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            Foreword

         

         Chen Yuhong is perhaps the leading contemporary woman poet in Taiwan. My cotranslator Diana Shi and I first met her at a 2016 Shantou University international poetry conference, each of us invited readers. We were struck by the sophistication, grace, and exacting craft of her work, and by her quietly incisive personality. We met again at a later event, confirming our previous impressions, and decided to translate some of her poems. She is clearly one of the finest Chinese-language poets on the contemporary scene, distinguished by her work’s elegance and strength, as well as its scope, spanning epochs, themes, and subjects. Chen writes in her native Mandarin, but is fluent in both English and French, and spent some years in Canada. She has traveled extensively across Europe, North America, and Asia. Comparisons can be invidious, but she acknowledges her aesthetic and practice enjoy multiple influences and affinities, both East and West, including Sappho, Tsvetaeva, Rilke, Elizabeth Bishop, T.S. Eliot, Jacques Prevért, Pierre Reverdy, the Tang’s towering Li Bai, the Song’s Li Qingzhao, and the Japanese classics, along with Buddhist or Daoist echoes. She has particularly encouraged attention to contemporary English-language poets, editing and translating volumes by Louise Glück, Margaret Atwood, Jack Gilbert, Alice Oswald, Carol Ann Duffy, and Anne Carson.

         Though Chen’s work has won multiple awards in her own country, Impossible Paradise is her first volume in English. Circé Editions (les editions Circé, Paris) published a 2018 full-length selection of her poetry Je te l’ai deja dit (I Once Told You), edited and translated into French by Prof. Marie Laureillard. On this occasion, Chen read in Paris for Nuit de la Littérature (Literature Night), invited by the Forum of Foreign Cultural Institutes. The Swedish Institute also awarded her its 2022 10International Cikada Prize in Stockholm. We are confident English-language readers everywhere will find Chen’s work equally compelling.

         Over my long collaboration with Diana Shi, our translational philosophy and method have remained fairly consistent, despite the inherent uncertainties of the process. If translation remains an art both logical and imaginative, it sometimes finds its best language, simple or not, only after sidestepping initial choices. When necessary or advantageous, we include notes, but elsewhere prefer an uncluttered page. Our goal is not merely fidelity to the source language, but to the poem’s spirit, to the creation of a living and poetically dynamic poem. For us, “fidelity” often demands the effort to inhabit the moment of original authorial impulse before feeling or image are reduced to language. Honoring this sense of what’s actually “original”, we try to create the poem the author might have made from that impulse had she been a native-English-speaking contemporary poet. Of course the basics of good translation require crafting for accurate denotations along with useful nuance. English bears a treasury of tones, shades, and implications to deepen and enrich. As in any imaginative writing, process generates its own momentum, the author or translator sometimes as much witness as creator.

         Which poems might not merely survive but flourish through that process is at first not always evident. While our method is partly empirical, this line or that may unexpectedly spring to life in translation, energizing the whole poem. Such is one of the art’s chief joys—surprise, welcome or not, being no stranger to poetic composition. Once a poem is chosen, an English literal is phrased in Chinese syntax and word order, then gradually reshaped toward effective and resonant form. Normally this takes successive drafts before the tones, meanings, and music approach harmony as well as compelling energy, bearing poem and reader onward. It’s true that certain 11rhetorical practices in modern Chinese poetry, far fewer in Chen Yuhong’s, may not succeed in contemporary English as in the original. But when rendered carefully, some may.

         Regarding the textures and substance of Chen Yuhong’s poetry, the poet’s urbane and cosmopolitan sensibilities expand its international reach. Her love for and knowledge of music—its instruments, terminology, and compositional forms—endow a richly metaphorical lexicon to conjure mood, angles of thought or light, animal presence, or tides of weather. Similarly, her grasp of time’s elasticity, its sliding scales, invests many of her poems. While her imagery might now deliver the concrete evocation and sensuality of physical existence, it may next glide over the threshold of transcendence, then return to earth. Chen’s realms can also be alive with blossomings, flowers that punctuate or announce a season, their fragrance rich or evanescent, transient or perennial. In contrast to interminable summer heat or winter drizzle, the sudden caprice of fate or spirit may arrive with its own derangements. This poet acknowledges the unexpected, its capacity to terrify or astonish. Chen’s occasional inclination toward the surreal, say in her powerful litany “May the Rain”, draws strength from both the material domain and its interior or abstract refractions. As in the poem “Longing”, her images carry their force almost unmediated through the original to the translation.

         If Chen inherits an Eastern tradition, she remains fully conversant with the West. Her poems encounter the hotel rooms of Edward Hopper, the rigid limbs of ancient Greek kouroi, the nerve-gassed children of Syria, Akhmatova’s Russia, and the Vancouver seashore. Yet her universe, however tangible, retains at its core a profound solitude, perhaps like the shadowy interior of a violin, an emptiness where vibrations resonate and amplify.
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            霞光及其它
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                  Here

                  wild weeds entwine wild weeds,

                  silt welcomes silt.

                  Unknown weeds,

                  unknown silt,

                  unknown ant, dog, old man

                  baking yams. This ardent sun,

                  godlike, bathes us in its rays,

                  not knowing, not knowing

                  one thing about us.

                  A world so vast

                  we’re silt, we’re weeds,

                  and small as us,

                  perched silent,

                  this cat

                  facing god,

                  its fur pale as a cloud,

                  its ice-blue eyes reflecting

                  unknown birds aloft,

                  the wind, and us.
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            Akhmatova Town

         

         
            
               
                  In this city

                  onions are good,

                  the canals good,

                  and the prayerful Mary.

                  Even with the roses sealed in snow,

                  the church crouched quiet as a cat,

                  its a cappella

                  still, all’s well.

               

               
                  Pigeons are good,

                  the sounds of cars and people,

                  the camera lens panning soft waterlaps.

                  Time creeps unnoticed as the flow:

                  wabi-sabi

                  the word that comes.

                  As a butterfly flutters to each flower

                  I wish to capture you.

               

               
                  Yet is it simply the silence

                  in which a pigeon pecks for food

                  that you desire?

                  The cat scents sunlight,

                  sunlight scents dust,

                  the desktop layered

                  in quiet. Even

               

               
                  when memory enters the sky’s

                  grey silence,

                  all colors yield

                  to the turquoise of turquoise columns,

                  the mural mosaic

                  so brilliant— 17

                  red for love blue for peace green for life.

                  Could white

                  speak its own essence?

               

               
                  This city’s so solid it could traverse

                  ancient space and time.

                  I hear you say essence, essence

                  is good. Rain is good, sunlight,

                  sunlit rain is good.

               

               
                  Pure silver age,

                  pure cross.

                  The Neva’s good,

                  love is good (as if

                  with a straw, you sip

                  my soul),

                  stained glass sectioned

                  but whole. Pushkin’s good

                  but your poetry the finest.

                  Queen Anne’s lace reaches the horizon.

               

               
                  Each morning are you still afraid?

                  Chest, throat, wrist, pelvis,

                  the lost dog forever shut out.

                  By the coffee shop you wait in line

                  for powdered milk, dry bread.

                  (Bourgeoisie no good). Lines, lines

                  waiting like a poem

                  with no hero, going on forever,

               

               
                  (fear’s finger touching everything in darkness,

                  leading moonlight to the axe)

                  waiting for husbands, children

                  vanished like roses. 18

               

               
                  Lines of tour buses

                  pass Lenin

                  who lived here too,

                  Peter the Great

                  beneath whose feet

                  a metaphorical pigeon

                  basks in sunlight, drinks rain water,

                  knows the city best,

                  in this world less fearful.

               

               
                  Come November they plant trees,

                  sacred figs unafraid of wind, snow, fog.

                  Ash for bows and axes once,

                  now desks, chairs, doors.

                  Roses and apples along the streets

                  as in the 19th century—

                  they’ll thrive on Nevsky Prospekt

                  a few hundred years.

               

               
                  Eternity needs time.

                  Red’s good (for you I’ll rinse

                  the bloodstains from your palms).

                  Silence good

                  though we might say

                  with only two words

                  all life is.
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                  Relax, she says, but stand still,

                  adjusting my left breast.

                  The plastic’s hard and cold.

               

               
                  Between transparent slabs

                  my flesh, unsiliconed

                  blood and tissue

                  squeezed to three centimeters.

               

               
                  Grab the handle. Breathe deep once

                  and hold

                  as 0.7 millisieverts

                  flash straight through.

               

               
                  X-rays, she says,

                  will show any shadows.

                  Cloudless good.

                  Cloudy not.

               

               
                  False positives an OK mistake.

                  False negatives less so.

                  I imagine someone gauging

                  shades within my breast.

               

               
                  Maybe as careful as I myself

                  judge a poem shortlisted, coolly

                  gauging its metaphors, its images

                  plain as my own breasts. 20

               

               
                  X-rays are precise,

                  she says, her tone professional

                  and moderate. You may dress

                  while I read them.
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            French Gender

         

         
            
               
                  War is feminine

                  love masculine

                  envy feminine

                  power masculine

                  bed masculine, and desk

               

               
                  Dining table’s feminine

                  chair feminine

                  disease feminine

                  hatred feminine

                  All greed, it seems, feminine

               

               
                  But purity, beauty,

                  music, literature are also

                  feminine,

                  as is truth

               

               
                  Death alone

                  is justly shared

                  la mort

                  le décès

                  Before it

               

               
                  the nominal divide

                  between male and female

                  escapes argument
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