I entered the American Congregationalist Bridgman Academy
for Girls in Beijing, and on graduation in 1918, enrolled at the Peking (Bei-
jing) Union College for Women. I was studying physical sciences there, and
because of my mother’s weakness in the face of many illnesses, I began to set
my heart on taking up medicine.

In 1919 came the explosion of the May Fourth Movement. At that time I
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was a secretary for the Students’ Association of the Union College, and was
composing occasional propaganda pieces. Riding the tide of the May Fourth
Revolution, I began to publish some of the short pieces I had written in Bei-
jing’s Chen Bao. The extent of my propaganda activities had their inevitable
effects on the practical classes of my science studies, and the only thing for it
was to switch to the Department of Literature. It was at this time that the U-
nion College was amalgamated with Yenching (Yanjing) University.

In 1923, I graduated from the Arts Faculty of Yenching University with
a B.A. in Literature, a “Golden Key” award and a scholarship to Wellesley
College in America, where I wished to study English literature. I was also
forced to spend seven months in hospital due to a reoccurrence of tuberculo-
sis.

In 1926 after finishing my studies and obtaining an M.A., I returned to
China and taught at Yenching University, Qinghua University and at the
Beijing Women's Wenli College.

Sometime after 1921 the Literary Research Society had published my
collection of short stories Superman, and the poetic fragments A Maze of Stars.
In 1926 Beixin Shuju published Spring Water and the collection of prose
pieces Letters to Young Readers. In 1931 Beixin Shuju published The Collected
Works of Bingxin, while amongst the separate collections they published was
The Past and Winter Girl.

During the War of Resistance against Japan, in 1938 I first went to Kun-
ming, then to Chongging in 1940, and wrote Aboutr Women which was first
brought out by the Tiandi and later by the Kaiming Shudian publishing
houses.

After victory in the War of Resistance I went to Japan. From 1949 to
1950 I taught a course on “China’s New Literature” at Tokyo University
(previously the Imperial Unversity). I recall that a few small pieces appeared
in various Japanese newspapers and periodicals from Kyoto University at

the time.



