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Preface*

This is my first book of poems. I have written poems since
childhood, but few have been published. I remember that, in
1991 (at that time I was already living in Paris), several poets
from Taiwan who were friends of mine asked me to write
something for them. Subsequently, I published a few poems in
The China Times and Modern Poetry. That was twenty years
ago. Now, upon-the urging of my good friend, Mr. Linden
Tsai-Chueh Lin, the famous Taiwan publisher, I have finally
managed to'edit this collection of poems for publication under
his care.

I do not consider myself a poet, although one could say that
poetry runs through almost all my creative works, from the dance
drama Variations on a Slow Slow Tune to the play, Weekend
Quartet, and the opera, Snow in August. In my recent poetic
film, Requiem for Beauty, the script is also composed of poems.

The Preface, originally written as the Postscript to Gao Xingjian’s
Youshen yu xuansi % # 8 % & (Wandering Mind and Meta-
physical Thoughts) (Taipei: Linking Books, 2012), is repro-
duced here with his permission.
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Let us also consider the five major pieces in this book.
First, “I Say Hedgehog” is more of a tease; I call it a modern
folk song because, nowadays, folk songs have been displaced
by pop songs. Second, “As Carefree as a Bird” was originally
written for a movie. In that movie, I managed to break away
from the narrative format of film and classed the movie as
filmic poetry. Third, “Song of the Night”" is what I call poetic
dance drama, which blends poetry, dance, and play, and, as a
result, I created a new style of stage performance. Twenty
years ago, when I was still in China, I wrote a similar‘dance
program for Ms. Jiang Qing, who was then based in'the U.S.
The work was derived from a ¢i poem called “A Slow Slow
Tune” by the Song Dynasty poet Li Qingzhao (1084-1155).
All these works were either related to dance-drama or to film.
The only exception is “Wandering Mind and Metaphysical
Thoughts.”

All my poems represent a return to spoken language. As
soon as you hear them, you should be able to understand their
meaning. There is no need for studious analysis, even though,
when I wrote, I would.revise them time and again, sometimes
over a period of many years. This is not an exaggeration; the
reason is that I make very exacting demands on the language
of each of my poems. It has to be infinitely speakable, even
singable. Thus, priority is given to the feeling of language and
musicality. To me, language has to come from living human
beings, and writing and rhetoric only follow afterwards. In
other words, we should not destroy meaning for the sake of
floridity, which would result only in language barriers. Such a
seemingly excessive demand also arises out of my reflections
on modern Chinese. With the Europeanization of modern

The poetic drama, “Song of the Night” translated by Mabel
Lee is included in Gao Xingjian’s City of the Dead and Song of
the Night, translated into English by Gilbert C. F. Fong and
Mabel Lee (Hong Kong: The Chinese University Press, 2015).
“Song of the Night” is not included in the present collection.
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Chinese, Western grammar and syntax have forced their way
into Chinese writing without being properly digested. Conse-
quently, writing became barely comprehensible and to under-
stand it takes a lot of effort. In the last thirty years, the
translation of contemporary Western literature and linguistic
works has resulted in further Europeanization. I am taking an
opposite path; I strive for comprehensibility and fluency when
[ am writing modern Chinese.

I use my ears to edit and polish my language. Through
reading aloud, I eradicate all that is hard to understand. The
lingual sense and the musical sense, which are beyond the
realm of grammar and rhetoric, are intimately related to the
living human being speaking the words. The four tones of the
Chinese language—the level, rising, going, and entering
tones—and the cadences they bring about make up the funda-
mentals of the sounds and intonations of poetry. Ancient
Chinese poetry is usually written in four-character clusters.
The Book of Poetry and The Song of Chu were written
according to this format. The metrical pattern of the five-char-
acter and seven-character poems that came later was also
based on the four tones, which gives the lines rhythm and
variation to make them more phonetically pleasing.

Modern standard Chinese has introduced a large number
of bi-syllabic and multi-syllabic word groups and neologisms
from other parts of the world. Furthermore, Western grammar
and syntax have flooded into the Chinese language, and the
four-tone system of the Chinese language appears to have
been neglected. My poems, on the other hand, affirm the into-
nation formed by the four tones and the rhythm that they
produce. I also resort to recitation, singing, and chanting;
thus, they are easily read aloud. When I write, I always rely
on music, and I also borrow from it, hoping that my poems
are imbued with the appropriate rhyme and rhythm. This is
the goal I strive to achieve in the language of my poetry.



xviii | IS

A AP Oy BUACR 0 R R A RAT A - SRR L
SR R o fR 4 7 — TR TR A (A 2 AT O o AR wl BT B A
HEWEBE ER > PR ORI Gels) W BT - (5
ORI A IR AR R T B — SR BRE o Wl O R
X il S M B - R W T AT R SR YT AL - R
DA ek« B4 > BACHEIEA R 2 S i B AU AR
wb o UL M % e T A SR BB TR AT AE P B R
1111 75 FEE 1A 3

AR o SRR B A AR AT - LA SR R
Ry WR T EF o U7 M BT A R 2 1 Rl 2 B P R
THAF o RAPEBBRIER T AR BREZH R LA R
SO AR IE % i AR 22 B o wEAMTE B S AR B R4
AR o TR A0 SR 0 A A 1 6 o PO o IRl T A
YRR ML A AR > XK AR TR > 1A
AN LE HEAG TR Y B S R CTEROZEAR) - b [ 208 308 3 5 ) O et
[ SR S PN R GRS SR - e B ey - a
B R R RS DR R R — B o

2011411 H10 A v B2



Preface | xix

In the 20th century, the trend in modern Western poetry
was to move away from lyricism. This deeply rooted and rich
tradition of European poetry had already dissipated since the
Renaissance. From the surrealism proclaimed by Guillaume
Apollinaire to the anti-lyricism in T. S. Eliot’s The Waste
Land, poetry had come to affirm modernity as its aesthetic
aim, thus separating itself from songs; words and poetic
feeling also parted company. In the same way, beauty in the
plastic arts died, its place taken by form and concept. Nowa-
days, modernity, which had originally designated a time of
revolution and change, was itself transformed into.an empty
and meaningless aesthetic doctrine. Where, then, is poetry?
This is the real question facing poetic writing.

As we all know, there is a long tradition of Chinese poetry.
There are two motivations behind the writing of poetry, to
express the will and to describe a feeling, or “poetic realm.”
The introduction of Western modernist poetry occurred a few
decades later than the emergence of poetry written in the
Chinese vernacular. As for. the controversy between Chinese
learning as substance and Western learning for practical use, it
is not at all useful.in the writing of Chinese poetry nowadays.
Poets invariably pursue their own goals in their creations.
If one were to identify a trend in my poetry, one could prob-
ably say that I am searching for a poetic feeling, which has
been long lost in this age of the ubiquitous presence of
commodification, materialism, and politics. Just like what I
am attempting to do in my upcoming filmic poem, Requiem
for Beauty, I try to issue a call to arms through my eulogy for
Beauty: return to human nature and aesthetics, look for
meaning among meaninglessness, and awaken conscience
through observation. In this manner, we could hopefully
capture at least some traces of poetic feeling.

Paris, 10th November 2011





