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Introduction for Readers of English

My friendship and professional collaboration with Xu Qinggen goes
back more than thirty-five years. First, something about me, then about
Qinggen and his poetry.

| spent most of my career as a lecturer in English and program
administrator at Lehman College of the City University of New York, but
| began to travel much of the world, and particularly Asia, as soon as |
finished college in 1965. | finally began to visit China—a formidable
civilization to study—in the late 1970s. Several brief visits led to a
invitation to teach in China, and by great good luck my resume reached
the Foreign Languages Department at Soochow University.

Suzhou City is ancient, as old as Rome, and is famous for its
picturesque canals and bridges, its poetic little lanes, and its classical
gardens. It lies in a rich region of rice and fish just south of the Yangtze
River and is long associated with poetry, painting, delicate manners and
a musical local dialect. For me, it was something like being invited to
Florence in Italy or Kyoto in Japan.

In April 1979, moving toward the end of the academic year at
Lehman, and preparing to depart for China in the summer, | knew only
that Suzhou was a pretty place, but nothing about the university and
little about what | would be asked to teach. In a mad moment | posed

some questions to my October 1979 self: Will this have turned out to be
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a mistake? Will the campus be some dreary suburban concrete pile?
Will my hosts be rigid and suspicious and my students literal-minded and
mechanical in their study?

In October | was able to answer my April self thus: The university,
in the old city next to the Grand Canal, was founded in 1900 by
American Southern Methodist missionaries, and as Dong Wu
( Soochow ) University had a distinguished academic program. The
campus, with great trees, was a delightful architectural mix of gothic,
Tudor and Chinese. Soon after the founding of the People’s Republic in
1949, all the missionaries had had to leave, but they left behind a
Chinese faculty who could teach English and other subjects at a high
level.

There had been much turmoil in China since then, and many
political twists and turns. My arrival as the first American professor in
thirty years was met with great enthusiasm and lots of dread.

The Cultural Revolution was not long over, and many academics
had suffered greatly for their connection with “foreign things”. But most
decided that my presence was too good an opportunity to pass up, and
my hosts were warm and gracious and solicitous of my every comfort.

What they asked of me was simple and challenging. “Catch us
up!” On thirty years of missed advanced study, on developments over
that time in language and literature ( and, maybe, some solid
information about the outside world). The department library had no
book newer than 1950. | got my colleagues in New York to ship
hundreds of books to start the catching up. | was asked to teach senior
professors, middle-aged professors, young professors and senior
undergraduates in separate groups. The English level was astonishingly

high, but my teaching demanded absolute clarity of speech and extreme



care in expressing opinions or touching upon sensitive subjects. It was
hard and wonderful work, for which | realized | had been preparing for
many years, and the impressive intelligence of so many of my students—
as well as their quickness to catch any sly joke of mine—made it all the
more satisfying. After several months, during which | managed to make
no public statement that caused trouble, nor behaved in any unseemly
way as a very public figure on campus and in the city, we all seemed to
heave a collective sigh and settled down to be friends.

My true, intimate friend already was Xu Qinggen. ( The name is
pronounced approximately “Shoe Ching-Gun”, and his given name,
Qinggen, means “green root”, a truly rural name.) Qinggen was a
young English teacher, a recent graduate of the university, and one of
the several of the brightest kept on from each class as budding faculty.
His privilege and burden, a source of some envy, was to be assigned as
my assistant: interpreter, guide, go-between with the authorities, and
even physical protector (though from what? a careening bicycle-cart, a
fall into the canal?) He was also, of course, my constant student, but |
was immediately also his. My Chinese language was still at beginner-
level, and through long evenings he taught me as one might a child:
language, poetry, calligraphy, painting, history, folklore. And, among
many other things, | taught him much about the world from my travels.

In one respect, we were a slightly comic pair; the city kid and the
country boy, the world traveller and the true provincial. | had been
raised on the streets of New York City in fairly rough neighborhoods by
cultured parents. He came from a largely illiterate farming family in a
poor part of the province. | was educated free at the City University of
New York. He was so bright a middle and high school student that he

was plucked by the Communist Party out of his rural landscape up to the
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heaven of university education. And later both character and intellect
got him chosen to join the university faculty.

During the winter recess of that academic year we traveled across
half of China together. | had the funds; he had the language and cultural
knowledge. But he had never been out of Jiangsu Province and it was
hard to control his stomach on his first plane-ride. Much comedy
ensued. When we encountered local officials inclined to deny the rare
foreign visitor access to one site or another, Qinggen, knowing the
official could not believe an American and a Chinese could be friends,
would complain bitterly about how hard it was to ride herd on a
demanding foreigner. The sympathetic official would cave in, and we
would walk away chuckling like children.

Thirty years later we traveled together what we called the other half
of China. But in between, Qinggen had earned a degree in England,
been to several American colleges as visiting professor, ridden a
Greyhound bus for a month all over the States ( tough peasant
backside) , gone on other foreign trips with education delegations, and
risen to become, finally, Dean of the department. (| had taught at
Soochow University two other academic years, returned there for many
visits, hosted Qinggen and many other Suzhou guests and visiting
scholars in New York, and become part of a little East China expatriate
community in the New York area. )

That last paragraph points to what | find a central theme in
Qinggen’s poetry: the kind of double vision he has, being both farm-boy
and intellectual, and as intellectual the recipient of both Chinese
classical training and Western education. Through a single lens he sees
old and new, rural and urban, provincial and cosmopolitan. | often

think that we are one of the last generations to see the old human world



of timeless rural life, the world of disappearing villages and farms, and
Qinggen comes from that world. It is fascinating to follow his dialogues
with his son, raised in the city and now working for an American
company.

The form of his poems, each written in two languages, embodies
also a double vision. They are not exactly translations of one another.
The Chinese versions are written in classical verse forms that go back
many centuries. Not only are the meters and stanza forms familiar to
any educated Chinese, but so are allusions and turns of phrase, patterns
of parallelism and antithesis. For English readers, the first impression
Chinese poetry gives is that of terseness: with no need of articles or
prepositions, with no grammatical tags of tense or number on the ends
of words, the poems seem reduced to essential words only, and every
word carries weight. | am no expert on Chinese poetry, but on long
Suzhou evenings Qinggen coaxed me through the doorway of that poetic
tradition, so that often enough my amateur eye catches just what he is
doing.

When he writes the English version, he is working very differently,
usually with a longer line and a lot more words, as English, with its
demand that we be grammatically specific all the time, requires. | have
found Qinggen, over many years of exchanging letters, to be one of the
most inspired, original and delightfully quirky writers of English | have
every read. Some might ask, “Does that mean a little rough, somewhat
imperfect, not always entirely idiomatic?” Well, yes. But | would not
trade him for any number of writers of dull and flawless English. And |
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am rarely inclined to correct or “improve” his writing, beyond simple
proofreading. | fully believe that, if he had been born in New York, his

English writing would be many times superior to anything | could write.
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And he is a poet, something | cannot claim in any way to be,
though my love of poetry is at the heart of my professional life and
work. | have had the privilege and pleasure to be one of his several
English readers, and | sometimes beat him up over a particular word or
phrase, though he often makes a spirited defense, and in the end I
usually agree. In Xu Qinggen, | think the English reader will discover a
new poetic voice, one that explores our modern life from a rich, rare
and complex perspective, yet sticks with the simple and deep

experiences and feelings that all lives share.

Robert Carling
The City University of New York
New Year’s Day 2016
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