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On Poems by Zhang Ziyang

Luofu

With a beard, Zhang Ziyang looks crude and intrepid, but his poems are deli-
cate and sentimental, displaying a fathomless inner world full of sincere feelings.
Reading his poems cannot but remind one of a line of the Yuan Dynasty poet
Yuan Haowen: “What does love means on earth?/ Many give their lives for it.”
You just feel a breathless adoration for the emotions expressed in Ziyang’s words.
Buried under the emotions expressed is a delicacy one feels but can hardly touch.

Take the following lines, for instance: “You glanced back at me,/ the lightning
in your smile shooting down the bow from my hand.” Don’t you feel electrified?
For thousands of years, poems have been a vehicle of feelings and emotions.
Lyrics have been a tradition of Chinese literature and loved by readers for
generations. They cover a wide range of topics, not only involving love affairs,
but also concerning kinship, heaven... indeed the universe as well. Of lyrics,
there are those that emotionally touch the heart. There are two types of poems
about love and sentiment. One is about the love affairs written for specific person,
which can be appreciated only by lovers while the other kind is about general-
ized love. The latter has become a work of art, which is appreciated by an exten-
sive range of readers. 7/e Book of Songs was the earliest collection of lyrics in
Chinese history. Although most of them were about love affairs, the tender-
ness and feelings they express are beyond the specific people involved. Well-
known poets Li Shangyin, Li Qingzhao, Du Mu and Lu You were all good at
writing such poems.
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The poems by Zhang Ziyang are something between the two. What his poem
collection, Diary of a Pilgrim conveys, is just his fathomless and flaming love
and affection, which is the original source and destination of his life. Love is his
religion and his God. However, his way of conveying affection is special.
Sometimes, his lines touch on immediate reality, while a dream-like illusion
appears between the lines on other occasions. The poetic scene of both reality
and illusion is probably where the charm of his poetry lies.

“For the first time staring at your back disappearing in the distance,

the long railroad tracks are my arms keeping you with me and blessing you.
My eyes looking forward to your return

are the spikes in the sleepers...”

These four lines not only present a beautiful scene, but also provide a lot of
room for imagination. The plots are between the general and specific, and
between the real and surreal. In addition, the language Ziyang uses is quite
active, which makes the images presented active as well.

Ziyang is nearly too sincere and head over heels in his honesty, which is most
precious in human nature. When scrutinizing his poems, words like “dream”,
“tears” and “sincerity” often appear before one’s eyes. A poet can only seek com-
plete freedom in his poems. Love is a burden and a restraint, and it can only have
away out in dreams. Tears can turn into pearls after the endurance of suffering.



The sincerity distilled from dreams and tears is what Ziyang’s poems convey.
Finally, I would like to recommend the poem “Lost, then found again”. The
title is quite plain, but the feeling it expresses is pretty deep and the way the
feeling is displayed is quite unusual, its second part in particular.

Lost, then found again

It was that cup of bitter wine of desperation

that made me drunk and forget about a lot of things.
I'ost the key to my house as well.

I walked back and forth outside your window,
feeling too shamed to stay under the eaves.

Tonight, in this dustbin of disappointment in love,
I'have recovered that key.

I have cleaned it as bright as the moonlight.

I pass by your window again.

Do you want to come?

Let the pureness of silver pour into

that room that has been empty too long...
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This is a lyric written in symbolism. To be exact, it is a poem about a disappointed
love, which is usually full of sadness and sorrow and sometimes even reduces
readers to tears. But if the lost love is regained, the person involved must be in
ecstasy. However, the feeling described in this poem by Ziyang is quite contained
when the love lost is regained. In this poem, love is compared to a key, which is
once lostand is now regained. The line: “I have cleaned it as bright as the moon-
light” presents a beautiful image. The last two lines: “Let the pureness of silver
pour into/ that room that has been empty too long”, in a contained manner,
reflect the satisfaction the person feels when he has regained his love.

‘Written in Vancouver in the summer of 2004
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PREFACE

Writing poems gives me a different understanding of words. Is it right to say that
only through the art of poetry can words truly penetrate the inner world of the
poet? Or is it that poetry simply records this deeper, inner world?

I have written nearly 1,000 poems, most of them in the last few years of the last
century. They represent the unforgettable experiences in my life. In writing these
lines, I experienced pain, happiness, expectation, numbness, helplessness, melancholy,
desperation... all the feelings a poet would have. Reading them now, I find they have
already left deep imprints on my life, and have become testament to the particular
state of my existence as an individual.

I became so obsessed with writing poems that for some time my inspiration
pushed me to write down whatever I felt, no matter where I was—on an acroplane,
on a train or in a hotel. I forced myself to rack my brains for the most accurate
words or expressions for a particular poem, and that made me suffer from
insomnia. For some time, I doubted the prospects for my poem writing, wonder-
ing whether I should continue or just give up. “Is it necessary for me to write
poems all my life?” I asked myself several times.

I know I do not have enough talent and perseverance to sustain my poem writing
forever. But I cannot imagine what kind of life I will face should the goddess of
Muse throw me out of this artistic realm. Would I be able to find any other form
of words to guide my lonely soul in this helpless world?
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11ove the classic poems of my own country, those beautiful lines with strong ca-
dences in particular. Famous verses about landscapes take you to the mountains
andrivers. Reading aloud those well-known lines, we wonder if we modern people
can ever reach their heights.

I was also influenced by poems written by foreigners. But what I read are their
Chinese translations, to which translators have contributed a great deal. After all,
the philosophy of these poems and the techniques those poets used in writing them
have lent me something for my comprehension of poetry itself. At the same time, I
have come to understand that of all literature forms, poetry is the only one that can
lead one to a true discovery of oneself, to tell a true friend and read the inner world
of another person.

Life is on the move. Those that have gone have gone forever, but they leave traces
behind. If poetry can be considered a special memory of one’s life, [ hope I have
left some memory of my own in this book.

Zhang Ziyang
In the summer of 2004
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Night talk on New Year’s Eve

| read Othello again for you
Bitter love

Jogging with you in the morning
My season

Coming to the Jinjiang River again
Kung Fu Tea

Short sentences

Thinking aloud

At the first sight of Rome

A letter from blue seashore
Half-opened door

Sketch of the little vase

The confession you sent me

You are always on my mind,

my sweetheart



