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PREFACE

‘

There have been surprisingly few anthologies of modern
Chinese poetry in English translation. Those that exist are
very much a product of their time and place. Harold Acton and
Ch'en Shih - hsiang’s invaluable Modern Chinese Poetry (Lon-
don. 1936) was a reflection of the poetic scene in Peking in the
mid thirties. while Robert Payne's Contem porary Chinese Poet-
ry (London. 1947). with its telling dedication “In Memoriam
Wen Yi~-tuo. is a product of the Southwest Associate Univer-
sity yéars in Kunming. Kai - yu Hsi's Twentieth Century Chi-
nese Poetry, which remains the best and most extensive anthol-
ogy of its kind, was first published in 1963 and is in essence a
retrospective by a former student from Kunming.

Anyone compiling a new anthology today is bound to ap-
proach the task with a different set of priorities. The pioneers
of new poetiy in the twenties and thirties have fallen into per-
spective, while their successors in the brief but important peri-
od of the late forties have acquired a new significance. For the
thirty years after 1949. poetry followed very different paths on
the two sides of the Taiwan straits. The Taiwan poets of the
fifties and sixties continued and developed the modernist tradi-

tion. Since 1977 there has been a poetic renaissance in China.



and while the younger poets in Taiwan have recently been
turning away from modernistic technique and rediscovering
homegrown simplicity. their contemporaries in Peking have
been making up for lost time by exploring once more the long
forbidden domain of modernism.

This has been a confused and exciting century for Chinese
poetry, and the dust is still far from having settled on many
heated debates (metre versus free verse. Chinese tradition ver-
sus foreign influence, people’s poetry versus poet’s or pure po-
etry) . Several critics have in fact treated the whole period in
terms of contention between rival cliques. While the names of
literary societies are useful mnemonic labels (Lakeside. Liter-
ary Research, Creation, Crescent Moon, Sunken Bell. Epoch.
Blue Stars, Today. etc.). it may also be a worthwhile experi-
ment to place individual poems from all these varicus camps
side by side. with little or no comment. In this way we may be
able to see new connections, and gain a broad view of the de-
velopment of Chinese poetry in the three quarters of a century
since the hermetic casket of classicism was shattered.

This anthology of often uncertain experimentations has a
private subtitle: “Unbound Feet”. An anthology of a hundred
poems is a difficult assignment. Individual choices of poems

were often subjective. Poems that were famous in Chinese



sometimes did not seem to go well in English. We hope at least
to have provided an incentive for more extensive reading.
whether in the Chinese originals or in the other translations
that are available. and to have put before the reader evidence of

the continuing vitality of the Chinese poetic impulse.

We wish to thank all of our colleagues at the Research
Centre for Translation of the Chinese University of Hong
Kong. in particular Zhu Zhiyu and Geremie Barmé. Some of
these translations, or earlier drafts of them. have appeared in
the pages of Renditions. Poems 62 and 63 are translated by
Louise Ho. and Stephen C. Scong. poems 80 and 93 by Do-
minic Cheung. poems 90 and 91 by Alisa Joyce and Ginger Li.

Hong Kong, 1986
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