ZHAI YONGMING
Three Poems

Translated from the Chinese by Ondi Lingenfelter

Encapsulated

I am alive I stuff myself into a tiny package
with so many materials creating the capsule of me

this body is hard to swallow

slowly I am stuffed inside a broken kiss

stuffed inside a different person, stuffed into his grinding

packed inside what is overlooked, thus hard to forget

slowly I swallow, reach for a glass of soda water

slowly I break open a kernel

pull apart two trees’ worth of plum blossoms, three lives of setting suns
past lives and this life are all accounted for

this body stuffed inside too many autumn winds

I'm not reckless, but all I can do is clutch a spray of suffering bones

Heaven and Earth are boundless

but they are merely a capsule apartment

slowly I pick up a cup of tepid water

slowly pour it into a vast realm made of flesh

the Myriad Things are viscera, so how can I

be anything but a speck, this body

quenched and tempered even if it slowly accretes

into a crafty smile

it would dissolve like a capsule in the end, disappear
even if I could bring down the wrath of Heaven and Earth
in the end everything will turn into an expanse of shifting

sands
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take a look: countless capsules are flying this way

shedding their skins as they depart...

March 10, 2014
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For Akhmatova

because of that twilit & boozy yellow apartment

I pay my respects to you

because elegance cannot be made into bread

I pay my respects to you

because among the squirming ranks you tried to stand

I pay my respects to you

because after circling it three times we latecomers finally found your home
I pay my respects to you

you moved around this three-room apartment *

where nothing remains but black and white photos staring out
an endless stream of people in a room with no host

a long poem with no hero that no one reads to the end

there is nothing but these three rooms left behind in passion
nothing but the footsteps that once passed through them
skittish, arrhythmic, listless

sweet footsteps

nothing but the thundering, buzzing, shrieking

and a lump of grief the blood and wine of those years could not soften
darkness alone can return to the past

apart from an old leather suitcase still gleaming like the edge of a knife
& stuffed full of letters from another world

apart from the daily narration of docents with parched tongues

& apart from future guests

who will travel a thousand miles to sit beside you and share secrets?
apart from opening up the Fountain Palace 2

for the entire world, what else could you do?

other than writing comments by our names at the turn in the stairwell
I pay my respects other than taking a selfie

other than the lightning fast shutter

and gasping for breath as we merge into the commercial boulevard
what else could I do?
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in a third-rate era

snatching a third-rate afternoon is difficult enough 3
many bright people have come here come and gone
many books  exquisite and fine

have decorated you like a mosaic

just as this nondescript dwelling ornaments your suffering

only the Soviet mind cannot be ornamented 4

only one generation will not have the curtain fall on it
only poetry  cannot be bent

standing here

I can hear their voices coming from underground

September 2014

Notes by the poet:

1 Akhmatova and her husband Nikolai Punin lived in rooms in the Fountain Palace, which
had been assigned to them by the Soviet Writers Association. Punin’s former wife lived
there as well. In later years, Akhmatova would continue to live there, not moving out
even after she and Punin had split up. She and Punin’s former wife merely traded
rooms.

2 Fountain Palace: Previously known as Sheremetyevo Palace in Saint Petersburg,
Fountain Palace was later occupied by the Soviet Writers Association. Akhmatova’s
former residence of is now the site of a museum dedicated to her.

3 The Russian émigré poet Joseph Brodsky, a protégé of Akhmatova’s, wrote a poem
describing his own era as “second rate.” In my opinion, the present time has already
become a third-rate era.

4The phrase “Soviet mind” is taken from philosopher Isaiah Berlin’s (1909-1997) book,
The Soviet Mind (2004).
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Parapet

the finest vista is from the top of a wall

it’s a regulated field of view

it’s a woman’s field of view

filtered through leaves and branches it’s life from girlhood to womanhood
sisters don their green armor

and stand in this spot  inhabiting a space

that isn’t the three-quarter perspective of Western painting

within the walls, a courtyard and dim pavilion
where sisters vowed to form an alliance

sitting on cold stones in twos and threes

silken sashes gently trailing

eroded stones from Taihu ~ wrought by nature
natural stones ancient but always new

Taihu stones  the skeletons of stones

years later too many men would paint them
and some men would encase them in stainless steel

today  the little courtyard, the stones, and the poems
have become timely marriage resisters

sleepwalkers  the childless

stones lean on stones

like sisters, leaning on each other

sitting by the water, side by side

fish spirits dart underwater

fairies glimmer behind willows

fox fairies spring from the grass

the ancients called them demons and monsters

there’s no sign in this world of the legend of the White Snake
no sign in this world of Nie Xiaoqian

women who composed and chanted poetry

fell in love with scholars grew sick with longing

why did they always appear in female form?

hiding among Taihu stones

hiding behind parapets
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they were transformed  their blood turned green
they disguised themselves
to meet their true loves

looking out from the top of the wall

on the road to Chang’an they rose up

where scattered bits of tradition converged

wanderers, good men, scholars enroute to the imperial examinations
all have descended descended into dust

while “Qingming on the River” ascends to the heavens

horses galloping towards the parapet

also ascended higher and higher

someone with a face like a peach blossom sits astride that horse
eye brows arched like willow wands

& the horse noses into the garden

& the horse’s head and the person’s head are the same height

& they cut their skirts short and leave

when the tracing paper in my palm  is offered up
to take the bearings of the parapet

on the television next to me, a man is saying:
women who love jewelry =~ modern poetry

and thrill-seeking, women like that

don’t interest me

ha! history is like that too

it always has been

stern fathers with starchy collars
supercilious husbands casting judgment
acquiescent brothers ever deferring
serious teachers with their lofty morals
this doesn’t interest them, not at all
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Translator’s notes:

About the title: The Chinese word for “parapet” is “nii ergiang” % 5. %, literally
“daughter wall”. Some have speculated that the name derives from the fact that the
crenellations of a parapet are of a height such that a person of small stature, such as a
woman or girl, could hide behind them. Zhai Yongming plays on the double meaning of
this architectural term and composes a poem about the position of women in Chinese
history and in traditional culture, pointing out at the end of the poem that things don’t

really change.

Lake Tai stones, or Taihu stones: Lake Tai (Chinese, Taihu AXJ#) is a large lake onthe
Yangzi Delta plain famous for its scenery and for the fantastically eroded stones found
there. Such stones (or their facsimiles), with their baroque crenellations and numerous

holes, are a common feature of traditional Chinese gardens.

Legend of the White Snake: One of the most important and well-known Chinese
traditional stories (first committed to paper and published by Feng Menglong in 1624),
this tale tells of a snake who transforms herself into a supernatural maiden and falls in
love with and has a child with a young scholar. Although she is imprisoned in a pagoda
for decades by a vindictive Buddhist monk (himself a transformed turtle), her loyal
maidservant (a green snake who has taken human form) rescues her and reunites her

with her family.

Nie Xiaogian g /)M#: This character (from Pu Songling’s J#i FA#%[1640-1715] c. 1740
collection of short fiction, Strange Stories from Liao’s Studio 17 &£ 52) is a virtuous
ghost maiden whose loyalty to and love for her human lover ultimately restore her to

life.

“Qingming on the River”: Iconic Northern Song dynasty scroll by Zhang Zeduan 5% i
(1085-1145) depicting a festival day in the Northern Song capital of Bianjing (present
day Kaifeng). The name of the scroll is often translated as “Along the River During the

Qingming Festival.” Chinese: Qingming shanghetu &5 B - Ja] [&].
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