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Yan Li
OUR INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE

It has erupted again

As if the human gene for poetry

Were specially primed for disaster and great emotion
The last time

And the time before that

Seem so distant

But this time the spirit of poetry

Shaken by Nature’s outburst

Shook our spiritual numbness

Born of the accumulation of things

In the midst of our consumerist society

Shook open a fissure money can’t begin to fill
Shook apart our road paved

Toward stocks and real estate

Shook awake consciences lost in the depths of greed

It has erupted again

We had almost forgotten that

Poetry, the most powerful form of expression

Truly, in this land of ours

Is the intangible cultural heritage which is most worthy of our pride
I don’t want to predict what sort of big event will bring it forth
Next time

Or the time after that

Or

Like natural disasters, it’s unpredictable

But the spirit of poetry

Is always an inner harbinger for those who love freedom

In this land beset with disaster and suffering

May 21, 2008
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Li Li

A MOMENT OF SILENCE, FOR CHILDREN KILLED IN THE EARTHQUAKE

A moment of silence, for buds destroyed by Spring A moment of silence, for the capricious tremors
Before they could burst into flower For fear
And for the life-mocking sudden death sentence
A moment of silence, not for great men who did good without favor of trial
Not for the Buddhas smashed in the temples
But for those small frail lives, the grass and the snails A moment of silence, for the sound of that last sigh
For that last unheard prayer in the darkness, a child’s
A moment of silence, for the paradise of voices prayer
reciting
Which when sweeping over the fields of hope A moment of silence, for ruins as tranquil as the blue
Becomes a hell of mournful wailing sky
For the cave-ins mysteriously shaped like the For the philosophy of life in a book in the ruins
character “prison” For small hands that will no longer turn textbook pages
For weeping eyes fixed on the stars, and like stars,
A moment of silence, for the vanishing cries of now unable to close
“Daddy!” and “Mama!”
For phrases like “going on an outing,” “going to A moment of silence, for cruel memorial rites
school,” “going home” For the cruel forgetting that follows
For the unclaimed cell phones For forgetting

A moment of silence, for the earth, blindly turning

And for hearts, blindly beating

And for the reinforced concrete and the stones,
not knowing to escape after killing people. They
were for killing people

A moment of silence, for the classroom doorframe
Suddenly transformed into a knife in the back

And for the child who wanted to be Ultraman*

But in the end flickered into candlelight lines of poetry

*Ultraman is a cartoon superhero who starred in the 1960s Japanese television series Ultraman.
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Yi Sha

ANSWERING MY OWN QUESTIONS

“So just because of an earthquake that caused you
no harm at all

You become reconciled with the country you've confronted
for so long?

You reconcile so easily .. "

“Beyond talking of reconciliation—in fact
I’ve never turned my back on the country that is in my heart
(the noble are not qualified to do this)
And I've always longed to love China the way
the Orthodox poet
Ached with love for Russia
Tsvetaeva wrote, “The snows of Russia are on fire
I'm so ashamed! I've not yet offered
My own country such a white-hot line of poetry”

“Then can I understand it this way: from now on
You'll be reduced to a reconciled, harmonious, cooperative poet
Taking the flower-strewn path like the common herd?”

“No! No! No! 'm lowly too

Too bad my poetry is not lowly like theirs

It’s neither reconciling nor harmonious

I trust in it more than in myself

A pure poet should be completely attuned to poetry’s leading

Moreover those who stand between me and my country

Cannot represent the country that is in my heart

A murderous level eight earthquake can make me give up
on heaven and earth and Buddha

But it is powerless to change my most basic principles—
and my faith!”

May 25, 2008
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