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- Sunrise in the East -

| Those Petals of the Years:
Reflections on Reading the Long Poem Sunrise in the East

By Xie Mian

It must have been an arduous writing experience. Such a subject as that, which involves a long history,
a tortuous road, and numerous complicated events with diverse comments into the batgain, would
have been formidable enough to make anyone flinch. But the poet in him had spurred him and a
great narrative called on him, and as a result he undertook the work with courage. I am aware that the
poem Sunrise in the East was an earnest and setious effort at writing,

The genre of long political lyrical poetry arose during the war and prevailed in the 1950s.
Though beginning to ebb in the late 1970s, it has remained a continuous stream and an excit-
ingly magnificent scene of contemporary poetry. Its common characteristic is taking a major
event as the focus of emotion its and consequent close connection to politics in reality, due to
which long poetry always contains numerous terms prevalent in the public voice of the time. As
circumstances change with the passage of time, those expressions fixed in poetry went out of
fashion and often put the poet in embarrassment.

Precisely for this reason, political lyrical poetry was subjected to a great deal of castigation after
the Cultural Revolution. But to be fair, in its long prevalence political lyrical poetry unwittingly
preserved the peculiar style and feature and spirit of its time, whether positive or negative. Nev-
ertheless, due to the practice of many poets, this poetic form originating in the age of revolution
and imported from the Soviet Union also created the poetic wonder of an age with its grand
narrative, surging momentum and passionate expression.

Sunrise in the East by Tan Zhongchi is exactly such a long lyric poem involving a major political
subject, which belongs to the category of traditional odes. An ode is difficult to compose, and
especially so when it is one to a patty ruling a country. And what is hardest of all to blaze a new
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- Sunrise in the East -

trail and stand out among similar works. But the versatile poet, courageous enough to face pos-
sible criticism, took on challenge and has eventually made an admirable work at a time when
political lyrical poetry is repeatedly greeted with jeers and doubits.

Tan wrote this long lytic, which is the solemnest, the grandest and the most tortuous, by placing it
against the background of an ancient civilization of five thousand years. With his feelings as a poet
and his familiarity with China’s long history and brilliant poetic tradition, he succeeded in making
“a poem of history” and “a history of poetry” out of this long poem. In his singing ate embedded
ancient elements of Chinese poetry (including Singing While Hitting the Ground with A Stick, The Book
of Songs and Songs of Chu), making it all the more weighty and profound. Setting out from here along the
path of poetry, the poet applied rich colouts to this soul-stirring history created with ideal and bloodshed as
well as from experience of hard struggle and victory. Certainly, compared with the long course of China’s
history of thousands of years full of the glint of cold steel on battle fields and sorrows and joys in human
life, these scores of years were but a fleeting moment, but in spite of its brevity the hardships experienced
during this time are more than likely to bringing sighs of profound emotion.

Well aware that though Sunrise in the East is about history it must first of all be poetry, the poet
took pains to fill the entire poem with a poetic atmosphere. In many similar works “poetry” is
neglected in favour of “history”, content with a list of phenomena because they are too busy
telling about events to remember the essence of poetry. What is the essence of poetry? It is
emotion rather than events, though it is events that make up history. But in poetic history the
factor of poetry is extremely important. From the very moment when he set pen to paper, Tan
kept firm grasp of this essence by attaching importance to petals fluttering through the years
rather than the processes of the events. It is those petals that constitute the poetic flavour and
beauty of history, which is exactly arouses or produces pleasure in reading.

A history written in a poetic form must of course be charactetized by a deep knowledge and a
firm grasp of the historical course, but all this “material” must be converted into “spirit”, and
all these “events” must be turned into “emotion”. The poet makes prominent and plentiful use
of the technique of abstraction in dealing with these historical events. A lot of concrete details
have gone out of sight and are replaced by “abstractions” which are elastic, flexible and capable
of sanguinary rich associations. The ode begins with the The Radiant Sunrise, which involves
bloody and magnificent historical scenes since the beginning of the modern times, but the poet
is not given to direct descriptions and presentations; instead he clevetly discards expressions that
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- Sunrise in the East -

might have appeared outdated and imply the events in abstract terms, thus powerfully inducing
the reader’s soating associations.

When writing about Chen Duxiu and Sun Yatsen discussing cooperation between the Kuomintang and
the Communist Party, which is in fact a complicated stoty, the poet brings it out with conciseness and nu-
merous omisions. What he employs are “war flames, bloodshed, purgatory, grief, sword scars, beliefs, ideals,
philosophies, loyalty and bravery”, ten seemingly incoherent words, which help to avoid dull and lengthy
narration and give vast scope for associations. Another example is Mao Zedong’s search for truth at Peking
University (whete he found “the source of fire”): “It was the luster of flowers in a dream, / The moon-
shine of love, the lantern at night, / And the dawn of life.” This “fire”, described in diverse ways, takes the
place of the common term “light,” but is extraordinarily vivid and striking,

This long poem is compact in layout, careful in conception, exact in imagery and fresh and
colourful in diction. The poet applies himself to coming up with language out of the common
in a distinctly political context, as he is well aware that this is poetry, where in content is subject
to poetic expression. Precisely on this account he attaches great importance to the poetic pre-
sentation of the process of narration by reducing to the least degree factors that affect poetic
communication and presenting with painstaking beauty what I call “petals” sprinkled along the
path of years. For example, he writes about Chen Duxiu as “a chrysanthemum gaunt and weath-
er-beaten”; about Li Dazhao’s glasses as “lakes so limpid”; and about the aborted 1898 Reform
as “a flower that faded befote the attival of springtide”, and so on, all of which appear fresh
and new to the eye and ear.

Amidst hills and waters in Hunan with its bamboo streams, lotus ponds and stone bridges
clustering around houses of blue tiles and earthen walls, frogs croaked and fireflies lit up a the
dreams of a lad, who writes in the most beautiful words about his own home, which is that of
Mao Zedong’s as well. Freshness and unconventionality of language is his strength. In his mind’s
eye the entire history of the revolution is one of poetry, which must be expressed in poetic
language. Yan’an, which “boasts a river that gave birth to thought and poetry,” and Xibaipo, “a
place of the birth of his poetry,” are the source and home of poetry.

He compares the whole of China’s revolution to “a nirvana of soul and flesh, blood and fire”.
The epilogue says that the ptimeval sun “Looks like a phoenix, whose wings of rays cut through
the dark chaos™:
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- Sunrise in the East -

All that aspites, calls and sinks into despairs,

All that rises or falls, stumbles or flies,

All that goes through snows and rains, thunders and hails,
All that stands firm or floats, gazes or crawls,

All that breaks up or thrives, lasts or fails,

“All ends up in nirvana in blazing flames.” The expressions and sentence pattern here remind
one of The Nirvana of the Phoenix of the May 4 petiod, which might be a coincidence or even a
deliberate and solemn “response”. To the poet, China’s rebirth after a century of national hu-
miliation was in fact a heroic and brilliant nirvana of the phoenix! In subsequent chapters, the
poem completely changed its dignified tone to an optimistic and joyous rthythm with which to
meet the surging springtide that transformed China’s destiny. The poet recalled with profound
feeling the thunderous cheering that broke out for the poetic line No One is Allowed to Monapoly
Sunshine in Beijing Workers’ Stadium that day, that month, that year:

That was the footsteps of spring coming across the reviving land,
It was the sound of soaring wings fighting a hurricane,
It was the sound of a sailing ship plowing through waves.

Sunrise in the East has echoed together the forceful and vast sound of history’s footsteps, which

were scattered on the path of battle fire and have bursted into bright-coloured flowers of vic-
tory. These are flower petals of the years the masses of Chinese people cherish and love deatly.

March 3, 2011, at the Research Institute of New Poetry in China, Peking University
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Content.s’

Prologue

Let us declare that the whole perceptible world is bound to advance towards
us with quickened steps to merge with us, creating harmony governed by nothing

but creativity.

—Umberto Boccioni

Chapter I The Radiant Sunrise

Darkness of man and nature came from primeval times, causing numerous
thinkers, philosophers and leading figures to send forth rays of wisdom resulting
from their puzzlement and to search for ways to drive it away. How many splendid
souls there had been that craved a pair of wings of will wherewith to fly towards
the fascinating sun, towards the clear sky where colourful clouds roamed and to-

wards a dream as glorious as the sun!

Chapter II Sad Song and Tempest

Just after the morning sun had risen above the horizon and before it could
spread its first rays on the glistening spray in the vast sea, under dark curtains of
fog sounded the scream of terrifying waves. Black clouds bore down on cities, iron
hooves clip-clopped, beacon fires raised the smoke of war across the land locked in
ice, and wind and rain swept over a gloomy sky. The land was going to break into
pieces! The suffering Chinese nation was again trapped in a crisis of blood and fire,

when a sad song summoned a tempest to descend from heaven.
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