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Preface (1)

It gives me great pleasure to write a short introduction to this volume. During his
recent stay in England Dr. Li Zhimin and I had many long and enjoyable discussions of the
poems he=has so admirably translated here. We usually met either in my rooms in Christ’s
College or, when the weather permitted, under the trees in the gardens nearby. He has an
excellent intuitive understanding of English poetry and a particularly keen ear for shades
of meaning which a less sophisticated reader might easily miss. He also has a true poet’s
understanding of the way meanings can be communicated by sound, rhythm and the
shaping of a stanza. I very much hope that as a result of his work in so skillfully translating
and annotating these poems, many Chinese readers will be able to share his appreciation of

some of the most significant English-speaking poets of the past hundred or so years.

Dr. John Rathmell,
Christ’s College, Cambridge
December, 2002



Preface (2)

American poetry is always in search of itself. Our newness is not for the sake of
novelty but out of necessity, “new yet unapproachable ,” to adapt a phrase from Ralph
Waldo Emerson, the 19th century thinker who is a wellspring for American poetics. For
American poets, the past is always vexed and the future uncertain; “only the narrow
present is alive,” as mid-20th century poet Charles Reznikoff put it in a poem about
walking in fog.

Each of the poets in this volume are founding figures for our verse because they find
themselves in need of reinventing what American poetry is. It is not just that our active
poetry tradition is short — just two centuries. For Americans, English is necessarily a
second language, even for those for whom it is an only language.

While largely silenced by centuries of violence, indigenous languages lie under all our
spoken tongues. But, as a result of this history of suppression, even the poetry of
indigenous people is a secondary language, sometimes working as a kind of echolocation
device for primary inhabitations. African people brought to the New World as slaves,
starting in l§19, were also deprived of their native languages and prevented from learning
to read or write. Nonetheless, they created the largest body of American poetry from before
the 20th century in the form of “slave songs” and work songs, a collective body of work
that has morphed into blues, gospels, jazz, and contemporary popular music, giving it the
longest half-life in American poetry. And yet both the poetry and culture of indigenous

people and of African-American remained, until the 20th century, separate from the poetry
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Preface (2)

of European-Americans, even if all our poetry is built upon it and must needs ultimately
acknowledge that “fact on the ground.”

All the rest is immigration, from the first English settlers in the early 17th century to
the waves of migrants arriving today. All refugees, seekers of refuge in a new world,
whether because life in the old one was intolerable or because America’s promise proved
irresistible. American poetry is, above all else, a language of immigrants, and the most
recent to land on our shores are the ones who most embody this spirit.

English for an American is not the same language as it is in Great Britain. By 1900,
about one quarter of the white U.S. population either did not speak English or learned it as
a second language, while in the mid-Atlantic states and New England only one person in
four was a native speaker of English. The heart of 20th century American poetry is the echo
of other languages, heard in accents and syntax. Our New World English is syncretic: a
blend of local dialectics and languages otherwise foreign to one another. Shakespeare is
no more our model than the multilectal music of the New York City streets or the rush of
the surf in California, the chants of prisoners on a chain gang or the hum of tractors on a
Midwest farm. .

It is a poetry created by ear and on the fly.

Li Zhimin is a poet and scholar in both English and Chinese. Our long conversations
about poetry have taken place in China and the United States and, against all rational
expectations, we have found ourselves talking as if we were from the same place.

That place could be called poetry. You will find it here.

Charles Bernstein,

Donald T. Regan Professor of English and Comparative Literature ,
University of Pennsylvania

April 15, 2018

Brooklyn, NY
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@ The last Night that She lived

The last Night that She Lived

) 27— 42, W
It was a Common Night & W iR AL

Except the Dying®— this to Us

Made Nature different.

We noticed smallest things —
Things overlooked before

By this great light upon our Minds

@ K&EFRFFIIE S| A : Emily Dickinson. The Complete Poems of Emily Dickinson. Thomas H. Johnson,
ed. Boston & Toronto; Little, Brown and Company, 1961.
@ Except the Dying: it was an ordinary night except for the fact that we knew she was dying.
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Italicized™— as ’twere?.

As We went out and in
Between Her final Room
And Rooms where Those to be alive

Tomorrow were?, a Blame

That Others could exist
While She must finish quite
A Jealousy for Her arose

So nearly infinite®—

We waited while She passed —
It was a narrow time —
Too jostled were Our Souls to speak®

At length the notice came.

She mentioned, and forgot®—
Then lightly as a Reed
Bent to the Water, struggled scarce —

Consented, and was dead”™—

@ By .../Italicized ; by the illuminating light of our knowledge that she was about to die, small things took
on greater significance.

@ As 'twere: as one might say.

@ where }hose to be alive/ Tomorrow were : rooms where stood those people who would (unlike her) still
be alive tomorrow.

@ a blame ... infinite; a sense that they were wrong to continue living when she was about to
terminate ( “finish quite”) her existence; but also a sense of jealousy that the dying woman would soon be
approaching eternal life ( “so nearly infinite” ).

5 It was ... to speak: the passage to death is likened to a narrow corridor in which people cannot easily pass
by each other. “Jostled” also suggests lack of calmness, the distress of those witnessing her final hours of life.

@ She mentioned, and forgot: she uttered some words and then forgot what she was saying.

@ Consented, and was dead: yielded peacefully, acquiesced tranquilly in her death.
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And We — We placed the Hair —
And drew the Head erect —
And then an awful leisure was®,

Belief to regulate®—
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@ an awful leisure was: after all the agitation and anxiety people feel relieved.
® to regulate: to go back to normal life.



