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INTRODUCTION

Life is not worthy of mention
Yet hate and enmity have been my tribulation.

Do I really have adversaries?

- Juan Chi’s third century poems offered me some consolation at a time in the early
70’s when I needed it. I came across them in an anthology of Chinese poetry, Poems of
Solitude, which I purchased some 30 years ago.

Ezra Pound it was who first drew my attention to Chinese literature and art, via
his Cantos and prose writings, at the end of 50’s. My interest has been growing ever
since, and Pound’s edition of Ernest Fenollosa’s The Chinese Written Character as a
Medium for Poetry opened my eyes to the beauty of Chinese ideography and to the
possibilities of writing. I confess that I probably learned more from that book than
from any other about how to write in English: for example, the fact that there is no
verb ‘to be’ as such ( as in Irish) and the sense of the transitive function of verbs have
been crucial to me, not to mention the way in which language and visual metaphor
interpenetrate in Chinese writing and calligraphy. This, in turn, sharpened an interest
in calligraphy which I have always had and have, and was very impressed, when I
visited Japan in 1986, that my translators extolled the Kanji script of China as the one
most suited to poetry.

At the same time, Chinese painting was attracting my admiration and I began to
have the respect for Chinese Art which I had hitherto reserved for that of Classical
Greece; and to view them both without fail whenever my travels abroad gave me the
opportunity: in London, in New York, Boston and Washington, and in the Chester
Beatty Gallery in Dublin. I was amazed by the feeling for nature which is so much
a feature of Chinese painting — and by the way in which painting and poetry were
usually linked calligraphically. I began to sense the central relationship in Chinese
poetry between emotion and landscape - a relationship which has always had special

interest for me — as several of my collections of poetry ( if not, indeed all) can witness.
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Of course the poetry itself is wonderful. Tu Fu, of the late Tang Dynasty, remains
a special favourite of mine and I might even include a collection of his poems among

my ten for that intriguing desert island date:

Floating in the wind
What do I resemble?

A solitary gull
Between heaven and earth

Tu Fu is as searingly direct as Patrick Kavanagh, the emotion so strong as to
make him a contemporary. I feel a strong affinity with the link between feeling and
landscape which is so important a part of his work as of Chinese poetry and art
in general. I purchased in USA over twenty years ago that magnificent anthology,
Sunflower Splendour ( published by University of Indiana Press) and dip into it from
time to time, never failing to be taken by what I read. I believe that Chinese poetry in
general has a lot in common with Irish poetry (in Irish especially).

Why mention the yellow hounds when one is about to die in Hsien-yang?

As Li Po well knew that question goes to the very meaning of life.

Is there anything more still than a Chinese bowl — or simpler than, for example,
the 12th century stoneware jar in the British Museum? Nothing is more complicated
than achieving such simplicity, such a unity of shape and texture and colour and
proportion. Only the Greeks, perhaps, could even compete.

As an admirer of such art, I was really pleased to have been asked by ‘Art and
Antiques’ to write about the 18th century ( Qing Dynasty ) carving in lapis lazuli
once given to W. B. Yeats — who wrote a poem about it in the last year of his life.
My wife even discovered, in examining the foot-high miniature, a poem incised in
letters so small as to be almost invisible. Ascribed to Qian Long, the great patron of
arts, the lines wonderfully complement the carving — and, indeed, the philosophical
questioning of Yeats'’s poem:
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Green leaves and falling petals are visible on a clear day;
mysterious events abound in the quiet high mountains;

the moss-covered winding paths have scarcely a human trace

yet the scholar with a lute on his shoulder has made a promise for

a rendezvous.

But I had better not get going on that sculpture and on Chinese sculpture in general.

Is there any art that equals the Chinese in its mystical sense of landscape, of birds
and of animals - all with a human perspective? The underlying commitment to the
figurative derives from an aesthetic of the artist’s identifying himself so completely
with the subject that he can penetrate to the essence while avoiding reportage or
literalism. The ensuing ‘subjective realism’ allows for distortion without doing away
with coherence. I admire it so much that I have hanging on my walls a set of ink
drawings of horses executed with a calligrapher’s skill and daring which are so full
of the spirit of the horse and its movement that the great Irish sculptor and special
master of the horse, my friend James McKenna, was astonished by them. Praise
indeed.

Might I suggest that something of this approach - reminiscent of John Keats’s
extolling of ‘negative capability’ in art — can be found in a film like Crouching Tiger,
Hidden Dragon, with its sweep and beauty and questioning melancholy.

I find, in finishing, that I have not even mentioned the cuisine which is such a
favourite in this house and which, at its best, rivals even the French in subtlety. In
fact, the more I consider it, the more I find I owe to China: a debt I now acknowledge
with admiration and with gratitude.

Desmond Egan



Brset AL,
& LA 3,

HEHEHAL,
BELFALL, O

EREXERFTRAEVX BB DEIREE.

BHAZAREREDPBANKR. SHELHRBEARTLAENRTRIN
BIREN0R? THNEENBEERARFZAREECSET2SINEAFHR
NEER, IHMUERBABVNFEN R R TLREBERNREXE
X, BIMFEN “ERRIE N ERISFBHNENITRERB TS
. BEXMEZHENZR, FREANEHE LET —EINKERE, 3
RAZTNNDERKXRENBEEREZROEENBSD, BNARENR
7 - ZBW (James Mckenna) , BREZZRBR, WD KD, BRIXH
IERBERT. XRINMEENRE.

RESTYLUARXTEHEE—S ADBELE - 778 (John Keats)
MFEZRN Bt MBSl (BrEEL) SHNBEBMER
NEFR? XPBRAEHEWNSE, XEEMURAEHEEINLT,

EREFERALUTICRE, £BRE, DERFEEINE, THRY
BEIMMLENR, BXL, BHERERSRNEIHBNPER: R
EHOhM

BT - R

B

O A QMM RO PSagetrieb “HEHEF” (Hobbyhorses) il
ELEHMEERE “ERARKS”, FEREFHIISMERNZIERSHRE
EfAH, HhExl - FSSLEiss, FErE, $HHhT+muTs,
(R EY , (5T %, BEREMFNH T AP ERREL, MR
BT, stk EEbZ—.
Q@FAMXFUFRE R EHERP LI BI KD HERTS] R KB
OHFEELZIMTFNEX, MFHAELERLIER LT L.

@negative capability, HFEHLILHFARSH “TH” HAR “FR” #A,
Wh “E8” wARE—HERAN “FEfAH” , RSt EAKRFEXAE
B, BRELTAEE. ARARERSTHELSNFIVHEAIHATE B
MG EBREE.



