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Spiritual Upgrader on the Quenching (as a preface)
— On Shipwrecked by Aerdingfu Yiren
By Huo Junming

Long poems are undoubtedly more difficult to compose, and China is a country which
lacks the tradition of writing long poems or epics. The epic complexion of Chinese poets, after
the death of Hai Zi, is desolate featured by a shortage of followers, while the writing of long
poems or epics has been the gnawing theme of contemporary Chinese poets concerning the
poetic school of “Today”, the Third Generation Poetry, and Poetry of the 90s. Few followers of
Hai Zi undertake the composition of long poems as their mission or task, and with no notable
achievement. The composition of long poems is a hard challenge for any poet, since it is the
most thorough and most comprehensive test in the poet’s language, wisdom, imagination,
perception, selection, judgment, and even patience. In my opinion, the term of “long poem” is
neutral, and it is still hasty to apply “epic” to criticism of contemporary Chinese poetry, even
to the long poems of Hai Zi. Undoubtedly, epic is the plural writing and naming of a nation,
country, history, and culture, and it is quite a strict or cruel screening process for the poet or
even the epoch. The age of industrialization witnesses the birth of important long poems,
but the completion of epics is still awaiting time and chance. In my opinion, a “big poem”
is the interim between a “long poem” and an epic, and some influential poets, concerning
contemporary “long poems”, are to be mentioned: Luo Fu, Chang Yao, Hai Zi, Yang Lian, Jiang
He, Ouyang Jianghe, Liao Yiwu, Liang Ping, Yu Jian, Aerdingfu Yiren, Da Xie, Li Daisong (Li
Qingsong), and Jiang Fei. I am cautious in labeling the long poems by contemporary Chinese
poets as epic, including the pieces by Hai Zi, because this is not an age to produce epics, and
I would rather use the neutral word of “big poems”. I tend to deem the contemporary age as a
“cold age”, since crowds of poets indulge in individual space with self-assertion, and what we
obviously lack is poetry writing with more humanity and life depth, even belief-style poetry
writing with a sense of religion and a sense of reality.

In the history of long poems composition since 1990, long poems by Aerdingfu Yiren

have the value and significance of Revelations, but understanding is still scanty about his
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long poems by professional researchers.A host of long poems by Aerdingfu Yiren, such as
Shipwrecked, The Mysterious Halo, Flowers Blossoming at the Wrong Time: to Decorate
Your Sleepless Stars, Hawk Howling Floating on the Surface of the Abyss, Dissolute Song,
Soul on the Ancient Plank Path, The West: My Green Manor, Salar: Attachment to the Black
River, Mirage: Inscription on the Precipice of History, Looking Afar: Wheat Ears of Deep
Autumn, etc., all of which have carried on the consistent salute and dialogue to or with religion,
language, tradition, nationality, humanity, time, life, and the mysterious and great element of the
epoch. This salute and dialogue is undoubtedly important and awe-inspiring in the ambiguous
and presumptuous post-industrial age. “no talking about ghosts / — Salar / on the predestined
road / walking vigorously solitary beauty for eight hundred years / and the road! doomed / in
the name of Kalaman and Ahemang / to cast gold-like oath / the soul like wind running in the
light shadow of beauty” (The Soul Like Wind Running in the Light Shadow of Beauty). Such
a poetry writing style and symptom predominated by the dual “memory” of nationality and
poetry which does not lack metaphysical speculation by Aerdingfu Yiren suggests the then
long poems writing by Hai Zi. But the long pieces by Hai Zi, to the greatest extent, are free
of personal worldly concern and worldly experience, which leads to the refusal of dialog and
communication with other individuals, eventually resulting in giddiness and splitting in his
limitless uprising. The remarkable thing is the composition of long poems by Aerdingfu Yiren,
through so many years, is finished on two blood vessels, respectively of religion, philosophy,
metaphysics, and culture, and of life, contemporary time, age, and existence, which frees his
pieces from indulgence in single dimension, and endows them with an open texture of tolerance
and a more profound poetic space. Salar, Mosques, Camel Spring, mausoleums of forefathers,
the Koran, the juncture of Qinghai-Tibet Plateau and Loess Plateau, and Xunhua County by the
Yellow River, all have become the sleepless stars and the eternal poetry memory of the poet.
“I have just returned from the tombs of Kalaman and Ahemang / the yellow soil at my knees
are reeling and rolling / the dust of history is flying before my eyes / I brace myself up with
humble thought / to imagine the civilization of the Yellow Basin and the Yangtze River through
thousands of years / and the rays of light of the giants which press against Chinese and Western
cultures in Kalaman and Ahemang” (Flowers Blossoming at the Wrong Time: to Decorate Your
Sleepless Stars).

The transition from the red politics age of idealism and collectivism to post-industrial
big-power age of commercialization, entertainment-ation, material desire-ation, and media-
ation, the violent epochal unrest and social changes, the embarrassment of existence in crack

crevices and the loss of souls and belief — all have been embedded into the heart of Aerdingfu
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Yiren and his contemporaries; furthermore, some more forceful unloading and the wish of
protest can not be expressed thoroughly in short poems, and only long poems are adequate to
gradually finish the pouring, dialogue, and naming of a generation and historical misgivings.
The long poems of Aerdingfu Yiren are featured by a co-existence of majestic atmosphere
and something kind and gentle. To sum up, we see the efforts of Chinese poets such as Yiren
in creating long poems, which shows the possibility of producing excellent long poems by
contemporary Chinese poets, in spite of the existing difficulties. Of course, such a possibility is
to be realized by quite a few poets, which testifies the cruelty of history. In the universal law of
subtraction, burial and oblivion become the attitude of history toward us; language and poetry
is forever more ancient, and more vigorous than a country. The self and the world created
by some poets with his words are to remain and to be remembered in history, and history is
trying to find the lucky person, who is undoubtedly a traveler finding pain and coldness on
the individual and epochal tracks. As a poet born in the beginning of 60s of the last century,
Aerdingfu Yiren is unique in his poetry writing, which endows his poetry with a strong sense
of cultural root-seeking (and with agricultural civilization and nomadic culture) and a writing
impulse of national narration. As a Salar, Aerdingfu Yiren is easily taken as a minority poet
and, living in Qinghai Province, he is also labeled as “western poet” or “frontier poet”. Of
course, it does not matter whether to label Aerdingfu Yiren as a minority poet or as a “western
poet”. In a further sense, it is his nationality and the cultural geography in west China that have
in some degree shaped the poetry writing individuality of Aerdingfu Yiren, particularly of his
long poems writing pedigree. But I tend to regard the identity of Yiren and the individuality
of his long poems in a broader sense, because his long poems writing, in contemporary age,
obviously has the value and significance of poetic Revelations. But this does not mean the
long poems writing of Aerdingfu Yiren is flawless and unassailable —his long poems writing
through all these years, whether for the long poems writing tradition of contemporary China or
for poems writing in a general sense, does possess a rich ore waiting for our rediscovery and
recognition. What is exhibited in the long poems of Yiren is both mysterious metaphysics and
the texture of strong reality, whether concerning the past memory and daily trivialities relevant
to the poet’s existence, or concerning the scenes and events of more mottled history, nationality,
and religiousness in experience and imagination. All of this, in fusing and questioning,
exhibits total perception, historical sense, human solicitude, and religious beliefs which are
rare in contemporary poets. The long poems writing of Aerdingfu Yiren, while pronouncing
individual experience and imaginary perception of self, the world, existence, poetry, history,

nationality, and religion, exhibits traditional mobility and realistic hardships in the context
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of industrialization and urbanization by means of concern and intervention, particularly the
mottled, even barren humanity and soul in the age of quick advancement. The practice of long
poems creation by Aerdingfu Yiren, through so many years, is more like a spiritual text which
is individualized, historicized, living and allegorized, and like the soul up-grader of a poet.
Since 1990s, some poets have abandoned the collective or individual Utopia “rites” to
be involved in the vortex of daily experience and trivial things. When we all notice the poetry
narration and the exhibition of daily experience in the 90s, the “individualization” (privatization)
poetry style, which is relished by poets and poetry researchers, obtains symbiosis and
collectivism in this regard. With the great changes of social context and corresponding
poetry writing context at the end of the 80s and the beginning of the 90s, poetry writing, in
some degree, is significant in repelling time & myth, Utopia & fantasy, “pseudo lyricism”,
and “pseudo local-color literature”. But the repelling results in a new round of discourse
power, namely, worship for “daily experience”. Really, while endowing poetry writing with
a powerful “stomach” to contain poetry, “daily experience” also becomes a huge vortex, and
an overflowing depth-lacking image parody begins to suffuse. On this basis, Aerdingfu Yiren
has to, in his poems writing, form such a realization: most poets should force themselves to
slow down their speed of poems writing, while developing an open vision, a strong force of
penetration and review ability about reality and history, so as to finally reach the exact and real
connection and witness significance which correspond to existence and epoch. “Perhaps we
should not have stayed for long / should not have supported you up to the altar / everything
here is in the obscured garden / throwing despising eyes to kill or obstruct / the unparalleled
dream is turning in the center of the world” (The Mysterious Halo). For Yiren, who is trudging,
exploring, and digging on the road of poetry, it is a duty which can not be shirked to open the
drift bottle of poetry in the glittering light of night, to dive down in darkness enveloped and
squeezed with material desire, money, power, and crazy illusions, to listen to the remote and
genuine soul soliloquy from language, nationality, and religion, or to the mysterious calling
for a dialogue. All this, no doubt, is the embodiment of conscience, as Brodsky says: “poetry
is the expression of human memory.” And from the word formation of “poetry”, it contains
memory and “bosom”, as well as the spiritual dimension of religion. It is just in this sense that
Yiren really returns to the source of poetry concerning his long poems writing. The drift bottle
of poetry made by him is filled with sediment of collective memory, and in the twinkling light
the real quietude and self-contentment flash is a must — it is the noble posture of questioning
and digging with life-long efforts. Bachelard says, “where there are fireflies, there is memory.”

Yes, where there is listening, there is memory. Hence, in the pleading for genuine knowledge
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of gnawing themes “insight into the present age” and “insight into the soul”, Aerdingfu Yiren
exhibits his persevering poetry character and individual stance which is full of conscience, and
he bears the memory of history and humanity with poetic language, power of imagination, and
unique handicraft.

What continues in the long poems of Aerdingfu Yiren is the poet’s long-time sighing and
questioning for the sky, rivers, soil, mountains, the other bank, and the spiritual Utopia world
(of course it is individual). This search for the spiritual hometown of poetry originating from
the poet’s identity and national memory has nearly become a kind of prominent thought feature
or even symptom in his poetry writing. It is a dimension which deserves the most respect for an
excellent poet, in the context of post-industrial age, to stick to the exploration and questioning
of a kind of metaphysical spiritual world. I am discussing, in a total sense, the embarrassing
and detaining relationship between Yiren and idealism, agricultural civilization, and religious
emotions. The poems writing, particularly the long poems writing by Yiren since 1980s, has
indeed contained a kind of individual historical imagination and into-reality spiritual dimension
which are quite important. This individual historical imagination, compared with the aesthetics
imagination with the symptom of youth writing since 1980s, has more depth and tolerance.
Historical imagination means the poet handles the glaring and gnawing questions in existence,
history, and individual life by starting from individual subjectivity in independent spiritual
posture and manner of discourse. In other words, in the domain of historical imagination,
there is both individuality and historicalness of the age and existence. Historical imagination
is not only the concept of poetry function, but also the concept of poetry-in-itself. The poems,
particularly long poems by Aerdingfu Yiren, under the revelation of historical imagination,
have forcefully exhibited the spiritual portrait of a nation and the poetry history or life history
of a generation of people. These poems, it may be said, are the typical exhibition and inception
of historical imagination on a generation of people, the repeated entanglement of sobriety and
puzzlement, as well as the symmetry or opposition of self or foreign things.

The poetic lines by Yiren are like long, heavy chains which bluntly refuse any chance
of rusting, and the clinging and clanging voices assume eternal chilliness and bleakness like a
cross in the ambiguous and forceful background of midnight. “O, the silent earth / That is the
son starting off on the distant horseback / From ancient times to now the concept of real time
has never been decoded / Or there are more followers to gaze: behind existence / The hidden
philosophy is veiled softly / Or gazing at the boundless view at the bank / Under brilliant
sunshine step by step into the abyss” (Shipwrecked) The tolerant force, conflict of tension,

and the poetic lines which carry powerful psychological energy and forceful belief, all these
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